
1. Chapter 1


    
    Xiao sits there in stunned silence before he speaks.

“I can’t believe someone wants to make a movie out of your webnovels.”

“Excuse you! I’ll have you know that my novels are extremely popular. They’ve got a very devoted fanbase that’s still growing.”

“They’re just not popular here,” Chongyun says, ducking when Xingqiu swats at the back of his head. “I’m just telling the truth. It’s a very saturated market, A-Qiu. Everyone writes martial arts novels. I could stop anyone on the street and ask them what xianxia or wuxia novel they’ve got open on their phone right now and they could describe the plot to me and I’d mistake it for ten other titles and still not be exactly wrong.”

“Mine are a cut above the rest and you know it. Anyway. We aren’t here to discuss the merits of my novel. Those are already clear by the fact that it’s so popular that Inazuma wants to make a movie out of one of them. At that stage even if I was willing to consider that my novels were, at best, average before I would be forced to reconsider that outlook. It’s just about a done deal. And thankfully they’ve given me oversight on the script adaptation and they wanted to confirm details of certain scenes. That’s where you come in Xiao-ge.”

“Wrong.”

Xingqiu raps his knuckles on the table between them. “Come on. Your dear to your heart shidi is asking you for help.”

“Who’s shidi?” Xiao raises an eyebrow, arms crossing over his chest as he leans back in his chair. 

“You had to be at least a little curious why Xingqiu called you out,” Chongyun says. “I mean. He asked for your help and you showed up, didn’t you?”

“I had free time and I was curious.” Xiao pauses. “Also one of you texted Ganyu and she commented about it in the group chat with Shifu and shushu. If I didn’t show up I’d never hear the end of it.”

“Ganyu-jie to the rescue. I told you that you should have just asked Ganyu about it first,” Chongyun says to Xingqiu.

“Forgive me for thinking that I should attempt being straightforward.” Xingqiu rolls his eyes, brushing part of his fringe out of his face. “But listen. I really do need your help.”

“I’m not a stuntman.”

“I know! But if you could help me choreograph some of the fights, and maybe oversee some of the practices to make sure they’re done right it would be a real big help.”

Xiao points at Xingqiu and then at Chongyun. “You are both martial artists. As I recall the Guhua school’s main styles are ‘light piercer’ and ‘rain cutter’.”

“How boring of a movie would it be if everyone used Guhua arts? It’s fine when it’s on paper because it’s up to the reader to imagine what things look like. They can be picturing all sorts of things happening — crane or mantis, maybe even horse style fighting. But on screen it’ll be obvious! And it doesn’t make sense.” Xingqiu leans forward. “And if it’s just Guhua school arts it will be so dull.”

“There are two of you.”

“A movie with two fighting styles? They might as well just film me and Chongyun sparring and send that to the box office to tank. Come on, Xiao-ge. You know more types of fighting styles than both of us — even ignoring work with pole arms.”

Xiao sighs, pressing his knuckles to his forehead as though he could bully away the headache.

“You should ask Shifu. I learned most of it from him. I’m sure he could help. Besides, I also have a job. I can’t just take off for Inazuma for a week or two. The Goldets are understanding people. I do not want to take advantage.”

“Please, they love you.” Xingqiu waves his hand. “They’ll bend over backwards to keep you. Did you know that their reviews have steadily been going up since you became the night guard? And almost all the comments on about them are about how safe and reliable it is there.”

“That’s — “ Xiao sighs. “No. The answer is still no.”

“I’ll pay you.”

Xiao jolts, eyes narrowing at Xingqiu. “No!”

“Just name a figure!”

“I can’t.” Xiao turns a little pink. “I’m not allowed to take money for my martial arts. Shifu made Ganyu and me swear never to trade our martial arts skills for mora when he began teaching us.”

“Huh,” Chongyun blinks, turning to Xingqiu. “You should work that into one of your next novels.” He looks back to Xiao. “Wait. What about all the competitions and the prize money you won?”

Xiao doesn’t exactly squirm in his seat, but he gives the impression of wanting to. Xiao props his elbow up on the table, turning his face into his hand and looking off to the side.

“Shifu had us pick a charity to donate it to,” Xiao mumbles. “I think Ganyu still gets letters from one of the wildlife preservation ones she used to pick out a lot.”

“I have so many questions,” Chongyun says, sounding awestruck. “But I know that if I ask them we’ll never get back to Xingqiu.”

“Be strong and hold them in for me to ask at a later date.” Xingqiu shakes Chongyun’s arm. “Alright. No money. Could you just — alright. How about this. Can you and Chongyun go through some scenes for me and let me film it? There’s going to be a stunt director and a choreographer. I can show the video to them and see if they can work with it.”

“It’s Inazuma,” Xiao replies. “What would they know?”

“Don’t look down on them just because they’re from Inazuma,” Xingqiu chides, “Master martial artists are everywhere.”

“No. I mean — why bother using multiple Liyue style martial arts when you’re filming in Inazuma where most people wouldn’t be able to notice some of the more subtle differences?”

“You’re thinking very small, Xiao-ge. Sure it’s being filmed in Inazuma. But it’s a movie. You think people from Liyue aren’t going to be streaming illegal uploads of this? I’m telling you. I’m a very popular novelist.”

“You know, the more you say it to try and convince people that you’re popular the more it sounds like you aren’t.” Chongyun suffers through the sharp jab Xingqiu aims at his ribs, holding still so he doesn’t accidentally spill his drink. 

“Who’s side are you on?” Xingqiu hisses.

“Yours, probably.” Then he grins at Xiao. “Dage want to join the ‘Victims of Xingqiu Alliance’? So far it’s me, his brother, Keqing, and Xinyan.”

Xingqiu raises his hands, rolling his eyes towards the ceiling. “I am being conspired against.” 

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    “I’m telling you, I’m under appreciated here. The only one of you who gets me is Yanfei.” Xinyan points over her shoulder to where Yanfei is in the middle of waiting in line for all of them. Yanfei notices Xinyan pointing and holds up her hands to shape a heart in their direction.

Xiangling holds up her pinched together thumb and index finger to offer a heart back.

“I would appreciate you and your music more if it wasn’t constantly attached to a very loud amp,” Keqing replies flatly as she rapidly types something out on one of her several phones. “It’s not my fault I have sensitive ears.”

“You have to listen to the Qixing’s bullshit day in day out and your ears haven’t gotten a little bit used to some noise?” Xinyan teases. “Even Xiangling doesn’t appreciate me. And we get along about most everything else.”

“It’s not that I don’t like your music,” Xiangling says, leg bouncing up and down underneath the table as she eyes the menu. Keqing puts a hand on Xiangling’s shoulder, a quiet reminder. “It’s just that who can resist a good ballad? A nice crooning, echoing devotional?”

Xiangling puts a clenched fist over her chest, eyes closed. “Ah. I can hear it now. Nothing like being in a kitchen cutting up vegetables or tenderizing meat and having the radio on in the background while hearing someone belt out lyrics describing their long journey home.”

“Rock and roll music has ballads!” Xinyan protests. “Ugh. You and your country. They’re not that far off from each other, you know. They’re like. Only a half step away from each other.”

“Then I am a half step away from you,” Xiangling says. “Which is closer than most others are in Liyue.”

“I’m very popular in Mondstadt.”

Keqing laughs, sharp and bright, “You sound like Xingqiu when he talks about his novels. Very popular. Just not here. Where you live.”

“Hey, don’t compare my music to his novels,” Xinyan jabs her finger at Keqing. Keqing raises a slender eyebrow, sliding her phone away into her bag.

“Don’t point your badly manicured finger at me.”

Xinyan gasps.

“Alright ladies,” Xiangling leans over the table, crossing her arms over her chest and quickly sweeping them out like she’s refereeing some kind of wrestling match. “Break it up, break it up. No fighting before we can even eat our lunch. You’re just hangry.”

“Maybe you’d be more popular in Liyue if you dressed better,” Keqing continues, ignoring Xiangling.

“I dress perfectly fine, thanks.” Xinyan huffs, crossing her arms. 

“Your jacket looks like you picked it up off the side of the road after it got run over.”

“It’s genuine Fontaine leather.”

“It’s genuinely disgusting.”

Xiangling groans, pressing her hands together and directing her gaze towards the ceiling. “Ancestors above please don’t let this turn into a whole thing on my precious day off. Give me a win here.”

Keqing and Xinyan continue with their back and forth as Xiangling resigns herself to watching with her chin tucked into her hands. It’s like ping pong or volleyball. Keqing is all lightning quick remarks and Xinyan is blistering rebukes. The rally goes on without any signs of either person stepping down.

“What’s going on with those two?” Yanfei asks, holding a tray with drinks and a tall wire card holder that bears a placard numbered eight in black ink.

Xinyan quickly sorts out the drinks, setting the card stand at the edge of the table on her side.

“Well. It started off with Xinyan complaining about how we don’t appreciate her music.”

“I love her music,” Yanfei says. “Oi, Xinyan. I love your music. You can chill out if that’s what you’re still going on about. I’m with you.”

Xiangling waves a hand in front of her face. “Now they’re onto talking about their fashion sense.”

“Ah. In that case I’m bowing out of this one,” Yanfei decides. “You can never win an argument regarding fashion. I’m a lawyer, I would know.”

“You should quit being a lawyer and make a band with me,” Xinyan says, turning away from Keqing. “The Yan-Yan’s.”

Keqing rolls her eyes.

“The Yan-Yan’s? We sound like grannies,” Yanfei says, “The name and the image are complete contrasts. People wouldn’t know what to expect. I dig it.”

Xinyan gives an exaggerated sniffle, throwing an arm around Yanfei’s shoulders and pulling her in. “You’re the only one who gets me.”

“Ganyu likes your music too,” Yanfei points out. “She’s bought your CD’s and your vinyls and she has your albums on her phone. When she’s cleaning or cooking I can hear her singing along sometimes.”

“Ganyu likes everything,” Keqing replies. “It would be insulting if she wasn’t so genuine about it, really. I think it’s something about how she was raised.”

“Untrue. Zhongli-shibo and Xiao-ge definitely have dislikes.” Yanfei pats Xinyan’s arm before gently pulling herself out. “And they aren’t shy about talking about them. And you know Zhongli-shibo — if he wants to talk about something he can talk.”

“Pot meet kettle,” Keqing’s eyes curve up into a fond smile, “Yanfei, you’re the most talkative person ever put on this earth.”

“I have a lot to say and a precious little amount of time to say it in. It’s my curse.”

“If we’re talking about curses mine is that I’m surrounded by fools.”

“My curse is that every time I want to hang out with my friends they create drama,” Xiangling says. 

“Mine is that I’m deeply under appreciated,” Xinyan huffs.

“Chongyun likes your music,” Keqing says it like a peace offering. “You’ve even got him to play in a few of your sets.”

“For recordings and for fun. Someday I gotta get that guy on a stage with me. It’s a wild time. That’s pretty much the only time I’m willing to believe his excess yang energy spiel.”

“If you ever get Chongyun on a stage with you I’ll definitely go see it,” Keqing declares. “Someone has to be ready to call the hospital when he immediately faints afterwards. Or call the police when Xingqiu murders you for getting his boyfriend killed.”

  



3. Chapter 3


    
    “You’re a terrible influence. I’m pretty sure that Ganyu was nicer before you two started dating,” Keqing narrows her eyes, squinting at the fine print.

Yanfei pokes her finger to Keqing’s forehead, pushing her face back from the tablet. “You’re going to ruin your eyes. I mean. They’re already ruined, but you’re going to make them worse. Just suck it up and see your optometrist again.”

Keqing grunts, “She retired. I don’t trust her replacement.”

“They’re optometrists. I don’t think they’re going around untrained.”

“I am very particular about my contact lenses. It took me three fittings to get these ones right.”

“And your new optometrist can’t just copy the fitting from your last visit?”

Keqing is quiet in a way that Yanfei’s years of experience in a courtroom know as guilty. If they were in a courtroom this would be the case closer and Yanfei would be walking to the bus stop with a bounce to her step and a more generous outlook on whether or not she’s paying for a round or not.

“When was your last visit?” Yanfei asks, making a grab for the tablet. Keqing lets it go easy enough. 

“Four years ago,” Keqing says.

Yanfei makes a face. “The things in your eyes must be riddled with germs.”

“They still work.”

“Qing-er — “

“Don’t call me that.”

“Everyone always thinks you’re angry because you’re scowling and frowning but is it just because you can’t see worth shit?” 

“You’re one to talk, your eyesight is as bad as mine.”

“Yeah, but I go to my optometrist and get new contacts every year on the dot. My optometrist and I joke that I keep anniversary dates better than his wife does.”

“Somehow I’m not surprised by this information. You’re surprisingly well liked for a contract lawyer who’s constantly booked full.”

“Hey! Why surprisingly? I’ve got a very charismatic personality. And I only speak the truth so why should people hold a grudge? I’m only holding them to their own words!”

“Yanfei, that is exactly why someone would hate you.” Keqing sighs. “Just tell me the important parts I need to know. How do you see anything on your tablet? It’s all set so small you’d need to zoom in four times just to get a difference between a punctuation and a speck of dust. Also I retract my previous statement. Consider it stricken from the record. Ganyu has never been nice. She’s just polite but what can you expect from someone raised by Zhongli-xiangsheng?”

“Xiao-ge isn’t polite.”

“Xiao-ge is polite, you’re just dating his sister. All bets are off when it comes to family. No one is polite to family.”

Yanfei holds a hand to her chest. “I think that’s possibly the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me, Keqing. You do care.”

“If only because you make Ganyu happy and a happy Ganyu is a happy Qixing.” Keqing sighs, brushing her bangs to the side of her face. “Ganyu’s more playful now. I think that’s the word I’m looking for. She’s more liable to bully people with thin faces because of you. It’s all the playing around you both do with Xiao. The man’s face is so thin I don’t know he got a job in security.”

“You say that but your face is as thin as he is,” Yanfei snickers. “You both get riled up so easily. Matching tempers. I’m surprised you two don’t get along more.”

“We get along plenty fine. Between the rest of you someone’s got to be capable of feeling any sort of shame, just so we can pretend to be responsible adults in society.” Keqing crosses her arms. “Get to it.”

Yanfei quickly flips to her notes she’d taken of the contract and Keqing groans.

“Why didn’t you just let me read the notes to start with?”

“Because if I told you I took notes then you’d want to see the contract itself and then read the notes again afterwards. You wouldn’t trust my notes alone. Come on, give me some credit. I know you better than you think. Even before we were friends I’ve been going back and forth with the Qixing poking out the holes for you lot to fix like determined little tailors.” Yanfei clears her throat, face turning serious as she scans her note page. “Alright. Focus, down to business Keqing. This contract seems airtight but even submarines have to release pressure somewhere. The contract also seems to be evenly balanced but I started checking into the current stock trends for the jade traders and I’ve found some interesting sells and trades for the past few months.”

Keqing hisses out through her teeth. “Few months? Yanfei, you said you found this one in your spare time. How far did you dig?”

“Consider it a favor. Your lot would’ve had to do the digging anyway.”

“That’s the point. The Qixing is still going to need to independently review what you’ve found and cross referenced. You’re not saving any time — wait, where are you getting these records from? Yanfei.”

“You have your sources, I have mine.”

Keqing groans. “Every single time you tell me you’ve found something interesting I fall for it like an idiot. I think it won’t be that bad, that it’s going to be something minor like tax evasion or some kind of labor hour issue. And then you bring insider trading and monopoly rigging to me.”

“I keep you in a job, ingrate,” Yanfei says fondly. “Ganyu always says you seem livelier when I pass you an interesting case.”

“Lively is a polite way for Ganyu to say I’m on my last nerve and ready to snap.”

Yanfei giggles, “But Keqing, you’re already snapping. How many last nerves do you have?”

“You!” Keqing shakes her fist at the other woman. “You’re insufferable! I don’t know how Ganyu puts up with you! The woman’s got the patience of a god. She’s going to ascend before everyone else just for this alone. If you ever came to work for the Qixing I’d quit my job and go to work at my parent’s grocery store.”

“You’d be turning the grocery store into a chain business and pillar of the local economy within half a year then you’d get bored and come back.”

  



4. Chapter 4


    
    The second Chongyun gets them through their apartment door — a feat he had to do one handed in a show of dexterity and speed, since Xingqiu stubbornly refused to do anything other than hang onto one side of him — Xingqiu abandons all pretense of propriety and turns into a deadweight against Chongyun’s side. Part of Chongyun was expecting this, so he doesn’t immediately fall down when Xingqiu’s body goes limp.

Chongyun kicks the door closed behind them, carefully lowering Xingqiu onto the entryway floor and sitting down next to him. Xingqiu immediately sprawls out, sighing happily. Chongyun quickly toes off his own shoes before turning to work on Xingqiu’s more elaborately fastened boots.

“Chongyun,” Xingqiu says, voice a little too loud and entirely too playful to be good for Chongyun’s prolonged health. “Yun-er.”

“Xingqiu,” Chongyun says, trying to work the man’s foot out of his boot and finding little help from Xingqiu’s part. “Don’t be stubborn. Give me a little help here.”

Chongyun hears Xingqiu sit up and then grunts when Xingqiu’s body collides with his. The man flops himself over Chongyun’s back, hair tickling the side of Chongyun’s face. Xingqiu points at Chongyun’s outstretched legs.

“Chongyun,” Xingqiu says, “You have the most delicate ankles. Have I told you this lately? I must have. It’s only right of me to extol your many virtues to anyone I can.”

“Can you focus on your ankle, please?” Chongyun replies dryly. “Ideally before I accidentally break it trying to take your shoe off?”

Xingqiu sighs as though Chongyun has just asked him to run down the stairs and go to a convenience store to get milk in the middle of the night. But he grunts as he turns his foot and kicks his shoe off with a stunning lack of grace that at any other time would make Xingqiu grimace.

“Okay, now the other one.”

That one follows too.

“Alright,” Xingqiu rolls both of his ankles, wiggling his toes. “Those are my ankles. Back to yours. I love them. They’re so slender.”

Xingqui slides off of Chongyun’s back, grunting as he curls around. He props his head up on a palm, grinning up at Chongyun as he slides his free hand around Chongyun’s waist.

“And such a narrow waist too! I bet you make all the girls jealous of your figure.”

Chongyun sighs. “You’re drunk.”

“I may be drunk but I’m not a liar,” Xingqiu sniffs, fingers pushing up the hem of Chongyun’s shirt to palm at his abs. “Are you trying to accuse me? How rude of you. I’m just being very honest. I should write a book about you.”

“Please don’t.” Chongyun pulls Xingqiu’s hand back out of his shirt and turns to scoop the man into his arms. Xingqiu immediately throws his own arms around Chongyun’s neck. “Save me some face.”

Xingqiu prods Chongyun’s cheek. “Come on. How long have you known me for? I’m helping you build immunity. Eventually you’re going to have to be able to take some of my teasing. It’s like I’m inoculating you. It’s like a vaccination.”

Chongyun tries to open their bedroom door with his elbow to no avail.

“Xingqiu.”

“Hm?” Xingqiu swings his legs a little, smiling up at Chongyun with a slightly dazed expression. Chongyun has to resist the urge to kiss his forehead because given an inch Xingqiu will take a mile. And given how disinclined Xingqiu has been to put any effort into getting either of them into bed Chongyun doubts the man would be up to putting any effort into the activities that could be done once in said bed.

“Xingqiu,” Chongyun repeats, helplessly fond but also exasperated.

“Yes?”

Chongyun pointedly looks at the door handle.

“I want to go to bed.”

Xingqiu gasps, “Are you soliciting me? How bold of you!”

But Xingqiu reaches around and opens the door for Chongyun, laughing as Chongyun turns to shoulder the door fully open and immediately half-tosses Xingqiu onto their bed.

“Is that your yang spirit acting up?” Xingqiu’s voice follows Chongyun as he retreats to the bathroom. “How aggressive. I love it when you take charge. You should try it more often, it suits you.”

Everyone teases Chongyun for having a thin face, but they don’t see what he has to deal with behind closed doors. Xingqiu is a ruthless tease, but when they’re alone he somehow manages to turn teasing Chongyun into an extreme sport. Chongyun’s face is actually much thicker than people give him credit for.

Xingqiu continues to talk — half to Chongyun, mostly to himself — about what sort of book he would write Chongyun into given half a chance. Chongyun changes quickly, brushing his teeth and darting out into the kitchen to get them both water.

“I’m being abandoned,” Xingqiu calls at him. “How cold of you, to seduce me into your bed and then leave me.”

“Who’s seducing who here?” Chongyun asks, returning with water and finding that Xingqiu has gotten himself mostly undressed. Mostly because it appears he gave up partway and is now has one arm still in his shirt and his pants partially down his thighs. “Sit up. Drink. You’re going to be hung over. Why did you drink so much?”

“You drank too,” Xingqiu says, slowly sitting up to take the water. Xingqiu’s eyes flick over Chongyun, abandoning his teasing for the moment. “Are you alright?”

“I was only taking sips, I had less than a two shots,” Chongyun replies, waiting for Xingqiu to finish the glass before taking it back. “I’m barely feeling any of it. I think I’m still in shock that dage dates.”

He then moves to kneel and help Xingqiu with the rest of his clothes.

Xingqiu yawns, expression fond, but he doesn’t tease any further. Once Xingqiu is out of his pants and shirt he goes to slither under the covers, yawning. Xingqiu flips back the covers,  opening his arms expectantly. Chongyun laughs, not bothering to walk around the bed and just crawls over Xingqiu to flop down on his other side. Xingqiu grunts, shifting his arm a little so it’s behind Chongyun’s neck instead of pinned under his back.

Chongyun turns on his side, pulling Xingqiu’s other arm over his waist and tugging the man close against his back. Xingqiu tucks his face into the back of Chongyun’s neck, nosing at his hair.

“Go to sleep,” Chongyun says, “We have to wake up early tomorrow.”

“We do?” Xingqiu sounds affronted by the very concept of it. “Whatever for? Ridiculous!”

“It was your idea to have everyone text Zhongli-xiangsheng at once,” Chongyun says. “So tomorrow we better make a break for it in case Xiao-ge decides he wants to try taking a strip out of us first.”

  



5. Chapter 5


    
    Xiao moves from half awake and lazy to instant alert, body moving to fling the door to his room open and launch himself into the hallway before the sound of bottles crashing to the tiled floor finish echoing in his ears.

“Ganyu?” Shifu calls from down the stairs as Xiao pounds on the bathroom door.

“Ganyu,” Xiao barks, “Ganyu what happened?”

The knob rattles as Ganyu unlocks it before she throws it open, eyes wide as she seizes him by the shoulders. She starts to shake him and Xiao’s alarm doesn’t know what to do with itself.

“Aether!” She exclaims.

“What?”

“Who’s hurt?” Shifu says, coming up behind Xiao to reach over him and take Ganyu’s own shoulders in his hands. “Stop shaking Xiao and let me have a look at you. Did you hit your head?”

Xiao ducks out from under Shifu and Ganyu’s arms, retreating out of reach as Ganyu gets fussed over.

“What about Aether?” Xiao repeats while Shifu runs his fingers over the back of Ganyu’s head. She’s staring at Xiao like he’s the one who’s suddenly acting strange.

“Were you already together when I made you to go Stone Gate with him?” Ganyu asks. “Did I get you two together?”

Xiao stares at her. Shifu, he can tell, is laughing inwardly. He may begin to laugh outwardly any second now depending on how Xiao does or does not answer. Xiao’s face is too thin for this and he’s going to lose either way.

“How hard did you hit your head?” Xiao asks instead.

“I didn’t hit my head at all.” Ganyu says. Shifu finally steps back from both of them.

“I sense that this may be something that neither of you want me to be here for,” Shifu says with the poise of someone who knows that he’s going to find out what’s happening anyway. “I will also remind you that our walls aren’t as thin as you’d like to believe and when you both get worked up you are much louder than you believe.”

Xiao feels his face flush, a dozen and more memories of this fact coming into play to embarrass him terribly. Ganyu’s thicker face seems to have failed her for once, most likely due to her ongoing shock over the strange ideas she got into her head.

Ganyu snags Xiao’s sleeve and tugs him towards her room. Xiao sneaks a peek into the bathroom to see what kind of mess he’ll have to clean up later. It looks like Ganyu had her strange…Xiao wouldn’t call it a realization so much as an idea in the middle of washing her face. The bottles she’d dropped appear to be sealed and Xiao doesn’t see anything spilled.

He follows Ganyu into her room and waits as she fusses with the old radio she has on her shelf, turning it on carefully raising the volume to just loud enough it will muffle at least a little bit of their conversation without making them try to shout at each other to be heard.

“Why do you think you have anything to do with Aether and me?” Xiao asks. 

“Did you get together before or after I made you go to Stone Gate?” Ganyu asks. 

Xiao scowls at her, relieved that she didn’t think of this before when they were surrounded by the gossiping pests she calls their friends.

“Does it really matter?”

“No,” Ganyu answers immediately. “But if the answer is after I’ll feel very proud of myself, Xiao. I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

Xiao stares into Ganyu’s face. “Every day you turn out more and more like Shifu and every day I feel my life get shorter and more miserable in response.”

Ganyu laughs. “Is that a yes, after? Xiao, please? You know if you answer me I’ll leave it alone.”

“Yanfei is a terrible influence on you. I knew it before I even met her.” Xiao grimaces. “It’s not like you introduced us to each other.” That honor goes to Hu Tao. “We were already on familiar terms.”

“Familiar terms? Xiao.” 

“Fine! We were already friends. No, you making me go to Stone Gate with him didn’t give us a — a push or whatever. But yes, we got together after not before. Satisfied? Can I go now? How nosy are you going to be? For all that you call me xiong you don’t act very respectful.”

“Not very,” Ganyu replies, but she doesn’t turn the radio off. “But if I were to be would you tell me any details?”

Xiao gives her a flat look and reaches over to turn the radio off himself. “I am not a gossip.”

“You think you aren’t a gossip,” Ganyu corrects as they leave her room. “You know Yanfei and Aether will get along.”

“Like gunpowder and a spark,” Xiao deadpans. He’s already counting down his last days of quiet before the inevitable meeting occurs. Between Yanfei’s ability to talk like she’s trying to win some kind of contest and Aether’s ability to roll with any sort of nonsense he’s presented with Xiao doesn’t know if he’ll ever find peace again. “Shifu will be thrilled.”

The three of them have always been quiet, even if Shifu’s personal life has been very colorful. Silence has always been a comfortable fourth member of the family. Even after Azhdaha-shushu returned.

Whenever one of the others trailed home after Ganyu or Xiao, or whenever Shifu runs across one of their other friends he always seems excited. Xiao thinks that maybe Shifu enjoys the noise, the trouble. Xiao wouldn’t be surprised. Despite Shifu’s outward appearance and overall demeanor he’s nursed a well hidden and very keen taste for trouble.

Ganyu laughs. “Shushu will have his hands full.”

“Azhdaha-shushu always has his hands full.” He probably enjoys it. Xiao rolls his eyes, retreating back into his room. He pauses before he closes the door. “Don’t startle me like that. The next time you come up with another hare brained idea keep it under wraps and talk about it normally. Don’t make the entire house think you might have given yourself a concussion.”

“Yes, xiong.”

Xiao turns sharply, fist raised threateningly as he hisses — “You!”

But Ganyu’s light giggle has retreated behind the bathroom door once again, leaving her safe from whatever fake retaliation he would have dealt out.

  



6. Chapter 6


    
    “Well shit, Yunyun — “

“Don’t call me Yunyun. My parents don’t even call me that. Xingqiu doesn’t call me that.”

“ — you’re off the hook now,” Xinyan stares at the travesty unfolding before them. “You’re no longer the easiest target in all of Liyue. How is this guy even alive? This has to be a joke. This is on some kind of camera and we’re being filmed for our reactions. Has to be. There is no way all of this isn’t some kind of elaborate set up. That’s a professional stunt man, there’s a medical team hidden somewhere if something goes wrong, and we are watching a prank show. And Xingqiu definitely calls you Yunyun. Don’t lie.”

Chongyun fiddles with the paper wrapper of his straw, watching the chaos unfolding through the window. 

“How come every time we hang out something weird happens?” He asks. “Maybe we’re the ones being secretly filmed for a reality show.”

He pauses before pulling out his phone. “There’s got to be some kind of legal documentation involved for that. You can’t just film people and put them on TV. Waivers have to be signed or something, right? You think Yanfei would know about that kind of thing or Xingqiu?”

“Both. Yanfei’s a nerd who packs in everything she can get her hands on about the law and Xingqiu is just obnoxiously knowledgeable.” Xinyan’s eyes widen. “Is that a fire truck?”

Chongyun startles when his phone starts to ring in his hands, quickly bringing it up to his ear.

“Hey, Aether.” Chongyun’s eyebrows start to raise. And keep raising. Xinyan is torn between watching Chongyun and the spectacle outside. Chongyun whacks her in the arm, eyes wide as his jaw hangs open. “Okay. Alright. Got it. I’ll do my best. I’ll let you know.”

“What?” Xinyan asks, kicking him. She’s wearing her good, thick soled boots. It probably hurts more than his hit to her arm did but Chongyun doesn’t even flinch.

Chongyun hangs up, jumping to his feet and points down to the scene below them.

“Apparently someone’s posting this all over social media. And that’s Aether’s friend.” Chongyun says, “We’ve got to go help him.”

“We?” Xinyan gapes. “We’ve got what? Chongyun, there isn’t helping that guy. Why am I even involved? We? What am I gonna do? Go down there and make a distraction with a mini concert?”

“Maybe,” Chongyun snags her jacket sleeve and tugs. “Come on. Aether called us to see if we were in the area and if we could help.”

“Again. We! Who’s we?”

“Alright, he called me, but you’re here so you might as well help.”

“What would he have done if you weren’t so conveniently placed in the area?” Xinyan asks, shooting one last final look through the window before rushing to join Chongyun as they speed walk out of the cafe. 

“He’d probably call dage.”

“Xiao-ge doesn’t even live in Liyue Harbor. What’s he gonna do?”

“But he knows literally everyone important who does live here,” Chongyun points out. “Aether might try to call Xiangling. She’s got a weird talent for unexpectedly being in the right place at the right time.”

“I feel like I’m the only one who hasn’t met Aether. How did I miss this guy?”

Chongyun shrugs. “That’s what you get for being popular everywhere but here.”

“Hey! I am a rising star here. I’m just much more appreciated elsewhere. Tell me about this walking train wreck of a guy.”

“His name is Bennett, um. I think he’s in training to be a paramedic or something? I’m not sure. He helped Aether when Aether moved to Mondstadt while his sister went abroad,” Chongyun answers. “And he’s got wicked bad luck. Crazy bad.”

“Maybe your parents should help host an exorcism for him.”

“We’ll see.”

Just before Chongyun and Xinyan can leave the shopping center and enter the street there’s a loud squealing sound. Chongyun throws his arm out in front of her, feet shifting into some kind of martial arts stance. They both gape as a whole car skids out of control and slams into the sidewalk barrier a mere three or so yards from the shopping center’s doors.

Xinyan turns to stare at Chongyun and his one raised fist.

“Were you gonna fight a skidding car?”

Chongyun’s ears turn pink. “Shut up. It’s training. I sense danger and I move.”

“Now what do we do?” Xinyan asks. The crowd on the sidewalk is already gathering to help the driver and whatever passengers are in the car, phones coming out to call for emergency services.

“Another exit?” Chongyun suggests. And then they both jump, turning around at the sound of some sort of loud pop. “Oh, no way. Isn’t that too much?”

“Shit bud, wish it was,” Xinyan says, staring. “Apparently not, though.”

The decorative fountain in the middle of the shopping center’s entryway seems to have…exploded. Or at least the pipes have because now it’s gushing water straight up towards the ceiling and causing the water to splatter everywhere. People are yelling, shop keepers and attendants are rushing to close their doors or lower their steel shutters. The poor hawkers and vendors who don’t have a permanent shop are diving to scoop up their goods and pack up their temporary stalls.

“How bad is this guys luck that it’s pouring over into this?” Xinyan asks. “What did he do in his past life? Murder his own parents? How is he not banned from leaving his house or something?”

“Maybe it’s because his karma could sense we were trying to go help him.” Chongyun pulls out his phone. “I’m going to tell Aether he might as well ask someone else for help.”

“Chongyun giving up on helping someone?”

“I’m not giving up. I’m being realistic. What’s next? A power outage?” 

“Dude. Don’t tempt fate like that. Maybe it really will be a power outage next.” Xinyan tugs Chongyun into motion. “Come on. We’ve got to find our way around that busted fountain and I’m not looking forward to it.”

  



7. Chapter 7


    
    “You know, if the reason why Zhongli-shibo’s previous relationships didn’t work out is because of Azhdaha-shibo I get it.” Yanfei’s foot bumps against Aether’s as she stretches, nose scrunching up when she pops something in her back. 

They can hear, and if they lean back far enough, see the older men bickering with each other in the kitchen from where they’re sitting in the living room.

Both of them lean back to watch as Azhdaha tugs at the lighter ends of Zhongli’s hair, causing the thinner man to turn around and swat at Azhdaha’s hands and then his shoulder.

“Behave,” Zhongli-shibo scolds, voice light, turning back to the groceries he’s putting away.

“I am behaving,” Azhdaha replies, “You know exactly what I’m like when I’m not. Besides, you’d be very bored with yourself if I was perfectly polite. I’m fairly certain that neither of us would be here if I was. You’d be too troublesome for my health and I’d be far too dull for your tastes.” The man pauses. “Also teasing is good for you. Your face is so thin it needs the prodding. Somehow its gotten thinner over the years. It should be the other way around. Old people like us should be utterly shameless.”

Yanfei and Aether exchange a glance.

Zhongli-shibo has the thickest face in all of Liyue. Possibly all of Teyvat. The idea that someone thinks he has a thin face is astounding.

Yanfei and Aether mutually agree with each other that they don’t want to know in what kind of circumstance a person would think Zhongli-shibo has a thin face. Ever. 

But if they do ever find out they’re going to immediately tell Ganyu and Xiao. This kind of information, after all, should never be hidden. Especially not from the man’s own children.

They shake hands, nodding wordlessly.

Yanfei grins. “I knew we’d get along great. Ha! Ganyu and Xiao were worried over nothing.”

“I think they were worried because they knew we’d get along,” Aether replies. “We probably get along too well for their health.”

“Azhdaha-shibo’s right, you have to tease your partner a little bit.” 

There’s a louder sound of flesh hitting flesh and they turn again to see Zhongli-shibo enacting his version of an escape as Azhdaha-shibo trails after him.

“Utterly shameless,” Zhongli declares, head held high, shoving boxes into Azhdaha’s arms. “If your hands are that free put them to use. You know where things go. Are you turning forgetful?”

“I am old after all, as you like to remind me,” Azhdaha agrees. “You should call me ge like before.”

Zhongli goes entirely still. As do Yanfei and Aether, who are shamelessly eavesdropping. 

Yanfei even twists on the couch, not bothering to hide as she climbs onto it on her knees to drape her front over the back so she can see into the kitchen better. Aether tugs at her shirt, hissing — “They’re going to see you.”

Yanfei waves him off. “They know we’re here. If I’m going to watch I’m going to watch. I’m committing.”

“You’re blocking my view.”

“Then get up here and join me, stupid.”

Zhongli-shibo’s expression is flat as he stares back at Azhdaha-shibo’s unrepentant grin. Yanfei’s seen Fatui fold to that face. She’s seen doctors, professors, elite of all sorts fold to that face. But Azhdaha-shibo just continues to smile back at him, entirely unbothered.

“You should have been calling me that from the start,” Azhdaha continues, “It’s only respectful towards your elders.”

“Fine, Azhdaha-ge,” Zhongli draws out the other man’s name, tone flat and unimpressed, “Since you’re so old I suppose I should cede to some of your whims. Now can you put these away? Ideally sometime today so we have empty counter space and a clear kitchen table. I am told that both things are essential to being able to actually use them.”

Azhdaha laughs, turning and walking out of Yanfei’s line of sight. She can hear the opening and closing of cupboards. Zhongli shakes his head, exasperated, and goes to walk out into the backyard. No doubt to clip some fresh herbs or vegetables for tonight’s dinner.

“See,” Yanfei says, turning to Aether, “If you had someone like that to tease you and stuff it wouldn’t be so easy to move on would it?”

“I don’t think that was ever in question,” Aether says. Aether looks a little wistful. Yanfei sits down on the couch again, drawing her legs up onto the cushion to cross them, pulling the bowl of chestnuts she’s supposed to be peeling into her lap. “They’re good together.”

“Yeah,” she says, fiddling with the little knife she was using. She wonders if she and Ganyu will ever be like that. Aether is probably thinking the same about himself and Xiao.

How many years do you need to get that familiar with someone? That comfortable? How many years does it take to build a rapport like that? Yanfei thinks she can see the shadows of it, the potential, between herself and Ganyu. The shape of a future.

Her stomach tightens with hot and deep longing.

A future.

And how deep of a relationship Zhongli-shibo and Azhdaha-shibo must have. They were separated for so long but they fell back into each other like there was never any distance, no gap. Like puzzle pieces. 

With a history that goes on for as long as those two have — no wonder all of Zhongli-shibo’s other relationships felt shallower. She’s certain that the man meant every single one and did sincerely try for all of the others. Zhongli-shibo is nothing if not genuine in everything he does. But in the face of this kind of intimacy she can’t help but compare Zhongli-without-Azhdaha and Zhongli-with-Azhdaha with the former falling flat.

It’s the distance, she thinks. None of the others got past the distance like Azhdaha-shibo has.

“Oi, eavesdroppers,” Azhdaha-shibo calls out from the kitchen, “Gossip while your hands work.”

 

  



8. Chapter 8


    
    At this point Xiao’s worked the night shift as security for the Wangshu Inn for years. The days and exact hours may have fluctuated some, but overall his body is used to the odd schedule. Friday to Monday Xiao begins work at six and leaves at seven. The hours are long, but he only works four days a week as a result. And the Verr Goldet is more than generous with permitting him time off when he asks for it.

Xiao’s body has learned to sleep when he tells it to for however long he wants it to, regardless of the hour and the brightness of the day beyond his windows. He’s learned to ignore sounds and blot out the movement of others who keep a more standard schedule for his own sake.

But there are some things even Xiao cannot sleep through and one of them is his own name being called.

Xiao sits up, fully awake though confused, when he hears Aether’s voice disrupt the silence of their apartment.

“What?” Xiao looks around, quickly rising to his feet in search of the other man, palming his phone off of the nightstand. “What happened? Aether?”

“Here,” Aether calls from the other room, voice high.

Xiao hurries, almost throwing the door to Aether’s office open in his haste.

Aether is sitting in front of his computer, head in his hands.

“What’s wrong?” Xiao asks, searching him over for any injury — as improbable as it is. He can’t think of any other reason for Aether to call out to him. Xiao checks the nearest clock. It’s only nine. Xiao hasn’t been asleep for that long and Aether is normally very careful about Xiao’s hours. Xiao kneels at Aether’s side, turning the man’s office chair and finding no resistance. Aether keeps his face in his hands as Xiao looks him over. But Xiao can see no sign of harm. “Aether?”

Aether finally lowers his hands, his entire face is brilliant red.

“You bit me!” Aether finally says.

Xiao blinks, and then his own face flushes to match.

“You’re mentioning that now?” 

“I didn’t notice the mark until now!” Aether pushes some of his long hair off of his shoulder, tilting his head just so and revealing a mark on the side of his neck. If it were physically possible Xiao’s face would be on fire. “I was video calling my sister.”

Oh, if only the world would open up right here to swallow Xiao whole, never to spit him out again.

Xiao’s head drops onto Aether’s knee. “Your sister is going to murder me. She’s going to take me apart piece by piece.”

“Or she’s going to tease you and me relentlessly until we both die,” Aether moans.

“Is there a difference?”

Aether’s hand runs over the back of Xiao’s head, coming to rest at the nape of his neck, thumb brushing against the fine hairs there.

“I hung up on her.”

“Then she’ll go after you first.”

“You wouldn’t nobly volunteer to throw yourself into the line of fire for me?”

“And now you’re the one teasing me. Save me some face.”

“Save you some face? What about me?” Aether groans again. “I can’t believe you bit me!”

“You were there,” Xiao says dryly, “And you seemed to like it at the time.”

Aether sputters, “In the moment. Yes. I like everything you do to me.”

Xiao’s face could rival the sun in flames.

Aether swats Xiao’s shoulder. “But I can’t believe — you gave me a hickey! And didn’t tell me!”

“I didn’t notice it either,” Xiao points out. “It was dark.”

Aether laughs, bright and loud. 

“That’s the excuse I’m going to give her. Xiao and I didn’t notice because it was dark.” Aether sighs. “I’m sorry. I was — startled. I shouldn’t have woken you. Will you be able to sleep?”

Xiao nods against Aether’s knee. And then stiffens, slowly raising his head to narrow his eyes at Aether. 

“You bit me back,” Xiao says. Now it’s Aether’s turn to turn red as he sputters. Xiao rises to his feet, pulling his shirt off to look down at himself while Aether flails between covering his face in mortification and trying to get Xiao to put his shirt back on. Xiao clicks his tongue at him. “It’s only the two of us in the apartment. What are you getting embarrassed for? I’m the one who should be embarrassed between the two of us. Unless you’re not telling me something about your webcam.”

He glances down at his torso, pressing his fingers to his neck and collarbones to see if he can feel anything. He reaches over his shoulder and feels tender skin there.

Xiao twists to look over his shoulder but can’t see anything. He turns to present his back to Aether who makes a choked off noise.

Xiao levels Aether a flat look.

“So you did mark me back,” Xiao says.

Aether thumps his head on his desk rather than answer.

Xiao pads out of Aether’s office to the bathroom, flicking on the light to examine himself.

The perils of getting dressed in the dark, Xiao thinks wryly, as he twists around to view his back. He spots one large mark at the juncture of neck and shoulder. And another one right between his shoulder blades. Xiao tries to reach it, pressing his fingertips against the edges.

“Do you have any more?” Xiao raises his voice to be heard through the walls, as well as Aether’s imminent mental breakdown due to embarrassment.

Aether comes to join him in the bathroom a few moments later, stripping his own shirt off for examination.

Aside from the mark Xiao had left high up on the side of Aether’s neck there’s one other on Aether’s right, just underneath his collar bone. Both are smaller in size than the ones Aether left on Xiao, but they look much darker.

Aether and Xiao stare at each other’s reflections in the mirror before slowly pulling their clothes back on.

“I am never video calling my sister again,” Aether decides. “We’re twins. If she wants to see my face while we talk she can just look in a mirror.”

“I am going to sleep,” Xiao says, “And maybe when I wake up this will all be a terrible fever dream.”

  



9. Chapter 9


    
    It looks like Chongyun is the last of them to arrive. Xiangling, Hu Tao, and Xinyan are huddled around the small table with the last empty space open between Xiangling and Xinyan. Xinyan sees him, waving him over as he struggles to escape from his coat and scarf at the same time.

Xiangling moves the dishes sitting on the small stool to a little cart on her other side.

Normally Chongyun wouldn’t even be here — hot pot, especially hot pot with broth that red — is the exact opposite of what he should be eating for his health. But the weather has been gloomy and it’s hailed twice since last night. And this place has a good selection of seafood and they’re amiable enough to giving Chongyun large bowls of ice to quickly cool whatever comes out of the pot.

Thankfully there’s a divider in the pot. Half of it is dark red broth with a glaze of orange froth, several sticks sitting in it. Chongyun counts no fewer than a dozen bright red chili pieces at a glance. The other side — with several fewer sticks — is a much more docile looking warm golden brown color with a slight milky texture.

Chongyun sits, layering his coat and scarf over his lap, shooting suspicious glances between the three women around him. The three of them have the air of people up to mischief. Specifically mischief centered on Chongyun. He’s seen this look enough on Xingqiu to know. It’s survival instinct.

“Before you get comfortable,” Hu Tao coos, eyes curling into crescents that bode ill for his prolonged health and make him regret coming, “Would you be so kind as to get us more water, Yun-didi?”

Chongyun freezes in place, eyes stuck on Hu Tao’s shit eating grin. And then he turns to Xinyan, who’s sporting a similar expression. She’s leaning towards him, chin on her folded hands. And then he looks to Xiangling who looks just as amused, leaning slightly away from him with her cheek on her fist.

“Oh no,” Chongyun says, “No. No, no, no. No way in hell am I the didi here. No.”

“So we’ve been talking,” Xiangling says, free hand gesturing to the other two women, “And we’ve come to the interesting conclusion that you are the youngest among our little group, Yun-er.”

“I am not the youngest. I’m not.”

“Didi,” Xinyan puts a placating hand on Chongyun’s shoulder. Hu Tao and Xiangling begin to snicker as she leans in further towards him. “It’s bad enough you’re in denial over how medicine works. You can’t start denying how time works, too.”

“If you aren’t the youngest who is?” Xiangling asks before Chongyun can protest about how he definitely knows how medicine works, he’s been seeing a doctor once a month since he was born.

“Xiao-ge and Ganyu-jie are definitely the eldest,” Hu Tao points out, starting to tick names off on her fingers. “Yanfei is only a year or so younger than Ganyu. Next is Keqing. Then yours truly. That leaves Xingqiu, Xinyan, Xiangling, and you. Literally in that order.”

Chongyun stares at them. 

“I can’t be the didi,” Chongyun insists. “If I’m the didi —“

He turns to Xinyan, voice cracking as he struggles to keep it under control. “I gave you hongbao! I gave Keqing hongbao! She’s the Yuefeng of Liyue and I gave her hongbao!”

“Alright, no, that’s not because you’re the youngest. That’s because we’re still single and you’re in a committed relationship and well off. That’s different. That’s all your fault. It’s like how you have to pay taxes differently if you’re married.”

“Xingqiu and I aren’t even married yet!” His voice definitely does crack and he can feel his neck flushing because he knows that a few of the other customers and staff are staring at him. He forces himself to speak at a quieter, much more appropriate volume. “That’s not fair. Why am I giving hongbao to you? How come no one ever stopped me?”

“You’ve been getting hongbao from Yun-di?”

“Don’t call me that.” Chongyun is now starting to understand why Xiao-ge always looks so sour whenever they call him ge or xiong.

“Yeah. But now that I know for sure he’s the baby of the group — “

“I’m hallucinating because of all the chili oil I can smell. This isn’t real.”

“ — I can’t see why I thought he was older than me,” Xinyan says. “I think I thought he was older than me because he’s very polite. You know, the whole polite gentleman thing he does where he carries your bags and offers to walk you home and texts you to make sure you’re safely inside your apartment and stuff.”

“These are things normal people do and it doesn’t have to do with age.”

Xiangling pats Chongyun’s arm. “No, no, you definitely project a big brother vibe sometimes. But now that we all know you’re not the big brother here, we are absolutely going to be turning this around.”

“You aren’t getting any hongbao, though,” Hu Tao says, looking unfairly happy. Chongyun scowls at her.

“I never get any hongbao from any of you.” Except Xiao-ge and Ganyu-jie, but that’s different. They give hongbao to everyone. Chongyun jabs Xiangling in the ribs. “We’ve known each other since we were in high school and you’ve never given me hongbao.”

“Why should I?” Xiangling retorts, jabbing him back. “You’ve got more money than I do! And you’d just use whatever money I give you to pay me back for something. The exchange rate is a constant flat.”

She’s right but Chongyun can still be mad about it.

He swats away Xinyan’s hand when she goes to poke his cheek.

“Come on, Yun-didi,” Hu Tao pulls one of the sticks of meat from the side of the hot pot with clear broth and waves it at him. “Stop scowling. Isn’t getting mad bad for your health? Eat. Eat. We didn’t call you here to tease. We called you here because the discount is for a four person party and you’re the only one in the area who was free.”

Chongyun snaps his teeth onto the skewer of meat, yanking it from Hu Tao’s hand. His eyes water with how hot it is but he holds on for the sake of saving face.

After pulling the skewer out of his mouth he points at the three of them with it. It’s very rude but these people are terrible and they can stand a little rudeness.

“You’re all terrible elders,” he declares. “I’m not paying for anything today. See if I do after this.”

  



10. Chapter 10


    
    It’s reflex that saves Xiao from dropping the several bags he’s holding when he sees a rush of motion in the corner of his eye. Moments later he’s being swarmed on all sides and being tugged by the loose sleeves of his jacket, shopping bags plucked from his hands, and herded.

“Ge!”

“Dage!”

“Xiong!”

“How do you keep managing to find me?” Xiao demands. He’d barely held back from throwing his elbow out and getting Xingqiiu in the throat. The younger man would only have himself to blame for coming up on Xiao like that but Xiao would still feel guilty about it.

“Why are you always in Liyue Harbor now?” Xinyan replies. “Is it that boring up in Wangshu?”

“Ganyu is getting new glasses.” Xiao points over his shoulder in the direction he’d just left Ganyu. “She won’t be able to drive home. Shifu is out on a business trip.”

“I didn’t send him on any business trip,” Hu Tao says, nosily browsing through Xiao’s shopping bags.

“He has other jobs that aren’t from you.” Xiao makes a half-hearted attempt to get the bags back. “And Shifu had some things he need picked up from the tailor.”

“The little one on the first floor between the ginseng shop and the watch repair place?” 

“En. What are you lot doing here? Does anybody work anymore?”

“It’s called time off, Xiao-ge.” Xingqiu points ahead of them where they’re herding him. “We’re about to beat all of the challenges in this escape room place. But there’s two rooms left and we want to compete to see who’ll finish first. You came just in time, we need one more person.”

Xiangling waves from the entrance of the shop. 

Shopping malls in Liyue are too big, Xiao thinks. They have too many things. Escape rooms, arcades, movie theaters, grocery stores, clothing stores, repair shops, and entire quads filled with folding tables of old men and women playing mahjong. 

“And what makes you think I’ll be that one person?” Xiao asks dryly, looking between the other five. “I never said I was joining you. My entire life is an escape room that I’m playing by myself. Constantly hounded by you lot at all hours.”

“It’s fate. Besides, what else are you going to do while Ganyu does her eye exam?” Xingqiu asks. “Xiao-ge is on our team.”

“Hey!” Xiangling scowls. “I saw him first! He’s on my team!”

“Aren’t we both on the same team?” Xingqiu asks.

“Wait, does that mean I’m not on your team? I want to be on dage’s team too!” Chongyun frowns.

“You can’t both be on the same team, it isn’t fair,” Hu Tao says, pointing to Chongyun and Xiao. “We have to split up the athletic people. Besides, I want Xiao-ge on my team. I want to win.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Xingqiu narrows his eyes. “You think I can’t win without Xiao-ge on my team?”

“Oh, it’s your team now is it?” Xiangling mutters.

“He’s athletic, he’s smart, he’s probably the only one among us present who could be considered an adult,” Xinyan ticks off on her fingers, “As in if someone said in case of emergency find an adult all of us would be looking right at Xiao. No questions asked, no hesitations.”

“You are all gainfully employed adults who do your own taxes. Look in a mirror.”

“Spoken like a true adult.”

 The five return to their bickering and Xiao pulls out his phone to text Ganyu where he is. He doesn’t think he’ll be able to escape. Also, Hu Tao and Chongyun have yet to return the shopping bags to him and Xiao isn’t going home without them. 

“You three were already a team!” Xinyan snaps. “Of course Xiao-ge is going to be with me and Hu Tao.”

“Since when were the three of us a team?” Xingqiu fires back.

Chongyun and Xiangling exchange annoyed glances. Xiangling leans her elbow on Chongyun’s shoulder, holding her hand up to cover her mouth as she fake whispers into his ear. “He turned so quickly on us, Yun-er.”

“A-ling, maybe we should kick him off our team and put him with the other two and put dage with us.”

Xingqiu hisses at them to be quiet, waving his hand at them as he returns to his stand off with Xinyan.

“If Xiao joins your team its boys versus girls,” Hu Tao says, “And I’m not down with that. That’s a boring way to split. And seriously, we got to spread out the athletic talent.”

“Xinyan is plenty athletic. She spins a bass guitar around a stage that’s belching smoke and fireworks for three hours a day,” Xingqiu says. “I’ve seen you and Chongyun do weights together. If you can keep up with Chongyun you’re definitely athletic enough to carry your team.”

“You’re putting apples and oranges together and coming up with bananas.”

“If you don’t decide your teams soon you’ll run out of time,” Xiao points out, shooting a pointed glance at the poor employees watching the exchange. “I’m not paying for this. You’re literally dragging me into it. I’m being abducted.”

“I don’t think it’s possible for you to be abducted, dage. I think anyone who tries would end up crying to the police.”

Xiao taps his wrist again. “Decide your teams and lets get this over with.”

“Why are you always in a hurry to get rid of us?” Xiangling puts her hands on her hips. “People will think you don’t like us.”

Xiao raises an eyebrow at her and says nothing.

Hu Tao laughs loudly, throwing her head back. “Yeah, yeah, tough guy. We know you’re a big softie under that cranky shell. Fine. You can have Xiao-ge, but we get Yunyun.”

“I wish you’d stop calling me that. Especially you. I don’t know why but coming from you I feel closer to my grave.”

“That’s hurtful, Yunyun.” Hu Tao grins, snaking her arm through his and pulling him to her side. “So. We got a deal?”

“I’m being traded,” Chongyun says to Xiangling.

Xiangling claps him on the shoulder. “Solidarity, I’ll go with you.”

Xinyan and Xingqiu high five. “Ha. We got Xiao-ge.”

“I don’t get an opinion on which team I want?”

“Do you have an opinion on which team you want?” Xingqiu counters. “No? Yeah. That’s what we though. Alright. Teams decided. Chongyun, I love you but I’m going to win this.”

“Xingqiu, I also love you, but sometimes I have to make an effort to make sure you aren’t a spoiled brat,” Chongyun replies. “If only so I can make my own living situation a little bit bearable. Let’s go.”

 

  



11. Chapter 11


    
    Keqing looks up from the empty pizza box she was breaking down when the silence goes on too long. Everyone is looking at Ganyu, who’s staring at a very bland, tasteless, but inoffensive generic canvas painting on Keqing’s wall. The previous apartment owner had left it behind and for the lack of anything better Keqing hasn’t removed it.

“What’s wrong?” Keqing asks. She lost track of the conversation somewhere in between trying to sort out the trash of their pizza delivery — there’s still a whole two boxes of pizza left, not to mention the chicken wings, the giant container of salad that’s still got a good third of its contents left, and the extremely dark looking chocolate cake that came with the meal set. She has no idea where these people put it. Keqing thinks she’s a good eater, but the amount of food some of them are putting away is truly mind boggling.

“One of the new interns at our firm made a mistake today,” Yanfei says, “Nothing too bad. Nothing I couldn’t fix, you know? It was a pretty common mistake. All rookies make it at least once. It’s a learning experience. Anyway this poor kid took it hard — one of those ones. You know, where they gotta do everything perfect the first time around or they’ll be super ashamed like they’ve somehow brought dishonor to the entire ancestral line? So I was trying to comfort them by telling them about some of my mistakes. But like. These kids see me every day and they know I’ve made the occasional mis-step so it doesn’t mean as much. So I told them about this one time that the illustrious chief secretary of the Qixing — “

“It wasn’t me.” Ganyu interrupts. Keqing’s eyes flick to the other woman, who is still staring at the wall. Keqing thinks Ganyu is in shock. “Yanfei. That wasn’t me.”

“Ganyu, you’re only human,” Xingqiu says, putting a consoling hand on her shoulder. “Everyone makes mistakes. And it was truly harmless one. You don’t have to be so — “

Ganyu turns to look at Xingqiu, eyes firm and shoulders squaring. “It wasn’t me.”

“What wasn’t you?” Keqing asks.

“Apparently when Ganyu was still new to the Qixing she took some ambassadors from Fontaine to the wrong building and almost got them arrested for suspicious behavior,” Hu Tao answers, picking out another chicken wing. “Who could blame her? The Qixing buildings are like a spirit maze. Who are you lot trying to keep trapped in there, huh?”

“It. Wasn’t. Me,” Ganyu insists, head slowly turning. “It was Yanfei. Her firm was representing a foreign case and sent her as one of the lead assistants. She took the group from Fontaine to our immigration center instead of our general business building.”

Everyone turns to look at Yanfei.

“In my defense, it was also during the time when the Qixing was doing the whole renovation project of their buildings. I got a little turned around.” Yanfei sticks her lower lip out at Ganyu. “Don’t be mad at me. A-yu. What’s the harm? If I told them the story with me as the person in it they wouldn’t care. If the story has you in it then it’s suddenly alright! It makes them feel better that even someone with your track record can make little silly mistakes like that. And the poor little intern reminded me so much of you I thought it would help them relate more. I would have said it about Keqing but she’s been working as Yuheng for so long that it wouldn’t make sense for her to be escorting people from Fontaine around the Qixing buildings.”

Ganyu puts a hand over her eyes, but the tension is already releasing from her shoulders. “Yanfei.”

“Alright, alright. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. From now on only the most flattering stories will be told about you, alright? If I ever need to comfort an intern or a junior member I’ll tell them stories about Xingqiu instead. Eat some more. It’s your favorite dressing.” Yanfei immediately goes to put more salad onto Ganyu’s abandoned plate. 

“Why would you tell them stories about me?” Xingqiu asks, taking another piece of pizza with white sauce. “I don’t do anything important enough that it would matter.”

“It’s cute how you say that but we all know so much better,” Keqing retorts. “You play yourself down too much. It’s suspicious.”

“I’m wounded.”

“Good. Poor Chongyun can do with you being knocked down a peg or two on occasion.”

“Poor didi,” Hu Tao nods in agreement. 

Xingqiu turns to Hu tao, “You told him he’s the youngest? I was saving that for a special occasion. I was going to spring it on him when he was least prepared. Maybe use it to distract him from an argument.”

“You’re terrible,” Yanfei says. “He loves you so much.”

Xingqiu preens and Keqing pulls another bottle of tea out of the refrigerator.

“Back to the real reason I called you over,” Keqing says, “Aside from making me order a ridiculous amount of take out.”

“It wasn’t because you missed our wonderful company?” Hu Tao pouts. “Why do we always need a reason to see each other, huh? Life is so short we should see each other just because we can.”

“Do not start trying to sell us end of life plans,” Xingqiu warns, pointing his fork at Hu Tao. “Do not.”

“I don’t need to sell to you; I already got your plans drawn and paid for. I’m just trying to impress upon you in case you remember certain significant others or family members who haven’t gotten their affairs in order. You want to handle this ahead of time before it becomes a pressing need, you know. The last thing anyone wants is to be in the middle of grieving or going through a heavy loss and — “

Keqing presses the cold bottle to the back of Hu Tao’s neck, causing the woman to yelp.

“I called you here because I’m getting rid of some of my old camping gear,” Keqing says, “It’s not too badly used and some of it was pretty expensive. So I thought some of you might like to go through it. I texted Xinyan and she already passed on it. Xiao-ge has most of the stuff I have and he’s…particular about his equipment.”

She pauses. “I would have asked Chongyun but I figure Xingqiu’s got the better eye and if I had both of you over you two would argue about everything. Mostly because you like to be a contrary jerk.”

“I’m hurt. Is that any way to talk to a dear friend?”

“Who’s a dear friend?”

“Xiangling would probably be able to use whatever you’re getting rid of,” Ganyu says. 

“Xiangling probably has more gear than I do,” Keqing replies. “And it’s much more…hard core. Xiangling doesn’t joke around about camping and outdoor activities. I think she got approached for her own TV show once. Come on, I have it all in the next room.”

“And what spurred this inventory clean out?” Xingqiu asks, standing up and stretching his arms over his head.

“Your camping equipment list is already so short, please tell me you aren’t turning into a complete survivalist,” Hu Tao says. “Are you just going to go out in the wilderness with a knife and some rope now? What are you trying to prove?”

“My parents bought me new equipment for my birthday,” Keqing replies. “And I feel silly having duplicates. It’s too much.”

“Act like a rich kid for once would you?” Yanfei elbows Keqing lightly. “Oh, hey. I’ve been looking for this kind of fishing pole. Never mind, don’t act rich. I’m nabbing this.”

  



12. Chapter 12


    
    “How come everyone always complains about how I don’t see a real doctor, but the second any of you show signs of being sick you pretend you don’t know what the words ‘medical professional’ mean?” Chonygun frowns as he tosses the plastic bag he’d been sent to get right at Yanfei’s head. Yanfei doesn’ bother trying to catch it. She just stands still looking miserable as the plastic bag crinkles against her face, and then plops down into her waiting hands.

“You’re being mean to a sick person, Yun-di. You should be above this. If Xingqiu saw you just now he’d scold you.” Yanfei turns, burying her face into her elbow and begins to sneeze. Three of them rapid fire just like everything else she does. Yanfei’s sneezes follow each other so fast Chongyun isn’t even sure if she’s getting a chance to breathe in between.

Sure enough, when Yanfei removes her face from her elbow she sucks in a deep breath of air, eyes watering and face red. And then immediately puts her face back to return to sneezing.

“It’s the entire office,” Keqing says, her own eyes closed and a towel over her eyes and forehead. “Half the Qixing have it too. It’s the yearly cold-flu thing going around. Before you ask, yes I got my vaccine. That’s why it’s just a cold and not a full flu. This year’s variant is just very strong.”

“Ganyu-jie?” 

“Perfectly fine.” Yanfei sniffles. “She’s got a thermos of hot water that never goes cold. How can she be anything other than fine?”

“See? that’s what I mean. You all make fun of me for not seeing a real doctor for my very real medical condition. But then when you guys get sick you turn to hot water and tiger balm as your only two cures.”

“Flat lemon soda,” Keqing interjects, “Don’t forget that. If the hot water and tiger balm don’t work then the flat soda will do it.”

“It won’t.”

“You’ve never tried it. What would you know? Don’t mock it before you try it, Chongyun. It really does work.” Yanfei reaches out to her side until her fingers hit against the tissue box. “Get me some hot water would you?”

Chongyun sighs but goes to do what he’s told. Even if he’s annoyed with them he doesn’t particularly enjoy seeing his friends sick. Chongyun, himself, rarely gets the cold or flu which he thinks is probably a sign that the advice his doctor gives him does work. He has a robust constitution for anything other than heat.

“If Ganyu-jie is fine why are you at Keqing’s apartment?”

“Because I still live with granny and I’m not risking her health. I mean. Sure. She’s normally as healthy as an ox. But she really is getting older now and I don’t want to risk it. Zhongli-shibo and Ganyu both promised to go and check in on her for me until I recover.” Yanfei blows her nose, eyes watering. “If I went to Ganyu’s I’d be alone most of the day. Keqing was already sick so she volunteered to let me crash on her couch. It’s a very nice couch, by the way.”

“Thanks. My parents bought it for me and forced me to get rid of my old one.”

“I know. Thank your parents for me again.”

Chongyun sets Keqing’s kettle to boil and goes to her refrigerator to check if there’s anything else he can get them. He sees that Xiangling must have stopped by earlier on her way to her volunteer work. There’s several containers with Xiangling’s quick chicken scratch characters on them with very detailed instructions for heating. 

“If I buy you more medicine that isn’t throat lozenges and tiger balm will you use it?”

“Probably not,” Yanfei says. At least she’s honest about it.

“I don’t need it,” Keqing replies. Chongyun rolls his eyes. For someone who’s constantly complaining about how Liyue needs to move into the new millennium and isn’t doing it fast enough, Keqing is awful quick to turn into the stereotype of a sick person from Liyue. “Just get me more hot water.”

“I can hear how painful your throat is. I can audibly hear it, Keqing.” Chongyun sighs. He goes to the small basket next to her stove and pulls out some ginger. It takes him a few minutes to figure out where her jar of honey is — he’s too used to Xiangling’s layout. And how Xiangling will go to their houses and rearrange their kitchens to her liking. If he’s already boiling water he might as well make some ginger tea. 

“It’s just a sore throat. I don’t even have a fever.”

“Anymore, you mean.”

“No one likes a snitch, Yanfei.”

“I’m not being a snitch, Keqing. Don’t be snippy. I’m just stating facts. Ganyu would’ve said it anyway.”

“Ganyu wouldn’t say anything because she isn’t a snitch.”

“If someone in the group chat were to ask about how we’re doing Ganyu would definitely mention that your fever broke last night and my nose is going to be raw from how many tissue boxes I’ve gone through. Bet?”

“I don’t gamble. Chongyun, what are you doing over there? Why do I hear a knife?”

“I’m making you ginger tea,” Chongyun says. “And you’re going to drink it.”

“See, this is why people forget you’re the didi. You go around acting like a responsible gege,” Yanfei sighs. And then starts sneezing again.

“I am not the didi,” Chongyun repeats. He refuses. There’s no way that he earned this in a past life. Karma wouldn’t do this to him. He’s a good person. He’s definitely a good person.

“Maybe you’re the one with the fever with the way you deny things.” Keqing yawns. He hears her sigh and then listens to the sound of her shuffling slippers as she comes into the kitchen. “I’m going to start heating some of the things Xiangling left behind. Are you staying? I’ll set some aside for you.”

“I’ll stay if only to make sure I see you drink this tea. Go lie down again. You are visibly swaying to one side. I’ll take care of it. I might not eat warm food but I know how to prepare it just fine.”

  



13. Chapter 13


    
    “The least courtesy any of you could do is hear me out,” Keqing scowls as she watches her supposed friends do everything possible to ignore her. Even Xiao-ge and Ganyu-jie are busying themselves by pretending to clean the already clean table. Yanfei purposefully tips one of the glasses over.

“Oh no, better clean that before it dries and gets sticky-gross,” she says as the eldest two among them descend on the sticky pool as though Zhongli-laoshi himself were at their backs and breathing down their necks with disapproval. 

Xinqiu occupies himself with piling food into Chongyun’s already full bowl and Chongyun busies himself by offloading the food into Xiangling’s. Xiangling ignores both of them in favor of reaching across the table and refilling Xinyan’s beer. Hu Tao is holding her own beer glass up waiting for a toast.

Keqing raps her knuckles on the table.

“My turn always gets skipped. It’s not fair. Hear me out at least.”

She turns to Xiangling at her side. Of all of them her chances of success are highest with her.

“I’ve found this amazing place next to a river,” she says, leaning forward to try and catch Xiangling’s gaze. “The fishing license fee is lowered at that time of year. It’s a relatively small place so not a lot of people go. The fishing spots will be all ours. And they have a free cooking area we can use. We bring our own utensils but they have a charcoal grill and sinks and everything.”

Xiangling’s eyes move to meet Keqing.

“Didi,” Hu Tao says and Chongyun immediately reaches up to swat the back of Xiangling’s head.

Xiangling grimaces, flashing Keqing an apologetic glance before firmly closing her eyes and putting her hands over her ears.

“If you don’t like being didi you probably shouldn’t respond to it,” Yanfei says.

Chongyun wrinkles his nose at her but has no argument for that.

Keqing tries to catch Xingqiu’s gaze. “There’s an amazing nature trail that goes up to a waterfall. There’s also a carved guanyin in the side of the mountain face. It’s very old but in the mornings when the mist is still around it’s supposed to look very, very imposing. Very regal.”

“Dage.”

Xiao pinches Xingqiu’s wrist. Hard enough that Xingqiu actually jumps in his seat. And then he immediately downs as much of his beer down as possible to avoid responding to Keqing.

“And if you don’t like being called dage you should stop reacting to the word,” Yanfei says. 

Keqing claps her hands together.

“Every year when we decide our trips I get skipped. It’s never been my choice.”

“Qing-er,” Hu Tao turns to her, finally, “It’s because your camping trips are crazy insane and will get most of us killed. The only two I think who could survive it are Xiao-ge and Ganyu-jie. And even then they’ll probably come out of it ready to take a sabbatical. And trust me, I appreciate the business, but there are better ways to go.”

“Well. She has a point.” Xingqui tucks his hands under his arms and leans away from the table when both Chongyun and Xiao go to pinch him. “It’s true! We should at least hear her out. It feels very rude otherwise. The least we could do is listen to her plans, even if we have no intention of actually going through with it. She needs a majority vote and we all know that Xiao-ge and Ganyu aren’t going to say yes no matter what. She might get Xiangling or me, but she’s definitely not getting Hu Tao or Xinyan.”

“There are a lot of things I’m good at,” Xinyan says, hand raised solemnly. “But roughing it outdoors isn’t one of them. I can own up to that. I’m not ashamed. I’m very good around a soldering iron. I’m shit with bugs. These are simple facts about me that are probably on my wiki page.”

Hu Tao just cracks open another beer bottle to start refilling drinks, shrugging. “Camping’s fine and all but if I’m going to be spending that much time with all of you I’d rather do it where I could have cell phone reception.”

“And she’s not going to get Yanfei, no matter how good the fishing is, because if Ganyu says no then Yanfei says no,” Xingqiu continues.

“The things we do for love, right?”

“So that’s only me, Xiangling, and possibly Chongyun. But unlikely given his health.”

“It’ll be the middle of fall, it won’t be hot anymore.”

“I agree with Xingqiu,” Ganyu says.

Xiao closes his eyes. “This is appeasement and historically that’s never gone well for anyone.”

Ganyu gives Xiao a nudge with her elbow.

“We should hear her out. We may not agree but it’s only fair to listen.” Ganyu smiles. “But you are right on me not saying yes. Keqing, your definition of camping is…very. It’s unique. And it’s very impressive.”

Xiangling uncovers her ears and stands up, bringing her arms over her chest to create an X.

“Time out. I think we should discuss this amongst ourselves without Keqing for a minute. Just so we can get ourselves together without Keqing butting in to throw us for a loop and sabotage our results.”

“Sabotage? Really?”

Xinyan pokes Keqing’s arm. “Go sit over there and stare at the wall. We need to discuss this without you interfering and your glare could make mountains shiver.”

Keqing scowls, standing and walking to stare out the balcony door. She’d open it and step out except Xingqiu had mentioned that the door tends to get stuck and she doesn’t want to risk getting locked out. The lights of Liyue Harbor below them glitter like stars floating on a river. It feels oddly soothing, even as the group behind her descends into furious whispers.

She resists the urge to try and parse the situation out in the reflection the glass. She can see Xinyan waving her arms and Xingqiu gesturing back.

Keqing closes her eyes and thinks very, very hard on imagining a positive outcome. She’s going to get this camping trip. She is.

  



14. Chapter 14


    
    “Ge. Dage.”

Xiao shoots a narrow eyed look towards Hu Tao.

‘What do you want?”

The woman look entirely unashamed as she rests her chin on her knuckles, giving him a slow and calculated once over. Hu Tao is entirely too shrewd for anyone else’s own good and Xiao is lucky most of her plots are directed at others. He’s escaped mostly unscathed thus far because he’s developed a talent for adjusting her focus elsewhere. But right now it’s just the two of them and this bodes ill for his welfare.

“I can’t just call out for my dear, dear da-xiong?” Hu Tao flutters her eyelashes, lower lip sticking out in an entirely unsuitable pout. 

“Keep that up. See what happens.”

Hu Tao immediately stops pouting and assumes the tone of voice and posture she uses when she’s working with the most difficult of clients.

“I need a new promotion for the funeral parlor. Business could be better. I need to get more bodies in the door.”

Xiao stares at her, baffled. This is a state he’s often in when near Hu Tao and able to hear her speak. It’s a state most people are when around her, frankly. No one is immune. Even Shifu gets talked in circles. It’s a good thing that Hu Tao has no interest in politics or governance. To his knowledge the most involvement Hu Tao has ever had with national affairs has been for cultural heritage purposes and most of those dealings involve Keqing.

Ancestors have mercy if Hu Tao and the Tianquan ever had to work on a project together. Keqing already takes heart calming medication every time the Ghost Festival comes around.

“And…you’re calling me for this?” Xiao says slowly. “Hu Tao. I’ll admit to having some…measure of affection for you. But there are lines I won’t cross for anyone or anything. And you know I’ve never even gotten into a fight outside of a martial arts tournament, right?”

Hu Tao blinks at him, nose wrinkled in confusion. “What’s that got to do with anything? Wait. No. I don’t need you to increase the general body count.” Hu Tao’s fingers trace a circle in the air. “Given Liyue’s population and the general health trends we’re doing stable on entry and exit from this world. We’re doing great on that front. Ha. You think I’d ask you to murder? Please. You’re so soft you can’t even chase a stray cat away from pooping in your yard.”

Xiao closes his eyes and hopes for someone, anyone, to grant him even a shred of patience.

“I just need more of those bodies to partake in the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor’s service specifically. What I want is for a greater percentage of those empty mortal vessels to get shuffled in through my doors and out through my cremation chamber. The competition is getting rough out there. I need new marketing strategies.”

Hu Tao pauses.

“But hey. If you know anyone who’s in the upper eighties to lower nineties range and looks like they’re holding on a bit too hard maybe give them a little spook. Just a little one and see what happens. I mean if it’s just a little spook clearly their time was up anyway so it’s not like you’re really at fault. And really, if they’re that frail isn’t it a kindness? Aren’t we doing them a service? Wouldn’t it be nice if the last thing they see is the face of a nice respectable young gentleman? Hold on I need to write this down. This is an excellent idea. Ha! I knew coming to you would be an excellent idea, keep those ideas coming Xiao-ge. You’re finally earning your keep around here.”

“Hu Tao.” Xiao’s temper is short enough on its own as it is. He doesn’t think anyone should need that reminder.

“Right. Anyway. The Wangshu Inn is temporarily closing for renovations right? They’re redoing the stairs and elevators and that’s about a week or two of work.”

Xiao eyes her. “How do you know these things? I just found out yesterday.”

Hu Tao taps her temple, teeth flashing in a cheeky grin that reminds Xiao a little of when Ganyu was a little girl and round with baby fat. He used to reach out and pinch her cheeks. Sometimes she’d cry and he’d get scolded but sometimes she’d reach out and pull back.

“I’ve got my sources Xiao-ge, don’t worry about it. Anyway. What I really wanted from you was to ask if you’d be willing to do temp work for me. Go out and make some sales pitches.”

Xiao waves a hand in front of his face. “You want me to do sales for the funeral parlor. Me.”

“It’s a good face.”

“I am not customer service material. I am not marketing material.”

“No, no. You’re very good marketing material. Just go out there and read the pre-prepared lines in your most serious voice and look pretty.”

“I don’t think you’ve thought this through. If you want someone to do marketing for you ask Chongyun. Or Xinyan.”

“Chongyun would get bullied. I don’t want him associated with the Funeral Parlor as an employee. It would make us look bad. Xinyan scares people.”

“She’s also a celebrity.”

“I don’t want a celebrity endorsement. I want regular people coming in to make arrangements for when they leave.” Hu Tao clicks her tongue. “She’s too unapproachable. Also she’s too modern, she’d chase away potential conservatives. And let’s be realistic. The people who I’m most likely to make a sale to are the conservatives who’re feeling the encroaching shadow of inevitability.”

“If business is stable why do you need to market more?”

“Who’s ever settled for having a stable business? It’s business. You want it to grow, Xiao. Businesses are like babies. You want to feed them well so they can grow big and healthy and strong and then you can show them off to your friends.”

  



15. Chapter 15


    
    Xingqiu lets himself into Xiangling’s house, waving at her father as he passes the man who’s going down the stairs to return to work in the restaurant.

When he lets himself in he’s surprised to see Xiangling and Chongyun both leaning over the small living room coffee table. Their heads are so close they might as well be resting their foreheads against each other.

Xingqiu walks around slowly, taking in the situation. 

When he’d left earlier to buy more beer — and in Chongyun’s case, alcohol free sparkling cider— the power had been out. Thankfully it’s early enough in the afternoon that light and getting around Liyue at this time wouldn’t be an issue, and today happened to be one of the cooler summer days. Granted that doesn’t mean much considering Liyue’s summers are almost capital punishment in their heat and humidity. But it isn’t as bad as it could be. The flat above the restaurant has large windows to let in all that summer light.

The main issue would be managing Chongyun’s condition, but Xiangling had plenty of ice in her freezer and if anything they could borrow from the restaurant downstairs and pay it back later.

Xingqiu is certain if they had been back in their own apartment during this brown out Chongyun would have mercilessly sent Xingqiu off to haul as many bags of ice as he could possibly carry back to the apartment. And Xingqiu would do it because he’s a very good person, despite what others — Chongyun himself — may say about him.

The power came back when Xingqiu had been about five minutes away from returning and he’s deeply grateful for the cool waves of air coming from the AC.

Xingqiu slowly lowers the plastic bag that’s now slippery with condensation onto the ground as he kneels next the coffee table. He tugs at the collar of his shirt, fanning himself as he examines his two friends.

Xiangling’s expression is unusually serious, she’s got one armed locked around the neck of her giant teddy bear doll and has snagged the edge of her thumb between her teeth. Her eyes are narrowed at the contents resting on the table.

Chongyun is in a similar pose across from her, mouth covered by his interlaced fingers as he rests his chin on his knuckles. There’s a slight twitch to his knee, one of Chongyun’s rare signs of tension that isn’t carried entirely on his face.

Xingqiu’s eyes look from one to the other, waiting for this strange tableau to break.

When neither shows signs of speaking Xingqiu reaches over and pulls out one of the cans of beer and sticks it to the back of Xiangling’s bare arm. She jerks, jostling the table when her knee bangs against it and she bites off a sharp yelp. She snatches the can from him, glaring with watering eyes as she rubs her knee.

Chongyun quickly pulls the coffee table closer to himself, in turn, concentration breaking as he stands up to move around and check on her.

“What was that for?” Xiangling snaps at Xingqiu as Chongyun takes over looking at her knee. It’s almost always bruised or scraped, so figuring out if ramming it against the coffee table did more damage will be a challenge.

“Pay attention to me,” Xingqiu says. “You send me off on errands and when I come back I don’t even get a thank you? That’s incredibly rude.”

“You practically live here,” Xiangling rolls her eyes, waving Chongyun off. “Thank you. You’re awful.”

Xingqiu gestures at the table and the piles of White Rabbit candy on them. “You’re welcome. What’s this?”

“One of the aunties brought candy while you were away,” Chongyun says, returning to his place at the other side of the table. He reaches into the bag to pull out one of the bottles of cider, holding it up to the side of his neck. “And Xiangling found a hackey sack.”

“We were playing with marbles but I accidentally flicked one under the refrigerator and didi didn’t want to move it without you,” Xiangling says. “He got worried that he might accidentally drop it while I was reaching under or whatever.”

“It’s a reasonable worry,” Chongyun says. “You should have just stuck a broom handle under.”

“I don’t have a broom that would fit and you know that.”

The broom that Xiangling has is basically a bunch of meter length hard, dry sticks bound together by twine. The diameter of the bundle is about the same size as both of Chongyun’s fists.

“I keep telling you to get a second broom.”

“What a waste of money.”

“Says the person who’s got five cutting boards.”

Xiangling slaps her palm down on the table. “That’s different and I’ve explained to you the difference between those cutting boards enough times to know that you saying that is just you making trouble for yourself.”

Xingqiu quickly waves them both back from each other.

“So what are you doing here?”

“Throw up the sack, grab two candies, catch the sack with the same hand,” Xiangling says.

Chongyun flicks the faded purple and yellow sack up in the air, snatches two candies, and quickly turns his wrist to catch the falling sack.

“I shouldn’t have picked this game,” Xiangling says, gesturing to her own smaller pile of candy next in comparison to Chongyun’s. “I forgot he’s a damn athlete.”

“So are you,” Xingqiu points out, gesturing for Chongyun to pass him the sack. “Or. Well. I should say you’re athletic. Camping and going on all those wilderness exploring trips has to count for something.”

“Me being able to climb a tree and rappel down a cliff doesn’t help me win White Rabbit candy,” Xiangling replies.

Xingqiu examines the remaining candy left — there’s quite a lot, frankly — as he tests the sack in one hand. He gives it a few experimental tosses, gauging the weight and feel of it. Then he makes his go. He gives the sack a sharp toss upwards and quickly tries to grab two of the wax wrapped candies. But he miscalculates and his fingers brush against too many. Gravity seizes hold of the sack and brings it down with a harsh thump next to Xingqiu’s wrist.

“See? Harder than it looks, isn’t it?”

  



16. Chapter 16


    
    “Dare I ask what’s going on?” Keqing casts a suspicious look around Xingqiu and Chongyun’s living room at her friends all showing different states of inebriation. “I’m not that late. The take out you had me pick up is still warm and everything. You can’t be this buzzed.”

Keqing lifts the two heavy plastic bags of take out onto the counter and begins to unpack them quickly.

“We got bored waiting for you,” Xinyan says, filling shot glasses and distributing them around the coffee table. “So we started playing the number bomb game. And someone is very good at guessing so they keep losing and we keep starting over.”

“You would think,” Xingqiu says, resting his forehead on his knuckles, “That since Chongyun is the one picking the numbers I would be more accutely aware of what numbers he’s picking. Some sort of boyfriend to boyfriend insight. And since I should have the greater advantage of having a general sense for what numbers he’d pick I’d know to avoid them.”

“Yeah, you’d think, huh?” Yanfei laughs. 

“But no,” Xingqiu continues. “Apparently I am so in tune with Chongyun that I don’t even register it. I just immediately blurt out a number I think and it’s already the one he’s thinking about and there we go. Shots are had. Taken. Shots are fired.”

“Tell me he’s had something to eat,” Keqing says to Hu Tao who flashes her an okay sign. “Wonderful. Are any of you going to help me unpack all of this food or are you just going to sit there and wait for it to arrive in your mouths directly?”

“Bossy,” Xinyan says finishing pouring the last shot before standing. Xinyan doesn’t wobble or show any visible signs of having drunk yet. “Xingqiu and Yanfei are the only ones who’ve drunk so far. Feifei, how many shots?”

“Two, but I also snuck a third when Xingqiu and Chongyun started arguing about if Chongyun was changing the number on purpose to bully him.”

“Chongyun bully Xingqiu?” Xiangling laughs, “Now there’s a reversal I want to see.”

“I think that’s a reversal we all want to see,” Hu Tao points out, “Didi most of all.”

Chongyun runs his hand through Xingqiu’s hair, ruffling it and causing several of the shorter blue strands to stick up. He hastily smooths them back down.

“I can’t believe you think I’d cheat. You can’t just accept you’re bad at this?”

Xingqiu glares up at Chongyun through his bangs as the other man passes to help Xinyan and Keqing in the kitchen.

“It’s number bomb, Chongyun. It’s a game of statistical chance. There’s no being bad. Either I’m very unlucky or you’re changing the numbers.”

Ganyu holds her hands up. “Chongyun started writing the numbers down and showing them to me. I promise you, he isn’t cheating.”

“Accept that you’re bombing number bombs,” Hu Tao says, “Accept it and show some grace. Aren’t we always telling didi to be graceful in the face of truth? The truth being that he’s definitely the youngest brother here? Give him an example and accept that you suck at this.”

Xingqiu scowls at Hu Tao, pointing at her but otherwise saying nothing.

“Switch then,” Xiangling says calmly. “Ganyu can pick the numbers and Chongyun can referee.”

“I didn’t realize there was a referee needed for number bomb,” Keqing says.

“Well. I was picking the numbers because I can’t drink. Ganyu was sitting out because she drove here so she can’t drink either. So when I pick the numbers I tell them to Ganyu so she can confirm if someone thinks I’m cheating. And by someone I mean Xingqiu,” Chongyun says, wiping spilled condensation from the take out cartons off the counter. “It wouldn’t matter if we switched.”

Xinyan moves to gather the wiped down containers into her arms and Chongyun quickly stops her.

“Hold on, hold on,” Keqing says, “They’ll descend like animals. Us slow eaters with actual table manners need a head start.”

“Literally all of them would argue that they’re well mannered,” Xinyan says.

“Giving Yanfei and Xiangling chopsticks is like giving Keqing a utility knife,” Chongyun says. “I don’t know why you’re trying to defend them. How many times have one of them swooped in and stolen right out from under your nose? Xingqiu’s no better. He just likes to target me specifically. Hu Tao goes in for the kill as soon as she senses you eyeing something. Ganyu’s the only polite one there but that’s not going to stop the rest of them from being vultures.”

Keqing pops a soup dumpling into her mouth and Xinyan quickly fills a small piece of bao with sauce and meat before putting it in her mouth. Keqing puts some pork into lettuce, folding it and holding it up to carefully fit into Chongyun’s mouth before they all quickly scoop put he containers and utensils and bring it over to the table for the rest of their friends to dig in.

Ganyu switches places to sit next to Chongyun and she leans over to whisper into his ear. He nods and Ganyu clears her throat, sitting up straighter, to resume the game.

“One to one hundred,” she says and turns towards Yanfei.

Yanfei hums, eyes narrowing. “Two.”

“Two to one hundred,” Ganyu continues.

“Three,” Hu Tao says.”

Yanfei elbows her. “Don’t be boring.”

“You’re the one who started it by only going to two!”

“Don’t follow my example!”

“Three to one hundred,” Ganyu says over them.

“Next person can’t say four,” Chongyun says, “Or this will be a very boring game.”

“Fifty,” Keqing declares.

Ganyu hums and the rest of the table waits, chopsticks stilling as they look between Keqing and Ganyu.

“Fifty to one hundred,” Ganyu finally says, cracking a smile.

“Seventy four,” Xinyan says.

“Fifty to seventy four.”

Xiangling smiles when Ganyu turns to her. Xiangling turns her smile right at Xingqiu.

“Seventy six,” she declares.

Xingqiu blanches.

Ganyu folds her hands in her lap and turns to Xingqiu.

“Seventy four to seventy six.”

Xingqiu gapes, first at Xiangling and then at Ganyu. He slaps his chopsticks down.

“This is a conspiracy!” He glares. “You’re all going against me!”

  



17. Chapter 17


    
    “Wh is it you only ever call me when you want something?” Xiao asks, still halfway asleep. He scrunches his eyes closed, turning and pressing his face into his pillow and pulling the blanket as high as it will go over his head. The effect is almost enough to trick him into thinking he’s back asleep, warm and relaxed in the soft, breathing dark. Almost.

“Am I the type of person to call when I don’t want something?” Keqing fires back. “Am I the type of person with time to waste of phone calls without purpose?”

“Is this how you talk to your parents?”

“No, this is how I talk to you. Calling my parents does have a purpose and that’s being a filial daughter by paying respects and checking in how they’re doing. Are you awake yet?”

“I am trying very hard not to be. Do you know what time it is?”

Keqing lets out a sigh against the receiver that crackles over Xiao’s ear and itches down his neck. She sounds slightly more apologetic when she speaks again.

“Right. I am sorry about that. I wanted to call earlier and possibly catch you before you went to sleep at all. I thought that would be kinder.”

It honestly would have been. It’s always worse if he gets a few hours and then has to wake up again.

“It would be kindest not to call at all,” Xiao grumbles. Then he slowly sits up, eyes still firmly closed, and presses the palm of his free hand to his eyes. He digs the heel in right between his eyebrows before dragging it down the slope of his nose and allowing his fingertips to massage his tired eyelids. “I dare to assume that if there was a real emergency that required some urgency you would have mentioned it by now. Ganyu’s fine?”

“Ganyu is physically and emotionally fine,” Keqing says. “Mentally speaking I think she’s about where I am and that’s at the threshold of committing murder.”

Xiao grunts as he moves to swing his legs off the side of his bed and stand up. He braces himself and then forces his eyes to open, grimacing at the light. The thick heavy curtains blot out a lot, but Liyue’s mid morning sun is a force to be reckoned with. 

“The Lantern Festival is coming up,” Keqing says. “And we’re short staffed.”

“You are always short staffed.” Xiao’s heard enough complaints about the seemingly perpetual flow of people coming and going from the Qixing’s staff over the years to know that this is not a particularly unusual state for them to be in. Frankly, Xiao thinks they could have three times as many people employed and still find themselves short on capable hands. The Qixing do many things in a great many places. Their governance expands far beyond the carefully organized seasonal rites and the collection of taxes that most people usually think of when they think of the Qixing.

“We’re so short staffed that Ningguang has asked your shifu to assist.”

Now that does give Xiao some pause.

“With what?”

“Organizing materials mostly,” Keqing answers. “Making sure things are proper. Why does he know so many things? Why does he know so many pacific details about these things? Are you sure he wasn’t a professor before Hu Tao scooped him up? The things he knows are too specific to be known by anyone who wasn’t some religious studies or history teacher.”

“The point Keqing. Find it and get it to me.”

“Will you perform?”

Xiao frowns, holds his phone in front of his face to double check that the call is from Keqing and it is ongoing and he isn’t having a truly vivid and realistic dream.

“Perform what?”

“Dizi.”

“I’m not a professional.”

“Your standards for what is and isn’t professional grade are skewed by the fact that you were raised by Zhongli. His standard of acceptable is what the rest of us would consider perfection. You’re just as good as any paid dizi player I’ve ever heard. We need musicians all over Liyue Harbor at each of the various lantern release stations. I’m short on talent.”

“Call Xinyan.”

“I’ve already got her to agree to play the pipa for me. Xingqiu will be too busy handling the celebration for the trade guilds to help. Ganyu’s going to be doing on site assistance so she can’t play anything. The funeral parlor does its own rites during the festival. No one else plays an instrument. You have the day off anyway and Ganyu already told me you were planning on coming down to spend the holiday.”

Xiao scowls as he fills a kettle.

“You’ll be paid,” Keqing continues. “I’ll send you the sheet music for the songs we want played. You don’t have to just play those. You can play whatever you want in between. It’s not for the full event, either. Hanfu will be provided. There’s also a free meal voucher.”

“For where?”

“Anywhere in the area you’ll be assigned to that’s partnering with the Qixing.”

“Do you know where I’d be assigned?”

“Not yet. Probably the finance district.”

Xiao sucks his teeth. 

“It’s not like you have anything better to do,” Keqing points out. “You always just watch the lanterns from your house while eating dried cuttlefish and drinking chrysanthemum tea.”

Untrue. Sometimes Xiao eats persimmons instead.

“Fine,” Xiao says. “Send me the details. I need to start practicing.”

It’s not as though Xiao actually plays his dizi very often. 

Keqing lets out a heavy sigh of relief. “Thank you. Sorry. I need to get this finalized by this afternoon and I couldn’t wait for your normal waking time.”

Xiao grunts as the kettle begins to rumble with the sound of boiling water.

“Tell Ganyu to take a nap,” he says. If they’re so short staffed they’re calling friends and acquaintances for help he can imagine the look in Ganyu’s eyes. It’s not a pleasant one. He’s been on the receiving end of Ganyu’s particular stressed but trying to hide it expression too many times.

“You tell Ganyu to take a nap. You’re her da-xiong. She’ll actually pretend to listen.”

  



18. Chapter 18


    
    “I can’t believe you got Chongyun to agree to this.” Xiangling pushes her bangs out of her face, sputtering when some of her hair finds its way to her mouth. “How’d you do it?”

“It’s October,” Keqing says, slapping a generous amount sunscreen onto her arms before trading with the UV spray Xinyan just finished using. “The man doesn’t have an excuse.”

“I’ve been trying to drag Chongyun to the beach since we were acne faced tweens,” Xiangling protests. “I’ve only gotten him to agree twice. Both times in the middle of December and he insisted we had to be there just after dawn and leave before noon. It’s October and we’re here at ten in the morning and he’s not hustling us to leave. Qiu-er what did you do?”

“I don’t know if you’d call this a success,” Xingqiu replies, “Look at him. Covered head to ankle.”

Chongyun is, indeed, covered from neck to ankle. He’s wearing long black swim leggings underneath his white and blue trunks. He’s got a high necked waterproof shirt and a t-shirt on top of that. He’s pulled on protective sleeves that overlap the waterproof shirt, the hems of the sleeves fold just over his wrists. He’d been wearing a large brimmed hat earlier, but took it off and plopped it on Yanfei’s head while he went into the water.

“You got him here. He’s agreed to a full day. It’s a success,” Xiangling insists. “And I want to know how you did it so I can try and repeat the results. Unless it concerns something with your bedroom. In which case don’t tell me. I never want to know.”

“It doesn’t,” Xingqiu says, scowling, “You think it’s that easy? Chongyun’s as stubborn as a mountain.”

“But you still go him here,” Xinyan says. She turns and sneezes into her elbow. “Also why did I agree to come here? It’s freezing. We’re all going to catch our deaths.”

Yanfei holds up an open thermos, steam curling from the mouth. “Hot water cures all ails.”

“I know I agreed because we’ve never all gone to the beach together,” Keqing says, “And I wanted to see if Chongyun would actually show up.”

“Not all of us are here,” Yanfei says. “Hu Tao had a big funeral she had to oversee today. Xiao-ge couldn’t make it down from Wangshu.”

“We got most of us here,” Xinyan says. She squints. “I didn’t know Ganyu could surf. She’s doing really well.”

“We should rent a speedboat,” Xiangling says, “And go wave riding or parasailing or whatever. I want to make the most of this while Chongyun is here. What if he changes his mind and we have to pack up and go?”

Xinyan rises to her feet. “I don’t know how those two are in the water right now. I don’t even know if I want to take my shoes off. It’s so cold. Feifei, pass me your water. How many of these do you have?”

“Ganyu packed them so you know there’s more than enough to go around. She also bought a huge bag full of heat packs,” Yanfei replies, turning to rummage around in the truly large bag Ganyu had carefully set aside once they set up all their beach towels and chairs. She passes Xinyan another thermos. 

Xinyan takes it gratefully. “The sun is out but it might as well be decorative.”

“Don’t skimp on the UV protection,” Xingqiu warns, “It might be weak in terms of temperature but it can still damage the skin. And you just signed to join a TV show.”

“You what?” Yanfei and Keqing stare up at Xinyan. She scratches the back of her head, laughing as she kicks her heel at a bit of sand that blew over the corner of the beach towel.

“Oh, yeah, I heard about that!” Xiangling exclaims. She leans over and slaps the back of Xinyan’s leg. “Congratulations!”

“It’s a variety show,” Xinyan tells Yanfei and Keqing, “My manager said it’d get me more recognition. I’m going to be a regular cast member for the season and maybe I’ll be returning for the next one if the ratings are good and my schedule remains clear. We’ll see. I start filming next month. I’m crazy nervous about it.”

“Do we know the show?” Yanfei asks. 

“Yeah, but I don’t want to say,” Xinyan replies. “Just wait for the social media and promo stuff to come out about the upcoming season. Let’s not talk about it. I’m already nervous about it as it is. Are any of us going in the water aside from Ganyu, who apparently has nerves of steel, and Chongyun, who’s just addled?”

“Hey!” Xingqiu scowls at Xinyan. 

“I don’t see you getting in the water,” Keqing says to Xingqiu. “You know it’s crazy of them to go in there. You only get to refute the rest of us if you go in there too.”

“I’m staying right here,” Yanfei says. “But we should definitely look into renting a boat. I bet the boat rates are super good right now The entire beach is ours because we’re the only ones stupid enough to show up in the middle of October.”

“You should see it in December,” Xiangling mutters darkly. “Before the sun has even risen.”

“What are we doing here anyway?” Yanfei asks. “Surely it wasn’t just to see if you could get Chongyun to come.”

“The is literally the only time he would agree to come to the beach for more than two hours after sunrise,” Xinqiu says. “I had to take the chance when I could. The plan did not extend to what we’d actually be doing on the freezing beach. Frankly, I didn’t think I’d get this far.”

“Fair enough.” Xiangling turns around to look towards the distant line of stalls and beach side stores along the wooden boardwalk. “I don’t think anything is open. It’s off season and all.”

“I bet anyone who does open is going to look at us like we’re insane,” Xinyan says.

“You can look right back because they’re here, too,” Keqing replies. “Glass houses and stones and all.”

  



19. Chapter 19

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Are you even tasting anything?” Xiao asks. It’s morbid curiosity rather than any actual care. 

“Burned my tongue five minutes ago,” Yanfei replies, gesturing to her face with one hand. “Entire thing is on fire and tingling. I feel myself breaking out into a sweat. My nose is going to start running any second now.”

          


    
    Xiao watches Yanfei practically inhaling her food. One hand wields chopsticks like a doctor weilds a scalpel or a needle, deftly going in and picking out the best parts of every dish and delivering them straight to either Yanfei’s mouth or Ganyu’s already overflowing bowl — all without spilling a single drop.

Yanfei’s other hand is busy on her phone, scrolling and rapidly typing out texts with her thumb. Her dexterity is something to both envy and respect.

Ganyu eats at a much more sedate pace, as is fitting for someone who was raised as they were. Shifu could take up to two hours to eat one meal if he had nothing truly pressing on his schedule. Three if he was truly left to his own devices. Xiao and Ganyu, as a result of this, are much more used to eating their own meals slowly. That is not to say that they can’t eat quickly. Xiao is used to thirty to forty minute lunch breaks and Ganyu’s work schedule is often so fraught that carving out half an hour for herself to eat is a true accomplishment to be praised on most days.

That said Xiao doesn’t think he or Ganyu have anything on the speed at which Yanfei is going through their meal.

“You’ll choke,” Xiao says.

Yanfei laughs and then promptly shoves an entire piece of lotus root into her mouth, cheeks distending as she quickly starts to chew.

“Are you even tasting anything?” Xiao asks. It’s morbid curiosity rather than any actual care. 

“Burned my tongue five minutes ago,” Yanfei replies, gesturing to her face with one hand. “Entire thing is on fire and tingling. I feel myself breaking out into a sweat. My nose is going to start running any second now.”

“Don’t rush, don’t rush,” Ganyu chides. “I have oil blotting paper in my bag. We have time, A-Yan.”

“The trial starts in three hours.”

“You have a trial today?” Xiao frowns. “Why did you come up here then?”

“No, one of her juniors has a case today,” Ganyu corrects. She waves a hand at Xiao, gesturing for him to calm. “It’s the first major case they’re handling without senior staff. Apparently the junior built a very good rapport with the client and the client insisted on having them as their main representative. Yanfei’s been checking in on their progress but she didn’t want to push.”

“Yanfei didn’t want to push?”

Yanfei kicks Xiao under the table. Xiao kicks her back. 

Yanfei glares at him. “Where are your manners, you’re gonna kick a girl?”

“Where are your manners, you’re going to kick your elder?” Xiao fires back. “Careful. You might hit the bottom of the hot pot by accident and you aren’t wearing long pants.”

Yanfei rolls her eyes at him. “You worry too much, dage.”

“Get yourself burned then, see if I care.”

Yanfei sticks her tongue out at him. Xiao turns to Ganyu, who looks helplessly smitten. He wrinkles his nose.

“You took all the worst parts from Shifu and Shushu,” Xiao declares. Ganyu turns towards him, neatly plucking a slice of matsusake mushroom from the simmering broth and placing it on his bowl. 

“Be calm, da-xiong,” she says and Xiao knows she’s about to say something truly awful when she takes that tone on him, “After all you got their looks and their graces. Shouldn’t you leave something for me? Pity your poor sister.”

“What’s poor about you?” Xiao scowls, and then scoops up several bunches of enoki and places that on the side of Ganyu’s already overflowing bowl. “Stop talking and start eating before it gets cold. You aren’t Chongyun. Cold food won’t boost your constitution and you always get a little weak from travel. If you get sick while you’re here Shifu won’t let me hear the end of it.”

Ganyu pointedly picks up a block of tofu and places it in her mouth. Yanfei immediately replaces it with a small piece of corn. The good thing is that while it looks like they’ve piled most of the food from the pot into Ganyu’s bowl, Xiao knows Ganyu will definitely be able to polish it off. He doesn’t know where it all goes, but Ganyu could easily have eaten the entire pot by herself. Granted, it would probably take her an hour or two. But she could definitely do it.

They return to their bowls in relative silence. Yanfei occasionally clicking her tongue as she fusses over her phone. It’s about as peaceful as it gets between the three of them.

“If you were going to fuss this much why didn’t you just stay behind to oversee?” Xiao asks as he skims through the remnants of the soup for anything they’d missed. Ganyu ladles some of the soup into her bowl.

“Order another serving of vermicelli so that soup base doesn’t go to waste,” Yanfei says offhandedly, nose practically touching her phone’s screen as she squints at it. “And don’t be ridiculous. I don’t need to physically be there. As long as I’m in their minds and hearts it’ll go well. I gave my precious juniors enough lectures and tips and pointers and reminders that they must be thinking with my voice in their heads. They’re going to text me the details of the trial as it starts. I made them promise to take word for word notes or I’d be sticking them in the archives for the next week and a half.”

Xiao reaches over and shoves Yanfei’s phone down. “You’ll go blind.”

“My eyes don’t dare to fail me,” Yanfei replies, but finally allows the phone to touch the table. “Just like my juniors. Ganyu, are you full? Should we order more?”

“I’m full,” Ganyu says. “Did you eat enough?”

“Of course. I’m always sure to eat my fill when Xiao-ge is paying the bill. How could I disrespect him by leaving his graces on an empty stomach? Dage, how about those noodles though?”

Xiao glares at the two pains of his life, but he still flags down the server for another plate of noodles.

  



20. Chapter 20

Summary for the Chapter:
            inspired by the moonchase quest no spoilers ahead

          


    
    “Listen, Qing-er,” Xiangling points a finger at Keqing’s scowling face, “You can’t bluff me. I know what it looks like when someone wants something real bad. And you’ve got the look of a person who really, really wants something but is being too silly to say it. You’re going to take home these left overs in these wonderfully packaged containers that I got ready for you and you’re going to enjoy them.”

“I can’t do that,” Keqing insists, “I’ve got plenty of food at home. I might not cook as well as you do, oh professional award winning chef, but I do cook whenever I get a chance. I make my meals in bulk. You’ve seen what my refrigerator and freezer look like. I don’t have the space. It’d be a waste, Xiangling. And you and I both hate waste more than anything.”

“It wouldn’t be a waste because I know these are some of your favorites and I made them just the way you like them best.”

Keqing opens her mouth to protest but Xiangling slaps her hands together. Chongyun, half asleep on Xiangling’s couch jumps, eyes widening as he looks around in confusion.

“What happened? Did Xinyan tell an embarrassing story on her official weibo again?”

“No, go back to sleep, didi,” Yanfei pats Chongyun’s leg as she struggles with Xiangling’s ancient game controller to get it to open one of the TV channel apps Xiangling’s subscribed to. “Xiangling you’ve got to get a new one of these. I’m surprised it still works. Your circle button needs like…two thumbs to press down on it.”

“It’s a little finicky, but it still works! I don’t need a new one.”

Xingqiu lightly taps the back of his hand to Yanfei’s arm, leaning in to whisper, “New idea for Xiangling’s birthday gift. We all throw in to get her a new game station or a smart TV.”

Yanfei hums, fingers pausing in their attempt to type in the characters for the game show that they’ve all been watching together. She tilts her head towards him, muttering figures under her breath before nodding. “Should we also get a sound system?”

“Good idea, I’ll send this out as a suggestion.”

Chongyun yawns, stretching until there’s an audible pop coming from somewhere, and returns to his boneless half-asleep sprawl. “Wake me up when it’s time for me to drive someone somewhere. Or if there’s a real life or death in the most literal sense emergency.”

“Xiangling.” Keqing puts her hand on the table next to the several containers of packed food. “These should go to someone else or you should keep them. I don’t need them. It’s good food. You know it’s good food. You know that I know it’s good food. But it will be wasted food if I take it.”

Xiangling mimics Keqing’s pose.

“I live in a literal restaurant. I do not need this food. I never have a shortage of food. Yanfei is always either with Ganyu or Ping-nainai. And you know that between Zhongli-laoshi, Ganyu, Xiao-ge whenever he’s around, and Ping-nainai she’s well fed. The only reason why she isn’t ridiculously round is because she burns it all off talking a million miles a second and is always running around Liyue Harbor like she’s a one man fixer trying to patch a sinking ship. Xingqiu’s parents baby him and always send him food. Yun-di is an actual responsible adult who cooks and also has a really rigid diet so half of this stuff he can’t eat anyway. Also! These are, specifically, your favorites! It’s going home with you if I have to carry it there myself. And you know I would.” Xiangling pauses. “Hey I should say hi to your parents. My dad said they stopped by the other day and they had a nice chat. I think the set up a night for drinks with Xinyan’s parents too.”

Keqing tips her head back, groaning towards the ceiling. “I wish I didn’t know that. Knowing it’s going to happen just makes me feel dread for the inevitable follow up phone call where my parents talk to me about how my friends’ parents bragged about their kids.”

“Let’s just be glad that Zhongli-laoshi isn’t joining in this time. Then it’d be nothing but comments about how…everything he is.” Xiangling waves her hand. “I mean. I get it. I, too, have a deep respect and appreciation for him. He’s dage and jiejie’s dad. Of course I get it. But I don’t need to hear about it non-stop. Bad enough when Azhdaha-laoshi wasn’t around. Now we finally got that train wreck to stop going. Wait! Don’t distract me. The left overs.”

“Can they really be called left overs if you cooked that much on purpose just so that you could make Keqing take them home?” Yanfei asks, finally getting the system to input the characters correctly. “Also we missed the first ten minutes of the live broadcast.”

“It’s just ads,” Xingqiu says, “They’re probably just starting the real content now.”

“Fair enough. But I happen to like some of those ads. My favorite part is seeing how fast the narrator can get through the disclaimer at the end and how well they do it.”

“Of course you do. I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“Xiangling, this is too much food for me to take.”

“Keqing, I insist.”

“Listen,” Xingqiu interrupts, “I know that right now you’re both in the sacred Liyue tradition of refusing and repeatedly offering food. We all know it. But we are seriously about to fall behind on the broadcast and I’m not going to tell you two what you missed while you were going through the ritual of food distribution. Also. Guoba’s gotten into the container of golden shrimp balls.”

Both women immediately turn to the table and exclaim in shock as the golden retriever, caught red handed, looks up at them with wide eyes and immediately runs off.

“Guoba!” Xiangling gapes, “Are you kidding me? You know those were for Keqing! I even made some special just for you!”

Keqing covers her face with her hand. “How does a dog that big move so silently? Seriously.”

 

  



21. Chapter 21


    
    The end of Xinyan’s bright green straw flicks droplets of leftover tea in Xinqiu’s direction as she crushes the tip in her mouth with her teeth. 

“If you’re going to do that can you face someone else?” Xinqiu asks, using one of the thin tissues to wipe the droplets of beige milk tea off of the area in front of himself. “Aim it at Chongyun, he’ll take it as some kind of exercise in meditation and keeping a calm mind.”

“Keep facing towards Xingqiu,” Chongyun says, “He could use a bit of humility.”

Xinyan spits the straw back out of her mouth and it lands among the last of the melting ice at the bottom of her plastic cup, causing the it to teeter for a moment before Chongyun reaches out to steady it.

“It’s not for me,” Xinyan declares, drumming her nails on the tabletop. 

“Don’t most singers get into acting, at least for a little bit?” Chongyun turns to Xinqiu. “You know more about this than me.”

“My novels have been turned into donghua and drama series, that doesn’t mean I know everything about the entertainment business.” Xingqiu sighs, toying with his earring. “Look, if you’re really so worried about it go ask Yanfei for her advice. I’m sure she’s got some experience with looking over these sort of contracts. I had her review mine when I was signing for the productions of my works. And if she doesn’t know she’ll know someone who does know. What did your agent say?”

“My agent says it’s good visibility, but that’s what my agent says about everything. I’m not an actor. I sing. I play guitar. And bass. And drums. And pipa. And the piano. Alright, I play a few things because part of being a good musician is getting new perspectives on sound. I can dance. If you gave me enough time and inspiration I could do some of my own choreography. I’m good at hand crafts. I can drive a car. These are talents I have. Acting isn’t one of them.”

“Performing on a stage is something like acting, isn’t it?” Chongyun points out. “What kind of role did they want for you again?”

“Supporting cast, but it sounds like a lot of lines and a lot of screen time. Best friend of a main character or something. I only read the pitch, I didn’t ask for more details yet. Maybe they just want diversity? I don’t think I’m popular enough to give them a boost in ratings.” Xinyan snags her lower lip between her teeth, chewing at it until Chongyun and Xingqiu both kick her under the table. “Listen. I know it’s visibility. I know it’ll be a boost to my career. It’ll get my name and face out some more. But I’ve never acted in anything before. I mean — if it was just a cameo and me singing for their soundtrack or writing a few songs I could do it no sweat, yeah? But a role? A dedicated reoccurring role? I don’t know. I don’t want to be bad at it.”

“I don’t think your agent would encourage you to do it if they thought it would be a great risk. And the crew of this drama wouldn’t be trying so hard to get you if they thought you could tank their views,” Xingqiu points out. “Meet with the casting director, see who else is on. Talk with the producers and your agents. Actually read through the script. And if you still really aren’t sure talk to Yanfei. Yanfei can talk anyone in or out of anything.”

“Right now do you think you’d regret it if you said no?” Chongyun asks. 

“Yes. Maybe? I’m not sure. You know me. I don’t like to back down from a challenge. But this feels reckless if I just go on ahead because I want to try it out. It’s like…the difference between saying yes because you want to try something new and saying yes because you feel like you have to do something new. You get me?”

“Sort of? No,” Chongyun admits, “But if you feel like you’re going to regret saying no then do what Xingqiu advised. Talk it out with the production crew. Ask Yanfei for advice. Call Ganyu and see if you can get Zhongli-laoshi to talk with you, too. I’m sure he’ll have some amazing advice to give.”

“What does Zhongli-laoshi know about show business?”

“It’s Zhongli-laoshi, Xingqiu. He knows something about everything.” Chongyun shakes his head. “Once I was at their house helping dage and Zhongli-laoshi install a new toilet in the second floor bathroom and Zhongli-laoshi gave us both a lecture on the infrastructural layout of Liyue Harbor’s sewer system.”

“I’m not surprised by that,” Xinyan says. She presses a thumb to the furrow between her brow, trying to ease it out. “Look. I’m just — I can do variety shows. That’s not acting. That’s just — hanging out. I can do livestreams for my fans. I can do fan meet and greets and I can do conventions and I can do brand promotion. I don’t have a problem with any of that. It’s just — acting is a whole new thing, you know? One I’ve never considered before. It’s like. A new industry. It’s like if one day Keqing quit the Qixing and started being a professional streamer.”

“Give the industry some credit, there is a certain overlap between acting and singing. They’re both a type of performance. A more apt comparison would be if Xiangling quit working as a chef and became a chemist instead. You haven’t signed anything yet. Why are you worrying so much about this?” Xingqiu points out. “It’s still a discussion. For all you know you could end up saying yes and then the drama falls through and never films. Relax, Xinyan.”

“If I’m going to do something I should commit to it one hundred percent,” Xinyan insists. “If I’m going to do this I should start getting ready now. Hire some trainer or something. Get some lessons. I don’t know. What if they want me to speak in a different dialect?”

“These are things you really need to bring up to your agent and the casting directors.”

“I know! I will! I just — I just wanted to talk it out first with you guys, you know? No matter what I know you guys have my back. I like my agent. I trust my agent. But they’re my agent. And you guys are my friends. My family. My agent has my profession in mind. You guys have me.”

“That’s touching,” Xingqiu smiles. “Now stop being a baby and message your agent this list of questions I’m about to text you.”

“I’ve been texting Yanfei because this really is way over my head and out of my wheelhouse,” Chongyun admits. “So hold off on sending those questions until Yanfei finishes typing her essay into my chat window. Also she prefaced this with a bunch of huge blocks of texts I’ll forward to you later. But the most important bit is that she’s sorry she couldn’t make it out in person and if you want she’ll definitely get whatever contract they send you into the hands of the right people to review it. And then she began writing her magnum opus, so give it about ten minutes while she waits for her screen to catch up to her fingers so she can finish typing everything out.”

  



22. Chapter 22


    
    Chongyun holds his face in his hands, red from his ears to his neck. “Why didn’t you stop me?”

Xingqiu’s eyebrows raise up into his bangs. “Me? Stop you? Since when could I do that? A-Yun, you’ve forgotten how stubborn you can be when you put your mind to something. And in this case, that something was joining our good, good friend Xinyan on stage during her fan gathering and doing an impromptu dance off with her.”

Xinyan’s fingers continue to tap away on her phone. “Relax. It’s not the first time you’ve done something with me on a stage. Remember the first time you crashed one of my concerts? My offer is still open, by the way. You ever get tired of that…whatever thing you do, be my new drummer. Or my new back up dancer. I don’t have to be a solo title. I keep telling you guys. You and Yanfei can quit your jobs and we’ll be a band together. We’ll make it big time. Xingqiu can be our manager. Ideally I’d want Qing-er but she’s going to die in the Qixing buildings, old and gray and wrinkly. They’ll be cremating her and she’d still be drafting memos from beyond the grave. They’ll have to send offerings of Qixing letterhead memos and burn models of office buildings for her.”

She pauses to tilt her phone towards the pair. “My fans are you fans anyway. Look at all the glowing comments you’ve gotten, didi! They love your dancing. And they keep asking me when you’re going to be my drummer again. Xingqiu, watch out, he’s got some hard core thirsty fans out there. They haven’t forgotten that time he took off his shirt.”

Xingqiu smirks slanting a smug look at Chongyun who curls up further, practically laying his arms and face flat against his thighs as he tries to hide the flush that’s slowly creeping over every inch of skin. “Oh trust me, neither have I. And I’m sure A-yun has been trying to, but we all have those three in the morning intrusive thoughts that feature highlight reels of all the things we regret in our lives.”

“Shut up,” Chongyun says, “Please shut up.”

“Telling your dear Xingqiu and Xinyan-jie to shut up? How rude of you. I should tell your parents. I should tell Zhongli-laoshi. I should tell Xiao-ge.”

“Xiao-ge would back me up. You can’t threaten to tell on me to Zhongli-laoshi.”

“But he can threaten to tell your parents?”

Chongyun raises his head to scowl at Xinyan before he buries his face again. “Please apologize to your manager for me. Again.”

Xinyan pats his back. “I’m telling you. Don’t be sorry. My manager keeps asking me if I’ve done my best to recruit you to the entertainment industry. If you ever, ever even think about becoming an entertainer please give me a heads up. My manager would kill me if they found out that you signed with anyone else. They want first shot at you.”

“You should have stopped me, Xingqiu. Why were you just standing there and — well. You were filming, weren’t you? Give me your phone. I’m going to snap it in half and throw it into the harbor.”

“Now I’m going to report you for environmental damages,” Xingqiu replies, leaning over to rest his elbow on Chongyun’s back, letting one hand scratch at the short hairs at Chongyun’s nape. “You’re a grown man, Chongyun. If you decide that you’re going to go on a stage in front of hundreds of people and have fun with one of our dear friends I’m not going to stop you. I’m going to encourage you because you seriously need to unwind.”

Chongyun lets out a frustrated sigh.

“I wasn’t in my right mind!”

“You didn’t drink,” Xinyan points out, “You weren’t sleep deprived. You definitely weren’t high. How were you not in your right mind?”

“It was the atmosphere.”

Xinyan and Xingqiu exchange looks of matching disbelief over Chongyun’s hunched over back. Xingqiu covers his face with a hand. Xinyan rolls her eyes.

“Chongyun.” She slaps his back. Hard. She feels him jolt underneath her palm. “You’re being ridiculous. What’re you, some kind of delicate flower? You got on a stage. You and I did some fun dances. We had a good time. No one is mad at you. You didn’t make a fool of yourself. And once again my fans are begging to know what your social media handle is so they can follow you. Make a dummy account for them and never post anything. Or leave it to Xingqiu to manage. You know my followers all know that I’m friends with Xingqiu, Xiangling, Yanfei, and Keqing? They like following our posts where we talk about each other and the rest of you. Even Xiao-ge caved and made an account. He does nothing with it. I think he makes Ganyu handle it.”

“Ganyu-jie doesn’t post either though.”

“I know, because she’s always busy handling the official Qixing account. Same thing for Keqing. Keqing’s account is almost entirely about Qixing official announcements.” Xinyan rolls her eyes. 

“Wait, I think Xiao-ge’s has one post on it,” Xingqiu quickly pulls out his phone to check. “A picture of the moon or something, and the caption is some old proverb. It’s got a ridiculous amount of likes.”

“Of course it does.”

“Next time someone stop me before I go do something like that!” Chongyun says. “You all know I regret it right away.” Chongyun lifts his head to glare at Xingqiu. “I stop you from doing foolish things all the time.”

“I don’t do foolish things,” Xingqiu retorts, frowning, “When do you stop me from doing foolish things? I don’t give you a chance!”

Xinyan waves her hands between the two of them. “Don’t have a lovebird spat with me in the same car as you. I don’t want to hear it. Save it for later. Anyway, we’re still a bit away from my photoshoot set. Do you guys want me to drop you off at the hotel or somewhere else? Then we can meet up again for dinner later after I’m done with more promotional stuff.”

“Can you drop me into a social media black hole?”

“Not in this century.”

“Then the hotel is fine.”
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    “A-Tao.” Shifu says with all the fondness and exasperation of someone who’s been exposed to Hu Tao’s existence repeatedly over the course of several days. In his case, several years. “You do not have to give me hongbao.”

Shifu holds the envelope - envelopes — in his hands like they’re delicate, fragile, living things. Perhaps like freshly hatched birds, or still damp from the cocoon butterflies.

“And for that matter, no one needs to give Azhdaha hongbao ever,” Shifu continues. “It will give him too much of an ego.”

“I’m your boss, technically,” Hu Tao replies. “Of course I have to give something to my employees. And because I’m such a good one and I’m on such good terms with you and your family it seems like I should probably give some out to the rest of you. So no one feels left out.”

Hu Tao turns to Xiao. Xiao wishes she wouldn’t. He does not want to be involved in this conversation. He should really decrease his visits back to Liyue Harbor, but it’s Ping-nainai’s birthday coming up and Yanfei asked for help in cleaning up the apartment and setting up a small dinner.

And apparently Ping-nainai and Shifu and Shushu are friends, or something like that, so the three of them are going out together for tea and some mahjong games. And Azhdaha-shushu immediately told Ganyu and Xiao that they have to help Yanfei. He then proceeded to give them an alarmingly thick wad of cash to buy anything they needed for Ping-nainai’s birthday.

Shifu was no better because upon seeing this wad of cash he frowned and then said that maybe he should stay home to cook something, which tipped Shushu off into arguing back that if Shifu stayed home and Azhdaha-shushu went by himself then Ping-nainai would immediately know something was amiss.

Xiao did not stick around for the rest of that conversation. Instead, he took the bill from Ganyu, counted them, texted Aether and Yanfei the total and asked them to figure out if they could order anything on this short notice with them that would still fit in the small apartment Ping-nainai insists on keeping along with the rest of the things they’ve already begun to prepare.

Ganyu had wanted to buy Ping-nainai flowers, but Yanfei had reasonably pointed out that the apartment would be small enough that squeezing the eight of them — at this point Xiao and Aether were both surprised and touched to find out that Aether would also be included in this celebration — in. And knowing everyone and the way things would unfold, there would probably be barely any room in the kitchen, the dining table, or even the coffee table for flowers to fit. Flowers would have to be bought another day.

Aether and Xiangling would both be cooking enough as it is, so Xiao isn’t sure if this money will be going to different ingredients or perhaps it will be just given as a joint gift from everyone.

“Dage,” Hu Tao says, “Convince your Shifu to accept my gift with grace. No. Call Ganyu and ask her to do it. You wouldn’t know anything about accepting gifts with grace. You learned it from him. Ganyu’s got some kind of lucky star over her that gave her an extra helping of good manners.”

“A-Tao, it isn’t New Year,” Shifu says. “And even then you do not need to give me any hongbao.” Shifu pauses as he examines the envelopes. “Are you by any chance, taking this as an opportunity to return the money I gave you for your birthday?”

“Then think of it as spending money.” Hu Tao ignores Shifu’s question. That’s a yes. “So you can have an extra nice day off.”

Shifu’s fond exasperation only grows.  “A-Tao.”

Xiao stares at Hu Tao incredulously. “You’re giving my Shifu spending money because he’s going out, like he’s some kind of child?”

Hu Tao beams at Xiao. Xiao rolls his eyes.

“Wish Ping-nainai a happy birthday for me,” Hu Tao says, “And tell her that she better be taking care of herself. I don’t want to see her around here for a long, long time.”

“That is usually the opposite of what you tell people,” Xiao says. Normally Hu Tao loves to remind people to be ready for the inevitable and that they should get to know her now so they can be comfortable with knowing their fate is in her hands. Or something along those lines. It really depends on who Hu Tao is talking to. She has a pitch for every demographic.

Of course the pitches don’t usually work. But she still has them.

Hu Tao waves her hand dismissively, shaking her head. “That’s that and this is this. Don’t be a downer Xiao-ge. Anyway. You two better get going before you’re late.”

“It’s tomorrow,” Xiao points out.

“And I’m sure Yanfei’s already texted you and Ganyu a list of things you need to do today,” Hu Tao replies. “Am I wrong?”

She isn’t. Ganyu’s already started the shopping with Xiangling. Xiao checked his tracking app on his phone earlier and saw that they were at the second grocery store out of five that Xiangling insisted they needed on checking. Of course, all five grocery stores were approved by Shifu before hand for quality.

Aether is still in Wangshu and won’t be in Liyue Harbor until later tonight, but he’s also been given a separate list of things he needs to acquire while in Wangshu. Apparently they have a different brand, or quality, of something that Xiao wasn’t paying attention to. And wasn’t expected to pay attention to because he, unlike Aether and Xiangling, is no chef.

Xiao would argue that he’s lived on his own for several years and can cook decently.

The counter argument to this is that decency is a bar that should be surpassed.

There is no winning in any house Xiao sets foot into. He is, apparently, destined to a life of being teased.
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    “This is blatant favoritism,” Hu Tao scowls as Xiao and Chongyun bow their heads together, parceling out the various tickets and passes with soft murmurs. “I don’t know why we trusted these two to handle this.”

“Dage and didi won’t do wrong by us,” Xiangling says, also frowning but for a different reason. She flexes the fingers on her left hand, slowly turning her wrist as she opens and closes her hand into a fist. “Hey, Chongyun when you’re done with the tickets can you come over and look at my hand again? I know you said it’s fine but I still feel a little weird.”

“It’s the cartilage in your joints,” Chongyun says to her after a pause in which he and Xiao stare at one of the park passes in complete silence before Xiao places it with the other tickets held between his pinky and ring finger.

Thus far no one’s been able to discern what the system of sorting is, just that different tickets are being held between different fingers between Xiao and Chongyun. Ganyu can probably tell what the system is but she’s gone to the restroom with Xinyan.

“Stop if it hurts,” Chongyun continues. “We’re almost done.”

“I sense that the bigger stack that Chongyun is holding is for either Xingqiu or Ganyu.”

“Not Aether?” Yanfei leans her elbow on Aether’s shoulder. She pokes his cheek. “Shucks, Aether. You’re going through the trouble of dating our dage and he’s not even giving you the perks of the superior fast passes when we all go out to the theme park?”

Aether swats at Yanfei’s hand but remains carefully still so her elbow doesn’t slip.

“There are other perks involved in dating Xiao,” he replies dryly, “Perks that I hope none of you ever understand.”

Hu Tao and Xingqiu both pull faces at that.

“Alright, done,” Chongyun announces. He and Xiao begin to hand out the stacks of tickets and fast passes. “Just trade with each other if we didn’t get it right.”

“How come Qing’er gets so many fast passes?” Hu Tao asks, eyeing the stack Xiao hangs Keqing. “I would say favoritism for that but it definitely isn’t. The favoritism is going to Xingqiu.”

“Keqing likes rollercoasters,” Chongyun explains. “And she’s not going to any of the shows or exhibits.”

“What, you wanted to go on the rollercoaster with a death count?” Xiao asks as he hands Aether his stack of tickets. 

Aether and Xiangling immediately start to compare.

“Yes, we did give you two the same tickets for that cooking competition you wanted to see,” Chongyun says as the pair rifle through their stack to find the ticket. “You only reminded me to do it fifteen times on the way here.”

“It never hurts to check,” Xiangling says, thrusting her hand out to him for inspection as she flicks through her tickets with one hand. “Now check me.”

Chongyun sighs but begins to test Xiangling’s hand, pulling the fingers and watching her face for reactions.

“It never fails to disappoint and incite me,” Keqing says as she watches this happen, “That Chongyun is a licensed, professional physical therapist and comes from a family of doctors that study oriental medicine. And still they all fell for ‘excess yang energy’.”

“Maybe it’s because we all went to school and studied medicine that we know it’s a valid diagnosis,” Chongyun retorts. 

“Don’t fight this,” Xingqiu tells Keqing, “We will be here all day and all of our tickets will be wasted. Oh? You didn’t get a fast pass for this one?”

Keqing glances at the rollercoaster Xingqiu points at on the map displayed on his cellphone’s screen. She wrinkles her nose and shakes her head.

“That one has a very, very large splash at the end,” she says, “I’m alright with rides that involve water but I don’t want to get soaked.”

“Just get the plastic poncho,” Hu Tao says.

“Do you know how much they charge for that thing?” Keqing scowls furiously, “It’s a scam! It’s shameful!”

“It’s business,” Yanfei shakes her head, pocketing her tickets without looking at them. “Xiao-ge, give me Ganyu’s. I’ll hold them too. You and Aether can go off first. We’ll meet up later.”

Xiao passes Yanfei the tickets and immediately starts walking away from the group. Aether sighs, easily catching up to him. 

The rest of them watch as Aether’s arm brushes Xiao’s and Xiao lets it happen.

Xingqiu clicks his tongue. “How embarrassing. They’re so in love.”

“I don’t know how they can be seen in public,” Hu Tao comments with a fond shake of her head. “Xiao-ge’s face is thicker than we thought.”

“I can’t believe we didn’t know he was dating someone sooner,” Keqing mutters. “How did he keep that a secret?”

“Is it a secret if they weren’t actively hiding it?” Yanfei asks. “I think we all just assumed because it’s…you know. Xiao-ge. He never dates. And then suddenly he came out with the news that he’s been dating. Wild stuff. Hey, Xingqiu, thanks again for the tickets.”

“You’re welcome. Thank my brother,” Xingqui replies, “I think he still feels bad that he had to drag me along for that conference when our parents had to take an emergency flight out to check on our grandparents.”

“It’s not like we spent money on that trip,” Xiangling says, “Your brother is too easy to guilt into stuff. You’d think he’d have learned something after all these years. Hey, Xinyan. You get caught by your fans?”

Xinyan jogs up to them, grinning. “Yup. How’d you know?”

“Because it took you forever to come back. Xiao-ge and Aether went off on their own already. You missed it. They touched elbows as they walked.”

“They might as well make their bows,” Xinyan says.

Ganyu trails after Xinyan at a much more sedate pace, smiling when Yanfei’s hand reaches out towards hers. Their fingers curl together and Yanfei tucks the bundle of tickets and passes Xiao gave her into Ganyu’s purse.

“Let’s follow after Xiao-ge’s example and go,” Yanfei says, “That flower garden trail you wanted to go to should be nice and empty right now. And the plumerias are all in bloom, too.”
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    “Wait. Hold on.” Aether’s hands stop moving entirely as he sets the knife down and pushes the chopping board to the side. He turns to Xiao who’s in the middle of gently draining cubes of firm tofu. “Hu Tao’s parents are alive? And well?”

Xiao gives him a puzzled glance as he carefully stacks the white square tofu containers together, scooping up the unwanted ends of Aether’s scallions and putting them inside along with the papery garlic peels.

“Yes,” Xiao answers, “Are they not supposed to be?”

Aether stares at Xiao blankly.

“I thought the were dead.”

Xiao’s puzzled glance increases tenfold. “Why?”

Aether, now, realizes the error of his assumption and is promptly embarrassed to explain his leaps in logic out loud. But it’s Xiao and he knows Xiao won’t go around telling people about this as a funny anecdote and Xiao is unlikely to hold this over him too much. And if he does Aether has dozens of little moments in his memory he can counter with. And Xiao has a dozen more of Aether. And Aether has another dozen of Xiao. They have, together, a little almanac of little stories about each other now.

“It’s just — .” Aether fiddles with a kitchen towel as he tries to figure out the least embarrassing way to say this. Xiao waits patiently, most of his attention on Aether, though some of it on minding the tofu press and the simmering sauce pans on the stove next to them. Which is good. One of them needs to be paying attention right now.

Aether sighs and bites the figurative bullet.

“Well. She said she took over young. And I figured that meant there was no one else to run the business,” Aether says. “I mean. Who would let a young girl run an entire business by herself if there were any adults left who could do it? Her parents must have passed away when she was young leaving her the only one left.”

“This is a logical conclusion to make,” Xiao says without any hint of judgement. There is, however, a fond light in his eyes that makes him look like his shifu whenever they go visit Xiao’s childhood home and the man is struck with a fond memory. A fond memory on his side. Usually a mortifying one on Ganyu or Xiao’s. These moments are often accompanied by either a picture album, a VHS tape, or some kind of groaning protest from Ganyu or Xiao delivered from between hands pressed to their face. As though they could escape the moment by pretending it isn’t there. 

“But?” Aether prompts.

Xiao reaches back and lowers the heat on the stove, checking the texture of the sauce with a quick drag of chopsticks across the surface.

“Hu Tao’s parents are alive and quite well. As is her large extended family. It’s just that she was the only one capable of taking over the funeral parlor. Both of her grandparents are rather advanced in age. Her grandfather’s hearing is no longer as good and he refuses to use his hearing aid. Talking to customers and making sales pitches grew difficult. And her grandmother has a bad hip that makes going to and from the funeral parlor rather difficult. They both retired to live with one of Hu Tao’s uncles in the countryside. I believe somewhere up near Qingce province. The entire family goes to visit every New Year.” Xiao pauses to remove the tofu from the press, carefully draining the liquid into the sink. “Her father has a strong allergy to dust and most airborne particles, so he couldn’t take over. Her mother married in and no one expected, or wanted her to, leave her job.”

“What does Hu Tao’s mother do?”

“She’s a botanist.” Xiao pauses. “No. There’s another word for it. She studies mushrooms and such. Mycologist? I’m not sure of the name. Regardless, Hu Tao’s parents are alive and quite well. Hu Tao took over because she was eager and there was no one else to. And you must admit that she’s done quite well for herself, even if she’s taken over young.”

“That’s not in question at all,” Aether says, slowly resuming cutting scallions. “Hu Tao is maybe too good at it.”

“What did you think I meant when I told you Hu Tao’s parents had asked me to send them some things in the mail?”

“I don’t know what I was thinking. But now that I know that you’re not…I don’t know…burning paper effigies or sending offerings to their shrine, I am curious about what they wanted you to send that they couldn’t get themselves.”

“Apparently Wangshu gets a wider variety of imports from up north and more specialties from the surrounding provinces. Liyue Harbor does have a great many things from foreign countries, but not everything comes in from the harbor. Most items from Monstadt come through the land route.” Xiao begins to cube the tofu. “For whatever reason, it’s cheaper if I buy and ship things for them from here than if they were to have the items shipped from their location of origin.”

Xiao shrugs. “I do not mind. They’re good people and it’s hardly out of my way to do this for them.”

Xiao pauses and he turns that same look in his eye from before towards Aether, small smile pulling at the corners of his lips.

“Did you really think that Hu Tao was an orphan running a business? You know Shifu wouldn’t stand for that. If that were true then Shifu would be insisting I have two sisters.”

Aether can’t help laughing at that idea. Zhongli-laoshi has such a soft spot for children. But Hu Tao, even as a child, would absolutely be in control of that house hold. He’s seen the two of them interact now and the expression on the man’s face can only be described as ‘pole-axed’ afterwards. Maybe she’d get along with Xiao’s shushu, though. They seem like they would have so much fun together. At the expense of the rest of the house, of course.

“Oh, I don’t think so. Hu Tao would run all three of you in that house up the walls. None of you would know what to do with yourselves.”

  



26. Chapter 26

Summary for the Chapter:
            “At least we’re ruined together!” Yanfei replies. As fitting of the rural army general’s love interest. Xingqiu should write a story like this. “Don’t worry. We can always throw out the sick card. True, they might not ever leave. But at least we’ll be spared their judgement!”

          


    
    Yanfei hums cheerfully, the sound of her humming broken by the occassional idea she mutters to herself as she rolls onto her side to jot them down onto the waiting notebook on the coffee table. Idea safely recorded, Yanfei is quick to return to lying down on the couch and resume her idle humming and thumbing through of old magazines and catalogs that they’ve been recieving in the mail and allowing to pile up. She folds down the pages of anything she finds interesting to show Ganyu when the other woman isn’t busy. 

It’s never too early to get ahead on holiday shopping, and they both have lists of people they need to get things for as long as they are tall. Combined.

There’s their families and then their friends, of course. Then there’s their coworkers who they work with often. And then there’s their bosses. And then there’s their neighbors. And it’s only good of them to get something for the post carrier and the maintenance crew of their building. Oh! And of course, the security guard. Both the day and night ones. 

This year they should probably get something for Xingqiu’s family. They really helped a lot when Aether, Xiao, Ganyu, and Yanfei were busy moving. And they even helped Aether’s sister and cousin, too! Xingqiu does so much for them so quietly.

And then there’s the New Years hongbao to consider, they also have to put aside for that. 

End of year is always so expensive.

Yanfei absently reaches her phone, lying face down on her stomach.

Ganyu is in the kitchen, working on meal prepping for the next week. Yanfei had attempted to assist, because really — meal prepping for the two of them for a whole week is a tall, tall task and no matter how much Ganyu enjoys cooking it’ll surely be better if two pairs of hands worked at it rather than one. But Yanfei was banished from the kitchen of the apartment with a firm hand guiding her to the couch and strict instructions not to move too much. And the promise that next time, when Yanfei isn’t bouncing back from a slight fever, she would be allowed to help. But for now, Yanfei is charged with laying down and doing nothing.

It’s a lot harder to do than one would think.

Hence the old magazines.

Staring at her phone too long made her eyes hurt and her head start to protest with a dull throbbing. That was disappointing and a little unusual. She wasn’t even wearing her contact lenses. Why would she be feeling eye strain at all?

She’d considered listening to some kind of podcast or just having a video open in the background but the sounds from the kitchen were nice. There was the soft, dull rhythmic sound of Ganyu cutting something — a lot of somethings — for a while. Then the low bubbling of something on the stove and the hum of the exhaust. It felt very cozy.

Yanfei thinks she dozed for a bit, but she can’t be sure. Maybe it was only for a few minutes? 

She’d set her phone to silent earlier when she thought she’d be allowed to help in the kitchen. Cooking with Ganyu is always wonderful. It’s meditative. Quiet. Calming. She hates to spoil it by having some kind of stupid social media alert on her phone. Yanfei knows Ganyu thinks the same — of cooking in general — because Ganyu’s phone is normally set to silent and left in their room or charging by the couch whenever Ganyu cooks.

Both of them always have their phones with them, practically glued to their hands, normally. Once Yanfei was even using the phone while showering. It was a process that involved careful maneuvering to keep her arm out of the shower curtain while also washing her hair with the other hand. It wasn’t ideal, but Yanfei was in the middle of coordinating the transfer of documents from one group to another as a translator. At the time she was the only one familiar with the regional dialect their client’s previous legal team used at their firm.

And Ganyu, Yanfei knows, has a preternatural sense for when her phone is about to send her some kind of message. She’s seen Ganyu wake up from naps or even from regular sleep and turn to look at her phone mere seconds before the screen lights up with its message.

Aren’t they allowed this one break?

She risks a glance at the screen, cautiously waiting for any sign of discomfort. When her eyes seem willing to tolerate it, she allows herself to unlock her phone and swipe through the accumulated alerts. Just skimming, not actually thinking about any of them too seriously.

But she pauses, sitting upright at one specific alert that came in almost half an hour ago.

“Ganyu!” Yanfei chokes, scrambling to get off the couch, almost slipping on some magazines she’d stacked on the floor. “Ganyu!”

Ganyu immediately turns, alarm written all over her face as Yanfei yanks her phone off the charger and thrusts it at her.

“Your shifu and shushu are coming to visit!” Yanfei says, “They’re going to be here in less than half an hour! What do we do?”

Ganyu stares at her, uncomprehending. And then the words make it through and Ganyu grabs her phone out of Yanfei’s hand, practically holding the screen up to her nose as she quickly swipes through the chat log.

She raises her head and looks around the apartment, dazed.

“We have to clean everything,” Ganyu declares. Then she whirls around to stare at the kitchen as though she’d never seen it before. 

Evidence of meal preparation are everywhere. There’s vegetable scraps sitting in a lonely pile along with the plastic wrappers they came in. Every burner on the stove is on. Little bottles of seasoning and oils are lined up next to several large glass bowls as things marinate. Pots and pans and cutlery of all kinds sit in the sink waiting for attention. There is a dazzling array of containers lining an entire countertop, waiting to be filled. That alone will be the half hour before Ganyu’s parents arrive.

Meanwhile the living room is no better. There’s the stack of magazines Yanfei almost slipped on. There’s also the wastebasket full of tissue. There’s the pillows and rumpled blanket where Yanfei’s spent most of her afternoon. There’s also all of their work files haphazardly stacked on the coffee table. Yanfei’s laptop is on the floor. Ganyu’s tablet is wedged in between the arm and seat of a chair.

Their dining table is, somehow, worse.

Normally their apartment doesn’t get this messy but it’s been a very long week and Yanfei’s been sick for at least half of it. They were going to get around to cleaning and tidying after meal prep.

Both of their phones light up with another message.

They both look at the same time.

Ganyu’s shushu has texted them what train stop they’re at. It’s less than twenty minutes away.

Yanfei dives into action, going for the nearest set of documents. Ganyu, follows suit as she starts to whisk away items from the counter, hurrying to seal, bottle, cap, and close all of them and return them to their appropriate cupboards.

“We’re ruined,” Ganyu says with the defeated air of an army general in some small rural outpost staring down invading forces from space.

“At least we’re ruined together!” Yanfei replies. As fitting of the rural army general’s love interest. Xingqiu should write a story like this. “Don’t worry. We can always throw out the sick card. True, they might not ever leave. But at least we’ll be spared their judgement!”

 

  



27. Chapter 27

Summary for the Chapter:
            He pulls out his phone and video calls Shifu to let him know that this year’s first batch of fruits has arrived safely, and was not, regrettably, lost in the mail.

          


    
    Xiao had not been home when the package arrived. He was pulling an odd day-shift to cover for an unexpected gap in the security schedule. Aether had texted him to tell him that Shifu had sent a large package to him via overnight delivery and that it was quite heavy.

At first Xiao thought Shifu had sent another box of medication. Xiao’s stomach cramps and overall health hasn’t had any flare ups or set backs as of late, but they can be unpredictable. His health is as easily moved by stress as it is by the weather, any odd foods, and seemingly even what position he sleeps in. Sometimes Shifu just sends a box of medicinal herbs and powders just because.

But then Xiao came home and looked at the box sitting by the door and tested the weight with his own arms. Too heavy for that. 

And then Xiao remembered the season, the time of year.

“Persimmons,” Xiao declared, hefting the box fully into his arms and carrying into their kitchen. Aether’s eyebrows raised incredulously.

“Your Shifu overnighted us an entire box of persimmons?”

“You’ve seen the tree,” Xiao replied, hand held out expectantly for the box cutter.

Aether has seen the tree. Most people have seen the tree. If you walk through the neighborhood you will see the tree. It’s in the front yard and takes up most of the space there. Even in Xiao’s earliest memories the tree was quite large, several branches spilling over edge of tall cement and brick wall, leaning its heavy weight onto it. Despite Shifu and Shushu’s best efforts, the tree has stubbornly refused to be tamed. They’ve taken cutters to that tree every few months for years but it continues to grow in defiance of everyone and everything. 

As one can imagine, the fruits of this tree’s labor are bountiful. Beyond what one person, two persons, three persons, or even four persons could reasonably eat.

They always end up putting out boxes of the fruits by the wall, free for anyone to take. Ganyu’s been ordered to bring entire boxes to the Qixing buildings to distribute. Xiao’s been given those same orders but for the Wangshu staff. 

And still there are too many of the fruits to go around.

Sure enough, when Xiao gets the box open it’s filled with persimmons — dusted with a slight touch of green, still firm, but undoubtedly ready to eat right away — and brown paper carefully placed in between layers to prevent too much bruising.

He pulls out his phone and video calls Shifu to let him know that this year’s first batch of fruits has arrived safely, and was not, regrettably, lost in the mail.

It’s something they always hope, the three of them. Perhaps one day one of the shipments of persimmons will get lost in the mail and then they can have an excuse to send out another box.

That Xiao knows of, Shifu also sends persimmons to Ping-nainai, Beidou, Hu Tao’s family in the countryside — they send him back bamboo shoots and the occasional sack of rice —, Chongyun’s family, Xinyan’s family, and Mao-laoban. There are others too, he’s sure. But it certainly doesn’t make a noticeable enough dent in the fruits remaining.

It’s as though, with every new recipient of its fruits, the tree has endeavored to produce even more to make up for it.

When Shifu answers the phone he’s sitting at the kitchen table with a pile of said fruit’s peels in front of him. He’s in the middle of peeling a persimmon, sleeves pushed up past his elbows. He’s talking to Shushu, who’s elbow is just barely visible in the corner of the frame.

Xiao’s memory slides him backwards in time until he is a child sitting at the same table as they are, Ganyu standing on the seat of the chair next to his. She was still quite small then. Both of them had trouble reaching the table properly, even when seated. So she was standing on the chair, happily humming along with the radio as she watched Shifu and Shushu peeling fruit for them.

He remembers thinking, then as he does now, how strange it they were. Shushu and Shifu were both peeling fruit. But rather than eat it themselves they would just trade them. Shifu would peel for Shushu. Shushu would peel for Shifu.

When Xiao or Ganyu finished theirs, Shifu or Shushu would peel for them, but then go back to peeling for each other.

Why not just peel for themselves? 

As Xiao remembers this, Shushu’s hand takes Shifu’s wrist, taking it away from the half peeled fruit in his hands and place a segment of persimmon into his hand. 

“It wasn’t lost,” Xiao says without preamble. “It’s here and none of them look damaged.”

“That is a shame,” Shifu laments. “Do you think you could finish that box in a week?”

Aether and Xiao both eye the box dubiously. There must be at least twenty of the small orange-green fruits in here.

“I can give you my sister’s address,” Aether says, “And Dainslief’s.”

“I have his address. I sent him a box yesterday,” Shifu replies.

Neither Aether nor Xiao dare to ask Shifu how he knows Dainslief and why he knows the address and how the two of them are close enough to warrant Shifu sending a box of fruit. There’s the possibility that Shifu is really branching out in order to get rid of these as fast as possible. Xiao can cling to the possibility and hope he’s never corrected.

“Do you have friends in Mondstadt who would like some fruit?” Shifu asks.

“Sure, I can ask. I’ll send a transfer for the shipping fees,” Aether replies. 

“No need,” Shifu waves his hand, leaning away when Shushu tries to push a piece of persimmon into his face. He shoots Shushu an annoyed look. “Tell me when you’re almost out. I’ll send another box.”

“How many boxes do you think there will be this year?” Xiao asks.

“An unreasonable amount,” Shushu answers. “Xiao, come down and take some. Help your meimei carry some also. We told her to take the car but she keeps insisting on taking the train.”

Ganyu, after years and years of archery practice and tournaments, in addition to whatever martial arts she and Yanfei have decided to take up on the side, is probably just as strong if not stronger than Xiao. Xiao’s own martial arts were mainly focused on precision and flexibility.

“What meimei?” Xiao grumbles. 

Aether nudges his arm and Xiao turns to look at him, going still in surprise. Aether has procured a knife and has begun to peel persimmons. He gives Xiao a grim look as he holds up a quarter of a fruit to him.

“We need to start eating these right now,” Aether says, waving the segment towards Xiao’s face. “Come on. Either you peel and I eat or you eat and I peel.”

“That’s the spirit,” Shushu cheers. 

Xiao feels warm all over. From the tips of his ears to the depths of his stomach. He takes the knife from Aether’s hand.

“I’ll peel,” he says, “You eat.”

  



28. Chapter 28

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You’re asking us to figure out how to get one of our elders to listen to us when it comes to practical medical advice,” Keqing says, “You might as well ask me to build a giant swimming pool in the middle of the city. Frankly, I might even be able to do that.”

          


    
    “The last time we called a meeting like this was because Zhongli-laoshi was dating Childe,” Xinyan says, elbowing Keqing until the other woman moves over enough to make space for her on the cramped couch. “Now I know that Childe isn’t back in Liyue, and Zhongli-laoshi’s got Azhdaha-laoshi back so that’s settled. Unless there’s something else going on there in which case I only want to know if it’s become an extreme emergency.”

Yanfei, Ganyu, and Xiao stand at the front of the half circle the rest of them have gathered in around Keqing’s living room.

“Why is this happening here?”

“Were all of you going to come up to my apartment in Wangshu?” Xiao points out.

“A better question is would we want all of you in our crowded apartment in Wangshu,” Aether says calls out from Keqing’s kitchen. “Xiangling, did you rearrange Keqing’s kitchen the last time you were here? I can’t find the coffee.”

“I got rid of it,” Keqing says. “I’m quitting coffee.”

Everyone’s eyes snap to Keqing.

“Alright,” Yanfei says, writing an imaginary note on her palm, “Next meeting will be to discuss Keqing’s break up with caffeine.”

“I have patches now,” Keqing corrects. “It’s much more efficient this way.”

Xingqiu reaches over and puts a hand over Xiangling’s mouth before she can say anything.

“We’ll talk about that next time,” Xingqiu says, “Dage, called us here so it’s important. He’s only ever called us to meet because Zhongli-laoshi is being…how he was. Or because he wanted to tell us he was no longer single.”

“This isn’t about Xiao,” Yanfei says, “But I did ask Xiao-ge to call us all together because despite how much we love poking at his thinner than rice-paper face, if he asked us to do something we’d all do it because he never asks for anything. Also, we’re actually good people when it comes down to it.”

“Was that ever in question?” Hu Tao asks. 

“It’s Ping-nainai,” Ganyu says before they can get off topic.

Everyone immediately goes still before erupting into a cacophony of rapid-fire questions.

“What happened?”

“Where is she? Is this why we aren’t meeting at Yanfei’s place?”

“Tell me she’s alright — “

“She’s supposed to outlive all of us don’t you dare say something’s happened to her — “

Ganyu holds up a hand and everyone goes silent. She uses the same hand to gesture to Yanfei, who’s expression is uncharacteristically grim.

“She’s broken her hip. She needs surgery and time to recover. No, Xingqiu, this isn’t about finances. We’re good on that department. What we aren’t good on is — well. Chongyun, take the floor.”

Xingqiu’s head snaps around towards the man next to him. “You knew what this was about and the entire time I was spouting off hypotheticals with you in the car you just let me prattle on?”

“It’s not a good topic to talk about, Xingqiu,” Chongyun says. There’s a deep furrow between his brows. His arms are crossed over his chest. “After her surgery she’s going to need help. She’ll need someone to stay with her and take care of her. It’s hip surgery and while she’s in good health, she’s still quite old. She’ll need physical therapy.”

“And you’re a physical therapist,” Xiangling says, “Excellent it all works out.”

“No, it doesn’t work out,” Chongyun replies, “Think about it. Really think about it. What do you think the chances are of Ping-nainai actually letting me work with her?”

Everyone falls silent.

“My parents always tell me to rely on my friends more,” Keqing says slowly, “But frankly…”

“If something happened and my parents needed help from one of you I don’t think they’d take it,” Hu Tao says. “You could be the absolute best in your field, like some of you are, and they’d want to go to someone else.”

“I’m a licensed physical therapist with several certifications and recommendations,” Chongyun says, “When my uncle pulled a muscle in his leg last year he acted like talking to me about it was the height of disgrace. Our elders do not want to rely on us when it comes to us doing our actual professions. My mom can ask me how to attach a picture in an email on her phone all day long but if she so much as sprains her wrist suddenly I can’t be bothered.”

Xinyan pinches the bridge of her nose, “I get ya. I’m pretty good with foreign languages and travel stuff because of touring but my parents never believe me when I give them advice and end up going to ask someone else, who just tells them exactly what I would have told them.”

“So how,” Yanfei claps her hands together, “Are we going to get Nainai to accept Chongyun’s help? He’s volunteered to stay over at my place so he can be closer and help around when Ganyu and I aren’t there.”

“She’s staying at your place?”

“Yeah, her place is too small. It wouldn’t be good for her to stay there,” Yanfei says. “Too many stairs. And the building is old. I’d say maybe this would get her to move but I think she’s going to stick it out just because she can.”

“When did this happen?” Hu Tao asks.

“About two days ago,” Xiao answers, “More or less.”

“You all got moving fast,” Xingqiu eyes Chongyun, “And when did you find out about this?”

“Two days ago.”

“Didi was my third call after Ganyu and Xiao-ge,” Yanfei says. “I have no reservations about calling any of you up to lend your expertise on anything. Now focus. Didi’s volunteered to stay at my place and help with stuff. Ganyu and I are obviously down with this. But we need to somehow get Nainai onboard. Thoughts? Suggestions?”

“You’re asking us to figure out how to get one of our elders to listen to us when it comes to practical medical advice,” Keqing says, “You might as well ask me to build a giant swimming pool in the middle of the city. Frankly, I might even be able to do that.”

  



29. Chapter 29

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You are somehow worse at this than Keqing is,” Chongyun says. “That’s saying something.”

“How can Keqing be bad at Animal Crossing?” Xingqiu frowns as Chongyun takes the game console from his hands. “It’s a day to day life simulator where the highest stakes are your turnips expiring before you hit a good price.”

          


    
    “You are somehow worse at this than Keqing is,” Chongyun says. “That’s saying something.”

“How can Keqing be bad at Animal Crossing?” Xingqiu frowns as Chongyun takes the game console from his hands. “It’s a day to day life simulator where the highest stakes are your turnips expiring before you hit a good price.”

“She’s the Yuheng of Liyue,” Chongyun says. As though that was some kind of explanation, some kind of viable answer for this. Xingqiu digs his chin into Chongyun’s shoulder, perhaps a little harder than necessary. But Chongyun doesn’t make any sign that he’s noticed. 

Xingqiu waits for further explanation as Chongyun guides Xingqiu’s little avatar around his island to terraform the correct space needed for the bridge Xingqiu’s been trying to position for the better part of half an hour. 

“What about her being Yuheng makes her bad at life simulators?” Xingqiu asks when Chongyun doesn’t make any sign of explaining himself further.

He leans forward, Chongyun’s shoulder digging a little uncomfortably into Xingqiu’s neck, to catch Chongyun’s expression. The man’s nose is scrunched up adorably. Xingqiu wants to pinch it, but Chongyun is doing him a favor here so he’ll save such actions for later.

“She’s too realistic about it,” Chongyun says. “She’s implemented zoning laws on her island. And all the water and mountains have to follow real life rules of nature and stuff. She doesn’t let the flowers grow together because she insists they’re different biomes or something.”

“And she’s right,” Xingqiu says, eyeing Chongyun’s Switch, screen turned dark after Chongyun had to set it aside earlier to help Xingqiu. “Some of the things you lot are doing on your island make no sense. Hu Tao has a bridge that goes nowhere. It’s practically useless. It’s on top of a cliff that’s inaccessible and pretty much covers the smallest strip of waterfall possible.”

“It looks nice though,” Chongyun says.

“But it’s such a waste of a limited bridge,” Xingqiu needles, curling his arms around Chongyun’s waist. “She could’ve put that somewhere useful.”

“And to her it was useful right there.” Chongyun holds Xingqiu’s Switch out towards him, grunting as he leans forward to grab his own. “Open your gates so I can bring you your stuff. I don’t know how you filled up your inventory already. You literally just started this game a month ago.”

“Xinyan let me go to her island and catalog everything she has.”

“Xinyan has, practically, the entire game catalog. I don’t know how her storage works.”

“It doesn’t,” Xinqiu says. “That’s why she has so many alt characters on the island. But somehow, aesthetically speaking, it’s a very nice island. Divided into regions. Like a theme park. It’s very sensible.”

“It’s a game,” Chongyun sighs, nudging one of the joycons so the screen lights up again. His own character is sitting on a wooden stump. “You don’t need to be sensible. It’s a game with talking animals and a fox that’s somehow selling real art and you’re digging up fossils from the ground. You get fragments of shooting stars. Why do you have to be so serious about it?”

“Art imitates life,” Xingqiu replies, taking his console back and untangling himself from Chongyun so he can resume terraforming. “You can’t just make things up. Have you been to Yanfei’s island? It’s such a mess. I’m astounded. She’s got barely walkable paths. There’s giant fields of flowers that are just left to grow wild. No pattern for cross breeding. No grouping by type or color. No attempt at organization at all. They’re just there and there’s no pathway to get around it so you just have to go through it. Don’t get me started on the literal wall of fish and insects she has on the side of her island. I don’t understand how she can stand the mess.”

“Yanfei thrives best in chaos,” Chongyun says. “Also, whenever she gets Flick or Cj she makes serious bank. And she’s got one of the most efficient set ups for turnip selling among us. Who do you think we go to when we need some extra bells for something?”

Chongyun pauses. “If you think Yanfei’s island is bad you should see Aether’s.”

“Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.”

“Aether got Xiao-ge to make a character on his Switch,” Chongyun says. “I think ge is like you and Yanfei because I went to see his house once when I was playing with Aether and it looked exactly like Zhongli-laoshi’s house. Very traditional. But also very practical.”

“Of course, Xiao-ge has sense.” Xingqiu smiles and then quickly frowns as he squints his eyes at his screen. “I’ve made a mistake. Yun-er, how do I undo this.”

“You’ll have to wait for tomorrow to undo it. And it’s a waste of bells — why what’s wrong?”

“This bridge can’t be here. It’s too close to the edge of the cliff.” Xingqiu explains with a faint sense of dread and disappointment. “Also I just realized that this waterway makes no sense. I didn’t connect it to the correct waterfall. Show me how to time skip again?”

“You are messing up your system.”

“I’m fixing my island.”

Chongyun groans, “Can I at least drop off your stuff first? It’s cluttering up my island and I want to do stuff too, you know.”

“What, run around swatting your poor villagers with a net and circling them with garbage so they’ll leave faster? Yes, yes, fine. I’ll open my airport now. Really though, what are you going to do on your island?”

“I’m going to level the area near my plaza and redo it,” Chongyun answers. “This time I want to make a restaurant. Xiangling gave me the idea when I went to her island and she let me have a few of her extra pieces.”

“I can’t believe Xiangling’s island is the best one out of all of us,” Xingqiu says. “It gets featured on streams. It’s famous on social media.”

“She somehow recreated Journey to the West in Animal Crossing,” Chongyun says, “Of course it got famous. Her designs are crazy good, too. I don’t know how she did it all with so few customization slots.”

 

  



30. Chapter 30

Summary for the Chapter:
            “If you see me and Hu Tao there I give you full permission and encouragement to just ignore us. I’ll distract Hu Tao. You just focus on making Ganyu-jie happy. A happy Ganyu is a happy Liyue.”

          


    
    “Hu Tao likes poetry?” Yanfei pauses as she thinks this over. Hu Tao is all around weird and special in many ways. Yanfei says this of Hu Tao frequently and in the fondest, but also most exapserated, way possible. Hu Tao liking poetry isn’t actually too unusual. It kind of fits. “Alright. You know what? Yeah. Fair enough. Correction to my earlier question then — you like poetry?”

Xiangling levels Yanfei the flattest, driest look she’s ever seen Xiangling give someone when they weren’t being an outright douchebag to her face. Yanfei feels as though this look is unwarranted. It’s not as though Yanfei’s ever gone through Xiangling’s house and read the titles off of her shelf. Usually when she’s at Xiangling’s place they’re watching TV or cooking or plotting for some sort of scheme. Well. Not scheme. Scheme is a very loaded word for what they do. They carefully and privately plan for certain outcomes.

“Am I not allowed to enjoy poetry?” Xiangling replies. “Am I only allowed to like cooking and the things pertaining to cooking? Just because my family runs a restaurant and I’m an award winning chef with social media clout doesn’t mean I can’t have other interests.”

Yanfei holds her hands up. “Yikes, you know that isn’t what I meant, right? Ok. Fine. Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. We’ve just known each other for ages and I’ve never heard you talk about poetry once. If anyone among us was to be the one going to poetry readings with Hu Tao I’d say either Xiao-ge or Qiu-er. Maybe Chongyun? No. Not didi.”

Xiangling’s lips twitch up. “Chongyun is surprisingly scholarly.”

“In ways that lead him to poetry readings?”

“Nah. He thinks poetry is fine and all and he’ll listen to some if it happens to be going on near him. But for the most part it’s over his head. Yes. Hu Tao and I go to poetry readings together. It’s fun. It’s a nice break from things. You just let yourself get swept up in the beat and the tone. Xinyan comes with us sometimes, but usually most of the readings are too slow paced for her. She likes them fine, but you can tell she’d like something with more oomph.”

“This is blowing my mind,” Yanfei says. “Since when did you guys do this? Am I the only one who didn’t know?”

“Well you don’t really like poetry. You’re like Chongyun. If it’s there it’s there. We figured you wouldn’t be interested. But if you’re looking for a good place to take Ganyu-jie on a date, there’s a reading going on this Saturday and next Friday. It’s one of Ganyu’s favorite poets. And I’ve heard the reader before, they’ve got good intonation. I like their voice. It suits the pieces.”

“You know Ganyu’s favorite poets? Where the heck were you with this kind of advice when I was trying to ask her out to start with, huh?” Yanfei pinches Xiangling’s arm and gets a swat to the ribs for her troubles. “There I was stressing and asking Keqing for advice when I could’ve just gone to you and Hu Tao.”

“You asked Keqing for dating advice?”

“I asked Keqing for Ganyu advice,” Yanfei corrects. “And from what I understand, Ganyu was asking Keqing for Yanfei advice. We’re a matched set. I think Keqing wanted to throw us both into the harbor for bothering her so much about it.”

“Well now you know,” Xiangling replies. “And we didn’t know each other that well before you and Ganyu started dating. I mean, sure, we were friends. But now we’re like. Friends friends.”

Yanfei squints at the other woman. “I get what you mean for sure, but the way you’re saying it is just weird.”

“As long as you get what I’m saying then it doesn’t matter.” Xiangling shrugs a shoulder, swiping through something on her phone before Yanfei’s phone chimes. “There. I sent you the address of the cafe and the times. You’re welcome.”

“Thank you.”

“You should make it a double date with Xiao-ge and Aether,” Xiangling grins, eyes sparkling with mischief. Yanfei snorts, can’t help but choke on the cackle that wants to rise up within her. “Xiao-ge likes poetry, too. Not as much. Only a few poets, really. And like, a few select styles. But Zhongli-laoshi is very well read and that means he made sure Ganyu and Xiao were, too. So you know they’ve got some really academic stuff going on up in those brains of theirs. You could bring him along and he’d be alright with it.”

“If it was just him and Aether, maybe, but a double date? With his sister? I doubt it,” Yanfei’s cheeks spasm as she tries to hold in the delighted grin that threatens to break out. “His face though. Xiangling, you’re putting ideas into my head. The face he’d make if I asked him in person. He might block me if I texted that as a question. He’d probably block Ganyu, too for good measure. But it would be so hilarious. It’d be that pinched expression, the one where he wrinkles his nose and you can tell he’s doing his best to keep everything on lock down but some of it still slips through. Man, no wonder TaoTao keeps making fun of him, he’s such a good target for it when he makes faces like that.”

“Hu Tao makes fun of all of us,” Xiangling points out. “We’re all good targets to her.”

Yanfei mentally flips through her schedule, imagining an overlap of calendars as she tries to piece where Xiao and Aether will be next week. She’s fairly certain that Xiao’s got a weekend shift. Aether has a deadline coming up, but it isn’t too close so maybe he can slip down to Liyue Harbor for a bit. He could bring Lumine instead of Xiao-ge.

“Can you imagine Xiao-ge and Ganyu-jie on a double date though?” Yanfei says. “I mean. I’ll definitely have fun. Aether would probably have fun. Those two would go nuts trying to keep it together. Nah. I probably shouldn’t. If I’m going to ask for a double date with my girlfriend’s brother I’m going to save it for something special. This poetry night will be for me and Ganyu.” She pauses. “Unless I see you and Hu Tao there, also. Then it’d just be girls night.”

“If you see me and Hu Tao there I give you full permission and encouragement to just ignore us. I’ll distract Hu Tao. You just focus on making Ganyu-jie happy. A happy Ganyu is a happy Liyue.”

  



31. Chapter 31

Summary for the Chapter:
            “This is why you’re always tired and busy,” Xiao accuses, hefting another bag up further along his arm. The fabric handles dig heavily into his skin. He’ll have bruises and red marks up and down his arms for days after this. “It’s because you’re feeding every stray in Liyue.”

“That’s too ambitious, xiong,” Ganyu replies as she bends down to haul up yet another bag of dog food into her arms and then immediately deposits it into Xiao’s. “Just the ones in Liyue Harbor. I don’t have the time or money to be feeding every stray in Liyue.”

          


    
    The curve of Ganyu’s eyes remind him of dark crescents. Little slivers of waning moons on her full moon of a face. They remind him of Shifu. For all that the man isn’t actually their father, Ganyu has picked up a truly unnerving amount of his aspects. Xiao is sure Ganyu thinks the same of him, but probably not about his ability — or lack thereof — to tease and be teased. Xiao’s thin face separates him from the rest of his family like a goose among chickens.

“This is why you’re always tired and busy,” Xiao accuses, hefting another bag up further along his arm. The fabric handles dig heavily into his skin. He’ll have bruises and red marks up and down his arms for days after this. “It’s because you’re feeding every stray in Liyue.”

“That’s too ambitious, xiong,” Ganyu replies as she bends down to haul up yet another bag of dog food into her arms and then immediately deposits it into Xiao’s. “Just the ones in Liyue Harbor. I don’t have the time or money to be feeding every stray in Liyue.”

“You named them, didn’t you? If I pointed at the first dog I could find on the street right now you could call out to it and it would come to you.” Xiao rolls his eyes, grunting as he rearranges the heavy weight in his arms. The bags of cat food and water bottles hanging off of his arms rustle and threaten to slide out of his control. They also come eye-waveringly painful as the several handles begin to bunch up around his elbows. Conditioning training with Shifu was less arduous than this. This is why, whenever Xiao returns to Liyue Harbor, he endeavors to make sure there’s a very, very specific purpose for it. Otherwise he gets dragged into things like helping Ganyu feed, apparently, every stray cat and dog in the city.

At this, Ganyu does look a little chagrined. “I had to name them, Xiao. How else would I refer to them as? By breed? By color? And it’s nothing so bad. Mostly it’s just names like Er Gou, Bai Gou, Xiao Miao.”

Xiao doesn’t know what’s worse, that Ganyu’s actually gone through and named every cat and dog in Liyue, or that she’s done it in the very sensible way that is also incredibly uninspired.

“Yan-er helped me name some when I ran out of ideas,” Ganyu admits. Xiao is currently holding several bags filled with bottled water and canned food, as well as balancing three bags of dry food in his arms. Ganyu has two bags of dry food under each arm and a backpack filled with more cans. Xiao still doesn’t understand why Shifu and Shushu always make Xiao go with Ganyu when she shops. Clearly she doesn’t need help with heavy lifting. He might as well be here for conversation.

“Let me guess, she started naming them after her favorite laws and amendments?”

Ganyu shrugs, easily carrying the heavy bags of food without signs of exhaustion. Again, Xiao doesn’t know why everything expects him to be the one lugging several kilos worth of anything anywhere when Ganyu is also present.

“To be fair,” Ganyu says as they navigate their way to the cash register, twisting their bodies back and forth to angle the huge bulk of their purchases — she had bought out the other store on a very specific brand of wet cat food, citing the health and wellbeing of the cats — through the narrow aisles and overflowing bins, “Most of them will respond no matter what you call them as long as you have food and aren’t overly hostile.”

“To be fair,” Xiao deadpans, “You’ve conditioned them to associate you with food and safety. They would not, I expect, react to me calling them the same way as they do you.”

“Mark your words,” Ganyu replies in that off-hand way she’s learned from Shifu that means Xiao is about to get some point proven in a way he neither expects nor wants.

“I am not joining you in your crusade to save every stray animal in Liyue,” Xiao warns her. “I’m going home after this. I was told to help you carry persimmons, not go all over Liyue harbor calling out for Xiao Miao or San Gou.”

“You’d leave me in the middle of Liyue Harbor with all of this?” Ganyu shoots Xiao a wide-eyed look of dismay that he knows is utterly false. Ganyu is a master at suckering people into things. Everyone thinks she’s mild and well-mannered. They didn’t grow up with her. They didn’t grow up with her soaking in their Shifu’s every action like a dehydrated and overly eager sponge. The woman has a talent and an affinity for mischief as deep as the oceans surrounding Liyue. It’s no wonder she and Yanfei are a pair of mandarin ducks.

Xiao just returns her wide eyes with a flat stare of his own and tilts his head in the direction of the cash register. Ganyu knew he was nothing but air from the beginning, there’s no need for her to play it up like this and they both know it.

Xiao settles the food bags on the narrow strip of spare counter space. He quickly drops the other shopping bags onto the ground, shaking out his arms to alleviate the pins and needles feelings. He runs his fingers over the creases of his elbows, grimacing at the deep indentations left behind by the handle straps.

“You should have taken the car,” Xiao says to her as the cashier rings Ganyu up.

“I should have,” Ganyu agrees, “But it’s a beautiful day.”

Xiao rolls his eyes heavenward.

“How do you do this when I’m at Wangshu?” Xiao asks.

“Yan-er helps me. Sometimes Hu Tao, if she isn’t busy. The cats like her,” Ganyu replies.

“You haven’t asked Chongyun?”

Ganyu shrugs her shoulders absently, “It hasn’t come up yet. I think he knows about it, but usually he’s working in a separate area of Liyue than I am. I don’t want to bother him by asking him to come across the city just to help me carry dog food.”

“But you’d ask me?”

“I don’t need to ask you,” Ganyu says, “You would do it anyway, xiong. You’re a gentleman.”

Xiao clicks his tongue. “And you’re a brat.”

  



32. Chapter 32

Summary for the Chapter:
            One of said parents knocks on the apartment door and Ganyu goes perfectly still and then gets this grim look of determination in her eyes. This is the expression of a woman who is perfectly willing to commit arson to hide the fact that she hasn’t taken a vacuum to the cracks between the floorboards this week to her grave, rather than let her fathers see that themselves. 

          


    
    The perfectly on time arrival of Ganyu’s parents brackets a particularly heated debate between them in which Ganyu wants to prioritize attempting to do a full hour’s worth of deep cleaning all the grout in their kitchen and bathroom within the next five minutes and Yanfei thinks they should give their baseboards a good, thorough scrub down because if anyone’s going to notice dust on the baseboards it’s going to be Ganyu’s parents.

One of said parents knocks on the apartment door and Ganyu goes perfectly still and then gets this grim look of determination in her eyes. This is the expression of a woman who is perfectly willing to commit arson to hide the fact that she hasn’t taken a vacuum to the cracks between the floorboards this week to her grave, rather than let her fathers see that themselves. 

Yanfei quickly goes to open the door before Ganyu can pursue that train of thought further.

Zhongli-shibo and Azhdaha-shibo step into the apartment, quickly divesting themselves of their outer coats and shoes. Both men look oddly intent and they’re carrying a lot with them. Yanfei gets a brief glimpse of the familiar Bubu Pharmacy logo before Zhongli-shibo has her by both shoulders and is gently, but firmly, pushing her back into the apartment.

“Shifu,” Ganyu sounds exactly like a child who’s been caught out being naughty when she was supposed to be doing chores. Ganyu’s eyes dart between the stack of magazines they hadn’t put aside, the still open containers on the kitchen counter that couldn’t be closed because the food inside of them was too hot, and then towards their bedroom door that’s open far enough to reveal — if one squints — the corner of a slightly too full laundry hamper.

Yanfei decides, then and there, to make one of the ultimate sacrifices one can make for their loved ones.

She fakes a cough, which quickly triggers a real coughing fit, that also has the added bonus of making her headache come back with with spots in her eyes.

Zhongli-shibo guides her into sitting down on the couch. She feels his cool hands cupping the sides of her throat, then pressing to her cheeks, her forehead. He clucks his tongue and between one moment and the next Yanfei is lying down on the couch with the pillows, miraculously, fluffed up perfectly and adjusted to give her a perfect angle for breathing without getting any phlegm down the back of her throat. There’s also a blanket being spread over her that she knows that neither she nor Ganyu ever brought into this apartment.

She stares up at Zhongli-shibo who’s int he process of rolling up his sleeves.

Azhdaha-shibo has gone into the kitchen and is looking through their refrigerator. The large bags the two had brought in are on the counter and the free space on the dining table.

“Calm down, Ganyu. We can talk about how you haven’t used citric acid on your faucet like I told you to another time. I brought ginger in one of those bags,” he says to Ganyu, “Peel it for A-Yan.”

Ganyu immediately moves to follow what her shushu bids of her. The man has already begun to boil water. 

“How did you know?” Yanfei asks. Maybe the fever came back and this is a moment of delirium and she’ll wake up any moment now to her magazines and Ganyu back to cooking. She doesn’t think she’s annoyed Xiao into tattling on her to his Shifu and Shushu. She’d have to do something very terrible indeed to get the parents sic’ed on her like this. Maybe Hu Tao told to cause trouble.

“Aiyi,” Zhongli-shibo replies, brushing Yanfei’s hair back before he kneels next to the couch and takes Yanfei’s wrist in his hand. His fingers press to her pulse and and he’s checking the time on his watch. “When did you last change your clothes? Did you eat yet? Azhdaha, how long until water is boiled? Use the guava leaves.”

“I don’t have a fever anymore,” Yanfei says. “I’m fine. This seems like a little much. I ate. I changed my clothes this morning. We don’t need boiled water we have a hot water machine, Ganyu filled it up this morning. You aren’t listening to me at all, are you?”

“Is it a yang deficiency?” Azhdaha-shibo asks. He turns towards Ganyu, “What’s her normal temperature?”

Ganyu looks caught out and ashamed about it. Azhdaha-shibo sighs, patting Ganyu’s shoulder. 

“And now you know to always have the baseline,” he chides. “A-Li, I think the leaves are in the bag closer to you. Ganyu, do you have star anise?”

“Yes, shushu,” Ganyu hurries to show Azhdaha-shibo their spice cabinet and how they definitely have star anise, and probably — if Yanfei can guess where this is going, cinnamon sticks as well as ground cinnamon, licorice, and other heat-associated spices. Ha. Yanfei does know a thing or two about traditional medicine. Eat your heart out Chongyun. Just because she doesn’t believe in his diagnosis of constant excess yang energy doesn’t mean she doesn’t listen to him when he talks about this kind of stuff. 

Also she grew up with Ping-nainai. Yanfei knows a thing or two about traditional medicine. She doesn’t apply it often but she knows it.

“Your Nainai was very worried about you,” Zhongli-shibo says. “You shouldn’t worry her like that. She was going to come out herself, but she hasn’t received her flu vaccination yet and we decided best not to risk it just in case. I’ll call her in a little to let her know you’re doing better.”

“It wasn’t so bad, it was just a little fever,” Yanfei mumbles, closing her eyes again. Ah. Ganyu’s parents have gone into full on mother-hen mode. There’s no escaping fate now. 

“Mhm,” Zhongli-shibo hums. Yanfei hears the sound of the gas burner clicking on, and the sound of Ganyu and her shushu muttering to each other in the kitchen. Then the sound of a knife against the wooden chopping board once again. Maybe Yanfei really is having a fever dream. “Sleep, then. Even the smallest of fevers can bring the most healthy of us down low.”

  



33. Chapter 33

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Well, TaoTao, this one was your idea,” Xinyan claps the woman on the back. Hu Tao coughs with the force of it. “Go in there and get our Chongyun. Extract him from the clutches of the extremely talented haunted house employees.”

          


    
    “Shit,” Xinyan pauses in the middle of her head count, “We lost didi.”

Everyone turns to look at Xingqiu. To the man’s credit, he looks just as surprised as the rest of them. He holds his hands up towards them, looking as dazed as the rest of them and blinking rapidly. “I was being pulled by Hu Tao and Xiangling this entire time. I don’t know where he went. He was towards the back of us, wasn’t he?”

“No, he was towards the front,” Hu Tao protests, “I remember shoving him between me and a guy with a bloody hockey mask.”

“No, that was Xiao,” Aether says. “I remember because you grabbed him before I could put him between me and a guy with zombie make up.”

“You both shoved me in front of several people,” Xiao says, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands. “I’ve been shoved by all of you several different times tonight. Has it occurred to any of you that maybe I wouldn’t want to be facing any of this either?”

Everyone assembled mutually decides to ignore Xiao in favor of trying to figure out where they lost Chongyun.

“When we went in he as behind me,” Ganyu says, although she doesn’t sound very sure. Her eyes flick to Yanfei, who’s eyes are closed as she pinches the bridge of her nose. After a moment Yanfei slowly nods.

“He was definitely behind us, but I don’t remember if he was directly behind us or not,” Yanfei says slowly. “I remember joking that Ganyu would protect us all because the NPC’s wouldn’t dare mess with her and stepping in front of him with Ganyu.”

“How was that the joke if you both were behind me?” Xiao mutters. He’s certain that when he takes his shirt and jacket off later he’ll be seeing several fist-sized wrinkles on the back of both. 

“Well he definitely wasn’t in the front. So he must have been towards the middle,” Aether says. “Xiangling and Keqing, both of you were at the back right? He was in the middle wasn’t he?”

“I don’t know how but somehow I ended up in the back,” Xinyan says, “And I don’t remember seeing him in front of me.”

“I remember I was holding onto his arm for a while,” Xiangling says, leaning her head onto Keqing’s shoulder as she smothers a yawn. “But I think I let go when Xinyan and Xingqiu started grabbing onto me. Hey, A-Qiu, why didn’t you grab for didi?”

“It was dark. I was grabbing for anyone who wasn’t an NPC. Did you think I was going to ask them to pause and hold on so I can make sure I was grabbing my boyfriend? No. I was reaching out and holding onto whoever was closest.”

“But you two entered together, right?” Keqing asks. “You two were next to each other when we went in.”

“We were. I could not tell you in a court of law how long that lasted before we were torn apart,” Xingqiu replies dryly. “For all I know the second we went inside he was whisked away. My eyes were only for the extremely proficient haunted house employees who succeeded in carving off several years of my life in less than two hours. I feel like I’ve aged.” 

“We have to go back for him,” Aether says.

Everyone shifts uncomfortably, looking back and forth at each other. As if daring each other to speak first. 

“Well, TaoTao, this one was your idea,” Xinyan claps the woman on the back. Hu Tao coughs with the force of it. “Go in there and get our Chongyun. Extract him from the clutches of the extremely talented haunted house employees.”

“Hey, hey, hey,” Hu Tao protests, “Sure it was my idea but this is Xingqiu’s boyfriend. QiuQiu, if I’m going in there you’re coming with me.”

“If I’m going back in there so is Xiangling.”

“What? What do I have to do with this?”

“We’ve been best friends, the three of us, since middle school. If I’m going to get Chongyun so are you.”

Xiangling scowls, “Then we’re bringing Aether.”

“What?” Aether squawks, spine straightening in alarm, “Why are you dragging me back into that? Didn’t I scream enough for your blackmailing purposes?”

“Yes,” Keqing says at the same time Hu Tao says, “No, not nearly enough. Couldn’t hear you over Xinyan.”

Aether immediately links his arm with Xiao’s. Xiao turns towards Ganyu. Ganyu attempts to avoid his gaze before her shoulders slump. She grabs Yanfei’s hand before Yanfei can make her own escape. Yanfei scowls and immediately directs her own gaze at Keqing. Keqing’s hand moves out lightning fast and she snatches Xinyan’s wrist.

“Okay, so we’re all going back, basically,” Hu Tao says dryly. 

“We’re excellent friends,” Yanfei deadpans, squeezing Ganyu’s hand tightly and also moving in to partially stand behind Xiao. “Look at our solidarity. We’ve lost one of us so we all are going back into the very, very, very realistic haunted house to get him. Xingqiu, we could be a band of adventurers in your next novel, look how wonderful we are.”

“I legitimately can’t tell if you’re being serious right now,” Xingqiu says. He pauses. “I can feel my heart beating in my palms. I legitimately feel it in my palms.”

“Are we going or not?” Xiao asks. “If it took us two hours to go through the first time it might take us the same amount again. It’s almost midnight. Do any of you really want to be going through the haunted house at midnight?”

Everyone shivers. Then they all turn back towards the haunted house they just vacated. Its neon signs and backlit images glow eerily.

“Are you going back in again? I found a place that’s open until midnight and they make double stuffed — why are you all looking at me like that?”

Everyone stares at Chongyun, who’s balancing several clear take out cups of iced tea.

“You’re alive,” Xingqiu gasps.

“Oh thank god, we don’t have to go back in.”

“Forget that, he’s found dinner. Let’s go. Eat and then interrogate Chongyun.”

 

  



34. Chapter 34

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Keqing’s coming back,” Xinyan says. “Keqing, did you know that didi has a relative working for the Qixing?”

“Everyone has a relative working for the Qixing,” Keqing replies. She goes to stand next to Xiangling and Xingqiu at the faucet. She holds out the first aide kit she brought from her car to Xingqiu and takes over washing Xiangling’s hand. “How bad is it?”

          


    
    “I didn’t know that Chongyun had relatives working with the Qixing.”

“It’s a big agency that runs all of Liyue. Most people are related to someone who works with the Qixing,” Xiangling points out. She grimmaces as Xingqiu holds her hand underneath the water faucet. “Does the water have to be so cold?”

“Do you want me to wait for the dirt to get your cut infected as we warm it up?” Xingqiu replies. “Chongyun has one relative working for a branch of the Qixing. It’s all very mysterious. I’m not sure what she does and neither is Chongyun. It involves a lot of travel, apparently.”

“Have you met her?” Xinyan asks. “Two questions: is she like Chongyun, and does she believe in excess yang spirit as a valid medical condition?”

“I think I met her once,” Xingqiu says. “When I was little. Xiangling, you were there too, right?”

“I think so.” Xiangling turns away from the sink as Xingqiu picks pieces of gravel out of her palm. Her nose scrunches up. “Can you be a little more gentle? My hands are my most important tools.”

“Then you shouldn’t have gotten them messed up to start with,” Xingqiu retorts, “Who told you to go around rock climbing without gloves?”

“I didn’t mean to start climbing the rocks. I did not come out here with the intention of climbing rocks. The rocks just happened to be there and I saw a really rare flower that I just needed to double check was actually the real thing and not some other kind of — ow! That was on purpose, you little — “

“Back to the topic on hand,” Xinyan interrupts, “And also this is a good reminder for why I don’t go with the rest of you on your camping trips. But focus. Chongyun’s…cousin?”

“She’s something, we just don’t know what. I don’t think Chongyun knows either. They’re far removed,” Xingqiu says. “I think we met her at a birthday party for one of his grandparents. “A-Xiang, was it for his yeye?”

“No, I think it was a wedding,” Xiangling replies. “I remember that there were games. You know what kind of parties his yeye likes. If it was for his yeye then there wouldn’t have been any games. They would’ve brought in some musicians.”

“Right, right.” 

“Keqing’s coming back,” Xinyan says. “Keqing, did you know that didi has a relative working for the Qixing?”

“Everyone has a relative working for the Qixing,” Keqing replies. She goes to stand next to Xiangling and Xingqiu at the faucet. She holds out the first aide kit she brought from her car to Xingqiu and takes over washing Xiangling’s hand. “How bad is it?”

“I think the dirt and rock made it look worse than it was,” Xingqiu replies. “I was almost done cleaning it out.”

Keqing nods, carefully holding Xiangling’s wrist as she pulls it out from underneath the spray. She carefully angles Xiangling’s hand one way and then the other, eyes squinted as she looks at the wound.

“This is where having Chongyun around would be great,” Xinyan says, “And also because maybe he could tell us more about his cousin.”

“I doubt that,” Xingqiu replies, pulling out a small packet of antiseptic wipes. “Chongyun doesn’t know much about her, either. Distant relatives. They don’t even see each other on New Year. Xiangling, you’ve come to greet his family on New Years with me, you’ve never seen her at those right?”

“Nope,” Xiangling says, trying to pull her hand away from Keqing. “Wait, Xingqiu you do this part.”

“Keqing’s got a steadier hand.”

“But she’s not gentle.”

“And you think I’m going to be gentle?”

“Gentler than — ow! You didn’t even give me a warning to brace myself, A-Qing!”

“It hurts more if you anticipate it happening,” Keqing replies, firmly and slowly dabbing the antiseptic wipe around the raw pink edges of the scrape taking up the heel of Xiangling’s hand. “How are you going to work with this? And why are we talking about Chongyun’s mystery cousin?”

“Apparently she’s coming down to Liyue Harbor to stay with Chongyun’s parents for a while,” Xingqiu answers. “Chongyun’s been drafted to take her around and show her the sights. If she works for the Qixing I’m sure she already knows them. But it’s… you know. Hospitality.”

“Is she our age?” Xinyan asks. 

“I think she’s older than us. Maybe around Ganyu’s age?” Xiangling replies. “Older than Ganyu maybe. Only by a few years.”

“Maybe Ganyu knows her,” Keqing says. “Ganyu’s been working with the Qixing longer than me and works with more departments. And Zhongli-laoshi worked at the Qixing before, too.”

“He did?” Everyone exclaims, turning towards Keqing. “When?”

“Ages ago, before Ningguang became Tianquan,” Keqing replies. “I’m not sure which department. Some kind of affiliate branch, I think. Whatever it was, it didn’t have anything to do with the office of the Yuheng so I don’t know it. But maybe Ganyu knows her. Or about her. We can ask. Xiangling, you’ll really need to lay off of using this hand for at least a week. Xingqiu, hand me the nail file. I’ll try to even these out as much as I can. You’re lucky you didn’t lose a nail.”

Xinyan shivers, groaning, “Please don’t talk about stuff like that. Holy crap. Xiangling could’ve lost an entire nail? I’m imagining it now. Yikes, yikes, yikes.”

“Aiya, A-Xin, you’re such a baby,” Xiangling teases, “Where’s your rock and roll spirit?”

“What’s that got to do with me being grossed out over someone losing a nail?” Xinyan retorts. “Let’s stop talking about it. Does this mean we can call today’s little excursion quits?”

“Yes, Xinyan, this means we’re going back,” Xingqiu says at the same time Keqing and Xiangling say, “What? No.”

Xingqiu turns to stare at the other two women. “Xiangling just got her palm shredded. Of course we’re going back.”

“I can still walk,” Xiangling replies. “Me having half a shredded hand doesn’t impact that.”

“She’ll be fine,” Keqing says, “We just need to clean it and bandage it and then make sure she doesn’t use it. We can still keep going.”

Xingqiu stares at them for a moment longer before turning to Xinyan. “If you get on my shoulders maybe we can wave one of our phones around enough that we can get phone reception and call for one of my family’s cars to pick us up and get us out of here.”

  



35. Chapter 35

Summary for the Chapter:
            “There are no favorites,” Xiao repeats. And then he promptly goes about shooting his own argument in the face by throwing an entire bag of high grade dried chrysanthemum blossoms into his shopping cart.

          


    
    “There are no favorites,” Xiao insists.

“Okay, now say it like you mean it,” Yanfei replies. “Put some real heart into it. Sell me on it. Of course there are favorites. This is Liyue, not Mondstadt or Fontaine. You don’t have to pretend. There are definite favorites. Probably ranked in a very specific order. It’s like. Part of being from Liyue. You take your shoes off when you enter someone’s house, you have an entire drawer full of plastic take-away utensils and sauces you’ll never use but feel bad about throwing out, every lady older than you and looks like they could possibly be your mom is an Ayi who will definitely try and find out about your love life and match you up with someone they know if they find out you’re single, parents have favorite children, and friends have favorite friends.”

“There are no favorites,” Xiao repeats. And then he promptly goes about shooting his own argument in the face by throwing an entire bag of high grade dried chrysanthemum blossoms into his shopping cart.

“You don’t even like chrysanthemum tea,” Yanfei says. Ganyu doesn’t, either, for that matter. And normally Yanfei would just say that Ganyu is the favorite for the sole fact that she’s his sister. “Is it the boyfriend? Is your boyfriend now the favorite? I’m stunned and appalled, dage.”

“I will tell you right now,” Xiao says, “If you keep pursuing this train of thought any chance you might have had at being the hypothetical favorite will rapidly dwindle to nothing.”

“Ah, so I had a chance at being the favorite at one point in time. I’m touched, ge.”

“Touched in the head, perhaps,” Xiao mutters. He just sighs when she reaches up and grabs a box of Ganyu’s favorite white tea and adds it to his cart. But he doesn’t make her put the bag back. 

“I’ll have you now that you’re my favorite dage, even among the older guys who work at the same firm as me.”

“Those are seniors. You’d better be addressing them as qianbei.”

“During work, usually, yeah. Relax. Anyway. So. Is the boyfriend the new favorite?”

“You know his name,” Xiao replies. “I’ve heard you use it. The two of you have your own chat. I know because he tells me about how the two of you mock both me and Ganyu in it.”

“It’s not mocking. It’s gentle ribbing, promise. Of course I know his name. I just like calling him the boyfriend because it makes you look funny. Like you’re both delighted and baffled and also like you bit down on a very bitter seed.” Yanfei pauses. “It’s actually a lot like how you look whenever your Shifu and Shushu talk about you and Ganyu when you were little. Aw. That’s sweet.”

“Yanfei, why are you here?” Xiao sighs.

“I can’t visit my favorite dage when I want to?”

Xiao levels her a flat look. “You took an almost six hour train ride just to see me.”

“Yes.”

“For no reason at all.”

“The reason is wanting to see you.”

“Yanfei. There are only four people in this world who would take a six hour train ride just to see me. Shifu, Shushu, Ganyu, and Aether. And even then it would be a little suspicious. I am not a person that people just want to visit. What do you want?”

Yanfei frowns at Xiao. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re a very pessimistic person?”

“Frequently. What do you want?”

Yanfei sighs, slumping over to lean against one of the store shelves as Xiao decides between three different brands of canned sardine. One of them promotes itself as having a mild spice. This one goes into the cart next to the bags of tea.

“My mom and dad want to meet Ganyu.”

“They haven’t already?” Xiao pauses, hand frozen mid-air as he was going to pick out a can of preserved eel. He turns to stare at her again. “You’ve been teasing me about proposing to Aether so you and Ganyu could get married this entire time and she hasn’t even met your parents?” He sounds a mixture of incredulous and angry. 

“She’s met Ping-nainai,” Yanfei protests. “And really I feel like that’s the biggest step. She’s the one mostly raised me and all. I mean. I love my parents, I really do. But Nainai is the one who’s always there, she’s the one I can count on. My parents are never in Liyue! When would I have had a chance to introduce them? I told them about her. And of course she knows I have parents. And I guess Zhongli-shibo knows my dad, kind of. So it just…got put off for a long time. But now I kind of want it to happen. I just don’t know how to, like, go about it. I’ve never had to introduce someone to my parents before.”

Xiao’s looks slightly mollified and he returns to his perusal of canned goods.

“And where do I come into this? Tell me you aren’t going to have a practice run by introducing me to your parents first.”

“No. But that’s actually a good idea. After meeting you my parents will think Ganyu is a paragon of all things good.” Yanfei dodges the half-hearted swipe Xiao makes at her ankles with his foot. “But seriously. How did you introduce Zhongli-shibo to Aether? And Azhdaha-shushu.”

“I didn’t, the rest of you texted him and spilled on me even after I told you not to,” Xiao points out.

“That’s not the same thing. That’s us telling him about the boyfriend. I don’t need to break the news to my parents. They already know. I’ve got to get them in a physical meeting face to face.”

“They met when Aether was looking for an apartment for Lumine,” Xiao says. “It was less a formal introduction so much as it was a matter of necessity. Look. Just take them out to a restaurant. Take them to the Wanmin. At least you know Ganyu can escape to Xiangling’s place if things go awry. And you know there’s something Ganyu will be able to eat there, too.”

“But how do I make it not weird?”

“It’s your girlfriend meeting your parents. Of course it’s going to be weird.”

“It wasn’t weird when I introduced her to Ping-nainai.”

“That’s different. Ping-nainai is different. You can’t compare the two meetings,” Xiao replies. “Listen. Just take them out to eat. Or go see a movie or a play. Just go out and do something you’d normally do with Ganyu. That’s it. That’s all you have to do. It’s not that serious.”

“It feels that serious from where I am.”

“It should feel serious. But it actually isn’t.” 

Yanfei stares at the side of Xiao’s face. “You’re a lot more like Azhdaha-shibo than I think anyone ever expected. Has anyone ever told you that? Anyway, this is why I came to you. I knew you’d give me good advice, Xiao-ge. You talk a big game but at the heart of it you’re always just the person to go to when you’re in trouble. But anyway. Back to favorites. How far off am I from being the favorite? Like, what’s the scale?”

  



36. Chapter 36

Summary for the Chapter:
            “That the Xiao who’s your brother is the Xiao that routinely gets voted to the top of unofficial Liyue’s most eligible bachelors list.” Yanfei pauses. “I mean. Somewhere around the top. Your dad is always number one.”

          


    
    “I dont know how I didn’t put two and two together,” Yanfei says as Ganyu waits for a veritable hoarde of pedestrians to finish walking. The cross light has long turned red, but the pedestrians of Liyue acknowledge no traffic lights. Whatever happens happens. 

“Pardon?” Ganyu’s so good, she doesn’t even look Yanfei’s way. Both her hands are on the wheel at ten and two. Yanfei bets that Ganyu knows the traffic rulebook backwards and forwards. Yanfei can drive too, and she knows the rulebook backwards and forwards also — she had a brief stint back in university where she interned with a lawyer who’s entire business was challenging traffic tickets — but that doesn’t mean she’s actively committed to them. She’s gone above the speed limit a time or two in her life. Maybe cut across a couple of lanes using one turn signal. She may have double parked before. But it’s Liyue. Everyone — except for Ganyu and, potentially her immediate family — double parks. Hell. Yanfei’s seen official Liyue Qixing licensed vehicles triple parked before.

But Ganyu’s the textbook example of what every good driver should be at all times. Yanfei’s never even seen Ganyu get road rage. And Yanfei’s been in the car with her for some absolute road rage worthy disasters.

“That the Xiao who’s your brother is the Xiao that routinely gets voted to the top of unofficial Liyue’s most eligible bachelors list.” Yanfei pauses. “I mean. Somewhere around the top. Your dad is always number one.”

Ganyu hums, “Is that so?” 

Yanfei hears the laughter Ganyu is too polite to let loose at the expense of her elder brother. He’s not even here and she’s being so considerate of him.

“Don’t worry, I think you’re the prettiest in the family,” Yanfei says. “Well. Okay, Zhongli-shibo is kind of pretty. I’ll be honest. I get it. But I’d still choose you. There’s only one for me and it’s Ganyu.”

“A-Yan, I don’t know if I should thank you or not,” Ganyu replies. “If you ever say any of that in front of Xiao-ge I’ll take you to that coffee place you like. The one that’s three floors and makes the coffee so strong that just smelling it makes you feel more awake.”

After the first time Yanfei took Ganyu to her absolute favorite coffee shop in the entire world, the other woman had politely but firmly stated her preference to go anywhere but there in the future. Ganyu doesn’t really care for coffee to start with but the absolute and overwhelming presence of so much coffee in such strong and unavoidable concentration wrecked Ganyu’s entire everything. She was awake for four days straight and then promptly fell into a sixteen hour sleep of the dead. Yanfei would have reassured her that such a reaction was normal and it’s what got Yanfei through all of law school, but she didn’t think that’s the answer Ganyu wanted to hear so she — wisely — decided to just agree and take Ganyu to her third favorite coffee place instead.

“Woah,” Yanfei stares out into the sea of red traffic lights. All of them blur together in Yanfei’s eyes like little red stars. In and out of clarity. “Why, what’s he going to do?”

“Go redder than the traffic light,” Ganyu replies, “And possibly sputter like a kettle. If you say it with Shifu in the room I’m sure Shifu will take the opportunity to tease Xiao-ge about something.”

There is, Yanfei is pleased and delighted and overall giddy to note, a certain glimmer to Ganyu’s voice.

“Oh, you were an annoying sister, weren’t you?” Yanfei says, turning to examine Ganyu’s soft profile under. It’s tinted by the orange street lights, the red traffic lights, and the faint light coming from the dashboard of the car. “You were absolutely a nightmare of a sibling to have. I’ve got to see this in action. How soon do you think we can arrange for me to be in the same room as Zhongli-shibo and Xiao-ge again without it being suspicious?”

“Xiao-ge will come back from Wangshu in about a month,” Ganyu replies immediately. “He promised the yeye who lives two houses down from us to help him move boxes out of storage and take them down to the donation center.”

“I won’t miss it, not for anything,” Yanfei promises. “Anyway. Back to wherever I was. What got me to this topic? Where was I? Ganyu, where was I?”

“You not realizing that Xiao-ge is my brother and one of the most eligible bachelors of Liyue.”

“Right. I don’t know how I didn’t put it together. I mean. I know you live with Zhongli-shibo. I knew you were his kid. And I knew that you had a brother named Xiao. And I knew that Zhongli-shibo had another kid named Xiao. And somehow it just never added up that your brother was the unofficially famous Xiao. It just didn’t click. Ganyu, don’t laugh at me and my moment of stupid. I’m feeling very embarrassed about it myself you know.”

“I promise I’m not laughing at you,” Ganyu says. “I’m just very amused by this. I thought A-Yan was so clever. The most sought after lawyer and arbiter in all of Liyue, famous even outside of our nation for her quick wit and ability to solve problems.”

“Ah, and now you’re being mean to me!” Yanfei huffs, crossing her arms. “But don’t worry, Gan-jie. I can take it. My face can be just as thick as yours. And I can be mean back! In all the world, Ganyu, you shouldn’t let anyone be mean to you other than me and possibly your Shifu and your dage. And I won’t let anyone be mean to me other than you and my nainai. So just wait! I’m going to get myself together I’ll put something else together to get you back.”

“Mark your words,” Ganyu replies easily. “Because I look forward to it.”

  



37. Chapter 37

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You have Paimon, I have Hu Tao,” Xiao says. “And between the two of them, I would not rank Paimon as the most persistently annoying among them.”

          


    
    “The fact that your cousin has decided to go into a hard science continues to astound and concern me,” Xiao says as he leans over Aether’s shoulder to read out Paimon’s latest homework assignment.

“What would you think she would study instead?” Aether replies, trying to parse out what appears to be pure gibberish but must actually be some kind of logical arrangement of characters and numbers. 

“Languages, perhaps,” Xiao answers after a moment of thought. “Though I admit that I didn’t consider that she would want to pursue a higher education at all.”

“Honestly, she’s doing it because Lumine is making her do it. And also because she wants to join as many clubs as possible,” Aether admits as he runs a hand through his bangs. He wasn’t bad in school. But Lumine was always the more science-minded between them and apparently the way they teach math has changed, or at least is different in Liyue. “She’s somehow gotten into ten different clubs and not one of them has any overlap. She’s actively participating in all of them, too.”

“There are those who go to college or university to be social,” Xiao says. A very generous allowance.

“An expensive way to meet friends.” Out of the corner of Aether’s eye he sees the corner of Xiao’s lips twitch upwards. “Good afternoon, Xiao. You’re up early. Couldn’t sleep?”

Xiao normally sleeps from around seven or eight in the morning to almost four in the afternoon when he has night shift. It’s only two o’clock now.

Xiao drags over a spare chair so he can sit at Aether’s desk with him. He pulls Aether’s laptop closer and takes the pencil and paper out of Aether’s hands. He begins to write, back perfectly straight and sitting posture exactly as it should be. No slouch, no twitching limbs, not a single thing improper about him. Aether can just imagine him in school. He must have been every teacher’s favorite.

“You’ve forgotten,” Xiao says when he finishes solving the math question, setting the pencil down and sliding it back towards Aether. Xiao looks like he’s laughing on the inside and is politely keeping that laughter from being voiced out loud. It’s a look that reminds Aether of Zhongli-laoshi. But if Aether tells Xiao this, Xiao will undoubtedly refuse to believe it. The two men are much more similar than they would first appear. “It’s the opening anniversary for the Wangshu Inn. There’s a dinner party tonight for the staff. You’re coming with me. Did the struggle with mathematics distract you so badly that you’ve forgotten?”

Aether turns to look at his desk calendar. Sure enough, he’s written it bright red marker and circled it with neon yellow highlighter, Dinner at Wangshu be there by 4pm!

“I promise you I’m not actually this bad at math,” Aether says. He turns his chair, his knee knocking lightly against Xiao’s. “I was alright at math. I got through math. But this is too much math in an unfamiliar setting.”

“We all have our faults,” Xiao replies. “I am surprised that Lumine wasn’t able to help Paimon with this one.”

“Lumine’s probably busy. That and it’s different from what we were taught so she would probably have struggled with it, too.” Aether thinks it over, closing his eyes and letting his head tip back against the back of his chair. “Honestly Lumine’s been really busy lately. It was probably easier for her to message me for help than ask Lumine.”

“They live in the same apartment.”

“When I say Lumine’s been really busy I mean it. We’ve skipped our weekly call for a month now.” Aether shakes his head. “We still text, but it’s not the same. I’d go over to visit and check in on her but that would imply that I knew if she was home or not.”

“But she’s happy.”

Aether laughs. “Yes. She’s happy. Lumine thrives in that sort of work environment. I don’t know how she does it. It’s too much stress for me. But for her she says it’s invigorating.”

“And to be fair, Lumine doesn’t quite understand how you do your job, either,” Xiao points out. “The confusion over professions goes both ways. If you want, you can tell Paimon that she can message me regarding her homework. The issue would be that I might not respond right away.”

Aether smiles, reaching out to hook his pinky with Xiao’s. The other man’s bony fingers curl tight around Aether’s.

“Careful, Xiao. If you give her that kind of permission she’s going to start abusing it. She’ll start texting you at all hours for random things. You’ll be getting memes and links to weird videos and ear-worms that keep you awake and drive you nuts.”

Xiao raises an eyebrow at him in challenge. He then pulls his phone out of his pocket, unlocking it and slides it across the table towards Aether.

Aether picks up his phone — it’s been on silent this entire time — and watches as the notifications in both Xiaos’ texts and his WeChat continue to pile up.

“You have Paimon, I have Hu Tao,” Xiao says. “And between the two of them, I would not rank Paimon as the most persistently annoying among them.”

Aether taps Xiao’s WeChat open and watches the new messages piling up in his group chat with the rest of his friends — Ganyu’s friends — as well as the ones that are coming in trough individual chats. 

“Dare I look at what Hu Tao is sending you? Also, admit it. You like Hu Tao. You think she’s funny.”

“I do think she’s funny,” Xiao concedes, “But there’s only so much humor to be found in a day. The rest of it is just chatter. Sometimes I want to tell her the reason why she doesn’t attract new business is because she’s always on her phone texting or messaging me. Surely she can use that time and energy towards actually working.”

“She certainly could,” Aether laughs, “But you’d get lonely without her messaging you all the time.”

 

  



38. Chapter 38

Summary for the Chapter:
            “We do,” Ganyu insists. “We do like spending time with Shifu. And cooking with him.”

“That’s cooking, this is baking,” Xiao says. “It’s not the same. He isn’t the same. And if you go through that with him then you won’t be the same, either.”

          


    
    Xiao gestures for Aether to ahead of him as he struggles to close the gate latch. He tosses Aether his keys and Aether goes to unlock the door to Zhongli-laoshi’s house. He opens the door and frowns when he doesn’t see Yanfei or Ganyu’s shoes in the entryway. When he texted them earlier saying that he and Xiao were taking a taxi over and would be there in about half an hour they had said they were already here. 

He can definitely hear Zhongli-laoshi inside — the kitchen, it sounds like — and he also hears Azhdaha-laoshi’s voice.

Maybe the other two got sent out on an errand?

Xiao’s hand nudges against the small of his back, urging Aether into the house. Aether moves forward, giving Xiao room to enter behind him as they both begin to toe their shoes off.

Then Xiao’s hand shifts from Aether’s back to his hip and then his arm snakes around Aether’s middle and he’s yanking Aether backwards.

“No,” Xiao just says and then he’s dragging Aether out of the house and is back to wrestling with the front gate with one hand and trying to text with the other.

Xiao gives up and must start calling because he jams the phone between his shoulder and ear.

“Ganyu,” Xiao hisses, “Warning would have been welcome. Don’t you dare call me xiong after this. You unfilial — I don’t care if I’m on speaker. Aether and I almost walked into a death trap.”

Aether turns to look over his shoulder at the house, and then back at Xiao, and then back at the house.

“Xiao,” Aether whispers, tugging on the back of Xiao’s jacket. “Why aren’t we going inside?”

Xiao gets the gate open and pulls Aether out and back onto the street. He then takes his phone back into his hands and switches it to speaker.

“Shifu is baking,” Xiao says. Ganyu, on the other end, sighs. 

“Alright,” Aether says slowly, not quite understanding what this has to do with anything. “Should we go inside and help?”

“No!” Xiao says at the same time as Yanfei and Ganyu do on the other end. “Ganyu, where are you?”

“We’re crashing at Xingqiu and Chongyun’s place,” Yanfei says. “Come over. Xingqiu’s out but Chongyun’s here. We’re playing cards.”

“I would have warned you but my flight instinct took over,” Ganyu says. “I was focused on getting Yanfei out whole, daxiong.”

“Who’s your xiong?” Xiao snaps. “See if I ever answer a call from you again.”

“Don’t be harsh on them, dage.”

“No one asked you, Chongyun.”

“Can someone please explain why we aren’t going inside the house?” Aether cuts in. “And why Zhongli-laoshi baking is a bad thing we have to escape from?”

“Shifu is a talented man,” Xiao says.

“But not when it comes to baking,” Yanfei replies. “You know the guy takes like, two hours just to make congee right? Can you imagine him baking anything? It’s a whole day of work just to make a pound cake. A pound cake, Aether. Also. He isn’t very good at it.”

“He’s gotten better,” Ganyu says in defense of the man who raised her. 

“Getting better from bad doesn’t mean good,” Yanfei replies, “I’m sorry, Gangan. Zhongli-shibo cannot bake and that’s facts. It’s also fine because every person’s got to have some kind of flaw. This just proves that Zhongli-shibo is a real person and not some strange robot programmed to act like a person.”

“Did you just compare Shifu to a robot?” Xiao shakes his head. “Never mind. The reason why we can’t go inside is because he’ll have the both of us helping him and then we’ll never escape.”

“I like cooking with your Shifu though,” Aether protests. “I thought you did, too.”

“We do,” Ganyu insists. “We do like spending time with Shifu. And cooking with him.”

“That’s cooking, this is baking,” Xiao says. “It’s not the same. He isn’t the same. And if you go through that with him then you won’t be the same, either.”

“You’re being dramatic.”

“No, no, they’re spot on,” Chongyun says. “Trust me, Aether. You do not want to get stuck baking with Zhongli-laoshi.”

“And Shushu just makes it worse,” Ganyu adds on. “I don’t know if he’s sincerely supporting Shifu or if he’s just encouraging him to see what kind of end result comes out of it.”

“Aren’t they expecting us to arrive today though? We can’t just…wait it out.”

“Ganyu can make our excuses for us,” Xiao says.

“Daxiong,” Ganyu doesn’t quite whine.

“Who’s your daxiong?” Xiao repeats. “We’ll talk later.”

The two of them make it onto the main street, Xiao hanging up as he flags down a taxi.

“I still don’t understand what’s going on,” Aether says. Xiao takes their overnight bag from him, hefting it over his own shoulder as a taxi pulls up to the curb. “How bad can it be?”

“You don’t want to find out,” Xiao says, putting their bag in the trunk before climbing into he back of the cab with Aether. He gives the taxi driver Xingqiu’s address. “Trust me, Aether. This is one family experience you do not want to have. It’s an experience no one wants to have.”

“And how many people exactly have had this experience?”

“Aside from myself and Ganyu? Hu Tao, Xiangling, Yanfei, and Chongyun. The rest of them have been able to escape it. I don’t know how he got Chongyun, just that Ganyu called me one day to tell me that Chongyun was passed out in the living room and the house smelled like burnt sugar and flour.” Xiao pauses. “I can’t tell if Hu Tao came out of that one more or less…like herself.”

“There is no metric for Hu Tao.” Aether sighs. “Some part of me feels like maybe I should experience this just so I can say I’m really family.”

“There’s no one who would say that you aren’t. This is a bullet that requires dodging at any cost, Aether. Don’t test it.”

  



39. Chapter 39

Summary for the Chapter:
            Hu Tao flips the lid on the pot nearest her and shrugs. “I think we’re fine on that. Yeah, Xinyan, what’s the new guy like? Other than new and part of Beidou’s crew?”

“He’s a poet.”

Xiao immediately stands up, putting Yanfei’s bowl down with a decisively swift motion. Ganyu and Aether both grab at the hem of his shirt and tug him back down.

          


    
    Xinyan has to raise her voice a little to be heard down the long table, over the sounds of the three hot pots burbling, her different friends quietly splintered off into their smaller conversations, and the general sound of the rest of the restaurant around them.

“Beidou has a new crew member,” Xinyan says, leaning backwards as Xiangling reaches across from her to snag Hu Tao’s small dish of chili oil.

“She always has new crew members,” Keqing says, eyeing the plates, “Should we order more?”

“Of what?” Hu Tao asks, “We need a refill on the broth for this pot though. Should we add another layer of spice?”

“No,” Yanfei replies. “Leave it be. I’m already sweating. Xiao-ge, give me some of your mild stuff.”

“Her new crew member is our age,” Xinyan continues. 

“What do you want?” Xiao asks, standing from his chair to reach over Ganyu and Chongyun towards Yanfei. He takes her bowl and starts to fill it without waiting for an answer. As he places meat from one side of the divided pot Chongyun goes in and starts adding more pieces to start cooking. 

Yanfei glances down the table and then back towards Xiao. “Did you guys get any fish cakes on your side, or did you skip?”

“Skipped,” Aether says. “Pass me some from your side and I can put them in now.”

“Beidou suggested that we take the new guy out,” Xinyan says. “Show him around Liyue. Make nice. I said we would. It doesn’t hurt to be friendly, right? And if he’s part of Beidou’s crew then he’s got to be cool.”

“What do you know about him?” Xingqiu asks, awkwardly reaching around one of the steaming pots of mildly red broth to pick up a half empty plate of vegetables. “I’m putting the rest of these into our mild spice broth. Keqing, if you’re placing another order can you get another mushroom plate and more of those — Chongyun, what were they?”

“Which one? We ordered so much,” Chongyun says. “Keqing, can you ask for another pitcher of water? How are the teapots looking?”

Hu Tao flips the lid on the pot nearest her and shrugs. “I think we’re fine on that. Yeah, Xinyan, what’s the new guy like? Other than new and part of Beidou’s crew?”

“He’s a poet.”

Xiao immediately stands up, putting Yanfei’s bowl down with a decisively swift motion. Ganyu and Aether both grab at the hem of his shirt and tug him back down.

“Give it a chance, xiong,” Ganyu chides. “You can’t judge based on that sentence alone.”

“Xiao, it won’t be that bad,” Aether says, “Also you can’t leave without me.”

Xiao casts dark looks at the two, eyes sliding from either side of him as he mutters, “Mark your words.”

“Is he a poet-poet, or a poet like how Xingqiu is an author?” Keqing asks.

“Hey! What’s that supposed to mean?” Xingqiu scowls. “I’ll have you know I’m a perfectly respected author. I have movies. I have animation contracts. I have awards to my name.”

“In countries that aren’t the one you live in,” Hu Tao teases.

“He’s a poet-poet,” Xinyan continues. “He’s also an ex-pat from Inazuma seeking asylum from persecution of the state. Does this sweeten the pot any?”

Xiao relaxes a fraction. “I am tentatively open to hearing more about this person.”

“Do they have a name?” Yanfei asks, shoving an entire slice of lotus root into her mouth. Her cheek bulges out and she immediately starts blowing out. “Ah, hot, hot, hot.”

“It came straight out of the pot,” Aether says to her, “What were you expecting? It’s mild broth but temperature wise it’s still hot.”

“Chongyun was eating it just fine though!” Yanfei leans back, tipping her head towards the ceiling as she blinks back tears. “I’m burning my entire mouth.”

“There’s still something left to burn?” Xiangling teases. “A-Yan, here, water, water. Keqing, did you place an order yet? Can you get another mushroom — “

“I already ordered told her to order that,” Xingqiu cuts in. “Should we get a seafood platter too?”

Hu Tao looks around the table, “Which of the pots were we using for seafood again?”

“I have not had a chance to order anything because all of us are talking about the poet,” Keqing says. “Mushroom plate, seafood plate, more water, and some kind of…meat wrap? Meat wrapped in vegetables? I don’t remember us ordering that when we started.”

“I think Hu Tao slid it in, but it got placed down here instead,” Aether says, “Whatever it was it was good.”

“I literally picked random specialty plates without using my reading comprehension to understand what they are,” Hu Tao confesses. “Just to try something new, you know?”

Ganyu pulls her phone out. “I have the menu in my photos. Hold on. Keqing, come over here for a minute.”

“Of course you do,” Yanfei sighs. She scoots her chair closer to the table as Keqing squeezes out of her own and walks around to Ganyu to read over her shoulder. “Back to the poet.”

“His name is Kazuha,” Xinyan says. “And you know how Inazuma is right now.”

“Not good?” Chongyun says dryly.

“Excellent for business if your business is like mine?” Hu Tao says.

“Yeah. That. Anyway, he’s had a rough time of it and now he’s wanted by the Inazuman government for — I guess treason? I don’t know. Beidou didn’t really say. And you know the Inazuman border is on intense lock down. He’s basically a fugitive that Liyue gave asylum to. So like. Give the guy a break and stuff. Anyone want to come with me to pick him up at port and drag him around?”

“Drag him around for tourist stuff?” Xiangling asks, “Or like…to hang out and do normal stuff? If it’s tourist stuff then hard pass. I’m expecting a lot of tourist stuff when Chongyun’s cousin rolls into town. Though we can do dinner or something after.”

“I’m game for it,” Hu Tao says, “But also I still really want to meet Beidou. Like. I mean. If I don’t run into her that’s fine but also — I really want to meet Beidou.”

  



40. Chapter 40

Summary for the Chapter:
            Aether wrinkles his nose. “Is laser tag something Yun Jin would be interested in? I have to admit…it doesn’t really match the image.”

“Does Ganyu seem like the type of person who would play laser tag, Aether? Or Keqing?  Does Xiao-ge?”

          


    
    “We need even numbers,” Yanfei says as soon as Xiao picks up the phone. Xiao regrets picking up immediately. If even numbers are involved then he shouldn’t be involved at all. “Hang up on me and I’ll tell Ganyu.”

“Were you always like this?” Xiao says, switching his phone to speaker and balancing it on the back of the sofa. “You’re on speaker. Aether, handle this.”

“Were you always like this?” Yanfei repeats back at him. “Fine. Aether’s easier to work with anyway!”

“Is this about the laser tag game Hu Tao was setting up?” Aether says, pushing the one side of his headphones off of his ear. Xiao carefully readjusts Aether’s headset so it’s balancing a little less precariously on his head. Aether gives him a quick smile before his attention returns to the television screen. “Hold on, I’m in a co-op game with Chongyun. He’s saying we have enough people already.”

“We did have enough people. But now we’re off balance. Xiao-ge, Gan-jie, you, me, Taotao, A-Xiang, Xingqiu, didi, A-Qing, Xiao Yan. That’s even numbers.”

“Alright, so who did we miss? That sounds like everyone. Literally everyone.”

“Yun Jin’s just got on break from tour.”

Aether’s hand pause as he listens to something Chongyun is saying. Xiao didn’t know that Yun Jin was back in Liyue. 

“Chongyun is asking when you got that news, because he heard that she’s back but is working full shifts at the tea house so she wouldn’t be free for a while.”

“Yeah, you’re right. Yun Jin works crazy hard. But Keqing works harder. She’s confirmed that Yun Jin has about a two week break in between getting back from tour and going back on her shifts at the tea house. And one of those days in that two week period is us taking her to laser tag.”

Aether wrinkles his nose. “Is laser tag something Yun Jin would be interested in? I have to admit…it doesn’t really match the image.”

“Does Ganyu seem like the type of person who would play laser tag, Aether? Or Keqing?  Does Xiao-ge?”

Aether’s warm brown eyes slide to Xiao, who levels Aether his blandest stare. Aether starts laughing.

“He made a face, didn’t he?” Yanfei continues. “It’s less about the content of the activity and more about the fact that we’ll all be together doing it. Like when we all went to that haunted house. Or when we all play escape rooms or go to water parks. Besides, Yun Jin can surprise you. Have you met her yet? No, huh? She’s been on tour for ages now. And when she’s not on tour she’s training for her next show or she’s working.”

“I think I went to see one of her shows with my sister once,” Aether says. “But I haven’t actually met her face to face.”

“I think when we broke the news to her that Xiao-ge was dating someone she got a fever because she was so excited. And so disappointed she wasn’t here for it,” Yanfei says. “Dage, did you ever apologize for making her so happy she got a fever?”

“No. That’s not my problem.” Xiao folds his arms across his chest, surpassing a yawn. “You just listed everyone we know. Why were you calling me for even numbers? Unless you were calling to tell me I didn’t have to go.”

“Ha. Nice try. I was hoping that you might know someone else.”

“Yanfei. You know everyone I care to know. Do you think I have hidden friends?” Xiao answers. “Aether?”

“If you guys are alright with it I could probably ask someone from Mondstadt to come down to visit. Or Lumine. Or Paimon.” Aether pauses. “Well. Maybe not Lumine. She’d get way too into it.”

“Don’t worry,” Yanfei says, “Taotao and Xingqiu also get super into it. Ask your sister if she’ll come. I haven’t seen her in ages. Is she still as terrifying as always? Somehow being around your sister makes me feel more alive. It’s something similar to going camping with Keqing, I think.”

“Hold on, hold on. Chongyun’s being told something from Xingqiu.” Aether actually puts down the controller for this. Impressive. Aether’s been able to multi-task through most things. Xiao’s seen Aether simultaneously pay bills, read over Paimon’s essays, play co-op with Chongyun, and do laundry at once before. 

Xiao closes his eyes, letting his head loll against his shoulder as he fights off the urge to doze. They’re having hot pot for dinner tonight while watching a movie that just got onto one of the various streaming services Aether subscribes to. Aether has been waiting all week for tonight so they could watch it together. If Xiao falls asleep now he’ll be too groggy to pay attention later.

“Chongyun says that Xingqiu just got off the phone with Xinyan. Beidou’s crew will be in port for the next month. Xinyan invited Kazuha to laser tag.”

Xiao grunts. “The poet wants to go to laser tag?”

“As long as we have our numbers I don’t care,” Yanfei says. “Alright, I’ll have Xinyan get Kazuha’s number and put all of us in a new group chat with him. And Yun Jin.”

“How come Yun Jin isn’t in your current group chat?”

“She asked us to not put her in it because we’re too chatty and it causes her phone to blow up.”

“How come when Yun Jin asks you to do that you respect it but when I ask you to do that you just add me to more chat rooms?” Xiao asks.

“Because you’re Xiao-ge and she’s Yun-jie,” Yanfei replies. “You can’t compare the two situations. Deal with it. Alright. I’ve got to go now. Keep an eye out on your messages. Aether, make sure Xiao-ge checks his messages. And also check yours. And also — ask Lumine if she’s got free time to hang out. I still wan to see her. Got it? Good.”

  



41. Chapter 41

Summary for the Chapter:
            “When did Xiao-ge get his tattoo? I think he already had it when we met,” Keqing asks, turning to Ganyu. “He had that tattoo when we was interning at the Qixing. I remember seeing some photos of him with the other interns during one of their summer outings.”

          


    
    “You know, I didn’t think Xiao-ge would be the type to get a tattoo,” Xinyan says. “Like. Aside from earrings that family does not give off a body mod positive vibe. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Zhongli-laoshi in anything less than a button up and slacks. I’ve seen him without a waistcoat twice. Once it was because he was in hanfu and it was New Years. The other time he was in a button down and slacks and he apologized to me for appearing under dressed.”

“When did Xiao-ge get his tattoo? I think he already had it when we met,” Keqing asks, turning to Ganyu. “He had that tattoo when we was interning at the Qixing. I remember seeing some photos of him with the other interns during one of their summer outings.”

“Shifu has a tattoo,” Ganyu says. “I’m the odd one out. I don’t like needles. I think my ears were already pierced by the time I was adopted by Shifu. I remember when Xiao asked to get his pierced that I went with him and I cried as soon as we set foot inside the piercing place. I remember this vividly because it’s brought up every time someone mentions needles near Shifu.”

“Zhongli-loashi has a tattoo?” Hu Tao drops her half eaten watermelon slice. Chongyun lunges forward and catches it before it hits the ground. Hu Tao taps Chongyun’s head. “Nice catch, Xiao Yun.”

“Just because Yun Jin is back doesn’t mean you can start calling me Xiao Yun,” Chongyun says. “I’m taller.”

“You’re also, still, younger,” Keqing says. “Would you rather didi or Xiao Yun? I’ll sooner die than call you Yunyun.”

Chongyun makes a face like he just had a cup of vinegar poured down his throat. Ganyu passes him a napkin to wipe juice off of his hands.

“I have to choose? Why can’t you just use my name? I don’t hear anyone calling dage A-Xiao or Xiao Xiao.”

“Because that would be longer than his actual name, and we call him dage anyway,” Xinyan says. “But seriously. Zhongli-laoshi has a tattoo?”

Ganyu nods. “His entire back and upper arms. It’s old and he hasn’t gotten a touch up on it in a very long time.”

“Man, just when I think the guy can’t get any more mysterious and cool,” Xinyan sighs. “I feel like he’s got hidden depths that none of us will ever know about.”

“Do you think Xiao-ge and Zhongli-laoshi could recommend a place, then?” Xinyan says. “I’m kind of interested in one. I’m just a little nervous to commit to anything. But I’d like to start looking at possible places and explore styles.”

“You could just get a bunch of temporary tattoos,” Hu Tao says. “That’s what I used to do.”

Xinyan reaches over and pushes Hu Tao’s sleeve up her arm, exposing faded and flaking marks on her skin. “Used to?”

“I’m just getting rid of this last sheet,” Hu Tao protests. “Then I’m done.”

“Get bored?” Keqing asks.

“Too lazy to keep it up,” Hu Tao replies. “And they just look ugly if you don’t maintain them. But if you’re just trying to try out different designs to figure out what you like then they’re fine. Super fun to peel and scratch off though. Five out of five stars, would keep going just for that fun time if it wasn’t such maintenance upkeep.”

“It’s less than five minutes of your day, “ Keqing mutters. “You call that upkeep?”

“I’ll ask xiong and Shifu,” Ganyu tells Xinyan, “Though considering the tattoos they have, the artists they know might not be the kind you’re looking for.”

“How old was Xiao-ge when he got that tattoo anyway?”

“Eighteen,” Ganyu says, “He got it as soon as he finished high school, but before he moved to Wangshu to start college.” Ganyu pauses and seems to think something over. “I don’t remember if he told Shifu beforehand or not. I know Shifu wasn’t upset when Xiao-ge came home with the tattoo.”

“How did he even afford it? You two didn’t have part-time jobs.”

Ganyu shrugs her shoulders. “Xiao-ge has always been frugal. He never really spent any of the money he got for birthdays or New Years. He probably saved it all for a while.”

“A long while,” Chongyun muses. He finishes melon residue off of his hands as he addresses Xinayn. “What made you want a tattoo, Xinyan? Doesn’t your agent give you enough grief over your aesthetics?”

“They’re perfect for rock and roll,” Xinyan protests. “And my agent only protests about the way I dress when I’m doing ads and stuff. My stylist and my agent have extremely different views on how I should go around when I’m paid to endorse something.”

“And what are those different views exactly?”

“My agents wants me to wear brand items as they’re meant to. Fair enough, but like. Wicked boring. My stylist comes up with a bunch of new and fun ways to wear stuff. Usually my stylist wins out. You know what I mean. Just look at my promo shoots.”

“I think your stylist is very on the edge,” Hu Tao says, “Is your stylist you, by any chance? It’s a compliment, Xinyan. It’s a compliment.”

“No, I had to hire someone. Apparently every respectable artist needs a separate stylist. Whatever. I mean. It’s generating jobs for the economy. That’s something. And my stylist is pretty chill. Didi, is that your phone? You and Ganyu need separate ring tones from each other.”

Chongyun pulls his phone out of his pocket, frowning, “It’s not me. Jiejie?”

“It’s not me, either,” Ganyu says. “Keqing?”

Keqing pulls out three phones. “It’s not me, either.”

“When did you get a third phone and what for?” Hu Tao asks.

“Two months ago and none of your business,” Keqing says. “Frankly, it isn’t my business either, but here we are. Xiao Yun, are you sure that isn’t you? Where’s your work phone?”

Chongyun immediately starts to pat his pockets down, eyes widening in alarm. The sound of the text tone continues on as all of them start checking their pockets and bags.

“Where is my work phone?” Chongyun asks, ducking underneath the table. As though his phone could have somehow crawled its way underneath. “Someone call me on both my phones so I can figure this out.”

  



42. Chapter 42

Summary for the Chapter:
            “For the last time, Hu Tao. I cannot, and will not, shut a place down just because you don’t like them,” Keqing snaps. The woman sounds both exasperated and frazzled. Hu Tao scowls.

“You’re not listening to me,” Hu Tao insists, slapping her palm on the table between them. Further down the table Chongyun groans loudly as the tower of wooden blocks falls into a heap.

          


    
    “For the last time, Hu Tao. I cannot, and will not, shut a place down just because you don’t like them,” Keqing snaps. The woman sounds both exasperated and frazzled. Hu Tao scowls.

“You’re not listening to me,” Hu Tao insists, slapping her palm on the table between them. Further down the table Chongyun groans loudly as the tower of wooden blocks falls into a heap.

“Why did you have to do that on my turn?” Chongyun scowls. “I thought you were helping me by distracting Keqing. Not actively sabotaging me by making the table shake.”

“That was when this started. But now I’ve gotten onto a topic I actually care about it and now I’m in it. Besides. It doesn’t matter what kind of distraction or cheat we use. Keqing always wins Jenga. That’s just how it is. Keqing, listen to me. This place is full of complete scammers. I ordered steamed bao and do you know how big they were? There were two and they were like. The size of a fist. Not Chongyun’s fist. Or Xiangling’s fist. Or even like, Ganyu’s fist. They were the size of like. My fist. Look at this hand, Qing-er. Would you be happy to get a bao that’s only this big? Guess how much I paid for it, Keqing. Guess.”

Keqing sighs as she starts to fix the wooden block pieces. She turns to Xiangling.

“Restaurants are your domain, you have anything to add here?”

Xiangling just shrugs, face neutral as she helps Keqing and Chongyun reassemble the tower.

“They’ve got excellent customer service. The work culture there is pretty modern, the staff is well paid and they train their line chefs very well. They’ve got a good eye for ingredients and trends. The atmosphere of the place is also pretty relaxing.”

“The food, Xiangling,” Hu Tao says, “Tell her about the fucking food.”

“I don’t know what you want me to say here, TaoTao!” Xiangling bursts out, turning to the other woman. “I told you not to go there! You asked me — Xiangling, this place is getting a lot of posts on social media. Should I go? Is it good? And I said no, Hu Tao. You shouldn’t go. They’re not bad, but they aren’t worth the price they’re going to charge you. And what did you do, TaoTao? What did you do? You went! Why would you even bother asking me for my opinion if you were just going to go anyway?”

“You said they weren’t bad! And I didn’t think the prices would be that high! Who in their right mind is going to charge 130 mora for two bao? And they were so little! They were teeny! And there was barely any filing at all. I even got a giant chunk of cartilage in one.”

“If they were good I would’ve said go,” Xiangling protests. “And you know when I mean good I factor in price point, too. Come on, Hu Tao. You even asked Aether and it’s like…his actual job to review these things. He writes for a travel magazine. We know what we’re saying. You don’t get to complain after we both told you not to go and you had an expensive, but overall average, eating experience.”

Chongyun checks his phone. “Speaking of Aether, wasn’t he supposed to be here by now?”

“Traffic,” Keqing says. “It’s probably traffic. Practically everyone’s left Liyue Harbor for the holidays. People coming in are much smaller in comparison.”

“Well, not everyone. We’re still here,” Xiangling says. “When’s your flight, Hu Tao?”

“I’m taking a red eye tomorrow,” Hu Tao says. “The funeral parlor always closes super last minute. Just in case.”

“In case someone dies over the holidays? Morbid.”

“Practical. You think people stop dying just because it’s a holiday? Ha! What a world that one is!” Hu Tao pauses. “But I mean. That would help business. You would be surprised how many employees quit because we push our holiday schedule to the absolute limit. I try to be fair with vacation time, but I can’t have literally everyone blocking out the same holiday times at once, you know? I can’t run an entire funeral parlor by myself. There are shelves I can’t reach. You have no idea how glad I am that Zhongli-laoshi is just as weird as I am. I can call him up at like, ten at night and tell him a lightbulb is out in the display room and he’ll come and change it no questions asked.”

“Do not tell me about how you’re possibly abusing your employees,” Keqing says. “Ignoring the fact that one of your employees is also the father of two of our friends.”

“I’m not abusing him,” Hu Tao protests. “It’s not like I’m saying — hey come fix this right now. He takes the initiative on his own! What, am I supposed to scold him? Take his keys back? What am I going to do when I forget my keys and need to be let in? Pick the lock? Get law enforcement called on me because I’m picking the lock to my own establishment? Please, Qing-er. Be reasonable.”

Xiangling checks her phone. “Ah. Aether texted me and I didn’t reply because I was so busy trying to ignore TaoTao while playing jenga. He’s picking up groceries for Zhongli-laoshi and dropping his luggage off there first. Xiao’s train in is late so Ganyu is still waiting for him at the station to pick him up. They came separate. I guess Aether was staying with his sister and Paimon so he’s coming from way on the other side of the harbor. He wants to know if any of us want anything. He can pick something up on the way over.”

“Tell him I want a word with him about his review on — “

“Nothing,” Keqing cuts in. “We don’t need anything. Xingqiu might still be in the same area he is though, so he could ask Xingqiu for a ride if he doesn’t have one.”

  



43. Chapter 43

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I sincerely hope you aren’t actually intending on feeding any byproduct of this little idea of yours to anyone, Ganyu.”

          


    
    “What did I tell you?” Xiao demands as soon as he opens the door to Ganyu’s apartment. “When we were children, when we were teenagers, when you graduated high school and entered university — what did I tell you, Ganyu?”

“When I was taller than you you’d stop helping me,” Ganyu recites dutifully. “But xiong, I do need your help still. And I’m not that much taller than you.”

“Who’s your xiong?” Xiao passing over the bag full of groceries as he works on getting his boots off. “If I was really your xiong you’d listen to me. Do you listen to me? No.”

“I do listen to you though,” Ganyu insists, offering a hand to help stabilize the man as he balances on one leg to yank at the laces of the boot on the other one. “I just don’t follow through on what you tell me sometimes. Not all the time. I do listen to you. You have very keen insight, xiong.”

Xiao sighs. “You’re lucky I had time off. I moved away from Liyue Harbor so I wouldn’t be here all the time, you realize that, yes? The entire idea was to go off by myself.”

“You’d miss us,” Ganyu says.

“You lot never give me a chance to see what it would be like to miss anyone,” Xiao points out. “If one of you aren’t hounding me incessantly about one thing or another, I’ve got another one of you dragging me out my door onto a six hour train ride. And if it’s neither of those then I’ve got a different one of you showing up at my place of employment.”

“You work in a hotel, xiong,” Ganyu says, “Where else would any of us go if we wanted to visit you?”

Xiao doesn’t answer that. He steps past her into the apartment, heading straight for her kitchen.

“You and I both know that my cooking is passable,” Xiao says as he surveys her countertops. “If you really wanted help you should have asked Xiangling or Aether.” He pauses to consider. “I’m sure NaiNai Ping would assist as well. Shifu or Shushu would be good choices as long as you don’t mind them going off tangent.” He narrows his eyes. “Technically we’ve already learned everything from Shifu anyway. What are you up to?”

“I’m trying to cook foreign dishes,” Ganyu says.

“All the more reason to call Xiangling or Aether. Not me.”

Ganyu stands next to him, tugging on the sleeve of his jacket. Or more like, she pinches the fabric between her fingers and holds him there. Xiao isn’t nearly the type to escape at the cost of ripping his own clothing or discarding it. His bark is sharp but his bite is nonexistent.

“I thought I’d feel better about being out of my depths if someone was out of their depths with me,” Ganyu says. “We’ll make mistakes for each other. Isn’t that what Shifu always said whenever he’d teach us something new? Since both of us didn’t know it, we’d each make mistakes. And because we’re so different from each other we’d make different mistakes for each other to learn from.”

Xiao’s scowl is just as impressive now as it was then. 

But as always, Xiao just takes a long, quiet, and deep breath. She watches as his shoulders straighten even further, his head raising up just a little bit as if he was challenging some invisible opponent, and then he releases the breath. Just as long. Just as quiet.

He nods once.

“Let’s get this over with,” he says and Ganyu, as always, knows she’s won. Xiao tacks on, “Brat.”

Ganyu release Xiao’s sleeve. He pulls his jacket off and folds it over the back of one of Ganyu’s chairs, pulling out his cell phone and placing it on the kitchen table face up. Ganyu sets the plastic bag Xiao had brought with him down on the counter, pulling things out. Most of them are things that she’d asked him to get on his way over. Some of them, she can only assume, are things he intends on bringing back to Wangshu later. Those she sets aside. He immediately goes to put them in her refrigerator.

“What’s your plan here?” Xiao asks, glancing over the ingredients and cooking utensils she’s already laid out before he got here. Step one of anything is to be organized and have everything you need ready for you. “And why, suddenly, are you cooking things outside of your wheelhouse?”

“Because if you only ever do things that are in your wheelhouse you’ll stagnate,” Ganyu answers. And then recites, “Growth is essential to a person’s wellbeing.”

Xiao wrinkles his nose.

“If you didn’t want me reciting Shifu’s lessons to us you wouldn’t be asking obvious questions,” Ganyu says. “I thought we’d start easy. Hashbrowns.”

She hands Xiao the recipe that she had gotten from Aether. Xiao’s eyebrows raise as he recognizes his boyfriend’s writing.

“This was a trap,” Xiao says.

“I merely mentioned to Aether that I missed spending time with you,” Ganyu answers. “And Yanfei has always loved eating foreign food. It seemed like a very good plan.”

“This recipe includes pine cones, Ganyu,” Xiao replies dryly, “Does it still seem like a good plan to you now?”

“If I went through procuring food grade pine cones you will go through cooking them with potatoes with me.”

Xiao sighs again, more fond and exasperated than the one before.

“I am surrounded in conspirators,” he tells her as he passes by to wash his hands. “What is step one of making hash browns that somehow include pine cones?”

“According to Aether we use the pinecones to create oil,” Ganyu says. 

“Tell me he told you how to do it.”

“He did. He even sent me a few videos of himself doing it so I could have an example.”

“And have you practiced beforehand?”

“Xiong. If I already practiced then I wouldn’t be new at it. The point is that we’re supposed to learn together.”

“I sincerely hope you aren’t actually intending on feeding any byproduct of this little idea of yours to anyone, Ganyu.”

  



44. Chapter 44

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You’re spending money on a free to play game?” Xiangling shakes her head, “Tragic. Don’t you have other things to spend money on?”

          


    
    “Why do we always get steamboat or malatang?” Chongyun asks, sighing as he watches Hu Tao and Xiangling argue over putting all of the lamb into the pot at once or going slower. While the two are distracted Xingqiu slides in a plate full of leafy greens and mushrooms.

Yanfei gasps, standing up and causing her chair to skid back a little as she slaps Hu Tao and Xiangling. “Look at what you two’ve done! You got so distracted that Xingqiu’s ruined the broth early.”

Xiangling rounds onto Xingqiu, pinching his arm and twisting with all her furious might. “How many times have I told you that vegetables go into the broth after the meat? They’re going to soak up all the good oils!”

“You were taking too long and some of us are actually hungry,” Xingqiu says. “How could I just sit here and watch Ganyu starve?”

The three women look sheepish as they murmur apologies in Ganyu’s direction.

“It’s fine,” Ganyu says, watching the pot she, Xiao, and Chongyun have separate from everyone else. 

“Sometimes we get dim sum,” Keqing says to Chongyun.

“It feels like usually we’re at steamboat though,” Chongyun says. “Or, again, malatang. And it’s always spicy broth.”

“Untrue,” Xinyan points at the pot of white broth Ganyu is currently poaching an egg in. “Look, that one is about as mild as it gets. Anyway, it’s cold. Nothing’s better on a cold day than hot pot.”

“How come we still get this in the summer?”

“Because nothing beats malatang in the summer,” Hu Tao says, “Obviously. And what would we be getting if not hot pot, malatang, or dim sum? We live in Liyue, didi.”

“Sometimes we get barbecue,” Xinyan says. “And boba. We even get fast food sometimes! Pizza and chicken wings. Remember that one time we got like, twenty mochi donuts?”

“Sometimes. But most of the time we’re here,” Chongyun says. “Why?”

“It’s a great communal activity for a large number of people,” Xingqiu says. “A large number of people with diverse dietary needs. Speaking of — Jie, is Xiao-ge alright?”

Ganyu’s eyes momentarily flick to Xiao’s empty seat. He’d been looking a little pale when they arrived, but he’d shot her a look before she could say anything.

“Aether is with him,” Ganyu says instead. “I’m sure that one of them will text us if they need to leave.”

“You think maybe it’s overwork? The Wangshu Inn’s hosted a few big conventions and a lot of parties for end of year celebrations. He’s been working a lot of extra shifts and helping train new hires,” Hu Tao says.

“And how do you know that?” Xinyan asks.

“You know how proud Zhongli is about his kids. I just have to drop an excuse or two and he’ll start talking about them for ages,” Hu Tao replies. “If he were the sort of man to carry a wallet he’d have a whole photo album’s worth of pictures of Xiao and Ganyu — and maybe Aether and Yanfei, too. Frankly, I’m surprised they aren’t his phone’s lock screen.”

“What is Zhongli-laoshi’s lock screen?”

“The default one,” Hu Tao responds. “Ganyu, you did teach him how to change it, right?”

“Of course Shifu knows how to change his phone’s lock screen.” Ganyu looks appalled at the very suggestion otherwise. “He doesn’t because he has nothing to change it to. Also, he’s very fond of the default lock screen’s colors. He says it’s soothing and appropriate.”

“What’s appropriate for a lock screen?” Keqing asks.

“Not whatever Hu Tao has,” Chongyun answers dryly. “Hers is some kind of occult summoning circle.”

“Have you never played a gatcha game before?” Hu Tao huffs, frowning over the steaming pots of meat and vegetables. “Obviously this is part of the ritual for getting the characters and weapons you want with the least amount of casualty to your wallet.”

Hu Tao proudly pulls her phone out of her jacket pocket, waking the screen and showing it off to the rest of the table.

There’s some sort of profile picture of a game character in the center of the circle, surrounded by dark lines and characters and several other images clearly brought in from the same game.

“You’re insane,” Xinyan says. “Do you have a template for that? Send it to me. Why would you put all that effort for that character, TaoTao? They’re just a support.”

Hu Tao gapes, “Xinyan. Out of the goodness of my heart I’m going to pretend you didn’t just slander my newest, but unreleased, favorite character who will definitely be coming home before I have to swipe my credit card.”

“You’re spending money on a free to play game?” Xiangling shakes her head, “Tragic. Don’t you have other things to spend money on?”

“Spend your money on things that make you happy,” Keqing says. “And if that so happens to be whaling on a digital character then by all means. The money does nothing for anyone sitting stagnant.”

“That’s unexpected advice from you, Keqing,” Yanfei says.

“That’s because two updates ago she had to turn into a whale,” Hu Tao snickers, eyes curving up as she holds up her hand to her face to hide her grin. “How many times did you pull characters other than the one you wanted again?”

“Dont remind me,” Keqing scowls. “It all went straight into characters I don’t use. At all. And have no intention of using. Ever.”

“I wish this game allowed for trades,” Xinyan sighs mournfully. “TaoTao, have you seen Keqing’s weapon archive? She’s got duplicates of like, four of the ones I’ve been trying to get since the game started.”

“Beginners luck,” Hu Tao shakes her head. “To get all of the good weapons and characters but not use any of them. Press F.”

“I no longer understand anything going on here,” Chongyun proclaims.

“If you’d download the game and play with us you’d get it,” Xinyan says. “You and Xiangling are the only ones who don’t play. And Xiao-ge. But like. Aether plays so it’s kind of like Xiao plays.”

“Xingqiu plays, how come you don’t lump me in with him?”

“Because you play video games and Xiao doesn’t,” Xiangling says. “We count Xiao and Aether together because he wouldn’t ever see this game if it weren’t for Aether playing it in his vicinity.”

“Ganyu and Yanfei don’t play,” Chongyun says.

“When would either of them have time to play? We’re lucky they have time to eat,” Xinyan points out. “Keqing runs one department but Ganyu practically runs the entire government.”

 

  



45. Chapter 45

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You still burned the soup,” Shifu says, coming into the kitchen and gently nudging Shushu aside. “Ganyu, a fourth bowl.”

Ganyu pulls the fourth bowl out of the dishwasher, along with a fourth spoon. 

“And did you call me a brat in front of the children?”

          
Notes for the Chapter:raise your hand if ur asian and u lived almost all ur life thinking the dishwasher was just where you put the dishes after they’re dry




    
    It’s not often that Xiao and Ganyu find Shushu in the kitchen, alone. The kitchen has been, and always will be, in all of their minds, Shifu’s domain. All four of them are capable at the culinary arts — and all four of them can work together in the kitchen with little effort. Xiao can take Ganyu’s place scaling fish. Ganyu can take Shushu’s place peeling and preparing bamboo shoots. Shushu can just as easily take over for Shifu in the process of wrapping jade parcels. So on and so forth. But out of all of them, perhaps Shifu is the one cares most about cooking. He cares very much about every step of preparation that goes into every single dish that is presented in their house. It’s not just about the quality of ingredient, but also the care and attention given to the preparation applied to them.

So while the other three of them can cook on their own, in this house it is a rather odd sight to see any of them in the kitchen without Shifu present in some capacity. It would be somewhat like going into the doctor’s office and sitting yourself down on the examination table with your own chart. There’s nothing wrong with looking at your own medical record or reading a copy of the lab work done. But it does seem rather odd without the actual doctor present. Or perhaps a better likening would be going to a nail salon and taking a bottle off one of the display shelves to do your own nails.

But that’s what Xiao and Ganyu stumble upon when they enter their childhood home, both of them red nosed — and in Xiao’s case, red eared — from the cold. 

Shushu stands at the stove, eyeing a simmering pot. On the counter are several small bowls, all of them covered. But the house smells like sweet, warm sugar. It’s a layered smell. There’s the sweetness of sugar of course. But there’s also a dusty smell of rice flour. Added to this is a damp warmth of steam — a smell without a smell.

“Hands,” Shushu directs them, without turning away from the pot. “And where are your, arguably, better halves?”

Xiao makes a face at Shushu’s broad back as Ganyu goes to wash her hands at the sink.

“The fact that you’re glaring at your one and only shushu is proof that they’re the better halves,” Shushu continues. “A-Xiao, hands.”

Xiao sighs and goes to follow after Ganyu in scrubbing his hands clean.

“Yanfei is at a party with her coworkers,” Ganyu says. “She’ll be here for dinner.”

“Aether is with his sister and cousin.” Xiao only answers after Ganyu elbows him. “I don’t know when he’ll get here.”

Shushu hums, nodding. “Spoons.”

Ganyu pulls some spoons out of the dishwasher. Xiao quickly slides his arm past her to snag two bowls from the top rack before she can close it.

“What are you making, Shushu?” Ganyu asks, stretching onto the tips of her toes to peer over Shushu’s shoulder.

“Walnut soup,” Shushu says, holding his hand out towards Xiao. Xiao hands him the first bowl and leans against the counter to watch as Shushu ladles out the thick, steaming liquid into it. “Your Shifu refuses to allow me to make almond or red bean soup. He’s too protective over our A-Xiao to let me do the former — even though I’m the one who taught him to make it, that brat — and he’s still upset with me over the last time I made the latter — again, that brat.”

“What happened the last time you made red bean soup, Shushu?” Ganyu asks.

“The last time I made red bean soup was when you and Xiao were about four or five,” Shushu says. He sets the first bowl down and Xiao passes him the second one. “A third, Xiao, your shifu will be done with his business any moment now. I was making red bean soup while your Shifu was doing laundry and the two of you were playing in the back yard. As I recall it, your daxiong tripped while the two of you were playing and hit his head on the edge of the paving. You both started crying and I ran out to check on you. By the time I had everything settled the soup had been burnt and inedible. Your Shifu has been holding both the two of you getting in trouble and the soup being burnt against me ever since.”

“I don’t remember this,” Xiao says as he hands Shushu the third bowl.

“I don’t, either,” Ganyu adds on as she removes the coverings from the small bowls at Shushu’s side. The bowls contain all manner of toppings: almonds chopped fine, dark glimmering tapioca pearls in brown syrup, tangyuan, cubes of coffee jelly, miniature taro balls, lychees, red beans, boiled peanuts, and some extra walnut pieces. “Shushu, are you making it up?”

“I can assure you that he is not making it up.” The three of them turn to look at Shifu, standing in the entryway to the kitchen, fond smile on his face. “We argued for almost half an hour over whether we should take A-Xiao to the emergency room. Your Shushu was convinced that if we would just wash Xiao’s face the worst of it would be revealed to be a small cut. I was convinced that he was being a touch cavalier about it. As I recall it, your Shushu’s exact words were ‘he can walk it off’.”

“But who was right, A-Li?” Shushu says, shaking his head. “It wasn’t even a bump. These two were more shocked about the fall than anything.”

“You still burned the soup,” Shifu says, coming into the kitchen and gently nudging Shushu aside. “Ganyu, a fourth bowl.”

Ganyu pulls the fourth bowl out of the dishwasher, along with a fourth spoon. 

“And did you call me a brat in front of the children?”

“Yes,” Shushu answers without any remorse. “Are you going to tell me your aren’t one?”

Shushu takes the now filled bowl and immediately sets about to adding all of Shifu’s favorite toppings. Shifu just sighs.

“Xiao, get cups. I’ll make tea,” Shifu says. “Ganyu, get two more bowls. I’ll set them aside for Yanfei and Aether. I’ll be needing this pot for dinner tonight.”

  



46. Chapter 46

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Thank you, daxiong.”

“Who’s your daxiong?” Xiao mutters. “Eat your pears. You’ll waste away at this rate.”

          


    
    “Don’t worry, xiong, you can pretend like I’m not here,” Ganyu says. Xiao blinks at her and then turns away, as though dignifying her with a response isn’t worth it. Ganyu sits down at his coffee table, setting up her laptop and checking her work phone. The messages are continuing to pile up.

“I thought you were on vacation,” Xiao says.

“I’m still on call,” Ganyu replies, “There are some things that wait for no one.”

“This is a violation of some sort of labor law, I’m sure.” Xiao yawns, a jaw cracking thing that makes Ganyu wince. She hadn’t meant to wake him up. Her train up to Stone Gate had a stop at Wangshu. And by the time she’d gotten to that stop the amount of alarmed and urgent messages coming in were too much to ignore. She’d gotten off at Wangshu, texted her brother, and then taken a taxi to Xiao’s apartment. Lucky for her she’d brought her work laptop. 

No, not lucky for her, lucky for everyone else, Keqing’s voice says in her head, sounding very crabby and peeved. 

Xiao picks up Ganyu’s overnight bag and arranges it next to the sofa, dragging a hand over his eyes.

“There’s sesame tangyuan in the freezer,” Xiao says. Ganyu nods. Xiao’s eyes bore into her.

“Ah? Yes?”

“Do you want it now?”

“No. Thank you. Go back to sleep, Xiao. I’m sorry again. I’ll make it up to you.”

 “I’ll be awake in about six hours.” Xiao says, turning on his heel. “Do as you wish.”

And with that, Xiao returns to the silence of his room and Ganyu turns towards the tangled mess she’s sure she must now begin to unravel one living thread at a time.

She doesn’t have a proper headset and she’d left her bluetooth earbuds at home. She hadn’t expected that she would need them. Bringing the laptop was a last minute decision that Ganyu took because of a strange nagging feeling in the back of her mind. Same with her work phone. Ganyu’s glad she listened to that little hunch. If they could not reach her on her work phone they might have started with the personal one instead. And it would have been such a — pain seems like a harsh word. It seems like it would have been a whole production if she were to stop by a branch Qixing office instead. She would need to be set up, they would need to route the calls to whatever local desk phone extension she was one, et cetera et cetera. And if she were to step into any Qixing office she could probably say goodbye to all of her time off. After whatever crisis triggered this onslaught of messages is solved she’d no doubt be assailed by various clerks and officials who — now that they have her in sights — wouldn’t be able to let an opportunity pass them by.

Ganyu shoots another apologetic text to Xiangling and Chongyun. Maybe they can find someone in Mondstadt to take with them using the third ticket instead. She’ll take them out somewhere nice as another apology. And she’ll have to think of something to make it up to Xiao.

She can just hear Shifu chiding her, as though he were right there next to her.

Ganyu gently puts all of that aside. These are thoughts for later. For now, Ganyu plugs in a pair of earphones Xiao had — still brand new and wrapped up in their original plastic — tucked away with a lighter, a small tool kit, a box of face masks, and an unopened set of tissue packets. She opens her emails and makes her first call. Ganyu slips into the well worn and familiar mindset of executive assistant to the Tianquan, as well as the chief of staff for the Qixing. She hopes that she’s keeping her voice down enough. She’s sure that if Xiao thought she wasn’t he would come out to warn her about it.

Ganyu works, makes calls, answers emails, looks over reports and files, observes chat dialogues, oversees some minor disputes, and by the time that’s all said and done her stomach gurgles at her. Ganyu switches her status to AWAY — switching it to BUSY DO NOT DISTURB has never deterred anyone before. She goes to rummage through Xiao’s refrigerator and cabinets. She sees a few containers of meal prep, one or two take out containers from the Wangshu Inn, and not much else in the way of raw ingredients.

She casts a glance over her shoulder and sends a mental apology towards her sleeping sibling, before taking out one of the meal prep containers to see what’s inside. He did tell her to dow hat she needed to do. And hopefully he wouldn’t be too cross at her for eating his food. 

Thankfully Xiao cooks fresh rice as soon as he comes home and before he goes to sleep, so Ganyu doesn’t have to feel too bad about that.

Ganyu warms the food up in the microwave, careful to stop the machine before it completes its count down. Though she’s sure that if Xiao hasn’t woken up from Ganyu’s numerous phone calls then he won’t wake up from the sound of a microwave beeping.

Once she’s done she washes her dishes along with Xiao’s dinner dishes that were soaking in the sink. She leaves them to dry as she refills her thermos using his hot water machine. She’ll refill that after, too.

Ganyu settles down for another few hours of sorting out what she feels to be rather silly nonsense — if everyone could just sit down and talk things out without getting into arguments that have nothing to do with any of this, Ganyu wouldn’t be needed at all.

It must be another two or so hours of this — she can finally see an end in sight — when Xiao reemerges from his bedroom. His hair is slightly ruffled from sleeping but his eyes are clear and he’s changed into different clothes.

“Do you want the tangyuan now?” Xiao asks as soon as she gets off of her call.

“Hm? Ah. No, thank you,” Ganyu says. “I ate some of your squash and snow peas. And I refilled your hot water machine.”

Xiao nods, making his way to the kitchen. He opens the refrigerator and starts pulling out ingredients for his breakfast.

Ganyu returns to her work. The sound of an egg frying and various other cooking sounds turns into a pleasant and comforting background noise. It feels like it’s been a very long time since it’s been just the two of them.

As Ganyu is finishing up checking an expense report Xiao raps his knuckles on the table next to her. When she looks he sets down a plate of cut and peeled pears.

Ganyu smiles up at him as he sits down at the table edge to her left. Xiao says nothing as he starts to eat his breakfast, other than to give a meaningful look towards her and then the pears.

“Thank you, daxiong.”

“Who’s your daxiong?” Xiao mutters. “Eat your pears. You’ll waste away at this rate.”

 

  



47. Chapter 47

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Zhongli, you’ve been neglecting the children’s education,” Shushu says, raising his voice.

There is a damning silence from the kitchen. There is no one on this earth, Ganyu is convinced, capable of teasing their Shifu like this.

“Ignore him,” Shifu says, “He likes to prattle in his old age. Now, A-Xiang, Aether, let let me show you the best way to peel a bamboo shoot.”

          


    
    Ganyu can hear Xiao upstairs. She traces the faint sounds of floorboards creaking and the drag of wood on wood as cabinets and drawers open and close. As soon as Xiao set foot into the house, he had been drafted by Shushu into clearing out some of the things Shifu had collected in the various closets, cabinets, and other little nooks and crannies int he house. This is Xiao’s duty because Aether is in charge of keeping Shifu distracted. Ganyu doubts that Shifu isn’t at least partially aware of something amiss in his own house, but if he isn’t going to say anything then neither is Ganyu.

Ganyu and Yanfei’s jobs are to stay with Shushu and keep an ear out and make sure that, in the event that Shifu does notice something and make that known, they distract him further. Xiao is not part of this because he is a terrible liar and an even worse at improvisation. One look at his startlingly thin face and Shifu would know what was happening instantly.

Shushu is currently working on repairing an old wind up clock that Yanfei’s father had left her. This is their excuse for coming over today. Yanfei needs Shushu’s expertise on all things that can be taken apart and put back together. Aether is here to learn the art of pickling.

When Aether had told Yanfei that, Yanfei had said, “That isn’t a good distraction. How can there be an art to pickling? You put something in a jar with vinegar and sugar. You’ll have Zhongli-shibo distracted for all of five minutes before he goes poking around checking in on his favorite son.”

“Xiao is his only son,” Aether said.

“Yanfei, the fact that you think that there isn’t an art to pickling is the reason why Ganyu only allows you to grill, fry, or toast things,” Xiao had said. “It’s Shifu. There’s an art to everything. Or did you also want to get pulled into his lessons on how to pickle?”

Yanfei backed down with an easy wave of her hands. Yanfei is certainly adept in a kitchen, but she often gets impatient when doing the more mundane tasks of mincing, peeling, or preparing ingredients. Ganyu probably should have leapt to her girlfriend’s defense but she doesn’t think anyone would have expected her to in that particular scenario.

“Only son, favorite son, oldest son, youngest son, least favorite son. It’s all the same,” Yanfei declared.

Now, in the present, Yanfei mutters under her breath, “Could he be any louder up there? It’s like he wants us all to get caught out. Don’t worry, Ganyu. I’ve brought an entire bag of lychees with me. If we get caught and shibo gets mad I’ll start peeling right away.”

“Clever girl,” Shushu chuckles.

“It’s an old house, Yanfei,” Ganyu says in defense of her absent sibling, “He’s being as quiet as he can.”

Shushu hums in amusement. The three of them listen to both Xiao, upstairs, and Aether and Shifu in the kitchen. Today they are pickling bamboo shoots because it is the right season and because Hu Tao, as always, received a bumper crop of them from her family in the countryside. And for lack of anything better to do, she immediately handed them off to Shifu. Now there is someone who Ganyu would pay a decent amount of mora to see in a kitchen with Shifu.

At some point, Aether had started a video call with Xiangling. And now the three of them are, apparently, having a very spirited discussion on the best type of glass jar to use for pickling.

Shushu shakes his head fondly as he adjusts the spectacles sliding down his nose. Ganyu still can’t get used to seeing him with them.

“How did you and Zhongli-shibo even meet?” Yanfei asks. “Because he’s in there talking about highly specific brands of glass jar and you’re fixing an antique clock with an actual pendulum like it’s nothing. How does the world churn out guys like you?”

“Hm,” Shushu’s hands momentarily still, “Did A-Li not tell you how we met?”

“No,” Ganyu says. What she does not say is this: because you were gone. And when you were gone we did not speak of you. I have lived more years with you a ghost in my life than with you living in it. One day you were a living man in this house and the next your name was a whisper Xiao and I could only dare whisper when we were together, alone, and in the dark.

“Zhongli, you’ve been neglecting the children’s education,” Shushu says, raising his voice.

There is a damning silence from the kitchen. There is no one on this earth, Ganyu is convinced, capable of teasing their Shifu like this.

“Ignore him,” Shifu says, “He likes to prattle in his old age. Now, A-Xiang, Aether, let let me show you the best way to peel a bamboo shoot.”

“I was a young man then,” Shushu says, undeterred by Shifu’s chiding remarks and lack of attention. “Younger than the both of you. A teenager, really. I was a young man, minding my own business, as one does. Back then we did not have the same sort of entertainments you do now. Yanfei, this is not where you interrupt me to call me old. You can do that after the story.”

Yanfei mimes zipping her mouth closed.

“This was during war times,” Shushu reminds them, “So what I mostly did for fun was look around for food, or scrap metal I could turn in for mora. I was already quite tall for my age, though being hungry made me look like a mangy thing. But your Shifu must have an eye for hidden treasures. I was rummaging around a shelled building — scrap collectors had beaten me to it, but I was convinced I could find something they could not. And then a shadow blocked out the light of the morning sun and when I looked up there was your Shifu. Younger and scrawnier than even I was. Still handsome, though. I have to say. But do you know what he said to me?”

There is a distinct sound of glass clattering in the kitchen and then Shifu appears, ears burning red and eyes a little wide with panic —

“Azhdaha,” he warns, but Shushu continues to speak.

“He told me — and this I refuse to forget— take my hand. Come with me. You will never go hungry and you will never be alone. Take my hand and from this day onward we will walk in the light together. Could you believe that, Ganyu? Your Shifu has the thinnest face I’ve ever seen in my life but on the first time he met me he had the audacity to say such a thing! I was so shocked I listened to him!” Shushu laughs, eyes crinkling at the corners as he turns to Shifu. Shifu has put his head into his hands. Aether is standing behind him, gaping. He’s also holding his phone and if Ganyu squints she can see Xiangling also with her mouth hanging wide open.

“That is not what happened,” Shifu says, raising his head to glare at Shushu.

“Oh?” Shushu smiles. He winks at Ganyu and Yanfei. “How did it go from your side, then, hm?”

Shifu just glares before shaking his head and turning around to disappear back into the depths of the kitchen.

Shushu turns back to the clock, smiling as he sets a gear back into place. 

“Do you want me to give you the bag of lychees?” Yanfei asks.

“Hm? Oh, no. Don’t mind it, don’t mind it. Zhongli is just embarrassed because he can’t actually say that it didn’t go that way. Ah. But how time moves. Only the peach faced can say such audacious things. Your Shifu would sooner swallow an entire jar of vinegar in one breath than repeat such things to me now.”

  



48. Chapter 48

Summary for the Chapter:
            Lumine nods. She then downs the rest of her water in one go, sucks in a deep breath that she holds until her eyes water, and then releases it so fast it makes her lungs ache.

Then she marches over to the couch, sits down right next to her brother and punches him in the thigh.

Aether yelps, phone dropping into his lap as he jerks his leg away from her.

          


    
    Her brother’s taste in men is awful in the sense that it exists. Lumine would consider it the same if Aether ever showed any interest in women. The concept of her own twin having any kind of sexual preference makes her want to crawl into a hole to die. She’s sure it’s the same on Aether’s end.

That said, Lumine has developed a sort of instinct, some kind of internal radar that makes every single squishy part of her body — stomach, kidneys, large and small intestines, lungs, appendix, et cetera —cringe, whenever she get so much as a faint prickle of a concept of the idea that her brother might either have a crush or a current boyfriend. All she has to do is look at him and she’ll feel it. Sometimes not even that. Sometimes all she has to do is look at their text messages and watch the little chat bubble with the ellipsis and she’ll get that strange feeling in her internal organs like someone has jammed a giant ladle in there and is trying to stir up trouble.

So when Lumine opens the door to their apartment and sees Aether sitting on the couch, holding his phone in his hands, she knows. She knows without any shadow of a doubt.

He’s got a boyfriend.

Lumine demands credit for what she does next. She doesn’t over react. She doesn’t walk right back out the door to find a strong drink somewhere that isn’t near her brother. She doesn’t immediately call him out on it. No. Lumine faces this like a champ.

She takes her shoes off and puts them on the little wooden rack next to the door. She takes her coat off and hangs it in the hallway closet. Lumine puts her keys in the little bowl on the hallway table and her purse in the little cabinet underneath it. Then Lumine goes to her room and changes out of the clothes she wears for work, setting aside her jewelry and her dark black blazer. She washes her hands and takes her make up off.

Then she goes back into the shared living space, walking past her brother as though she doesn’t know. Lumine, of the two of them, is the superior actor. Aether can lie and fib as well as most people can but Lumine is better at it. So Lumine walks into the kitchen and pours herself some water, eyeing the fridge for groceries she should pick up on the way home tomorrow, and attempting to guess what Aether is going to throw together for dinner tonight.

“Is Paimon home?” Lumine asks.

Her brother is still on the couch, still on the phone — texting or just staring at his boyfriend’s texts like the complete sap that he is —, answers, “Nope. Went to hang out with Sucrose and Amber. It’s just you and me tonight.”

Lumine nods. She then downs the rest of her water in one go, sucks in a deep breath that she holds until her eyes water, and then releases it so fast it makes her lungs ache.

Then she marches over to the couch, sits down right next to her brother and punches him in the thigh.

Aether yelps, phone dropping into his lap as he jerks his leg away from her.

She can read it in his eyes, he’s about to ask her what that was for. But his eyes meet hers and he knows that she knows and also knows that she knows that he knows that she knows. And she knows that he knows that she knows that he knows that she knows.

“Who is it?” Lumine demands. Who’s she going to have to deal with now?

“You haven’t met him,” Aether scowls. “You can’t disapprove if you haven’t even met him. Why are you hitting me already? I’m innocent until proven guilty.”

“Name.”

“Xiao,” Aether says.

Lumine immediately pulls her own phone out to start messaging her contacts in Liyue. But Aether’s hand moves lighting fast and he grabs her phone out of her hands. Lumine immediately lunges to retrieve it but Aether ducks and rolls off the couch and scrambles over the floor until he’s on the other side of the coffee table.

“Hold on. Listen,” Aether holds up one hand to stop her and puts the other hand holding her phone behind himself. “We haven’t told any of our friends yet. You’re literally the only person aside from the two of us who knows we’re dating.”

“Why? How long has it been? Is he keeping you in the closet?” Lumine narrows her eyes.

“Why do you always have to assume the worst of people?”

“Why do you always have to assume the best of people?” Lumine fires back. “Explain.”

“He’s an intensely private person. Like you,” Aether says, narrowing his own eyes. “And we’ve only been together — officially together — for two months. We’re still feeling things out. He wants to take things slow and I respect that.”

Lumine stands up from the couch. Aether moves into a crouch and now they’re circling their living room like they’re in some kind of strange stand off.

“Look,” Aether continues when Lumine doesn’t give him a verbal answer, “I really like him, okay? I really, really like him.”

“You really, really like all of them. And then they turn out to be trash,” Lumine reminds him.

“Just because a relationship doesn’t work out doesn’t mean the other party is trash.”

Lumine would disagree very strongly. If her brother’s relationships don’t work out it’s definitely the fault of the other party. Aether isn’t perfect by a long shot but Lumine knows the kind of effort he puts into understanding and accommodating his partners. If someone can’t reach back out halfway for him in return then they’re trash.

Aether slowly stands out of his crouch.

“I like him, Lumine. And he likes me. We’re just taking things slow and feeling things out right now. I promise it’s not like I’m some dirty little secret and he’s having an affair behind my back, or I’m the affair behind someone else’s back, or he’s some kind of closet case, or whatever worst case scenario you’re thinking right now. It really is just us wanting to take it slow. I swear. I’ll tell him that you figured us out — I don’t know how you did it, but you did. I’ll tell him and I promise you’ll be the first to formally meet him once we’re at that stage where we’re comfortable doing that kind of thing. Okay? Can you please stop giving me that look.”

“What look? We have the same face. It’s the same look you have.”

“No it isn’t. It really isn’t. Lumine?”

Lumine stops her slow circling of her brother.

“Fine,” Lumine says. She always gives in to him. As if she’s ever actually gone and done something he told her not to do. “I’ll wait for you to be ready. But you have to promise me, Aether. Promise me that I’m going to be the first one to meet him if you start going around introducing your boyfriend to people. I don’t care if I’m out of the city, out of the country. I’ll book a flight or a train or whatever back. I’ll video call you in the middle of the night if it comes down to it. I’m going to be the first.”

  



49. Chapter 49

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Did you just compare Xiao to a hamster?” Aether gapes.

          


    
    “By the way, why do you call Zhongli uncle? That’s what shibo is, right?” Aether asks, frowning when he pricks his finger on the needle for the tenth time. “And how are you doing this so fast?”

“Practice making my own fishing lures,” Yanfei replies. 

“How does that translate to sewing?”

“Needle, thread, item that gets poked by needle and thread,” Yanfei shrugs. “You sure you don’t want a thimble?”

“I can’t use a thimble on every finger, Yanfei.”

“That’s quitters talk. I don’t see any reason why you can’t. I mean. Sure you’ll look a little silly. And you’ll probably drop the needle and thread several times. But at least you aren’t going to bleed all over that handkerchief you’re trying to embroider.”

“I can’t believe I’m asking you for help on this,” Aether says to Yanfei, the empty apartment, the world at large. “I should have asked Ganyu.”

“Well, you didn’t. And now you’re stuck with me. And it’s too late to change your mind because Ganyu, Xiao, Zhongli-shibo, and Azhdaha-shibo have gone out for a little family bonding trip leaving us by our lonesome. Xiao-ge is going to come back more stressed than when he left, watch. The three of them are going to bully him until he snaps. I have no idea how someone with such a thin face came out of a family like that. It astounds me. It’s like seeing a hamster come out of a foxes den. How does that happen?”

“Did you just compare Xiao to a hamster?” Aether gapes. 

“Rabbit, mouse, hamster, any small prey animal that could fit into a foxes’ den, you can take your own pick. Anyway, shibo is kind of like uncle, yeah. Mostly a guy older than your dad who you’re friends with. Or like…uncle in the term of like, teacher? Something like that. I’s respectful, is what it is. And I call him that because it feels weird to be dating his daughter and still refer to him as laoshi, or xiangsheng.” Yanfei pauses in the middle of straightening out a crease in a pair of Ganyu’s slacks before carefully running the iron over it. “Also, I know I’m all sorts of bold but even I wouldn’t call Zhongli-shibo yuefu on the first go. I mean. That would’ve been hilarious to see what kind of face Xiao and Ganyu would make. Dage would probably, I don’t know. Choke. Ganyu would turn all sappy. Shibo would’ve gone along with it, I think. He’s got a wicked sense of humor, you know? Hard to tell with him sometimes because he just rolls with whatever you throw at him. Most laid back man to ever walk around with a three piece suit as his casual wear.”

Aether’s the one choking now.

“Your only choices were uncle or father-in-law? That’s immediately where your mind went? No in between?”

“Why, what do you call him? I don’t see you calling him any different.”

“Because I’m following your lead! You came first so I figured I should call him whatever you’ve been calling him! And Xiao explained it as kind of like…uncle, so I thought it was fine.”

“And it is! Also, by the by, you’re pulling the thread too hard. Flip the handkerchief over. See? It’s getting scrunched up. It won’t lie flat like that. Here. Trade with me. I’ll fix it. Relax, I’m not going to do the whole thing for you. I’ll just fix this part. Also, you’re better at ironing pants than I am. You are such housewife material.”

“I feel like this is just staple knowledge,” Aether says, handing over the handkerchief he’d been slowly trying to embroider. He and Yanfei switch places, aether now kneeling behind the small ironing board and Yanfei on the couch with the needle and thread. “I want to know how your mind works that you see your girlfriend’s father figure and your mind goes: I’m either calling him uncle or I’m calling him my father in law.”

“Again, what would you all him? Calling him teacher or mister is too impersonal!” Yanfei clicks her tongue, shaking her head as she starts to loosen Aether’s stitches. “Though with the way you’re going, maybe you should start calling him yuefu. Look at you! Embroidering Xiao’s name onto a handkerchief. Ha. I knew he was a secret romantic.”

“Please don’t read into this,” Aether says, “I’m doing one for the rest of the family, too. I’m just starting with his because if I’m going to be bad at it from the start Xiao probably won’t care.”

Yanfei wrinkles her nose. “Yeah. You’re right. You’re saving Zhongli-shibo’s for last then, right? By the time you finish with everyone else’s, his will be practically perfect.”

“Of course I’m building up experience to do his last.” It’s Aether’s turn to shake his head. “I can’t give him one that’s done when I’m just starting out. After Xiao’s is Paimon’s because chances are she’s going to turn it into a mess of stains within the first two days. It doesn’t matter how poorly I do with hers, no one’s ever going to see it.”

“And then?”

“Yours, if you keep teasing me like this,” Aether deadpans. “Lumine’s because she’s already seen me starting on Xiao’s when we video call each other so her expectations for this little project of mine aren’t that high to start with. Then Ganyu. Then Azhdaha. Then Zhongli.”

“Cute,” Yanfei says. “Do I get any insight as to what started this little project of yours?”

“Did you know Xiao can sew?”

“He’s Zhongli’s kid. Of course he can sew. He can probably also knit, crochet, and work a full sized loom. While we’re at it, you might as well tell me he knows how to spin thread with a spindle.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” Aether’s never asked, and Xiao is a man of many surprising talents. Reluctant talents. “Anyway. Xiao can cook. He can sew. He can disassemble a whole car if you asked him to. He can use power tools.”

“I asked you why you’ve decided to take up embroidering names on handkerchiefs, not to extol the virtues of your boyfriend.”

“I can cook. I can do some work on a car. I can use most power tools. I’m not falling behind him in this,” Aether replies. 

“Oh, it’s your competitive gamer spirit.”

“It’s my competitive gamer spirit.”

  



50. Chapter 50

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Staring,” Xiao mutters as he walks around Aether to gather spring onions next. “Will we be eating those shrimps tonight or not? Should I do it for you?”

“Am I not allowed to stare?” Aether replies, hands moving back to their task. “Can’t I look on what I like?”

          


    
    Aether pauses in the middle of deveining shrimp, turning to watch Xiao’s arms. He can’t see Xiao’s face, or at least not his eyes. Xiao’s bangs cover that in profile. He can see the pop of white in the curve of Xiao’s ear as Xiao listens to something that Hu Tao had recommended to him. Aether isn’t sure if Xiao is completely understanding whatever it is he’s listening to, but he is focusing on it.

Aether lets his eyes wander, slide, linger. He’ll be caught out soon enough, but there’s no shame in it. Why can’t he look?

It’s just the two of them here, in the apartment that they’ve made home together. It’s the two of them in their kitchen. Aether cleaning shrimp for stir fry. Xiao cutting up a large squash sent over from Hu Taos’ relatives in the countryside.

He traces the lean lines of Xiao’s arms: the shifting of muscle and tendon, the subtle ripple of inked skin, the casual flex of shape and shadow. The cleaver in Xiao’s hands hits against the wooden cutting board with heavy sounds. Xiao’s hands — longer and thinner than Aether’s, all knuckle and bone and hardened callus — scoop bright pieces of gourd off the cutting board and to the side, into a bowl. He watches as those same hands slide across the surface of the cutting board, gathering missed pieces of the squash’s guts and little flecked off pieces of the flesh itself to toss away.

“Staring,” Xiao mutters as he walks around Aether to gather spring onions next. “Will we be eating those shrimps tonight or not? Should I do it for you?”

“Am I not allowed to stare?” Aether replies, hands moving back to their task. “Can’t I look on what I like?”

Xiao shoots Aether an exasperated glance. Xiao’s flushes are peculiar. Aether’s never met anyone else who blushes like Xiao does. It starts at his ears. His temples. The outer edges of his face. And then the pink-red slowly suffuses its way inwards and down. Over his cheeks, the bridge of his nose, down the sides of his jaw, cupping over the apple of his throat, and then pooling over his collarbones. It spreads further than that, if someone riles him up enough. Teases him enough. Aether loves it. He loves watching it happen. He loves it even more when he’s the cause of it.

“You’re thinking something shameless,” Xiao says, breaking eye contact. His ears are quite pink now, and as he turns Aether catches the beginning of more at the sides of his face. 

“You would only know that because you’re thinking it too,” Aether points out. “Does it really bother you? Can I not look?”

“I don’t know what you’d be looking at, when what you’re supposed to be doing is in your hands.” Xiao sighs, turning his head completely away, shoulders hunching. “You’re still staring.”

Aether laughs, “Am I not allowed? You know if you tell me to stop I will.”

“And I can’t tell you to multi-task?” 

“Gege.”

Xiao’s head turns towards him so fast that Aether’s surprised he doesn’t hear something crack. The man’s face is bright red, the blush having gone from his ears all the way down to his throat. Aether would be worried about how fast that was except — well. He isn’t.

Aether smiles at him.

“I can’t call out to you now, either?”

“Not like that!” Xiao sputters. He reaches out and moves to grab the entire cutting board and pile of shrimps from Aether. Aether grabs them back, his hands over Xiao’s. Xiao’s hands are longer, but Aether’s are broader. Xiao’s fingers are all knuckles and thin bone. And cool to the touch. Xiao holds still as Aether sweeps his palms over the back of Xiao’s hands. His wrists. Xiao sighs, face still lit up but tension slowly bleeding out of his shoulders. “Do as you like.”

“I already am.”

“Have you considered, also, helping with dinner since you enjoy eating as well?” Xiao grumbles. But he allows Aether’s hands to guide his as they set the shrimps and cutting board and all to the side. And then their fingers curl together, knuckle against knuckle, slotting together like puzzle pieces. Knocking against each other like beads on a string.

“After this, after this. What are you in such a hurry for?” Aether chides, stepping forward. “The shrimps are dead, they’re not going to go flopping away on us. Relax. Can I kiss you?”

Xiao’s eyebrow twitches, some of that pink returning to his face, but his expression remains the same. Aether’s thumbs brush circles over the jutting bones of Xiao’s wrist. Xiao breaks his hands out of Aether’s and steps forward. He slides his arms around Aether’s waist. Aether feels Xiao’s hands come together behind him, relaxed and loose as he circles Aether in a lax hug.

“As you like,” Xiao repeats. But Aether isn’t the one moving in for the kiss. Aether tips his head up and Xiao only needs to tilt his head down by just a little bit for them to meet in the middle. Xiao’s lips are soft and a little dry. Aether smiles against them. Xiao sighs as Aether’s hand finds its way to the back of his neck, idly stroking the soft, short hair there. “You’re spoiled.”

Later as Aether carefully plates dinner, examining each dish in different angles and wondering if he should use a different plate, he feels Xiao’s eyes on him.

He doesn’t turn to acknowledge him just yet. Aether lifts up his camera, using one hand to turn one of the plates just a little more to the left. This month’s publication is themed around fall and Aether’s certain that the squash and the shrimps with the snow peas and onions looks suitably fall-ish. But something about the rest of the setting and lighting doesn’t match. He’s about to ask Xiao to get him the serving dish with the yellow and brown stripe around the edge when he feels the faintest tug at the end of his braid.

He turns.

“Yes?”

Xiao hums, eyes warm, “Aether.”

“Yes?”

“Aether.”

Aether can’t help but smile when he sees the faint touch of one on Xiao’s mouth. “Yes, what?”

“Nothing. Can I not say your name as I like?” Xiao teases, lightly playing with the tied off ends of Aether’s hair.

“You can. But now what’s that look for?”

“And can I not look upon what I like? Is it not allowed?” 

Aether feels warmth spreading through his body. His chest, his stomach, his shoulders, his arms, his legs, even his toes and the tips of his ears.

“You can.”

  



51. Chapter 51

Summary for the Chapter:
            The entire time Aether had been deeply afraid. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen Xiao’s health take a sudden and unexpected turn. But it is, so far, the most severe he’s ever seen it.

Xiao is not a tall or broad man. He’s only an inch or so taller than Aether, and Aether’s own shoulders are a touch wider than his. But Aether’s never considered Xiao to be small. 

Seeing him now, curled up and pale like this, he seems small and it makes Aether want to curl up around him too.

          


    
    “He won’t eat.”

There’s a pause on the other end of the line and then Zhongli says, slowly with an edge of apprehension and confusion, “Pardon?”

“Xiao,” Aether glances over his shoulder towards the closed door of their bedroom. He feels guilty for calling the man’s father about this. It feels like he’s tattling. But Aether isn’t sure what else to do. If there’s anyone who knows how to take care of Xiao, surely it would be the man who raised him. Aether likes to think he’s a pretty good hand at taking care of people. But he has to concede on this one. “He’s having one of his attacks. And now he won’t eat.”

Aether had been given a fright when he heard the apartment door open sometime around one in the morning. Aether isn’t a light sleeper, not like Xiao. It wasn’t the door opening that woke him up. It was the subsequent heavy thump of a body hitting a wall.

Aether was up with phone in hand, finger hovering over the call button for the police. But as soon as he turned on the hall light he saw Xiao crumpled in the entry way and dropped his phone.

He’d half-dragged Xiao into standing and into their room. With one hand he’d carefully massaged Xiao’s throat, his jaw, until the man could unlock his mouth enough to grind out an explanation. With the other hand he’d carefully eased Xiao’s stiff and locked limbs into moving so he could help Xiao undress.

Mid-shift Xiao had felt a cramp begin to form. But he’d been in the middle of handling a minor altercation at the time. It was one of those rare nights at the Wangshuu Inn where security was not only incredibly busy but stretched thin. Xiao didn’t have time to duck back into the employee break room to take his medication. By the time Xiao had finished handling that altercation, checking in on the rest of his crew to confirm if everything was alright, and reporting back to Verr Goldet, it was too late for the medicine to do anything for him. 

Verr Golden took one look at him and dismissed him for the rest of the night immediately. She’d offered him the use of one their rooms but he’d declined for want of stronger medication.

(“The green box,” Xiao grinds out through his teeth, eyes wrenched shut. Every muscle in his body tense and attempting to seize. His skin is so pale it’s almost gray. Aether’s own innards are cold at the sight. Aether brushes his hand through Xiao’s hair. 

“The green box?” Aether prompts as Xiao rides out a wave of pain.

Xiao breathes out sharply through his nose, turning his face away and into the pillow. Aether watches his jaw work for a moment before Xiao gets out the next words, “Behind the ginseng powder. Instructions are in the box.”)

He did not decline the offer for her to call him a cab.

Thank gods. If took public transit home Aether would kill him.

Xiao’s taken his medicine. And it’s eased the pain somewhat, but Xiao is still feeling — too much. And he hasn’t eaten anything.

There are small, frozen cubes of broth in the freezer. Aether had melted three, bringing them to a boil of soothing, golden liquid. Xiao got half of that down before refusing anything else.

Aether has been up all night, ignoring Xiao’s insistence that Xiao move to the couch and Aether sleep properly in their bed. 

(“Why would I leave you alone with this?” Aether demanded. “Don’t say stupid things. I’m here for you, alright? Think of it as me being selfish if you want.”)

He’d alternated between running his hand up and down Xiao’s back in a way he hoped was soothing, and trying to massage Xiao’s limbs out of their locked positions. 

The entire time Aether had been deeply afraid. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen Xiao’s health take a sudden and unexpected turn. But it is, so far, the most severe he’s ever seen it.

Xiao is not a tall or broad man. He’s only an inch or so taller than Aether, and Aether’s own shoulders are a touch wider than his. But Aether’s never considered Xiao to be small. 

Seeing him now, curled up and pale like this, he seems small and it makes Aether want to curl up around him too.

“What do I do?” Aether asks. “He’s had half a cup of chicken broth but he won’t have anything else. I know he hasn’t eaten since last afternoon and it was only some toast and an egg.”

It’s almost eight in the morning now. No matter what sort of pain Xiao’s feeling, it can’t be helped by not eating. But he’s refused even the most mild of foods — toast, rice, bananas, crackers. He’d been close to begging Xiao to just eat a spoon of peanut butter.

Zhongli is silent on the other end of the line. Aether chews on his bottom lip.

“Cheung fun. Made plain. No filling. No sauce. Do you know how to make it?” 

“No.” He’s seen Xiao make it sometimes. But Xiao hasn’t taught Aether how to do it just yet.

“Hm. Hang up and call me again with video. I will walk you through it. I’m sure Xiao already has the ingredients for it around. They aren’t hard to acquire if he doesn’t.”

“Okay. Alright. Hanging up now.”

Zhongli answers the video call with warm eyes, and an encouraging upturn to his lips. Aether immediately feels something in him relax and uncoil. The power, Aether thinks, of an adult who knows what they’re doing.

“We will make them plain first,” he says, “And when Xiao feels like he can stand to eat a little more, you can melt peanut butter over them for him. I would say use sesame oil for something savory, but I doubt Xiao would be able to tolerate that just yet. Now to create the rice roll you will need to get a large saucepan with a lid to steam it. Show me what you have to work with.”

  



52. Chapter 52

Summary for the Chapter:
            Xiao is a man who looks like he could be dangerous if it pleased him. Fortunately, he also looks like a man who is not often pleased.

          


    
    Lumine’s initial impression of Xiao is not the best one. Somehow, she thinks, she is not unusual in this. He’s a handsome man for sure. Whatever else she can say about her brother’s taste in men, she has to concede that he has an eye for good looking ones.

Xiao isn’t very tall, barely taller than her brother. And he’s not very broad. Xiao is all lean muscle welded and molded around narrow bones. But there is a certainty to the way he stands and carries himself that reminds her that this man is a former multiple title holding martial artist. And the only reason why this descriptor includes the word “former” is because he retired. No one had beaten him before he decided to let the titles go. Of his own grace. Xiao retired from martial arts tournaments because he was bored with them, not because he felt like he wasn’t good at them anymore. And now he works security for one of the most famous hotels in all of Teyvat. One would even call it the quintessential stop if you were going through Liyue.

Xiao is a man who looks like he could be dangerous if it pleased him. Fortunately, he also looks like a man who is not often pleased.

Appearances can be deceiving. But it only takes a few minutes of stilted conversation for Lumine to realize that in this case, appearances can be quite telling. Xiao is not a man of many words, and if he is, those words are visible only to the people he knows well. The man seems mostly content to let himself fade into the background and listen and be talked around as though he were an object. 

Lumine tries to throw a few more direct questions his way to pull him into conversation. Honestly, it’s not even like she’s getting the vibe that he doesn’t like her or that he doesn’t want to be here. He’s just a terrible conversationalist which makes her wonder how the ever loving fuck he and Aether are together. Aether isn’t a terribly chatty person. Not like Paimon. But once you get him going on a topic he likes he can keep going for a while. And Lumine can’t imagine someone possibly wanting to date a person who couldn’t get her to talk about something she likes.

So far there are only a few scraps of insights she’s gathered from Xiao’s curt responses.

One: he’s very blunt, which she does appreciate. Lumine doesn’t have time or patience for people who talk around something or coat it in needless dressings. She gets enough of that at work. She and Xiao are much a like in this sense. She has a feeling that once he gets comfortable enough his tongue gets even sharper, too. This is good for Aether. If she’s not around he needs someone to bully him a little.

Two: Xiao, for all that he’s quiet, is a very observant man. Or maybe it’s because he’s quiet that he’s very observant. And what Xiao does with his observations speaks more to his character than anything Aether or Xiao could say about himself. For most of their attempts at conversation — which Lumine and Aether have mostly given up on dragging Xiao into and now they’re just talking to each other — Xiao’s eyes move between Aether and Lumine. His eyes meet theirs evenly and when they don’t he’s watching their hands. Before Aether can reach for a napkin, Xiao is sliding a new one to where his hand will fall. Just as Lumine’s plate begins to get empty, the lazy susan is slowly turning towards her with the dishes she’s favored. Their teacups, somehow without Lumine paying attention to them, are never empty.

Three: this man, who doesn’t really talk and looks perpetually torn between bored and annoyed, is smitten with her brother. Smitten. Now there’s a word Lumine hasn’t found cause to use outside of a mandated vocabulary homework sheet in a school setting. 

Xiao is smitten with her brother. She’s not sure if she’d say he’s in love. She doesn’t know him that well. But he is definitely smitten. There’s a slight softening of his face whenever he watches Aether get especially passionate about what they’re talking about. It’s not like the man is suddenly beaming and sighing and all that. It’s just…a faint gentleness that eases around the edges of his eyes. His mouth. 

A common simile to describe beauty in Liyue is to compare someone’s complexion and their general bearing to jade. Xiao is definitely someone who could be described as carved from jade, but in those moments when he looks at Aether Lumine can see him warming, softening. Less jade, more flesh. 

If a man can melt from stone to blood, even just a little, by looking at her brother and listening to him talk — not even to him — then there’s something there that’s quiet and beautiful.

And on Aether’s side —

Well. Lumine can say with confidence that knowing her brother as she does, he definitely loves Xiao. He wouldn’t bother trying to introduce him to Lumine if he didn’t. And Lumine can feel just how much her brother wants this to work, for Lumine to be alright with it, for Xiao to make it through this. For them to both like each other.

Lumine doesn’t know if she likes Xiao — she doesn’t really know him. But she does like the look he gives her brother and the look her brother gives back.

She wonders if Xiao is aware of just how much shows on his face when he looks at Aether. He could be the type to want to keep all of that inside, but he could also be the type not to care at all who sees. Again, she doesn’t know him well enough to call it.

Aether, for his part, can’t help but show it in his face and Lumine wonders how this slipped right past her this entire time. How it slipped past anyone this entire time. Anyone with eyes could look at them and see it.

And so Lumine looks at her brother and Xiao. And she sees two men who are, possibly, in love.

  



53. Chapter 53

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Your face only gets thinner with age, how is that?” Azhdaha marvels, sticking himself closer to Zhongli’s back. Like a particularly stubborn burr. “It’s supposed to be the opposite.”

“What’s your excuse then?”

“I was born old,” Azhdaha deadpans. “I was born with a face thicker than the earth’s crust and I’ll die with a face that thick, if not thicker. Meanwhile, you? You used to almost put me to shame with the things you’d do. Now I just have to talk about how cute our son and daughter are, and possibly allude to you borrowing some of that sweetness for yourself and your face turns to rice paper.”

          


    
    “They’re sweet aren’t they?”

Zhongli hums, tilting his head towards the side to give Azhdaha more room as the man hooks his chin over Zhongli’s shoulder.

“If you are about to ask if we were ever that sweet, the answer is no,” Zhongli says. 

Azhdaha laughs, it’s more of a fast exhale than anything. His chin digs into Zhongli’s shoulder and his arms tighten around his waist. Azhdaha’s hands clasp over Zhongli’s stomach.

“No, no we weren’t. Even Gui-jie wasn’t that sweet.” Azhdaha pauses, perhaps expecting Zhongli to protest. Guizhong was the nicest of the three of them. No, nicest wasn’t the right word. None of them had the chance to be nice. Though if there was the opportunity, Zhongli is sure Guizhong would have taken it. Nice isn’t the right word. Perhaps — merciful is the term he’s looking for.

Guizhong was the most merciful of the three of them. The most sympathetic.

To this day, Azhdaha’s sympathies don’t extend very far out of the circle of people he’s allowed himself to put face to name. And even then, if it suited him, he would cut that sympathy off with very little remorse. And as for Zhongli —

It didn’t matter how much his heart could bleed, so long as the job was done. He had neither time, nor resources, to afford to be sympathetic for others. He had already taken on as much as he was capable of. Asking him to be sympathetic was too much.

Now, afterwards, he has the luxury to afford such a thing.

Now, afterwards, perhaps both of them have the luxury to be sweet.

“Don’t even ask,” Zhongli warns. He curls his own hands around Azhdaha’s wrists, threatening to force the man to break his hold. 

“Your face only gets thinner with age, how is that?” Azhdaha marvels, sticking himself closer to Zhongli’s back. Like a particularly stubborn burr. “It’s supposed to be the opposite.”

“What’s your excuse then?”

“I was born old,” Azhdaha deadpans. “I was born with a face thicker than the earth’s crust and I’ll die with a face that thick, if not thicker. Meanwhile, you? You used to almost put me to shame with the things you’d do. Now I just have to talk about how cute our son and daughter are, and possibly allude to you borrowing some of that sweetness for yourself and your face turns to rice paper.”

Zhongli clucks at the other man, turning his head away entirely to glare at the wall. “You’re ridiculous.”

“I’m an old retiree watching his children go off and have spectacular love affairs. Am I not allowed?”

“Do it without me,” Zhongli replies. This time he does break Azhdaha’s hold on him. The man lets him go easily, which makes Zhongli’s instincts bristle with suspicion. “And if you’ve got such idle hands put them to work. Why am I the only one doing laundry by myself?”

“You have four perfectly serviceable pairs of young hands out in our backyard lazing about.” Azhdaha sighs, “What is the world coming to, where our own children — fully grown and capable — don’t help us with laundry?”

“It isn’t even their laundry.” Zhongli shakes his head and goes to the little room at the side of the house that has the washing and drying machine. He’d at first only had the washing machine, but Xiao and Ganyu insisted on him getting the drying machine. They pointed out that with all three of them rarely home, there would be no one to take the laundry in. And by the time any of them were home, chances are that the laundry would be damp from the lateness of the night. He resisted them until they were in their last years of high school. And then, finally caved and got one.

It is a convenience, he has to admit. A very nice one. But he still prefers to let their laundry hang out to dry. There’s something different about laundry that’s allowed to dry at its own pace. There’s something about the way it feels under the hands and on the skin. There’s something about the smell of the sun that it traps, absorbs, into itself.

Zhongli bends to pull the clothes out of the drier and into the little basket for folding. As he  moves those clothes Azhdaha carefully untangles clothes from the washing machine to put them into the dryer. Once Zhongli is finished he adds the final load into the washing machine. As he adds soap Azhdaha passes him, laundry basket propped up on his hip.

Once Zhongli is done, he finds Azdaha sitting on the floor of their bedroom, basket at his side as he folds one garment at a time. He’s cracked the window open. A breeze comes in, bringing with it the smell of the sun and the grass. He can hear Yanfei and Xiao bickering, with Ganyu laughing and Aether attempting to cut in as Yanfei delivers rapid-fire responses to whatever protests Xiao is putting up. He can’t quite hear what they’re saying, exactly, but he’s sure that if he could it would be deeply entertaining.

Zhongli lowers himself to sit on the other side of the laundry basket and begins to fold as well.

Their hands, now and again, bump into each other as they reach into the laundry basket at the same time. The wind comes and it goes. The sun is warm as it traces the outline of the window onto their floor. The children in the yard laugh. He can hear the clicking of mahjong tiles being shuffled around.

He is aware (how could he not be?) of Azhdaha’s eyes lingering on him now and again.

“You’ll wear my face out,” Zhongli teases, “With how you stare at it. Haven’t you grown tired of it yet?”

“Never,” Azhdaha replies, ever quick to jump to a verbal match — friendly or not. He reaches out and traces his knuckle over the side of Zhongli’s face, tucking some stray strands of Zhongli’s hair behind his ear. He gives a playful tug of Zhongli’s earlobe. Zhongli shoots the man a look of annoyance. “Why? Can’t I look? Am I not allowed? I can’t be ridiculous, and now I can’t look at you? A-Li, what has become of us, ah?”

Zhongli reaches out and tugs on Azhdaha’s ear, sighing. “You’re allowed, but if I find a single one of these shirts folded crooked I’ll be talking about it for the rest of your life. Who knew the once mighty earth-shaker would be so soft and sentimental in his old age, hm?”

  



54. Chapter 54

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Do I dare ask what happened?” Xingqiu asks, warily. “We haven’t actually ordered food you know.”

“Good, the sooner the alcohol kicks in the better,” Yanfei replies. She reaches over and puts her hand over Ganyu’s. “Breathe, baobei, breathe with me.”

Ganyu, in an extreme departure from her normal composed appearance, looks on the verge of tears. She looks like someone’s bullied her relentlessly and without remorse.

Aether, meanwhile has not moved his head from his hands, spoken, or otherwise given any indication that he’s mentally present.

          


    
    No one notices the quartet arriving until Ganyu practically collapses into one of the empty chairs at the table. Yanfei almost collides into her as she follows suit. Aether rounds them all out by pouring himself into the third chair and immediately putting his face into his hands.

In an extremely rare show of authority and level headed command, Xiao finished off the arrival by tossing his jacket over the back of his own chair, carefully surveying Yanfei, Ganyu, and Aether with the dead-eyed calm of a man who routinely deals with belligerent drunks, hostile wealthy first-sons and daughters who have more money than decency, possible gang members, and various high ranking members of Liyue’s government, leans over and picks up the menu for drinks. He glances through it and then immediately snags a waiter.

How does he do it? He turns around, makes eye contact, and the waiter can’t get their uniformed ass over fast enough. Xiao, when in command, is a force to be reckoned with.

Xiao then proceeds to order more alcohol than all eleven of them could possibly hope to consume responsibly and still be able to get home without doing something ill advised, illegal, and immoral.

There is an unspoken “and make it fast” that Xiao somehow manages to convey without actually saying it, and the waiter practically sprints over to the bar area.

Xiao then, in an extremely rare and open display of actual physical affection, puts a hand on Ganyu’s head and pats her hair. The man himself, continues to wear the expression of a person who’s been put to an extremely unpleasant situation that can’t be avoided or forgotten.

“Do I dare ask what happened?” Xingqiu asks, warily. “We haven’t actually ordered food you know.”

“Good, the sooner the alcohol kicks in the better,” Yanfei replies. She reaches over and puts her hand over Ganyu’s. “Breathe, baobei, breathe with me.”

Ganyu, in an extreme departure from her normal composed appearance, looks on the verge of tears. She looks like someone’s bullied her relentlessly and without remorse.

Aether, meanwhile has not moved his head from his hands, spoken, or otherwise given any indication that he’s mentally present.

“Do you…are you alright to be here? Should you go home?” Xiangling asks. 

Yun Jin puts her hand on Yanfei’s shoulder, expression crumpled with worry before she turns to Chongyun. “Xiao Yun, pull your car around to take them home.”

“No!” The four of them burst out, quite loudly. The rest of the restaurant turns to look at them, eyeing them warily before slowly returning back to their own dinners, throwing the occasional side eye at the large group. Xiao is still standing at his sister’s back, hovering like an extremely beautiful but menacing jade statue.

“We absolutely cannot go back,” Yanfei says. “Possibly ever. As of today, Ganyu and Xiao’s childhood home never existed. It’s gone. Wipe the address from your memory. It’s just a blank space in the map of Liyue.”

“What happened?” Keqing repeats. “What’s going on with the four of you?”

“Shifu was kissing Shushu,” Ganyu chokes out, sounding like she’s about to burst into full on tears.

Xinyan and Hu Tao stare at her like she’s gone insane. She possibly has.

“Okay, and? You’ve walked in on your Shifu doing a lot more than kissing someone before. We would know. We’re the ones you’d go to for advice on how to break it up,” Hu Tao says. “And I mean. Yeah. Of course they kiss. What’s the matter with you all of a sudden, ah?”

“There was tongue involved,” Xiao doesn’t even wait for the approaching army of servers to put the drinks on the table. Like a good brother he hands the first drink he snatches straight to Ganyu, who shoots it back like she’s trying to win a contest. Xiao downs the next one he gets his hands on immediately.

“Again, what’s the big deal?” Keqing frowns.

“Well, would you like to watch your parents make out? With tongue?” Aether points out, lifting his head out of his hands. He looks like he isn’t sure if he’s going to laugh or cry. 

“It’s one thing if your single parent is having fun with someone,” Yanfei says, “But it’s another thing entirely to have empirical proof that your actual parents have a thriving sex life right in front of you. It’s different because it means something.”

Xiao makes a gesture towards the servers who are just watching Ganyu, Yanfei, Aether, and Xiao down shots and baiju like they’re attempting to drown on dry land. It’s the universal gesture for “keep it coming” and they scurry away like mice.

“At least eat something,” Yun Jin says. She waves her arm at Xiangling and Xingqiu, “Hurry and order something. Anything! What if they throw up?”

“If throwing up means I forget everything I saw tonight I’ll gladly take the alcohol poisoning,” Aether says. “I don’t know if I can ever look either of them in the eye again.”

“What, were they full on naked?” Hu Tao asks, “You big babies, it’s just a little tongue.”

“Listen to me very carefully,” Xiao addresses the rest of them directly for the first time that night, “This is the only time I’m going to say this. Ever. I just saw the man who’s essentially both my mother and father figure kissing the man who’s also my mother and father figure with excessive tongue while they were moaning each other’s names. Now if any one of you can tell me with complete sincerity that if they saw their own parents in a similar situation — clothed or not, horizontal or not, in any kind of context — they also wouldn’t want to run for it and try their damn best to erase that memory.”

“Look deep, deep down into yourself,” Yanfei adds on. “Real deep down. Look at yourself and really examine who you are and where your limits are drawn. Because if your answer is anything other than ‘yeah, fair, same’ you’re a fucking liar and I’ll take you to court so we can get your lying ass on record.”

  



55. Chapter 55

Summary for the Chapter:
            So Aether contents himself with watching.

If Xiao were awake he would probably say something along the lines of, “Wearing my face out even in my sleep? Can a man get no rest?”

Or. Well. Something with that sentiment but with a lot less words.

          


    
    Aether wakes up first. It’s a rare experience in which Xiao doesn’t have work and so they were both able to get in bed together, and stay there. At some point in his sleep, Xiao has rolled over and mashed his face into his pillow. Aether has no idea how he breathes like that. He can feel one of Xiao’s perpetually cold feet close enough to Aether’s own feet that he can almost feel his skin breaking out in goosebumps by memory alone. The back of Xiao’s hair sticks up, ruffled like feathers, partially disguising the near permanent cow-lick at the base of his neck. Aether loves that stubborn lock of hair as much as Xiao finds it annoying.

One of Xiao’s hands has risen in sleep, trapped underneath the pillow and the sleeve of his night shirt has ridden up exposing the neat lines of his tattoos. Aether is tempted to bring his hand up to touch, but Xiao is a notoriously light sleeper.

So Aether contents himself with watching.

If Xiao were awake he would probably say something along the lines of, “Wearing my face out even in my sleep? Can a man get no rest?”

Or. Well. Something with that sentiment but with a lot less words.

Aether rolls onto his side, dragging the heel of his hand over his eyes and then flipping his braid over his back. He slides his other arm up slowly moving it underneath his own pillow so he’s somewhat mirroring Xiao’s position. He moves his arm carefully, close enough underneath their pillows that they’re almost touching. Parallel lines.

He closes his eyes again. What should they have for breakfast? Xiao made congee yesterday and there’s still some left. There’s pork floss — it’s a little too sweet for Aether’s tastes but eating plain congee isn’t too appetizing. He could make rice rolls with youtiao now that Zhongli taught him how to cheung fun. There’s still some hoisin sauce left in the bottle. Neither he nor Xiao actually like that brand but Yanfei brought it with her the last time she was here and they’ve been trying to finish it off since. There’s some scallions that they chopped up for dinner last night that they didn’t use. That would be a good topping.

There are some century eggs that Chongyun gave them last time they went back to Liyue Harbor. Xiao doesn’t like them so much, but if Aether cuts them small maybe he’ll eat a little of them.

Should they go out for lunch today? Aether did grocery shopping a couple of days ago, but it’s been a while since they’ve gone out together. They could grab something to eat on the way back home. It’s supposed to be nice out today. The first clear day in about two weeks. Good air quality and no clouds, maybe some strong wind but that isn’t any trouble.

Or they could air out the blankets since it’s such good weather. Xiao’s been meaning for them to take down the curtains and strip the bedding for a while now. But with the weather as it was they hadn’t had a chance. Well. They could always take it to a laundromat but that’s more trouble than it’s worth.

Xiao, for all that he’s a very quiet man, wakes up very clearly. There’s no slow gradual waking. One minute he’s asleep, and the next he breathes in deep and sharp, and he’s awake. Xiao’s arm moves until it’s touching Aether’s. His skin is a smooth, warm line that lines up to Aether’s wrist to elbow. Xiao’s hand moves, slightly clumsy with sleep, feeling along Aether’s wrist to slide his fingers over Aether’s palm. Aether closes his hand around those fingers, but Xiao presses on until their fingers are perfectly aligned. Palm to palm, finger to finger. Xiao’s hand presses Aether’s flat and open.

“How do you think so loudly?” Xiao mumbles, face still pressed into his pillow. Aether smiles, inching closer to him. Aether’s legs stretch out until he bumps into Xiao’s and then he traps one of Xiao’s ankles between his own. He drags Xiao’s leg with his grip on Xiao’s ankle, making Xiao stretch and slide down the bed a little. He brings his pillow with him and their arms jerk a little when Xiao quickly realigns their hands so he can slide his fingers between Aether’s to lock their hands together.

“Should we do the curtains and sheets today or go out?” Aether asks.

Xiao turns his head, bangs ruffled and only one eye open. There’s a crease from the pillow on his cheek. Aether uses his free hand to press his thumb against it. Xiao turns even more to press the corner of his mouth to Aether’s thumb before turning back into the pillow.

“I always thought you would be a morning person,” Aether says, scooting down on the bed so his eyes are level with where Xiao’s would be if the man could find it within himself to unearth himself from the bedding. Aether moves in to kiss Xiao’s hair. “Well. I suppose you are when you have to be.”

“Live with Shifu and Ganyu for most of your life and see what it does to you. The sheets. We have an open can of condensed milk we need to get through.”

“Well if we’re going to do the sheets we better get up,” Aether points out. He moves his hand to rest it at the back of Xiao’s neck. He can’t resist playing with that little cowlick. It just won’t stay flat. Xiao slowly reaches up to put his own hand over aether’s shoulder, searching out Aether’s braid. It takes him a bit but he does find it and he scratches his blunt nails into Aether’s scalp, right at the base of the loose braid. Aether’s spine tingles with delight. Aether is the feeling of melted butter, the concept.

“Toast and peanut butter with condensed milk? Is it too heavy?”

“For me, yes. For you? No.” Xiao turns his head again, eyes half closed as he examines Aether. He moves his hand from the back of Aether’s head, skimming fingertips over Aether’s shoulder, his arm, his ribs, before finally settling over his waist. “Good morning. Dreams?”

Aether smiles and lifts up on his elbow to lean over and kiss Xiao’s cheek. Right over that pillow crease.

“Only the best dreams when I’m with you.”

  



56. Chapter 56

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You can’t just keep tacking them on like that!” Chongyun’s voice cracks. There is an audible crack that sends the three women and Xingqiu off the edge. All four of them burst into mad cackling. 

“Says who, ah?” Yanfei asks, “Who died and made you the name police?”

“What would you know, Xiao Yunyun-di?” Hu Tao asks, patting his knee. “Listen to your elders. Yanyan, Feifei, and I have much more worldly experience than you. We definitely know what we’re doing.”

          


    
    The scene Xiao and Aether walk into is as follows:

Chongun, seated in the middle of Keqing’s couch. One of her decorative throw pillows — forced upon her by her parents, along with said couch — held up and pressed against his face and audibly muffling his frustrated yelling.

Xingqiu, to Chongyun’s left, arms around Chongyun’s waist and head leaning on Chongyun’s shoulder. Not quite obscured enough by Chongyun yelling into a pillow to hide the full on smirk as he watches his boyfriend.

Xinyan, to Chongyun’s right, with her teeth bared in a truly worrisome grin.

Hu Tao at Chongyun’s feet, leaning her elbow on one of his knees, looking up with him with a certain expression on her face that calls to mind a cat about to bully a mouse in between its paws just for the sake of it.

To round them all of Yanfei is sitting on the other side of Keqing’s coffee table, legs spread out underneath it as she leans back on her palms.

Xiao immediately attemps to turn around and walk out. Aether’s arm snakes around Xiao’s waist and pulls him back in.

“I want to se where this is going,” Aether replies. “Think of it as live theater.”

Xiao doesn’t say anything, but he allows himself to be pulled into the apartment with great reluctance. He shoots Keqing a look as he passes her. She looks at him, at the ensemble in her living room, then back at him with an expression that clearly reads “no blood, no problem”.

“Didi,” Yanfei says. “You’re being so rude right now.”

“Xiao Yun,” Xinyan coos.

“Xiao Yunyun.” Hu Tao giggles.

“Xiao Yunyun-er,” Xingqiu kisses Chongyun’s hair. The volume of Chongyun’s screaming only increases. The pillow being pressed to his face is in serious danger of being ripped apart by the man’s grip.

“Xiao A-Yunyun-er,” Hu Tao and Xinyan slap palms as they try to restrain themselves from full on laughing and cackling. Their fingers link and hook together as they attempt to school their features.

Chongyun rips his face out of the pillow. Between attempting to smother himself, screaming, and pure frustration he looks redder than Yanfei’s favorite leather bound work planner.

“You can’t just keep tacking them on like that!” Chongyun’s voice cracks. There is an audible crack that sends the three women and Xingqiu off the edge. All four of them burst into mad cackling. 

“Says who, ah?” Yanfei asks, “Who died and made you the name police?”

“What would you know, Xiao Yunyun-di?” Hu Tao asks, patting his knee. “Listen to your elders. Yanyan, Feifei, and I have much more worldly experience than you. We definitely know what we’re doing.”

“And I,” Xingqiu says, “Am your gege, so you definitely should trust me when I say these are all valid.”

“You’re all terrible people,” Chongyun says. “Don’t you have anything better to do than to gang up and bully me? I’m an adult. Stop calling me the names. My own parents don’t call me these names. My grandparents don’t call me these names.”

“Shenhe calls you Xiao Yun,” Xingqiu says.

“Who’s Shenhe?” Aether asks, plopping down next to Yanfei. He kicks her legs until she makes room for him underneath the coffee table. “And why are we bullying Chongyun today?”

“The relative from out of town,” Xinyan answers, “She’s technically, like, in his parent’s generation but she’s almost our age. Maybe a few years older than Xiao-ge and Gan-jie.”

“We’re not bullying didi,” Hu tao protests, stretching her leg out to kick Aether’s. “We’re just affectionately calling his name. As you do.”

“You are using everything but my name,” Chongyun protests. He twists Hu Tao’s ear. Hu Tao slaps his thigh until he lets her go. “If you were actually using my name we wouldn’t be having this discussion right now.”

“I happen to think it’s very cute,” Xingqiu says.

“Yeah, no one’s calling you A-Xing-er,” Chongun snipes. “Or Xiao Qiu. Xiao Qiu-er. A-Xiao Qi-er.”

“Oh, Xiao Qiu is cute.”

Everyone turns to see Yun Jin coming in, followed up by Ganyu. Both of them carrying large cardboard trays with tea orders.

“Yun Jin, what’s your birthdate?” Chongyun demands. “I need to settle this right now.”

Yun Jin’s eyebrows raise. “That’s very bold of you, Chongyun. Asking me for my date with your boyfriend’s arms around you. What will you do if they’re very auspicious? You’ll have to convince me. I’m not quite ready to enter a relationship right now, you know.”

Chongyun’s coloring, which had begun to calm down, returns to a full ruddy red in force.

“Not like that!” He squawks. “I want to confirm who’s older! You all know that’s not what I mean! What’s the matter with you?”

“I’m being cheated on right in front of my very eyes,” Xingqiu laments, putting a hand to his forehead as he pretends to swoon into the couch, flopping his upper body away from Chongyun’s. “How could you be so cold, baobei?”

“It’s that abundance of yang energy,” Hu Tao says sagely, “He can no longer be satisfied by one person alone. I’m so disappointed in you, A-Yunyun-er.”

Chongyun, for reasons no one could put to words but could still understand innately, turns to Xiao who’s been watching this whole affair play out from where he’s been standing next to Keqing. The two of them have been having a silent conversation of judgmental glances, raised eyebrows, and near inaudible scoffs.

“Dage,” Chongyun says, “I’m being bullied.”

“Spoken like a true didi,” Yanfei mutters, nudging Aether with her elbow. “Now let’s see if the dage instincts kick in.”

Everyone turns to Xiao.

Xiao just stares at them all.

“I am not involved in this,” Xiao declares. “But if I was involved, I would point out that immediately asking someone else to intercede on your behalf as you are now does make you look like the baby of the group no matter what you try and argue.”

  



57. Chapter 57

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Don’t any of you have televisions in your own houses?” Chongyun asks. 

“My dad cancelled our subscription by accident,” Xiangling says. 

Chongyun stares at the side of her head.

“That show airs on a free channel. It even has reruns. I’m pretty sure that they’re also doing livestreams of it on the broadcast company’s website. What subscription do you need?”

          


    
    Chongyun pats his pockets as he eyes his bag. Both phones, his power bank, his earbuds, wallet, work badge, train pass, and keys are all where they should be. He’s currently got a face mask in his pocket. He checks the pockets of his bag. He’s got extra face masks in there, half a box of shoe protectors, a cannister of sanitizing wipes, and his water bottle. He’s got all of his tension bands, an extra foam roller, and his first aid kit. Is he forgetting anything?

“I’m headed out,” Chongyun says to the gaggle of freeloaders currently crowding the living room. “Don’t forget to turn everything off before you go. And Yun Jin, I have that medicine you wanted in the cabinet above the toaster. It’s got your name on it. Don’t forget to take it with you. If you aren’t sure about the mixing instructions call me and I’ll walk you through it.”

“Bold of you to assume we won’t still be here when you get back, didi,” Hu Tao replies. “You can show Yun Jin yourself when you come back and we’re still here. We’ve got four episodes left. That’s a whole six hours.”

“Don’t any of you have televisions in your own houses?” Chongyun asks. 

“My dad cancelled our subscription by accident,” Xiangling says. 

Chongyun stares at the side of her head.

“That show airs on a free channel. It even has reruns. I’m pretty sure that they’re also doing livestreams of it on the broadcast company’s website. What subscription do you need?”

“Shut up, Xiao Yun,” Xinyan waves her hand at him. “We’re getting to the good part. I’m trying to focus here. You know I’m not so good with these old time-y dialects. I need to read the subtitles.”

Chongyun transfers his stare to her. Is she serious? He isn’t even watching this drama and he knows what’s about to happen. It’s like…the typical narrative plot of every other wuxia drama. It’s like how in dramas about inner courtyard affairs between the di-wife and other wives or consorts someone’s going to have a miscarriage or get poisoned. It’s like how in xianxia there’s always some character with a secret lineage relating to a demon or a god. 

“They’re two characters having a dramatic reveal on top of a cliff,” he deadpans, “What do you think is going to happen? Someone’s either going to jump or get pushed. That’s how it always goes.”

He’s shushed by all four women currently occupying his living room. Even Yun Jin looks annoyed. She waves her hand at him.

“You’re ruining the experience of it, Xiao Yun. Of course someone’s going to go off of the edge of the cliff. But how? Why? What will be the look on their face? What will be their parting words? Will the other party catch them? Will they try? I can watch a hundred dramas involving a cliff scene and no two of them will be the same.”

“And sometimes you’ll watch a one drama and there will be, like, a hundred cliff scenes, and you kind of wish they were the same just so your heart will know how to brace itself for impact,” Xinyan sighs. 

“If Xingqiu comes back before I do make sure he finishes the list by the door before he starts watching with you,” Chongyun says. He’s got two PT home visits today and he wants to stop by the clinic to check up on some charts before he starts them. 

“Yes, yes,” Hu Tao says, “Now shut up, we’re trying to focus.”

“It’s pre-recorded, you can pause it and rewind any time.”

“Yun-er, shut the fuck up and go to work already. We don’t come here for your nagging, we come here to use your TV to watch our dramas,” Xiangling snaps. “I’ll remind Qiu-er about the list. Just go already.”

“I can’t believe I’m being kicked out of my own apartment,” Chongyun scowls. He pulls his bag over his shoulder, and pulls his shoes on.

When he and Xingqiu were first looking for places to stay, an unexpected condition they had to look for was a place with doors that lock automatically. Because there’s no way that — regardless of whether Xingqiu’s family owns the building or not — anyone would allow them to make seven or more copies of the apartment keycards for their friends who just happen to love coming over to use their facilities and then leave whenever they want. Thankfully one of the properties Xingqiu’s family took over was an apartment complex that they were planning on renovating. It didn’t take much for Xingqiu to convince them to add an autolock feature to all the doors. Now as long as Chongyun or Xingqiu are there to let their friends in they can leave on their own.

“I can’t believe I’m just about to watch my son push my other son off the edge of a cliff,” Hu Tao sniffles. “He’s so lucky he’s pretty. What an idiot.”

“Mood,” Xinyan agrees.

“It’s all a misunderstanding,” Xiangling pats Hu Tao’s head. “There’s still time for a big dramatic reveal about that in this episode.”

“All the better when someone does fall,” Yun Jin muses. “Even with the misunderstanding cleared up there’ll be no time for reconciliation. Oh, do you think he’ll jump out of guilt? Oh my gosh. What’s going to happen? We have four more episodes left! That’s too little time!”

“No way! That’s too OOC!” Xinyan smacks her knee, bouncing her leg up and down. “Oh my god, what if he does though? Will we get a POV switch? I almost don’t want to get caught up. I feel like I need to finish this in one go. My heart can’t take it!”

The four women squeal in excitement, bumping their shoulders and knees into each other as they practically dance in place on Chongyun’s couch.

Chongyun, stares at them for another moment, trying to figure out how his life has come to this, before leaving. Someone around here has to work an actual job. And apparently that’s him.

 

  



58. Chapter 58

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Did you ever plan your dream wedding?” Yanfei asks. “I’ll tell you now. I haven’t. Apparently Xingqiu’s got an entire damn spreadsheet that he updates every weekend to account for changing economic costs and changes in trends. Nerd.”

          


    
    Xiao has deep regrets about ever having a personal phone. He regrets that this personal phone number is known to others, who aren’t his immediately family, even more.

Xiao throws his phone at Aether. Aether catches it against his chest, scrambling to get a grip on the device.

“Xiao! What! Hey!”

Now, Xiao doesn’t say — out loud, with words, with his voice — the words, “Handle this”, but he and Aether have been together long enough that Xiao doesn’t have to. There are some things that go unsaid, unspoken.

“Fine! You were being useless anyway!” Hu Tao’s voice crackles across the speaker. Aether taps at the phone, frowning as he looks at the several faces crowded into the video call. “Aether’s nicer to look at than you, too!”

This isn’t an insult because it’s true. Aether is much more pleasant to look at that most others.

“What are you up to now?” Aether sighs, moving around the kitchen counter to flop down onto the couch. Xiao takes Aether’s place in the kitchen, whisking eggs and keeping an eye on the pot on the stove. Xiao’s not quite sure what Aether’s making, other than that it’s going to be featured in the magazine Aether works for if it turns out well, and that this is the first attempt out of many that Aether will be going through. To this effect, there are three cartons of eggs sitting on their counter. Xiao also isn’t sure who’s going to be eating all of this mystery food. It’s not going to be Xiao, that’s for certain. He has enough of Shifu and Shushu trying to stuff him like a Mondstadt holiday turkey every time he goes back to Liyue Harbor. He might not make it out alive if Aether turns on him, too. “Lumine, is this why you ditched our earlier call? So you could hop on a group call with my boyfriend?”

“Don’t flatter yourself or him, I’m on this call for Yanfei,” Lumine retorts. “And Xingqiu promised to let me read a draft of his next web novel but now he’s holding out on me.”

“I’m not holding out on you, it really just isn’t ready yet. I already know you’re my best-worst critic. I can’t send it to you as anything less than eighty percent done.”

“What did you all do to make Xiao give up on even pretending to participate?” Aether asks, dragging the blanket off the back of the couch over his legs and making himself comfortable. 

“Did you ever plan your dream wedding?” Yanfei asks. “I’ll tell you now. I haven’t. Apparently Xingqiu’s got an entire damn spreadsheet that he updates every weekend to account for changing economic costs and changes in trends. Nerd.”

“I have to be ready,” Xingqiu insists, “What if Chongyun pops the question? What if I pop the question? What if he says yes? What if I say yes? What if he wants to elope? What if I want to elope? What if his family wants us to do everything the traditional way? What if we want a more modern wedding? What if we want to do something unusual? I need to have it ready. You think Chongyun can plan a wedding? I love the man. But no. He’s been at my side since we were children. We’ve been best friends since we before we had our hundred days celebrations. He’s absorbed about zero percent of my business sense. He’ll be conned by some two-bit swindler claiming to do hand inked calligraphy invitations and just has a good block print.”

“Ha! As if you two aren’t already married in spirit,” Hu Tao laughs. “Anyway. We were thinking about hypothetical marriage plans. Wedding door games. You know? And we were thinking — it would be hilarious. You know the game where the couple gets taught to kiss by other couples? Can you imagine Zhongli-xiangsheng and Azhdaha-shu on Ganyu or Xiao’s wedding in a kissing competition with them? Or having me compose poems to get Ganyu out the door? Having Aether fish out mahjong tiles to get Xiao?”

Xiao wrinkles his nose. Shushu and Shifu love weddings. They would get too into it. Xiao’s been to a few weddings, a few parties, with them before. 

“So Yanfei’s like, let’s call Xiao,” Hu tao continues. “Because this hypothetical situation is too good to keep between the three four of us. We’d have called Ganyu but she’s gone out with Xiangling and Xinyan.”

Aether glances at Xiao, toes curling as he grins.

“You asked Xiao about his dream wedding and how his parental figures would play into it? Specifically the door games? I’m surprised he didn’t hang up on you.”

“Maybe he threw us at you so he could hear your opinion for the future wedding that he’s planning,” Yanfei says. “And if he didn’t he should start taking notes right now. Xiao, I’m not getting any younger here. Hurry it up and pop the question to Aether already!”

“Well maybe I want to be the one to pop the question to Xiao, you don’t know that,” Aether protests. “Or maybe we like living in sin.”

Xiao glares at him from the kitchen and then pointedly turns his back.

“Ha! Xiao’s too much of a goody-two-shoes,” Yanfei says, “Nice try.”

“He’s also a secret sap,” Xingqiu replies, “Looks the part of a brooding hero and has the internal soft spots of a lamb.”

“You know he can hear you.”

“Good,” Lumine says, “I hope he does. If he starts choking show us okay? I want to see him get embarrassed. I only get to see him when he’s acting cool and put together. This is good bonding for us.”

Xiao, across the room, turns back around to face him and clearly mouths, “It isn’t.”

Aether gestures for Xiao to check the stove.

“And what about you Hu Tao, any dream wedding plans for you?”

“I have ideas for what I’m going to be doing at all of your weddings,” Hu Tao says, “But for me to plan my own wedding I’d probably need someone to get married to first, you know?”

  



59. Chapter 59

Summary for the Chapter:
            “He’s a very beautiful dancer. Don’t let him know that you know though. I don’t know why but he’s very shy about it.”

Ganyu-jie is probably the only person in the world aside from Zhongli-laoshi who would call Xiao shy.

          


    
    “I haven’t seen or spoken to my own girlfriend in a week,” Ganyu tells him. 

Chongyun glances in the direction of Xingqiu’s home office. The door is slightly cracked open. It’s a concession that took Chongyun two months of arguing with Xingqiu about. The man gets so absorbed into his projects that he seems to lose the ability to notice or observe or even passively infer anything about the world around himself. The building’s fire alarm went off — thankfully it was a false alarm — but Xingqiu didn’t notice until Chongyun physically grabbed him and carried him out of the room. 

“Welcome to the world of being single,” Chongyun replies, only halfway bitter about it. He thought it was bad when Xingqiu started Animal Crossing. But apparently there’s an entirely new Pokemon game out and aside from work, meals, and sleeping, Chongyun hasn’t seen Xingqiu without the game console in hand. He’s pretty sure that the only words that they’ve exchanged this week that wasn’t about household chores, their work time tables, and general inquiry — including such highlights as “Do you want more hoisin?”, “Did you get the mail?”, and a repeat favorite, “Have you seen my sunglasses?” — are the words “I love you”. 

It is not as sweet and romantic as it would seem.

“I didn’t know Yanfei was that much into games,” Chongyun continues. “She always seemed like the type to like mobile games more. They’re faster to get through, usually take up much less time, and frankly more addictive.”

“It’s the nostalgia, I think,” Ganyu replies. “Apparently this is a remake of an old game. I’m not so sure. It sounds and looks very different from most other Pokemon games I’ve seen.”

She pauses.

“To be fair, I don’t know much about any kind of game that isn’t mahjong or cards. We didn’t play them growing up,” she says. “Even if we asked for one I don’t think Xiao or I would have had time to actually play it.”

“How many extracurriculars did you get enrolled in?” Chongyun had wushu, calligraphy, and — for a very short time — music lessons. He can read some simple notes but the lessons didn’t really stick. His parents could tell he was enjoying wushu much, much more. And his doctor said it was good for him to try and be active in such a yang-oriented sport and exposure might help his condition. Chongyun isn’t sure if this turned out to be true or not.

“Calligraphy, pipa, traditional dance, and wushu. Then I switched traditional dance for archery practice with Shifu. Xiong had calligraphy, xiao, traditional dance, and wushu.”

“Dage had dance lessons?”

“He’s a very beautiful dancer. Don’t let him know that you know though. I don’t know why but he’s very shy about it.”

Ganyu-jie is probably the only person in the world aside from Zhongli-laoshi who would call Xiao shy.

“How’s dage anyway?” Chongyun asks. “Aether’s playing this new game too, right?”

“I haven’t heard anything from him one way or the other. I don’t think he would complain if Aether was preoccupied with his game. Xiong is happy just watching from the sidelines. As long as the people he’s with are doing well he’ll do well.”

This is also true. Chongyun’s spent more quality time with Xiao-ge in complete silence than when they’re actually speaking to each other. Xiao-ge doesn’t seem to have the ability to be bored and can content himself with sitting perfectly still while being talked at, over, and around. It’s a really enviable personality trait, one that Chongyun thought was something that comes with age but apparently is something a few rare people are born with. The ability and the temperament to be that content is something Chongyun thinks would make the world a lot kinder, a lot less loud, and a lot more accepting.

“Aether’s been quiet over chat, too,” Chongyun says. “Actually. Our entire chat has gotten pretty quiet. I’m only getting a hundred alerts a day. Maybe less.”

Ganyu laughs, a gentle and airy sound that reminds Chongyun of a wave of little clouds. The sort that look like little ripples in the sky.

“I think all their talking is going on in a separate chat from ours,” Ganyu admits. “Because Yanfei definitely has her phone with her when she’s playing this game. It isn’t her work phone and she certainly isn’t talking to me with it. Let’s give it another week before we drag out dear ones out of this little entrapment they’ve gotten themselves into. In the mean time, don’t we have each other?”

Chongyun smiles down at his feet as he flops down onto the couch. The apartment is so quiet without Xingqiu pitching his new novel ideas at Chongyun or humming to the latest web series theme song he’s started watching.

“We do,” Chongyun agrees. 

“Don’t get lonely,” Ganyu says, “But if you do, tell Xingqiu about it. You’re more important than any game.”

“Yeah. I know. I think I just feel a little silly.” Chongyun scratches his cheek. He switches his phone to speaker and drops it onto his chest as he lies down. “Well. Are you busy this weekend? Do you need any help getting more pet food for the strays? I can come with you if you want. I don’t have too many appointments for the next week and one of my patients is being moved to a care center near your place. I was just going to check on them there and make sure that their new PT had all my notes and was doing okay.”

“That would be wonderful of you. I was thinking of making some rounds Saturday morning. I’ll meet you at the wet market next to the train station. I’ll call Xiangling, too. I didn’t know she’d never been to this particular market. They sell bones and offal quite cheaply, but you have to get there early or the best ones will all be gone. They also sell broth. I used to go for Shifu a lot. They’re one of the few places where Shifu is willing to buy the broth rather than make it himself.”

  



60. Chapter 60

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I can hear you both talking about me.” Paimon rolls her eyes, sucking on the crab claw Xiao just gave her. “Aether, you’re just jealous because your boyfriend is being nice to me. Don’t worry. I can peel for you. Then it’s like a triangle. Everyone gets to eat.”

          


    
    Paimon keeps up most of the chatter over dinner, filling Aether in on her classes and the new friends she’s made, talking about the latest trends she’s been seeing on her social media pages, new shows and books she’s picked up, and rumors she’s heard back from their friends in Mondstadt. Aether pops in with questions now and again, but is content to listen to Paimon. The TV is on in the background, going through a rerun of a mystery variety show featuring different celebrities in futuristic styled costumes attempting to solve a closed room murder. Aether isn’t sure which one of them turned the TV on and set it to this — he thinks Xiao was watching the news and then it rolled over onto the rerun.

Xiao, predictably, has very little to say. He answers Paimon when she asks him a direct question, but for the most part his attention is occupied elsewhere.

Yanxiao had sent Xiao home with an ice box of fresh Dungeness crabs, almost all female and heavy with roe. Xiao had texted Aether ahead of time — “Invite your sister and cousin for dinner.” Lumine, unfortunately, had a work dinner she’d already committed to attending. But Paimon’s schedule is, as ever, entirely flexible depending on the food offerings made available to her and her wallet.

So now here they are, the kitchen table covered in old newspapers and metal bowls for discarded shells at the edges. Along with that, Aether went out and bought fresh shrimps and mussels from the wet market. He also picked up corn, lotus root, okra, and spinach. No one gets full on just crabs alone. Cracking and picking the meat out of the shell burns the calories as you eat them. 

Xiao came home and immediately set to work washing and boiling the crabs. And then went to sleep after Aether pestered him into it.

“I would argue I’m the better cook than you are,” Aether had said, “Sleep now so you can be awake to actually eat these later. Don’t worry about it. You think you can handle Paimon, excited to eat, while you’re half asleep? Since when were you that bold?”

Xiao conceded to sleeping and then woke up exactly eight hours later, on the dot, to help Aether prepare the other dishes.

Paimon arrived with eerie timing, exactly as Xiao had finished lining the table with newspapers and the rice cooker clicked off.

If someone had asked Aether a year ago, if he ever thought he’d be eating dinner with his boyfriend and his cousin in an apartment shared with said boyfriend he would have looked at them oddly. As much as he always hopes for the best, wants it terribly, he’s never allowed himself to hope that far ahead. He’s never allowed himself to dream that far in advance. At the most, he imagined spending a few nights over with Xiao. He would move to Wangshu in a separate apartment and they would flip between one or the other as the mood suited them. Not quite together, not quite apart. Somewhere safe in the middle.

But here he is. Here they are.

Paimon’s fingers are smaller than both of theirs and adept at picking out even the smallest bit of meat from the narrowest crevice in the crab shells. But she’s slow at it because she gets distracted by talking — hands gesturing as she enthusiastically gets into an explanation of why the latest fad of taro flavors is taking off so quickly — and watching the TV — her theories on who did it are fantastically creative and are probably pretty close to the truth. 

Xiao’s hands, though larger, make much quicker work of it all. Some shells he just cracks with his hands, not bothering to use the cracking tool and entirely unbothered by the sharp protruding edges of shells and barnacle pieces digging into his palms. 

Aether finishes peeling a shrimp and lays it at the edge of Xiao’s plate as Xiao finishes picking off all the pieces of shell on a crab claw and puts it on Paimon’s.

“You’ll starve if you give her everything you work on,” Aether tells him as he picks up a crab shell to scoop roe out of and mix with some rice for himself. Paimon’s already got enough crab roe on her plate to give herself some serious health issues and Xiao finds roe too salty for his mild palate. “She’s like a bottomless pit, she’ll never get full. You’ll be stuck with scraps.”

“Says the man who’s been peeling for me since we first sat down. I think I’ve only seen you eat two mussels and half a piece of corn,” Xiao retorts. “And someone has to feed her. She’ll never get anywhere on her own. She’s been working on the same quarter of a crab shell for the past ten minutes.”

“I can hear you both talking about me.” Paimon rolls her eyes, sucking on the crab claw Xiao just gave her. “Aether, you’re just jealous because your boyfriend is being nice to me. Don’t worry. I can peel for you. Then it’s like a triangle. Everyone gets to eat.”

“Is that so?” Aether raises his eyebrows at her. “Paimon, peeling shrimp and picking crab shells for me? Am I dreaming right now? If my hands weren’t covered in sauce and crab juice I’d wipe the tears that are surely forming in my eyes right this second.”

“Never mind, I’ll peel for Xiao instead. You can peel for yourself if you’re going to be weird about it.”

“Xiao will starve at the rate you peel. He might as well not eat at all. He’d be saving more energy.”

Paimon sticks her tongue out at him and Aether automatically sticks his own back out at her. He turns to Xiao, “I bet Ganyu wasn’t like this.”

“Hey!” Paimon protests, “You can’t compare me to Ganyu. That’s not fair. Set your expectations lower. Something realistic.”

“Ganyu has you all fooled and she knows it,” Xiao says, starting to crack open another crab claw. He carefully picks out all the smaller pieces of shell still stuck to it. “She’s a brat. Daxiong this, daxiong that.  Asking me to haul literal kilos of items for her when she’s got more upper body strength than I do anyway. She has the face to turn around and tease me afterwards, and then go whining to Shifu or Shushu if I tease back.”

“I’ve never seen you tease Ganyu.”

“It’s not worth it,” Xiao says, passing the crab claw onto Paimon. He reaches for a shrimp this time. Xiao clicks his tongue sharply. “Best to just let her do what she wants.”

“You can’t complain that Ganyu is spoiled when you’re the one spoiling her,” Aether says, holding up some crab meat he’d mixed with rice — a little pile he keeps separate from his own rice, to make sure the roe doesn’t accidentally get mixed in — to Xiao’s mouth. “Come on. Eat before you waste away trying to do the impossible of filling Paimon’s stomach. And then what will I do? I can’t go back to being single. Not after how much you’ve spoiled me. Take some responsibility, baobei.”

  



61. Chapter 61

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I am also a rich young master,” Chongyun says. “She just doesn’t know you. She’s shy around strangers.”

Shy is not the look Xingqiu would use to describe the narrow eyed evaluation she had given him upon their first meeting.

          


    
    “You know you’re so very adorable when you sulk. It makes me want to eat you up.” Xingqiu stifles a laugh as he watches Chongyun scowl before rolling onto his stomach. Chongyun is too tall to lie down horizontally across their bed, his shins dangle awkwardly off the side before Chongyun crosses his thin ankles and swings his legs up into the air. Chongyun buries his face into his crossed arms.

“I’m not sulking,” Chongyun says, voice muffled by his — clearly — sulking posture. Xingqiu is barely holding onto the urge to climb onto Chongyun’s back and bully him a little. Just a little. Xingqiu really does have to get his packing sorted out. So far Chongyun’s been very successful in distracting him from it every time he’s attempted to finish packing previously. 

“If you say you aren’t sulking then I won’t challenge it out loud,” Xingqiu says. He feels that’s very magnanimous of him. He returns to carefully laying out shirts and sending pictures of them to Keqing for advice. “But if I were to challenge it — “

Chongyun groans, burrowing his face deeper into his arms.

“ — I would say that you’re in a poor position to be doing so, figuratively speaking. Your physical position is very enticing. I would love to join you right this moment if I weren’t so busy packing for my business trip. You’re the one who had plans first, remember? If anything I’m the one who should be worried about you going off with a mysterious and beautiful jiejie.”

“She’s my aunt and you were invited. You’re the one who said I should go myself!”

“Sweet boy,” Xingqiu clicks his tongue, “I was invited out of courtesy. Your aunt clearly doesn’t like me. The last she remembers of you is a sweet little round faced boy who followed her around with stars in his eyes. And now you’re a grown man living in sin, clearly being lead about by the nose by some rich young master.”

Chongyun does raise his head out of his arms for this, looking a mix of cross and amused as he rests his cheek on his fist, rolling onto his side so he can watch Xingqiu.

“I am also a rich young master,” Chongyun says. “She just doesn’t know you. She’s shy around strangers.”

Shy is not the look Xingqiu would use to describe the narrow eyed evaluation she had given him upon their first meeting.

“In any case, it’s better for you two to go off together without me,” Xingqiu says. “Really. You two should bond as a family and get to know each other again after all these years. The three of us can go on a trip together some other time.”

Ideally with other people around to act as a buffer.

“Did you expect me to sit here at home all by my lonesome while twiddling my thumbs?” Xingqiu continues. Chongyun does look abashed by this. “It’s a business trip. Inazuma’s borders have finally relaxed somewhat. I can finally go meet my editors and agents at the Yae Publishing house in person. It’s a very long overdue meeting.”

“One question for you.”

“Yes.”

“If this is a business trip why did they give you two tickets and why did you give the second ticket to Yun-jie?”

Xingqiu flashes Chongyun a smile, one that he knows from extensive research makes Chongyun’s stomach flutter and his back shiver. Xingqiu sees it happen even as Chongyun turns his head away with a quiet huff.

“Why? Jealous? You shouldn’t be! You’re the one who went off asking Yun-jie for her dates and all.”

“I didn’t mean it like that!” Chongyun sits up in an explosive burst of energy, face flushing pink. “I just wanted to check who’s older!”

“You’ve never asked me for my date!” Xingqiu pulls out two pairs of neatly pressed dress slacks and holds them next to the shirt he had texted Keqing earlier. He sends her a picture of both of them and then holds them up for Chongyun’s inspection. “The charcoal grey or the shimmering blue?”

“Charcoal grey, Inazuma’s a little conservative,” Chongyun answers immediately. Keqing texts back a moment later saying much the same. “And I haven’t needed to ask you about your date because I’ve known it for years.”

“Ah, so you know all of our auspicious one already then?” Xingqiu can’t help but tease. “Then what are you holding back for then, baobei? How many of them have we missed?”

Chongyun puts his face in his hands, groaning, “There’s no winning with you.”

“I’m an accomplished author. Excelling at verbal jabs and parries is to be expected.” 

Xingqiu moves around the several clothes he has set out and the packing cubes and the travel bags and the — hm. He’s probably packing a bit too much here. He moves around all of that to carefully climb onto the bed, squeezing in behind Chongyun. He slides his leg over Chongyun’s hip, and gets his arm around Chongyun’s, tipping them back over so Chongyun is on his stomach again and Xingqiu is on his back. He rests his head right next to Chongyun’s. Xingqiu’s hand is trapped underneath their bodies, pressed flat against Chongyun’s chest. Chongyun’s bony ankles knock against his own. He can feel Chongyun’s breath slide out of his body, long and steady, as muscle shifts.

Like this they’re cheek to cheek, heart to heart.

“You’re going to go off with your aunt,” Xingqiu says, “And the two of you are going to have a magnificent time bonding with each other and catching up with the years. I’m going to Inazuma City to meet my publishers and do some publicity events. Yunjin is making use of my spare ticket to do her own research for future operas she wants to write. We are both going to text each other whenever we can and we’re going to both come home safe to each other. And once we’re back home, together, we’ll talk each other’s ears off about all the things we did while apart and how wonderful it will be when we can try them together. Yes? Does this sound like a good plan, A-Yun? Is my xiao baobei appeased?”

“Who are you calling xiao baobei?” Chongyun says with a quiet sigh, body going lax underneath Xingqiu’s weight. “It’s a plan, I guess. Not much either of us can do now.”

Xingqiu kisses Chongyun’s cheek. “Exactly so. Now, if you’re done sulking, help me pack. You always remember the things I forget.”

  



62. Chapter 62

Summary for the Chapter:
            “This isn’t a date,” Xingqiu points out. “You just invited yourself along. You aren’t going to join them, Aether?”

          


    
    “This is, without a doubt, one of the weirdest double — sorry, Aether, — triple dates I’ve ever been on. And I’ve been on some weird dates before. Ganyu’s got your typical Liyue hang up of being unable to say no and set a hard boundary outside of work when it comes to personal requests,” Yanfei says. But her eyes are rapt on watching their partners in the middle of their sparring.

“This isn’t a date,” Xingqiu points out. “You just invited yourself along. You aren’t going to join them, Aether?”

“Xiao’s still teaching me the beginning moves of wushu,” Aether says. “If I go in there I”ll probably just fall into grappling and kick boxing. You aren’t going?”

“Hand to hand was never my forte.” Xingqiu waves his hand in front of his face, dismissing the idea. “If they bring out the practice poles or rapiers I might consider it.”

In front of them, Ganyu gets thrown by Chongyun. She lands with soft grunt and is quickly back up on her feet again. Xiao watches them both as he circles the mats, eyes sharp.

“Does anyone else ever come down here?” Aether asks, looking around the private gym area again. Specifically at the sign that says no food and drinks are allowed in here. And then at the milk tea Yanfei and Xingqiu are unashamedly slurping down along with their paper bag filled with fries and popcorn chicken. 

“I’m the manager of the building,” Xingqiu points out. “Who would they report us to?”

“This seems like an abuse of power,” Yanfei says. “Don’t you feel bad about it?”

“You’re the one who brought the food,” Xingqiu retorts. “And if someone else did come in I’d have us move these outside and then we’d watch our partners through the doors like suspicious loiterers.”

“All loiterers are suspicious.”

“Untrue, you’re casting aspersions.”

“I wonder who would win in a verbal debate? An author or a lawyer?” Aether muses, leaning his head on Yanfei’s shoulder. “Also. Who will win? Chongyun or Ganyu? They’ve been exchanging moves for almost five minutes.”

“Ganyu has more experience. She’s also definitely stronger than Chongyun if we’re talking raw muscle. But she’s rusty and it shows. She hasn’t been practicing frequently — probably only against Xiao-ge or Zhongli-laoshi. Chongyun practices routinely and has a wider breadth of fighting styles available to him. And he spars against different types of fighters more often,” Xingqiu muses. “I think Chongyun has this one. It’ll just take time. Even when she’s out of practice, Ganyu is a formidable opponent.”

“You’re biased,” Yanfei declares. “Ganyu has this. She just has to get back into the swing of it. Zhongli-shibo’s wushu is generalized. He knows tons of fighting styles and he taught them to Xiao-ge and Gan-jie. Sparring with Xiao-ge and shibo is more than enough to keep her on her toes. Those two are monsters. Also. Ganyu hits like a truck and I don’t think they’re pulling punches over there.”

“All the more reason for me not to join them. Although it does look fun.” Aether leans around Yanfei. “Hey, Xingqiu, why does Chongyun look so peeved?”

“Ah. I was teasing him about his trip with his aunt earlier,” Xingqiu says. “That man gets flustered so very easily.”

“Has anyone, aside from Chongyun and Xiangling, called you a bully? Why are you so mean to didi?”

“I never tease Chongyun more than he can handle. And I absolutely never tease him less than that, either. We’ve known each other almost all our lives. Trust me. I know his limits.” Xingqiu smirks, a devious cast to his face that makes Yanfei grab for Aether’s hands and cringe against him as Aether sits back and leans away from him. “Besides. He’s so very cute when he’s flustered. I want to eat him. A little teasing is healthy for you, you know? It keeps you fresh.”

“Hey, hey, hey, keep that,” Yanfei gestures to all of Xingqiu, “Under control. No one here wants to know about what you two get up to behind closed doors. Or semi-open ones. Poor didi.”

“Poor didi? Poor me,” Xingqiu protests. “Do you know how hard it is to hold back sometimes? He leaves himself wide open for it! And you don’t know what it’s like when his control finally snaps! He’s the real bully in this relationship, I tell you. I have to go to such lengths to get him to unwind even just a little bit. It is, of course, entirely worth it when he does.”

“Aiya! Are you sure you and shibo aren’t related somehow? Your faces are too thick.”

Aether covers his face with his hands. “I feel embarrassed and I don’t know why. Is it for you? Is it for Chongyun? Is it for the rest of us, as a collective whole, who have to deal with the both of you?”

“Ha! I should be saying that about you, Aether. The way you and Xiao-ge are just — “ Xingqiu waves a hand. “Holding hands in public.”

“I’ve seen you do a lot more than hold hands in public!” Aether protests. “What’s with this double standard?”

“Yeah, but that’s our Xiao-ge,” Yanfei points out. “It’s weird. It’s Xiao-ge. He doesn’t even hug his sister in public. It’s a different set of standards entirely. He doesn’t do physical contact.”

“Dage holding hands in public is like if Chongyun stuck his hand down my pants in public,” Xingqiu says. 

Aether’s eyebrows raise into his bangs. “Then what do you guys think when I kiss him in public? When I put my arm around his waist?”

“Rated E for explicit,” Xingqiu answers. “We need live censor bars to hover over the both of you at all times.”

“Slap some fines on that for public indecency and corruption of minors,” Yanfei adds on.

“What minors?”

“Me. I’m the minor,” Yanfei declares. “I’m the child who’s being corrupted.”

“You’re older than me!”

“I’m younger than Xiao-ge!”

  



63. Chapter 63

Summary for the Chapter:
            Aiya, how time flies. Who knew that they’d be like this? Xingqiu’s heart pounds dangerously soft and warm in his chest. Is he getting old? Is this a sign of getting old? Being sentimental and nostalgic at the same time? It seems very dangerous.

          


    
    Xingqiu jolts into full alertness when he realizes that the credits have not just started rolling, but finished entirely and brought them back to the menu screen, which is now threatening to autoplay on another, tangentially related, movie. Xingqiu quickly grabs the remote from the coffee table and turns the TV off before it can launch them into some unexpected drama. Crisis of inadvertent time sucks resolved, Xingqiu settles back in the loveseat that’s tragically empty of another person.

Chongyun and Xiangling take up almost the entirely of the couch by themselves. Xiangling started off sitting up right in the middle, but as the movie wore on she eventually put her feet up to the side. And then she started to lean on Chongyun’s shoulder. Then his chest. Slowly but steadily drooping lower and lower until she was in her final — and inevitable — position of lying down with her cheek pillowed on Chongyun’s thigh. If it were, probably, anyone else Xingqiu might feel a little bit of jealousy. But it’s Xiangling and this has been their movie watching — TV in general watching — ritual since they were in middle school. Seasons change, spring to summer and fall to winter, birds migrate, the sun must rise and set along with the moon, and at some point Xiangling will be lying down with her head on someone’s leg. That’s just how it is.

Chongyun, himself, is entirely limp, head lolled back, long limbs loose and sprawled out. Except for his right hand, which had been playing with Xiangling’s hair and now it’s resting on her head, cupping the curve of it.

Both of them are fast asleep and have been for at least the last third of the movie. Xingqiu wouldn’t be able to say for sure because he wasn’t watching the movie. He was watching them. It’s not that he thinks the movie was bad or that he didn’t want to watch it — the movie was a three out of a five at best. It had a refreshing take on an old trope. But in the end it didn’t really seem to bring anything new to the table in terms of substance. The set design was mediocre and the dialogue was shallow. The best thing about it was the costuming, which really seemed to be the only thing holding up the entire film — it’s just that watching Xiangling and Chongyun watch anything is exponentially more entertaining than just watching the movie or TV show or whatever, itself.

Later, when they wake up, they’ll immediately launch into a discussion of the movie they didn’t actually finish. They might ask Xingqiu to tell them what happened, or more likely they’ll have Xingqiu turn the TV back on and rewind it back tot he part they saw last so they could actually finish it. All the while Xiangling will either be raiding their fridge or cabinets while Chongyun attempts to goad her into letting him order delivery. Xingqiu, in the meantime, will already have ordered delivery that he’ll send Chongyun down to the first floor lobby to pick up while Xiangling bitterly throws together something very quickly to go with whatever Xingqiu has chosen to order for them. He should probably get on that now before they wake up.

But they’ve got a bit of time. It’s not often that Xingqiu is allowed to just look at his friends.

Aiya, how time flies. Who knew that they’d be like this? Xingqiu’s heart pounds dangerously soft and warm in his chest. Is he getting old? Is this a sign of getting old? Being sentimental and nostalgic at the same time? It seems very dangerous.

He’s sure that at the tender ages of twelve and thirteen they didn’t become friends with the idea of becoming lifelong companions. Or at least, the romantic and soft part of Xingqiu hopes that they’re lifelong companions. Xingqiu wants to be sitting in someone’s living room — it doesn’t even have to be this one! — in five years, ten years, twenty and more years from now doing exactly this. He’s very greedy. Very spoiled. He wants to have this for years and years and years. He wants to be laughing and bickering with Xiangling when they’re old and wearing dentures and have liver spots and go to morning tai chi with their neighbors in some nearby park. He wants to pester Chongyun about using his cane and drinking hot water.

Who knew that the boy his family would introduce him to when they were barely babies would become this man? Who knew that the girl he’d run into after school while getting some vegetable skewers would grow up to be this woman?

Wah. He might shed a tear.

There’s just enough space on Chongyun’s left for Xingqiu to squeeze in if he angles himself to the side. He sits just at the edge of the couch cushion, lining up his right leg to Chongyun’s left. Ankle to ankle. 

Where did the boy whom Xingqiu would send on silly made up tests of courage go? They used to be the same height. Now look at this! He’s the tallest out of all of them by far. Chongyun is almost as tall as Zhongli-laoshi. Xingqiu’s leg, against Chongyun’s falls short by several centimeters. And Xingqiu is fairly sure most of his height is in his legs.

“A-Qiu.” Chongyun’s voice, made gummy and warm with the dregs of a good afternoon nap, trickles down Xingqiu’s spine like summer rain. His hand, broad and calloused and shockingly warm against the back of Xingqiu’s neck, pulls him in until Xingqiu is tucked against Chongyun’s side, Chongyun’s jaw pressed to the crown of Xingqiu’s head. Chongyun’s thumb brushes against the side of Xingqiu’s neck, gentle over the flutter of his pulse and firmer at the smooth skin just beneath the ear. “If you think so loud you’re going to wake A-Xiang up and then we’ll be arguing about the plot.”

“Aiya, you haven’t though up a good counter argument for her yet, have you?” Xingqiu says, wiggling around until he can properly squeeze himself in between Chongyun and the couch’s arm comfortably. He ends up with one leg hooked over Chongyun’s and the other tucked underneath himself. He pats Chongyun’s chest. “Don’t worry, baobei, I’ll distract her for you.”

“But you aren’t going to help me are you? You agree with her! You weren’t even watching!”

“I don’t need to watch the whole movie to know she’s right. Sorry, Chongyun. She’s definitely right about this one.”

  



64. Chapter 64

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Don’t the rest of you have an opinion?”

“You wouldn’t like our opinion if we gave it to you,” Xinyan says.

“Oh yeah?”

“I don’t like the bao at the place you want to order from,” Keqing says, “Do you still want me to pick a side? It won’t be yours.”

          


    
    “Liang pi,” Chongyun insists with a measured note of finality. In a rare show of bold certainty, he’s not even looking up from his phone as he taps away, half sprawled over Keqing’s couch. His back is leaning against Ganyu and Xinqiu’s legs are tangled with his. That’s one side of the argument.

Keqing looks to her loveseat where Hu Tao and Yanfei have attempted to squeeze in at the same time. They probably would have succeeded if it weren’t for the fact that Hu Tao has also attempted to drag Yun Jin in with her.

“Liang pi, liang pi, liang pi,” Hu Tao groans, “Aren’t you tired of noodles yet?”

“I’m from Liyue,” Chongyun replies. “That’s like saying you’re from Mondstadt and are tired of sausage and cheese.”

“Liang pi is at least fair,” Xingqiu chimes in. “It’s cold, you can choose spicy sauce or vinegar, and there’s no meat in it. Ganyu can’t eat roujiamo.”

“There are other things they sell there that aren’t roujiamo,” Yanfei says. “You think I’d be sitting on this side of the argument if that weren’t true? Give me some credit, Xingqiu. I’m not just thinking with my stomach over here.”

“And there’s other stuff at this restaurant also,” Chongyun says. “It’s not just liang pi.”

“Yeah. The other options are lanzhou and mein,” Hu Tao rolls her eyes. “More noodles. Noodles, noodles, noodles. I’m tired of it!”

“How come when I say I’m tired of hotpot I don’t get to argue back, ah?” Chongyun’s eyes flick up to meet Hu Tao’s. “Instead I’m just told it’s a good meal for a large group and to suck it up.”

“I’m beginning to feel guilty for being on this side,” Yun Jin says. 

Hu Tao and Yanfei both grab onto her. 

“You can’t leave us,” Yanfei says, “Not until we convince someone from that neutral party over there to pick our side.”

Keqing glances to one side, where Xiao is leaning against her kitchen counter with his eyes closed. Aether is standing next to him and doing a crossword on a magazine that Xinyan signed her up for. Mainly because Xinyan was in it once. On her other side Xiangling and Xinyan are bickering over the photographs Keqing has framed and sitting on her hallway table. Keqing doesn’t know why they think they have the liberty of changing the photo frames but it isn’t worth the effort of stopping them now.

“If we don’t order soon,” Keqing says, “Then it will be too late and we’ll all be starving during the broadcast.”

“I could cook,” Xiangling says. “I now have my favorite assistant with me so it’ll be done in half the time. If only you had actual ingredients in your kitchen, Keqing.”

“I do have actual ingredients. Just not enough to feed an army,” Keqing retorts. 

“If the rest of you could be less indecisive this debate would be over already,” Yanfei says. “Even Ganyu’s picked a side. She never picks sides.”

“It’s a matter of what she can and can’t eat, of course she has to pick a side,” Xingqiu points out.

“Baobei,” Yanfei stretches over to tap Ganyu’s knee. “There’s other stuff aside from roujiamo.”

“I know,” Ganyu says, “But I do like liang pi quite a lot. And it’s the season for it.”

“Don’t the rest of you have an opinion?”

“You wouldn’t like our opinion if we gave it to you,” Xinyan says.

“Oh yeah?”

“I don’t like the bao at the place you want to order from,” Keqing says, “Do you still want me to pick a side? It won’t be yours.”

“You live here, you don’t get a vote,” Hu Tao immediately decides based on some kind of logic no one except maybe Xiao - with great reluctance - can parse. “Xiao-ge, don’t let me down here.”

“Liang pi,” he says instantly, before she’s even finished speaking.

“Disowned,” Hu Tao fires back.

“You’re too filial,” Yanfei whines. “Is that because of Ganyu or because you really want liang pi?”

“Aether doesn’t like roujiamo,” Xiao answers.

Everyone turns to Aether, who shrugs. “It’s alright. I’m ambivalent about roujiamo.”

“Xinyan, Xiangling?” Yun Jin asks. “Thoughts?”

“I’m hungry is my main thought,” Xinyan says. “And I don’t care what we eat as long as we order it fast.”

“I am also fine with either,” Xiangling says. “Oh, hey. I remember this trip. Aether, come over here, this is the one I was telling you where Xingqiu switched hair dressers and got stuck with a stupid bob cut.”

Xingqiu immediately shoots up off the couch to try and stop Xiangling from showing off his less than attractive past.

“You’re a professional chef, how can you be so casual about what you eat?” Yanfei groans. “Aren’t you supposed to be picky?”

“It’s the opposite, I’m not picky because I’m a professional chef. How else am I supposed to learn things if I’m always nitpicking?” Xiangling says. Aether and Xingqiu are in the middle of a stand off right next to Keqing where Aether attempts to dodge around Xingqiu and Xingqiu quickly blocks him. Keqing quickly reaches out and grabs Xingqiu’s arm just as he’s about to block Aether again. Aether flashes her a quick smile and laughs as Xingqiu groans dramatically.

“My apartment isn’t big enough for all of you to be horsing around,” Keqing says to Xingqiu, pinning his arm to her side. “Can you all just pick already? Some of us need to drive to pick it up.”

“Of all the things to be stingy over it’s the delivery fee,” Xinyan shakes her head, clicking her tongue. “Just have it delivered!”

“Every time we order big and have it delivered something goes wrong,” Yanfei protests. “We have to pick it up so we can check it right there. Xinyan, pick a side quick.”

“Liang pi, I know the owner of the place and they always give me a great discount. I used to busk on their corner and bring in a ton of people.”

Hu Tao and Yanfei groan as Xiao, Keqing, Aether, and Xiangling immediately move to stand next to the couch. Even Yun Jin pulls herself away from Hu Tao and Yanfei to stand with them without a look back. Chongyun grins, holding his fist up for Ganyu to bump. Both of them look decidedly smug. He waggles his phone in the air.

“Alright while the your were talking I already got half of our orders. What do you want Hu Tao, Yun Jin? Ganyu told me what Keqing, Yanfei, Xiao, and Aether usually order. I know Xiangling, Xingqiu, and Xinyan’s.”

“You knew from the start, didn’t you?” Yanfei whines. Ganyu leans forward to pat her girlfriend’s head. “There’s no argument in the world that can win against a discount. I can’t win against you. I should be glad you aren’t a lawyer.”

“Don’t worry, A-Yan,” Ganyu says, “I asked Chongyun to get you that goji tea you like too. Doesn’t that count as a win?”

  



65. Chapter 65

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Poor young master Xingqiu,” Chongyun teases, “Having to actually work for his money. How terrible it is to be so popular and well respected. Come on, up.”

          


    
    Xingqiu isn’t quite certain how he makes it into their apartment. He wouldn’t say that he’s seeing straight, but he also wouldn’t say that his vision is swimming. His eyes are definitely processing some information, but his brain isn’t at this point. He thinks that his brain checked out quite some time ago and the rest of him is on autopilot. He toes his shoes off, wobbling and leaning against the wall before he staggers into the apartment properly.

He drifts his way towards Chongyun, body seeking out true north, as he slowly collapses and folds down onto the floor. His head flops down onto the couch cushions next to Chongyun’s knee, the top of his head barely grazing against Chongyun.

“Long day?” Chongyun asks, not really expecting an answer. His long fingers brush through Xingqiu’s hair sending a shiver down Xingqiu’s spine as he melts into the touch. 

“Isn’t my ge so cruel, Chongyun?” Xingqiu whines, muffled by the couch cushions pressing up against his face. He squeezes his eyes shut. Blooms of light flash on the backs of his eyelids as he presses his face against the couch cushions, trying to blot out light and possibly smother his pounding temples into submission. “All morning I was sorting out business he didn’t finish before bouncing away on his honeymoon! And then all afternoon I was being tugged back and forth all over the place. At one point I was somehow sitting on three meetings at once! And not one of those inconsiderate louts would let me leave.”

“Poor young master Xingqiu,” Chongyun teases, “Having to actually work for his money. How terrible it is to be so popular and well respected. Come on, up.”

Xingqiu doesn’t actually put much effort into getting up other than getting his body semi-straight for ease of handling and lets himself truly go limp. Chongyun, after many many experiences with Xingqiu post all-day meetings haze, sighs. Then he plants his feet on the ground, gets his hands, then arms, underneath Xingqiu’s, and lifts him up. Something in Xingqiu will always flutter whenever Chongyun does that.

He’s never been light. Now he’s certainly not dedicated to athleticism, but Xingqiu has put in the hours to make sure that he’s in top form when it comes to sparring with a saber or with polearms. He’s put in the work to make sure he’s physically fit and able to keep up with Chongyun and Keqing and sometimes even Xiao or Ganyu. He’s done his time on the weight  machines and the cardio ones for certain. But Chongyun has never failed to just pick him up like it’s no problem at all.

Chongyun sits him down on the couch properly this time, and Xingqiu slumps over to rest his head on Chongyun’s shoulder.

“Why couldn’t I be like other second sons?” Xingqiu whines. “No one expects anything from a second son. They’re free to be layabouts and do as they please.”

“Then you shouldn’t have stuck your nose into your ge’s business so many times.” Chongyun rummages around in his pocket. Moments later Xingqiu feels Chongyun holding something under his nose. The potent and familiar smell of tiger balm eases something in Xingqiu’s shoulders. He breathes in deeply, raising his hand to take the small container from Chongyun. “Stay here. I’ll get the full sized one from the bathroom.”

“Ever prepared,” Xingqiu murmurs, reluctantly pulling away from Chongyun as the other man stands once again. Xingqiu breathes in the smell of the tiger balm, and reluctantly starts to undo his tie. He pulls it off and throws it, not bothering to look where it lands. He hates ties. Chongyun is always quick to point out that Xingqiu likes high collared shirts anyway, but it’s a different feeling from wearing an actual tie. 

He unbuttons his dress shirt, sighing at the feeling of the cool apartment air hitting his skin. Piece by piece he starts to feel himself relax. But at the same time, now that he’s able to relax, his body lets him know of the avalanche of slights he’s done to it today. His wrists are cramped. His fingers are sore. His shoulders ache. His neck thrums. His lower back stings. His calves and feet are pounding. His head feels like its half-way melted into slurry.

Chongyun comes back to him bringing with him the scent of more tiger balm. Xingqiu pries his eyes open to watch as Chongyun drags the back of his thumbnail along the inside of the old jar. Chongyun clicks his tongue. “Almost out. I’ll buy more tomorrow. Hold still.”

As though Xingqiu had the ability to do anything but! Have pity on this poor second son, won’t you Chongyun? He’s been passed around and interrogated all day! Even a dog’s favorite toy would get better treatment than him.

Chongyun smears the tiger balm over his temples, careful to avoid his eyes. He rubs it in with his thumbs, their combined body heat melting the orange paste into Xingqiu’s skin.

“Alright, off with that now,” Chongyun says once he’s finished massaging the balm into Xingqiu’s temples. “Let’s see the damage.”

Chongyun takes over the work Xingqiu started. He carefully extracts him from his suit jacket and his shirt, laying both aside with much greater care than Xingqiu would. He taps Xingqiu’s hip until Xingqiu lifts with a quiet groan. His back twinges in protest.

“Do you remember when we first started dating and you turned into a terrible blushing mess whenever I undressed?” Xingqiu asks as Chongyun undoes his belt and carefully slides it off of him.

“No,” Chongyun says flatly, “That was you. I was used to seeing you undressed already. You were the one who suddenly had inappropriate thoughts and made it weird.”

“No, no, it was you,” Xingqiu insists.

“No, it was you,” Chongyun argues as he pulls Xingqiu’s slacks off. It was Xingqiu but he would rather fling himself head-first into the Accounts Payable backlog than admit it. Chongyun sighs, and concedes to the little lie, indulgent of Xingqiu as always. “Alright. Sure. It was me. I remember. Arms around my neck.”

Xingqiu’s entire body throbs like a bruise when he moves to obey, but he manages to do it without accidentally slapping Chongyun in the face which he considers a wonderful success.

Chongyun half rolls Xingqiu into his arms, hefting him up with ease that makes Xingqiu’s stomach do a little flop. In this particular situation it could be either something wonderful or something that leads to him throwing up the extremely ill advised coffee he had about an hour ago. It could go either way.

Chongyun brings Xingqiu into the bathroom, and Xingqiu is surprised to see that Chongyun has already filled a bath. But first Chongyun sits Xingqiu down on the closed toilet and starts carefully stretching Xingqiu’s limbs.

“You’re taunting me with the promise of a good time,” Xingqiu accuses, staring longingly at the bath. 

“If I put you in the bath before stretching you, you’ll be useless after,” Chongyun points out. “I need you awake for that part.”

“Says who?”

“Says the one who studied physical therapy. You didn’t do any of the stretches I told you today did you?”

“I normally do them! I didn’t have time today,” Xingqiu protests. “I could barely even take a break to pee!”

Chongyun clucks like a mother hen as he takes Xingqiu’s hand in his and carefully pops his wrist. There is instant and immediate relief that has Xingqiu moaning. Chongyun is quick to do the other hand and starts carefully pressing against the pressure points on Xingqiu’s hands.

“Do you remember how I was angry at you for not telling me you were going on a whirlwind tour of Liyue to study medicine with your extended family members even though you already had your degree and your license to practice?” Xingqiu asks as Chongyun starts to guide him through wrist stretches that have him wincing a little. “I take it back. I take it all back. All those months, those years, of separation were worth it just for this.”

“I know,” Chongyun replies dryly. “You’re welcome. Don’t fall asleep on me, Xingqiu. I mean it. I need your feedback so I can tell if I’m pushing you too far. How’s your head doing?”

“The steam and tiger balm are helping. I should also probably drink water. Can I please get in the bath now?”

“Let me check your legs first. Then if you think you can stay awake in the bath without me here I’ll get you some water and start you some dinner. Do you want me to crack your neck?”

Xingqiu levels Chongyun a very serious look. “You are a carp that’s jumped the mountain and ascended. I was the blind one all along. I admit my ignorance to you. If I could go back in time to our younger selves when I was throwing a fit about you leaving I would smack myself half to death for being so short sighted. You leaving to stack all these other skills on top of your physical therapy training is a gift handed down from the gods themselves. Have I told you how much I love your hands?”

“Right, right, answer the question. I’m not doing all of this so you can drown in the tub the second my back is turned.”

 

  



66. Chapter 66

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Of course, I already made my concerns known,” Xingqiu sighs. “It is what it is. So you don’t have any plans today?”

“You’re about to give me one, I’m sure.”

          


    
    Xingqiu wakes to the sound of the AC turning off. As per most mornings, where Chongyun and Xingqiu had started the night with Chongyun at Xingqiu’s back, the taller man’s arm over Xingqiu’s side and nose close to Xingqiu’s hair, their positions have reversed. At one point during the night Chongyun got too warm and rolled over; he kicked himself free of the blankets and Xingqiu. Xingqiu, ever sticky, followed him, plastering himself to Chongyun’s back while wrapping himself in the blankets along the way. 

His left knee is caught between Chongyun’s thighs and the arm that had braved the air conditioned night to snake over Chongyun’s side is now being cuddled to the man’s chest like a favorite toy. 

All joking aside, Xingqiu doesn’t know if Chongyun really is afflicted with an abundance of yang energy or not, but the man has always run warm. Xingqiu presses himself closer to Chongyun’s back, nose nuzzling against the soft baby hairs at the back of his neck. He’s better than any blanket and gods knows that Xingqiu needs one. They rarely run the heater during winter and during the rest of the year their apartment is kept at a — what Chongyun would consider — a compromise of twenty two degrees Celsius.

Is it an atrocious use of energy? Yes. Is it worth it? For Chongyun, and therefore Xingqiu, yes. And to be somewhat fair to them, they’re rarely in their apartment anyway. They do make sure that the AC is off when they aren’t here. And during the winter they very, very rarely turn on the heater. Sometimes Xingqiu has to beg Chongyun to turn it on, with the power of all of their friends and relatives on his side to get the man to concede to even the slightest gust of warm air.

Chongyun mumbles, fingers twitching where he’s threaded the them through Xingqiu’s. Xingqiu shushes him but it’s too late. The man is already awake. Chongyun pulls Xingqiu’s hand off of his chest to give his palm a clumsy and warm kiss before bringing their hands down to rest against his stomach. 

“Do you have any patient visits today?” Xingqiu asks, breathing in the warm smell at the base of Chongyun’s neck. He presses his own sloppy and open mouthed kiss to the peach-fuzzed and rounded bump of bone there. 

“No,” Chongyun answers, voice deep and rough from sleep. He coughs, clearing his throat as he stretches out of Xingqiu’s hold to grab his phone off of the charger. “No house visits today. I don’t need to go to the clinic to catch up on charts. I guess I could pick up some walk-ins. You?”

Xingqiu sighs. “Nothing I’m allowed to ditch. Ge texted me last night to ask me to take his place on an Eight Trades call. And then afterwards I need to do an on-site inspection for a building we’re in the process of bidding for.”

“What for?”

“Lower floors for shopping, and then the upper floors for office space. It’s close to a subway station. I have my concerns about it. All subway stations are busy, but that one is mostly a terminus for switching trains,” Xingqiu frowns against Chongyun’s skin. “I don’t really want to invest in this one but I’m not the one calling the shots on this.”

Chongyun’s thumb strokes over Xingqiu’s. 

“Of course, I already made my concerns known,” Xingqiu sighs. “It is what it is. So you don’t have any plans today?”

“You’re about to give me one, I’m sure.”

Xingqiu pinches Chongyun’s stomach and gets his leg squeezed in return.

“Muqin’s been wanting me to go home and visit with waigong and waipo. I think they’re driving her crazy again. Sadly, I’ve been too busy living in sin with you to go back. Go visit them and cheer the three of them up. They like you better than me anyway. You’re their darling son in law that I must do my utmost to keep at my side,” Xingqiu says. “Their greatest disappointment in me is that I haven’t managed to get on your family roster, or you on mine, yet.”

Chongyun laughs, nudging Xingqiu back so he can roll over to face him. His eyes glitter in half moons as he smiles. “Not for a lack of trying. My mother says that my grandparents and yours have been trying to get us married since we were in middle school.”

“Aiyah, those busy bodies,” Xingqiu huffs. “What are they in such a rush for, ah? It’s not like we’re going to be giving them grandchildren. Shouldn’t they be on my ge’s case for that? So, will you visit them?”

“Sure. I’ll bring my kit. It’s been a while since I went over. Has your waipo been listening to advice my guzhang gave her about her arthritis?”

“Probably not,” Xingqiu admits. “You’d probably know better than me. Don’t think I don’t know about your chat history with my extended family. You’re too soft! Letting them bother you about all sorts of things at every hour and dropping everything to respond immediately. At least charge them for it.”

Chongyun looks aghast. He even sits up to stare down at Xingqiu with an expression that conveys both incredulity that Xingqiu would even suggest such a thing and insult that Chongyun would ever go through with something like that.

“They’re your family,” Chongyun replies, “I can’t do that to them. Besides, it’s my job. Sort of.”

Xingqiu tugs Chongyun back down into his arms, tucking the man’s head under his chin.

“You’re a physical therapist,” Xingqiu says, “But they’re asking you about bumps and strange stomach sounds and the color of their pee.”

“I come from a long family of medical professionals. I’ve picked up a thing or two,” Chongyun grumbles, yawning against Xingqiu’s chest. “And I ask my own relatives for advice when I can. Besides, aren’t the members of my family always asking you for business advice? If you charge then I’ll charge.”

“I absolutely cannot do that. I’m still trying to impress your family.” Chongyun’s recently introduced aunt in specific. The rest of them love him. Or at least, are fond enough. “Ah. It’s been a while since I went home so Muqin will probably load you up with things. Same with my grandparents. I know it’s hard for you, but try to refuse at least some of it, ah? We can’t fit that much food in our refrigerator.”  

  



67. Chapter 67

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Look at how they fuss over her,” Yanfei sighs, nudging Aether, “The tragic fate of a daughter with doting parents. She could be as round as a seal, as decadently fed as a prized koi fish, and they’d still fuss.”

          


    
    “Alright,” Yanfei scowls as soon as she gets her boots off, “I know why I’m here. Why are you always here, freeloader?”

“Yanfei,” Zhongli chides, brows furrowing as Yanfei stomps past him to jab her finger into Hu Tao’s cheek. “Have a care.”

“Where’s your grandmother?” Azhdaha asks, taking several of the bags Ganyu had been holding from her. 

“You know how popular she is,” Yanfei shrugs. “Her schedule is more jam packed than mine and Ganyu’s combined. She said she’d get a taxi later. Oi, TaoTao, that better not be my chrysanthemum tea.”

“What, do you live here?” Hu Tao retorts, sucking obnoxiously from the bright yellow box in her hand. “You’re so bossy.”

Yanfei hurries past her into the kitchen. The sound of the refrigerator opening is punctuated with Yanfei’s yowl of infuriated vindication.

She stomps back out and jabs her finger at Hu Tao again. “That wasn’t just my chrysanthemum tea, that’s the last of one! Who raised you, a pack of wolves? And you had the shamelessness to eat the last of the sunflower seeds the last time we came over, too!”

“These are things that are meant to be eaten!” Hu Tao exclaims, hunching over to protect her juice box as Yanfei dives at the other woman to try and yank it out of her hands. “Aiy! Watch it! What are you trying to do here? I’ve already started drinking it!”

“I’m gonna finish it!” 

“Xiao, Ganyu,” Zhongli says. “My upholstery.”

Xiao and Ganyu both immediately drop what they were doing to separate the women play-fighting on the couch before a single drop of tea can be spilled.

“I’ll buy your more,” Aether consoles Yanfei, looping an arm around her leg and gently tugging until she shuffles over and sits next to him on the floor. He nudges the bowls of peeled chestnuts towards her. 

Yanfei casts one last forlorn look at the box of tea in Hu Tao’s hands before tucking into the chestnuts.

Zhongli runs his hand over the back of Hu Tao’s head. “Don’t taunt her, A-Tao. Get along with your friends.”

Hu Tao slouches, eyes rolling. “Relax, relax. It’s all in good fun.”

“It’s all in good fun until one of you spills on my freshly cleaned furniture and floors,” Zhongli corrects. “And then who’ll clean that mess, hm? I certainly haven’t ever seen you with a mop.”

Hu Tao, this time, had the grace to look properly chided.

“I still don’t get why you’re always here,” Yanfei huffs. “I’m here because I’m dating their favorite daughter.”

“She’s our only daughter,” Azhdaha points out dryly, casting a critical eye over Ganyu. “Have you lost weight again? You’re not eating properly. Are you drinking the tea I mailed you?”

“Yes, shushu,” Ganyu says, sounding thoroughly exasperated but unable to say anything back.

“Every day?” He presses, eyes narrowing.

“Every day, shushu.”

“The full suggested serving size? All of it? And you’re preparing it correctly? You’re not letting it get cold? You’re not over steeping? A-Li, stop fussing with Xiao’s hair. What’s done is done. If he’s cut it too short, it’s too short. Ganyu’s wasting away.”

“Look at how they fuss over her,” Yanfei sighs, nudging Aether, “The tragic fate of a daughter with doting parents. She could be as round as a seal, as decadently fed as a prized koi fish, and they’d still fuss.”

Meanwhile, Aether is watching where Zhongli has parked Xiao by the front window and is examining the back of his head, turning it back and forth one way and then the other, eyes narrowed in critical examination.

“I don’t know about that. The fate of an only son looks pretty bad from where I’m looking.” Aether turns back towards Hu Tao. “But really why are you always here?”

“Rude,” Hu Tao huffs. “I’m a joy to be around.”

“Agree to disagree. Isn’t it weird that you’re always at your employee’s house?”

“How can it be weird, I basically paid for half the things in here.”

Yanfei’s mouth twists because there’s something wrong with the logic there but she can’t quite figure it out.

“Hu Tao’s family lives in the countryside,” Zhongli says, passing the three of them as he and Azhdaha shuffle Ganyu and Xiao into the kitchen to continue their fussing in a setting that’s better equipped for them to do something about their threats of feeding and grooming. “It’s not good for her to be alone all the time. She needs to eat well.”

“You heard the man,” Hu Tao says, swinging her foot out to kick Yanfei’s back. “It’s not good for me to be alone all the time. I’m a delicate maiden who shouldn’t be left alone.”

Yanfei rolls her eyes so hard that she has to shut them. “Ow.”

Now it’s Aether’s turn to roll his eyes. 

All of them go still and turn towards the kitchen where they can hear the sounds of Xiao meekly protesting and the sound of the porch screen door opening.

“They’re going to fix his hair,” Aether says. “They really did not approve of that hair cut.”

“It looks exactly the same as his regular hair cut,” Hu Tao points out as she slides off the couch to wiggle in between Yanfei and Aether. Yanfei elbows her and Hu Tao elbows back before the two women quickly link arms and knock their heads together, leaning against each other.

“It’s slightly shorter in one part somewhere around here,” Aether explains, gesturing to the back of his head. “I can’t tell either. Xiao can. The second he saw it he knew that they’d know but he was hoping they’d let it slide as a stylistic choice because he doesn’t actually want all of his hair to be that short.”

“I thought your eyesight was supposed to go the older you get,” Yanfei marvels as the sound of snipping shears starts up. “How short was it in comparison?”

“I don’t know. I literally could not see or feel a difference,” Aether says. “I would accuse him of being paranoid but here we are. He was right. It wasn’t paranoia, it was just foresight.”

 

  



68. Chapter 68

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Relaxing?” Aether laughs. “Xingqiu is scheduled to go to Inazuma as the representative of Liyue for an exhibition match with their ranking champion and you consider going up against him relaxing?”

          


    
    Aether sighs, letting the controller slide from between his fingers to rest on the coffee table as the TV switches from the game’s screen to the console’s main menu. He feels…unsettled. No, unsettled isn’t the right word. He feels amped up. Not quite hyper, but restless in a way that he isn’t sure how to settle. There’s already too much food in the refrigerator so he can’t cook off the energy. All the cleaning is done for the week, unless he really wants to work to find something to do. But this isn’t the kind of energy he really wants to use up doing a deep clean on grout or turning the vacuum onto the unsuspecting flecks of lint trapped between cracks in the floorboards. It’s all Hu Tao’s fault. Whenever they play games together she gets him following her patterns and it feels like fight or flight activates. He can never tell what she’s going to do next so his brain enters some strange hyper vigilance mode and it takes a while to come down from it.

He slouches down, back hitting the couch as he sprawls his legs out underneath the coffee table. A movie? A TV show? One of the dozens of dramas and variety shows that his friends have told him to watch but he hasn’t been in the mood for previously? Another game — ideally one that doesn’t have Hu Tao currently blasting her way through it this time?

All of these ideas flicker around Aether’s brain like lightning bugs; little flecks of light that he can’t catch as they blink out of view just as fast as he noticed them.

Aether flops down onto his side, idly wondering if he should take a peak under the couch to see if there’s any cleaning that can be done under there. But Xiao is horribly meticulous and cleans under all of their larger furniture pieces twice a week. And he cleans the tops of all of their tall furniture and the ceiling lamps once a week. Aether’s done himself horribly wrong by dating and moving in with someone so responsible; he never has anything to do anymore. He’s been spoiled for life.

The man responsible for this travesty is sitting on the floor next to the glass door that opens out onto their small little balcony. There’s a small wooden tray with a glass of iced tea and untouched watermelon seeds next to him. Aether half crawls half wiggles over the floor until he’s close enough that he can tap the floor.

“Xiao,” Aether says, tapping the floor next to the tray of snacks. “Xiao.”

Xiao hums in acknowledgement. Aether watches as the shadows of his shoulder blades shift underneath his plain t-shirt as Xiao does something. Aether, with much effort, lifts himself onto his elbows, army crawling forward a little bit more. He tugs on the hem of Xiao’s shirt.

“Xiao. Can I?”

Xiao hums again, raising his arms up just a little and Aether dives in. He curls his arms around Xiao’s waist. The man grunts when Aether squeezes a little too tight in the process of dragging his lower body to join the rest of him. He loosens his hold as he wiggles his head under Xiao’s left arm to rest on his upper thigh. Xiao’s elbow rests on top of his head like Aether is a particularly fluffy armrest. Aether twists so he’s half lying on his side and draws knees up so he’s curling around Xiao’s seated form, his knees brushing against Xiao’s right leg.

“Careful,” Xiao warns him, reaching over to move the tray further away from the both of them.

“What are you doing?” Aether asks. “Is it still the same game you started?”

Xiao has set up a weiqi board. He’s borrowed one of Aether’s laptop stands for his own computer, which is set up to the side of the board. He has a chat open in one window, and a visual of a weiqi board in another.

“Yes,” Xiao says after a short pause in which he was definitely distracted thinking of something else. His long fingers move to pick up one of the slippery white stones and sets it down onto the board. His hand then drifts over to type the move out into the chat screen and he sends that off.

“How does it feel to be one of the people who gets to routinely challenge a ranking weiqi title holder?” Aether asks, wiggling forward a little more so he can rest his cheek on Xiao’s leg a little more comfortably. Xiao’s left hand moves to gently card through Aether’s hair. 

Aether, himself, doesn’t quite understand the rules of weiqi. He has a vague idea of the winning goals, but not how to actually win. Both Xingqiu and Xiao have attempted to teach him multiple times but Aether is very good at self-reflection. And he didn’t need very much of it to know that weiqi would not be an activity he could share with Xiao and his friends in Liyue.

“Relaxing,” Xiao finally answers, pressing the knuckles of his right hand to his mouth as he looks over the board.

“Relaxing?” Aether laughs. “Xingqiu is scheduled to go to Inazuma as the representative of Liyue for an exhibition match with their ranking champion and you consider going up against him relaxing?”

Then again, Xiao, himself — if he cared to — could also probably compete and get pretty high in the rankings for weiqi. Xiao wins against Xingqiu just as often as he loses. And more often than seems normal, the two of them agree to a draw.

“Consider who taught me and who I had to cut my teeth on,” Xiao points out. “After an entire childhood of playing against Shifu and Shushu anyone else would be a relief to play.”

Aether grimaces. “I’m sure they gave you some kind of handicap. And went easy on you.”

“Oh, they did,” Xiao nods. “But they only ever went just easy enough that we wouldn’t lose immediately. Ganyu and I would spend hours at the board against them only to find out we had lost fifteen or so moves ago. I suppose it teaches one to think ahead and to plot the appropriate course. But it truly was frustrating at times.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t quit.”

Xiao shrugs. “Shifu never said anything, but I had a feeling that he enjoyed teaching that to us more than he let on. Especially after — after Shushu left. It was something that reminded him of when we were all together. The four of us. But now Shushu is back and the two of them can have their weiqi games that go on for literal days again. No input from Ganyu or myself needed.”

  



69. Chapter 69


    
    ‘‘Oya? What’s this, touble in paradise? What’s wrong with our little pair of mandarin ducks?” Xinyan asks as Chongyun practically throws himself into the seat next to her. She puts her arm around his shoulders, bringing him in to tousle his damp hair. Chongyun scowls but doesn’t push her off.

“Our parents,” Xingqiu says primly taking the seat opposite Chongyun at the table.

“And your brother,” Chongyun adds on.

“And everyone of importance going through the entire family tree on both sides,” Xingqiu continues.

“What about them?” Xiangling passes Chongyun and Xingqiu the drinks she had ordered for them along with colorful straws. “Hey, I think they mixed up your order. It’s still one third sweet, but they I don’t think they put the extra ice and they switched the aloe vera with lychee jelly. I was going to go back and have them redo it but I tried it and it still tastes pretty good.”

Chongyn takes a quick sip of his tea, brows drawing down together as he chews on the lychee jelly pieces. “Is that passion fruit?”

Xinyan leans forward to look at the bottom of the semi-opaque cup as Chongyun raises it up towards the ceiling lights for them all to inspect.

“It has to be passion fruit,” Xingqiu says, reaching out to take the cup from Chongyun and take his own sip. “It’s passion fruit. Do you want to trade with me? Mine has sea salt but I’ve already mixed it so it should be mild.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine.”

“So what’s going on with your families? Arguing about who you spend New Year with or what?” Xiangling asks. She hooks her arm through Xingqiu’s, “Hey, let me use your phone.”

“What for?” Xingqiu reaches into his inner jacket pocket to pull it out for her. “Same passcode as before.”

“There’s an event in the mobile game where you send out links to your friends and stuff,” Xinyan says. “Let me use your phone after. The more hits you get to your individual link the more points you get.”

“Then let me use your phones after too,” Xingqiu says.

“Our parents are asking us when we’re getting married again,” Chongyun answers the earlier question. “Apparently it’s my great grandmother’s last wish that she sees Xingqiu in red robes with double luck symbols and phoenix pins.”

Xiangling squints at him, pausing in the middle of tapping out her code on Xingqiu’s phone. “Your great grandmother on your mom’s side or your dad’s side?”

“Both.”

“Okay, that sounds suspect as hell because I was at your house last week and she told me off for not having a boyfriend,” Xiangling says. “She sounds real good for a lady who’s supposedly issuing last wishes.”

“I know,” Chongyun rolls his eyes. “That’s what I’m saying. It was her last wish last year too. I don’t know how many last wishes she’s supposed to be able to have before it really does become a last wish.”

“And why are you sulking about how hot of a commodity your ass is to your boyfriend’s side of the family?” Xinyan asks Xingqiu as she hands him her phone for him to collect on.

“Because,” Xingqiu drawls, “My family wants to officially bring in a new son-in-law and all of the doctors, therapists, healers, astrologers, and other such persons his long family line brings with them. But like. It’s apparently all on me to do that. Xiangling, check my chat history with my aunties.”

Xiangling’s eyebrows raise up to the edge of her bangs as she switches to Xingqiu’s chat. She bites her lip, nose flaring as she snorts out a choked laugh. She quickly puts the phone flat on the table, sliding it to Xinyan as she turns to choke and cough into the bend of her elbow.

Xinyan carefully finishes chewing her boba and sets her drink out of arms reach before she picks the phone up.

Several of Xingqiu’s aunties are pestering him about if he’s checked Chongyun’s dates properly and if he’s had them checked with his for the most auspicious timing for a proposal, an engagement period, and a wedding ceremony. As though Xingqiu’s entire family hasn’t known every single detail about Chongyun’s life and vice versa since the two were born.

One of his aunts has messaged Xingqiu, “When will you make it official, ah? What will we all do if he leaves? You know that he’s the only one popo will listen to about drinking her supplements! She loves him!”

Another aunty has messaged, “He’s such a good boy! You aren’t getting any younger, how long are you going to wait to propose? Waigong’s memory isn’t as good as it used to be. She wants to remember Chongyun’s wedding when it happens!

Yet another has written out a very long message about the gift of finding such a good young man in this day and age and how letting Chongyun possibly slip through his fingers is perhaps the greatest failure Xingqiu would ever know, so he better make sure he gets this on lock down fast.

Xingqiu’s only response to this flurry of messages is to say, “Maybe I want him to propose to me, have any of you considered that? Also — don’t you have it reversed? Shouldn’t you be talking about this as my wedding, not Chongyun’s? Did you all forget which one of us is your actual nephew?”

The universal answer from seemingly every aunty in the chat is: well what are you doing to make that happen then? Work harder!

Xinyan understands why Xiangling started choking. The stuff from the aunties is to be expected. It’s practically a conversation every kid has on their daily checklist when it comes to extended family members.

Xingqiu’s response is the hilarious bit.

“Ha! As if you’d be the one to propose, you utter romantic,” Xinyan says. “We all know this one is on Chongyun’s shoulders.”

Xingqiu bristles. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’re such a hopeless romantic,” Xiangling says, eyes watering as she recovers from her laughing fit. “Of course you want someone to propose to you. Of course you want Chongyun to be the one to propose.”

“It’s also romantic to do the proposing.”

“So you don’t want me to be the one to propose?”

“I never said that.”

“No, you’ve never said anything. Now we’re getting mixed signals,” Chongyun says. “In any case, no one’s doing any proposing. There’s no wedding in the near future and I wish my family would stop act like I’m torturing them with hot coals.”

“In any case, aren’t they being ridiculous with their hectoring?” Xingqiu huffs, squaring his shoulders. “They only want us to be officially engaged, and then married, because they don’t want to feel embarrassed about always pestering Chongyun for medical advice. Ha! As if they’re embarrassed about it now. That horse left the barn years ago. They’re just tired of pretending to be embarrassed. They want to treat him like a proper son-in-law.”

  



70. Chapter 70

Summary for the Chapter:
            Shifu nods slowly, eyes closing. “Yes. Venti came when your shushu left. He stayed with us for a time.”

“You told us stories,” Ganyu turns back to Venti. “My favorite was about the dandelion.”

“I can’t believe you remember it,” Venti smiles.

          


    
    The number of visitors to Shifu and Shushu’s house has dropped dramatically since Shushu’s return, but the number does not hit zero. So Xiao and Ganyu aren’t exactly surprised to hear the sound of unfamiliar voices now and again when they return to Shifu’s house. But it no longer folds into their minds as naturally as it once did. Now, the sound of a new voice coming from the back of the house puts their minds on alert.

Ganyu glances at Xiao but Xiao just shrugs his shoulders. If she doesn’t know then he certainly doesn’t.

Yanfei, ever the boldest of them — the carp that would jump through the dragon’s gate without even a glance backward or a twitch of its whiskers — calls out into the house, “Hey, hey! Your favorite kids are here!”

There’s a brief pause in conversation before laughter rings out. One voice is Shushu. The other sounds faintly familiar to Xiao, but he cannot place it. And underneath those two is the lower sound of Shifu himself.

“And I guess Aether and I brought Ganyu and Xiao along too,” Yanfei continues, tossing her coat onto the back of the living room couch. Ganyu quickly bends to line up their shoes by the door and Xiao catches her arm when she overbalances. Aether goes after Yanfei, attempting to step on the back of the house shoes she’d taken from the rack in order to trip her.

“You’re the one who bought half of this,” Aether complains, “How did I end up carrying it?”

“Because you’re a gentleman?” Yanfei hazards a guess.

Xiao and Ganyu divest themselves of their own outer wear before joining their significant others in the kitchen, just in time to see a shorter man at the table handing Yanfei and Aether plain white envelopes.

“Better late than never I guess,” he says. “Don’t get too excited now.”

“Dare I even ask where you got that money from?” Shifu eyes the envelopes warily.

“Dare I ask where you got this house from?” the man shoots back. “Save me some face in front of your kids, would you? There they are. I really need to visit more often. I know I saw Xiao last time I was here. Wah. Ganyu, you’re so tall now! Well done all around to everybody.”

“Venti?” Aether squints, “What are you doing here?”

“What, I can’t travel? See old friends?” 

Xiao remembers, now. He’d seen this man before — back before Shushu returned, when Shifu was still seeing Childe.

“Who’s your friend?” Shushu asks at the same time Shifu asks, “Who’s old?”

Venti rolls his eyes and holds out two more plain letter envelopes towards Xiao and Ganyu. “Last time I came here I got scolded for coming through empty handed. I would argue that my presence was the gift but I know a losing battle when I see one.”

Shushu rolls his eyes and Venti cuts a glare in his direction. 

“Mind yourselves,” Shifu warns them both, nodding at Xiao and Ganyu to accept the envelopes. “You might as well take it. Ganyu, this is Venti. You haven’t seen him since you were very small. I doubt that you remember.”

“I do,” Ganyu says, surprising everyone. Even Venti himself who blinks at her, mouth opening and closing a little. Ganyu takes the envelope from him with a bow of thanks. “You came to play with us when we were little. When — “

Ganyu hesitates, eyes flicking between Shifu and Shushu.

“Ah,” Shushu exhales, eyes dimming.

Shifu nods slowly, eyes closing. “Yes. Venti came when your shushu left. He stayed with us for a time.”

“You told us stories,” Ganyu turns back to Venti. “My favorite was about the dandelion.”

“I can’t believe you remember it,” Venti smiles.

“Thank you for it,” Ganyu replies. Both she and Xiao bow towards Venti. Because now, with distance and age and more of the full picture available to them, Xiao and Ganyu understand the breadth and depth of his assistance in that time period. Xiao, himself, doesn’t remember this man very well — if at all — but he knows if Venti had come into their lives at around the time that Shushu left then —

Then he’s someone that can be relied on.

Shushu collects the bags from Aether, who awkwardly sits at the table next to Yanfei. Both of them look uncomfortable but Shifu had stared at them until they sat down. There aren’t enough chairs for all seven of them, but Shushu gestures for Xiao and Ganyu to take the last two chairs. He stands behind Shifu, hands lightly resting on his shoulders.

“I thank you for it as well,” Shushu says quietly.

Venti’s eyes are sharp and spark with a surprising amount of fury when he looks at Shushu.

“I don’t want your thanks,” he says. Venti clicks his tongue, a harsh echoing sound.  “I did what any real friend would do when their old friend of many years gets dumped out of the blue by their partner and is left alone with two kids. Goodness, you’ve got some face to show up again after all the actual work is done, don’t you?”

Shushu’s eyes flash, narrowing, “And don’t you have some face for bringing it up in front of said children so blatantly?”

“They were there. What’s left to keep behind closed doors?”

Ganyu’s hand seizes Xiao’s underneath the table. Xiao squeezes her hand back just as hard.

“Enough.” And in a display of childish annoyance that has all of their jaws dropping, Shifu reaches out and pulls Venti’s cheek with one hand and Shushu’s in the other. If Xiao and Ganyu ever attempted such a move on each other, Xiao knows that Shifu would have both of them kneeling against a wall with their arms above their heads or copying lines from classics for hours. “You both ought to be ashamed of yourselves for squabbling like children. How old are you? Behave yourselves or you can both leave. I won’t tolerate an exchange like that under my roof. Xiao and Ganyu had better manners as children than the both of you right now.”

Venti smacks at Shifu’s hand, whining — “But he started it and you know I’m right — “

Shushu tries to break Shifu’s grip, but it’s no use. Shifu’s grip is stronger than iron and steel and concrete when he’s displeased.

“Xiao, Ganyu, Aether, Yanfei,” he says to them. Xiao is alarmed to see that Shifu is so annoyed that there’s a visible jump to his eyebrow. “Go outside and start the charcoal grill. I’ll be with you in a moment. I appears that no matter how old I get I have yet to escape the role of playing babysitter for these shameless miscreants. And it would appear that there is much here that we have to discuss in order to proceed towards acting like the adults we are.”

  



71. Chapter 71


    
    Lumine is looking apologetic in the way only Lumine is able to manage; in which she means it but she’s annoyed that she even has to be sorry in the first place but it can’t be helped because there are some unpleasant situations in life that one has to go through with as a matter of necessity.

“I can’t believe you brought Dainsleif,” Aether says. “I can’t believe you dragged him all the way from Mondstadt.”

Lumine jabs him in the ribs with her elbow and Aether smacks the back of her knee with his.

“I didn’t drag Dainsleif from Mondstadt,” Lumine replies, “I opened the door of the apartment and he was standing there telling me we were going to be late to miss the six thirty train that would get us to the station nearest Zhongli-laoshi’s house.”

Zhongli’s eyebrows are steadily raising in a way that can be interpreted as both good or bad and it’s not very clear which one is which. He’s making polite sounds of acknowledgement as Dainsleif hands him hosting gifts.

The thing about Zhongli and Azhdaha — well, more Zhongli Aether supposes —is that he’s very picky. He’s very picky in the exact type of things that come into his house and the things he uses and he’s somewhat passed these tastes onto Xiao and Ganyu. They’ve been raised to use certain brands, certain materials, certain types of things. The price point, itself, is not the issue, so much as it is the quality and history of the item. There are entire spreadsheets worth of conditions and scenarios going on in their heads about what they should buy, when, where, and for how much mora. Of course, they aren’t complete snobs. There are certain brands that are tolerable in a pinch. It’s a sliding and ever changing, fluid scale of quality that adapts to the situation.

Again, this is not a matter of price point. It’s a deeply intricate formula derived from years upon years of experience and understanding and general world-knowledge that Zhongli and Azhdaha have passed down. Xiao and Ganyu, when questioned by Yanfei at Aether’s behest — nothing beats Yanfei’s trap of a mind —, couldn’t even explain it fully them selves. Some conditions were terrifyingly detailed. Others could only be answered with “that’s just how it is”.

(“What’s the point in even questioning it?” Yanfei had asked Aether. “Shibo’s taste is good. He knows what he’s doing. Think of it as free life advice.”

“Call it scientific curiosity.”)

Xiao and Ganyu, even with the added benefit of having been raised by Zhongli and having absorbed most, if not all, of his opaque standards for quality, don’t know the full scope of it. There are times when he’s seen them pause before calling their Shifu and asking him his opinion and taking full pages worth of notes.

The point is that Zhongli is a man of very discerning tastes. If someone gives him a gift, or if someone loans him an item that is not up to his standards he would still use it, of course. He’s also a man of impeccable manners and conduct. He won’t comment on it, he won’t refuse it, he certainly won’t throw the item in question out or hold it against the person who gave or loaned it to him.

But it does make an impression of some kind, in its own way.

Dainsleif has just handed Zhongli items from the highest tier of category in Zhongli’s mental categorization list. And everyone here knows it. The question is how did Dainsleif know it.

“Thank you,” Zhongli says, going through the tried and true dialogue of accepting while rejecting, “You didn’t have to bring all of this. You’re a guest in our home after all. Please, take a seat while Azhdaha and I put these away.”

Zhongli quickly, but gracefully, snags Azhdaha’s arm and the two make a hasty retreat into the kitchen.

“Dibs,” Yanfei says, even as Lumine says, “Me, me, me.”

The two women briefly jostle each other for prime eavesdropping position.

“You two are embarrassing,” Dainsleif says sitting on the couch and settling in to watch the TV drama that Yanfei and Ganyu had been watching before he arrived with Lumine.

Xiao, seated on the floor with Paimon and in the middle of reviewing her translation practice, gives Aether a look that conveys in equal measures alarm and disbelief at what just happened. Ganyu is the only one with the grace to actually attempt being a good host and starts asking Dainsleif about his trip down from Mondstadt.

Aether is not above sinking to lows to indulge his curiosity and dignity is not a question for him.

So he goes over to the two women, who have somehow managed to squeeze together in the small space between the entrance to the kitchen and the edge of the display case that holds the house’s best dishes and tableware, and plasters himself against them both so he can get an ear close to the wall. Yanfei yanks his braid and Lumine pinches his waist in protest as the three of them attempt to configure themselves into a strange Tetris formation so that they’re still hidden and still able to listen in.

“ — changed while I was away. But really? Dainsleif?”

“Don’t you start with me. And I didn’t. Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Why are you being defensive? Dainsleif would hardly be the worst person you shared affections with. You slept with a Fatui Harbinger. You’ve always had peculiar tastes and we were under no obligations to each other when I left. I begrudge you nothing and we’ve never been overly jealous with each other’s affections.”

“I didn’t have any kind of affair with Dainsleif.”

“Are you sure? Are you absolutely sure?” There’s a sound of Azhdaha waving something in the air. “How did he know your extremely hyper specific preference for this brand of jasmine tea?”

“To be fair, there’s only one brand of jasmine tea I find excusable. It might not have been that hard of a deduction.”

“Exactly. You don’t even drink jasmine tea unless the only other alternative is cold water. If you slept with the man then you slept with the man, who just happens to be the distantly related cousin of Xiao’s boyfriend. Are you sure you didn’t forget it? You don’t have to be embarrassed about it if you did. Calm down! If you say you didn’t I believe you. Ai! What’s with those eyes?”

“You!”

Aether, Yanfei, and Lumine all flinch at the sound of scuffling.

“What’s going on in there?” Yanfei whispers. “Are they fighting?”

“Zhongli-laoshi just attempted to clothesline Azhdaha-laoshi,” Dainsleif says. Everyone turns towards him.

“How did you know?” Lumine asks.

Dainsleif shrugs, squinting at the blocky black-backed subtitles on the screen. “I just know. Ganyu, is this a different person from the last scene? I missed the introduction.”

 

 

 

  



72. Chapter 72

Summary for the Chapter:
            “He’s more of a poet than I am, is that Xiao? Switch to video, switch to video! I haven’t seen your boy in a while. Wait, doesn’t he work a night shift?”

Before Xiao can beg him not to switch to video, he’s switched to video. Xiao groans, burrowing his face into the bend of his elbow like that can shield him from the embarrassment of what’s unfolding before him.

          


    
    “Xiao-er,” Shushu says as soon as Xiao answers the phone. Xiao has to double check the time on his phone, eyes squinting against the harsh light of the screen. “Xiao-er, are you coherent?”

“Yes.” It comes out sounding like a question but also a very confused attempted at answering a true false question based on gut instinct. Shushu sounds too relaxed for this to be a real emergency. Xiao imagines that if something was wrong with Shifu or Ganyu, Shushu would not be calmly waiting for Xiao’s brain cells to rouse themselves to full alertness. Or he, more likely, would have called Aether to come and wake Xiao up and explain it to him concisely. 

Also, if Xiao is being particularly blunt, if something did happen to Shifu or Ganyu, most likely no one would have told him until it was all over. Short of one of them being actively dying and on the verge of breathing their last, any and all injury and misfortune can be neatly squirreled away as information Xiao might never find out about under the pretense of ‘it wasn’t that big of a deal’. Xiao would be a little upset about this sort of thing happening — it has happened several times — except he does the same thing so no one in the house can point fingers. He’s not sure if this is a them thing or a Liyue thing. It’s possibly a Liyue thing.

Ping-nai breaking her hip was something Yanfei only found about by accident, after all. And Hu Tao has expressed her frustration about her own family in the countryside not telling her about several things until weeks after the fact. Xiao has entire blocks of text in which the woman vents about her various aunts and uncles and extended family members bending over backwards to avoid troubling their TaoTao in the city with minor problems such as punctured lungs, broken ankles, and terrible falls down muddy slopes.

It’s probably a Liyue thing. Aether gets called up by his sister and cousins at all hours of the day for the most minor of slights ranging from bruised shin to dislocated shoulder.

“Can you come down to the house sometime this week? Your Shifu and I are going to be hosting Beidou’s boy, the one from Inazuma. He’ll be staying in our guest room but what do your Shifu and I know about young people? The poor boy’s fled his home country, is a wanted criminal with a warrant for his arrest and extradition, and has been labeled a political threat. I doubt that he wants to hang around with a bunch of old people while he attempts to enjoy his freedom.”

“This is the poet.”

“I don’t know about that — Beidou, is the boy a poet?”

Xiao grimaces, holding his phone away from his ear. Shushu hadn’t even bothered to move his mouth away from the receiver. Xiao would switch to speaker and put his phone away from his face, but Shushu’s hearing can be tricky in that the man is actively choosing when to play deaf. He calls it the right of the elderly. Shifu calls it him being a finicky brat.

“He’s more of a poet than I am, is that Xiao? Switch to video, switch to video! I haven’t seen your boy in a while. Wait, doesn’t he work a night shift?”

Before Xiao can beg him not to switch to video, he’s switched to video. Xiao groans, burrowing his face into the bend of his elbow like that can shield him from the embarrassment of what’s unfolding before him.

“Ha! Still got that cute little cowlick,” Beidou laughs. “Aiyah, do you wake up with that face on, Xiao? It’s not good for you! You’ll get wrinkles too young. You’re too handsome to spoil your good looks so early in life. Let the rest of us enjoy it some, eh? You’re carrying on Zhongli’s legacy for being the most handsome man in Liyue. A heavy burden, but I think you’re doing a passable job at it.”

Xiao hears the door open behind him.

“Xiao? I heard talking. Why are you awake? Something the wrong?”

“Aether!”

Xiao weakly waves his phone somewhere above his head. Aether’s hand is warm as he stills Xiao’s wrist.

“Beidou?” Aether laughs, gently taking the phone from Xiao’s hand and lying down over the covers next to him. Aether’s body lines up against his as he, presumably, angles the phone so that they’re both in view. Xiao blindly reaches around until he finds another pillow which he gracelessly puts over his head. “What are you doing video calling Xiao? This isn’t your number.”

“Sorry, sorry. I’m visiting with Zhongli and Azhdaha while getting Kazuha settled in. I’m not just going to dump the poor kid on their doorstep, you know? I take care of my own. Did Xinyan tell you about Kazuha yet? Zhongli and Azhdaha are putting him up while we’re in port. I would bring him with me, but my apartment is too small and A-Ning’s place is too far away from the main parts of the city. I already asked Xinyan to show him around, but Azhdaha suggested we organize something with Kazuha and Xiao.”

“You’re setting up a play date?” Aether snickers, nudging Xiao’s back. “Xiao, they’re setting you up on a playdate.”

Xiao doesn’t dignify that with a response.

“You’re welcome to go too,” Azhdaha says. “Based on what Beidou was telling us about Kazuha he seemed like he’d get along with Xiao. Ganyu, too, of course. Aether, are you two free to come down sometime this week? A-Li! Come here, come here. That can wait. I have Xiao and Aether on the video call.”

“You woke up A-Xiao for this?” Shifu’s voice is edged with disapproval, “I said we’d talk to him later.”

“It’s more like we’re talking to Aether now, though,” Beidou points out. “Your boy’s attempting to smother himself to sleep. How is that going for you, Xiao?”

Xiao grunts, Aether translates, “Not well.”

Aether pats Xiao’s back, hand doing a quick sweep from shoulders to lower back and up again before Aether moves away.

“I’ll just take this to another room now,” Aether says voice growing fainter as he leaves the bedroom, “And we’ll leave Xiao to that. How long are you going to be in port, Beidou? Any new recipes for me and Xiangling to try?”

  



73. Chapter 73

Summary for the Chapter:
            “At least you’re here for your body. I’m here for my wallet,” Xingqiu points out. “Seriously, A-Xiang. Even with Chongyun I don’t know if we can finish all that.”

          


    
    “I’m not sure if this counts as exotic food,” Xingqiu says as he scans through the menu. “Yun-er, will you be alright?”

“He’ll be fine, it’s not like it’s spicy,” Xiangling points out, pressing her knuckles to her lower lip as she examines the menu like it contains the secrets to some ancient mystery. “Mondstadt cuisine is more mild than anything I serve up. If anything he can have the steak.”

“All of this looks like heart disease,” Chongyun says. “Is that an egg and a slice of cheese on top of the steak? I’m beginning to understand why you didn’t want to come here with the rest of the group.”

“The restaurant’s logo is a cow with the butcher lines drawn on it, if that wasn’t your major clue as to why this place isn’t general group friendly I have to say that I’m glad you didn’t pursue a career as a police officer or detective like you wanted to when we were kids.” 

“But seriously, I can’t believe you asked us — do you want to go to an exotic restaurant? And we said yes, and you took us to a steak and burger place. A pricey one with excellent decor and from the looks of things a well put together menu. But still. I can’t believe you called this exotic.”

“If you’re from a country that frequently gets the label of being exotic then it’s only fair for you to turn around and point the word back at the people who’re calling you exotic to start with,” Xiangling says. “If you’re what’s exotic to other people they should only consider it reasonable for you to say the same about them.”

“I have an honest question,” Chongyun says, closing his menu and setting it to the side.

“Yeah?”

“Is there any point to Xingqiu and me looking at these menus? Is it just the illusion of choice? Because I have a feeling that you already know exactly what you want to try and what you want us to order for you to also try. This place doesn’t do family style.”

“If you felt very strongly about wanting to try something on this menu who am I to stop you?” Xiangling says. “But yeah. I do have thoughts on what I want to try on this menu and which items I’m going to have you order. I also like to think that after all these years together, in which I spent a lot of that time feeding you, I know your tastes so what I picked shouldn’t be too off the mark. As long as the person cooking these is as good as the reviews and current amount of people here seem to suggest.”

“Are we getting appetizers for the table?” Xingqiu asks, still browsing his menu. “Didn’t Ganyu make these? I remember Yanfei complaining that the house kept smelling like pine.”

“Ah, the hashbrowns? Yeah, Jiejie made some with Xiao-ge. Ge gave all of his share to Aether and Aether and I talked about it in a post carb review session. They weren’t half bad. Interesting choice of oil. We aren’t ordering that tonight though. If you really want it I can make it for you some other time.”

“So in your mind, what have we already ordered?” Chongyun puts his arm over the back of the padded booth seat, leaning in towards Xingqiu as he peers at the page Xingqiu is on. “No drinks. I’m not carrying you back into our apartment again and you aren’t going to convince A-Xiang to carry you, either.”

“Just one couldn’t hurt,” Xingqiu says. “Here, this one’s juice.”

“It’s called Wolfhook Juice, I don’t think that’s an actual fruit. What fruit makes juice that purple?”

“It’s a real fruit; it kind of looks like a purple dragonfruit. Different texture and a lot less seeds,” Xiangling says. “Order it, I’m getting the Berry and Mint Burst. Alright for appetizers we’re getting Satisfying Salad and a Mushroom Pizza. Yun-er, I’m relying on you to be our pinch hitter to finish all of this. I hope you had a good work out earlier today.”

“I feel like you only ever want me around for my body,” Chongyun says, immediately following up with, “Xingqiu, shut up.”

“I didn’t even say anything.”

“For mains I’m ordering Northern Apple Stew with a side of potato salad. Chongyun, you’re ordering the Sticky Honey Roast which comes with a side of sauerkraut. Xingqiu, you’re getting a Sunshine Sprat. We’ll all share a Moon Pie.”

“All I’m hearing here is protein, protein, protein. I feel like the work out I’ve already done doesn’t even come close to balancing out what you’re about to inflict on our bodies.”

“I’m not done yet. We’re also ordering Kartoffelpuffer.”

“Excellent, we’re adding carbs and protein.”

“That’s what the salad and the pizza were for in the beginning,” Xiangling says, closing the menu with the same gravitas and finality of a judge banging a gavel. “Now, do we have our notepads and pencils so we can take notes on our impressions, overall feelings, and general observations?”

“Can I start by observing how this is going to end badly, feeling like I’m about to feel like bloated garbage, and the impression that I’m only along as a body count?” Chongyun asks, ignoring the elbow Xingqiu digs into his side.

“At least you’re here for your body. I’m here for my wallet,” Xingqiu points out. “Seriously, A-Xiang. Even with Chongyun I don’t know if we can finish all that.”

“It’s unlike you to quit before you even start, Xingqiu.”

“I just think you’re being too ambitious. We can break this up over multiple visits.”

Xiangling gives him a blank look. “What makes you think this is the only visit I have planned? Next time we come here it’s going to be for brunch and we’re going to try their sausage and cheese platters. And then I want us to do one of their afternoon specials which is for deserts and small snacks. And then we’ll do dinner again and we’ll try the beef and chicken Rouladen. I also want to try their Mondstadt Grilled Fish. I think they use bass. Oh, I also want us to try their roast chicken and the Golden Fried Chicken. The batter method they use here is supposed to use water instead of egg and I want to see how that turns out.”

“We need more people,” Xingqiu says.

“I need more time on the cardio machines,” Chongyun says and then pokes Xingqiu’s side. “And so do you. Xiangling’s going to be fine because she practically through the city every day but you have a desk job.”

  



74. Chapter 74

Summary for the Chapter:
            “If either of you make a mess I’m not saving you,” Azhdaha says. “Aren’t you too old to be fighting each other like that? Save that kind of energy for teasing Xiao and Ganyu.”

          


    
    “For real, you’re here way too often. You’ve even got your own slippers.” Yanfei pauses to look between the slippers on Hu Tao’s feet and the ones she’d grabbed off of the rack by the door. “Wait a second, you even have the good ones. Why do you have the good ones? Shibo, this is some serious favoritism you’ve got right here. Why don’t you just adopt her if you’re going to treat her so well, ah?”

“I’m not an orphan. You can’t adopt someone with living parents,” Hu Tao replies. “And of course he gave me the good house slippers. I’m his favorite. Aren’t I?”

“There are no favorites,” Azhdaha says. “There’s just the ones who are over so often it would make sense to give them their own set of house shoes.”

“That’s an invitation to come over more,” Yanfei concludes, plopping down on the floor next to Hu Tao. There’s a brief kick fight between the two women as they arrange their legs under the tablet. “Pass the watermelon seeds.”

Hu Tao, predictably, passes Yanfei the bowl with the empty shells. Yanfei pinches Hu Tao’s thigh and makes a grab for the whole bag.

“If either of you make a mess I’m not saving you,” Azhdaha says. “Aren’t you too old to be fighting each other like that? Save that kind of energy for teasing Xiao and Ganyu.”

Hu Tao and Yanfei laugh, exchanging crescent moon smiles with the older man.

“This is why Zhongli-shibo is always so cross with you,” Yanfei says, scooping up the remote to channel surf. “You’re always poking fun at him and his precious babies. And you’re impossible to tease. It just rolls off your back like water on a duck.”

“That’s their problem, not mine,” Azhdaha laughs. “Clearly they should either get thicker faces or come up with something that could get through mine. A tall challenge. It probably won’t be happening in this lifetime.”

“Aiyah, you’re just tempting Heaven now,” Hu Tao sighs, shaking her head. “Anyway. Where is Ganyu?”

“Got distracted talking to shibo outside. They’re talking about the persimmon tree again.” Yanfei settles on a rerun of an old costume drama that she knows annoys Hu Tao with its terrible hair styling and color choices. Hu Tao sucks on her teeth and kicks Yanfei’s ankle causing the coffee table to rattle. “Watch it! I’ll throw you right under the bus if shibo comes in and sees a mess. Don’t doubt me.”

“I keep telling him either we get rid of the tree entirely or we deal with its aggressive bounty,” Azhdaha says. “But he seems to think there’s some kind of hope for mitigating the harvest. We could trim that tree down to its trunk and it would still figure out a way to provide us with an entire living room’s worth of fruit. Do you think trees can take after their minders?”

“Sounds like an experiment.”

“Sounds like a chore you’re going to dump on Xiao and Ganyu,” Hu Tao says.

“And you too if you just happen to be around. A-Yan, switch from this channel. A-Li doesn’t like this one and if he comes in and sees it playing he’s going to start lecturing on the historical inaccuracy. Now, I do adore the sheer amount of detail the man can keep in his head at once but there’s a time and a place for everything.”

Yanfei passes the remote to Hu Tao, who immediately flips it to a variety show featuring a bunch of people Yanfei vaguely recognizes but couldn’t name with any certainty.

“Can’t the two of you make more friends?” Azhdaha-shibo laments. “We’re running out of places to mail these persimmons. Get more friends. Friends with big families and a lot of other friends. Maybe start a business.”

“You’re single handedly supplying persimmons to all of Liyue and you’re complaining that we don’t know enough people? I thought old people have a network of contacts. Isn’t that how it always goes? All old people know each other or something. Go give it to your friends at a mahjong hall.”

“The thing about the old people network is that you have to expect them to foist things off on  you in return,” shibo replies. “Which is how we got stuck with an entire crate of bitter melons.”

Yanfei and Hu Tao both pull faces at the reminder of that month where they ate nothing but bitter melon based foods. By the end of that month even Ganyu was annoyed.

“And it’s up to you two, and Ganyu and Aether, to make those friends. Heaven knows that it’s not going to be Xiao bringing in someone new,” Azhdaha continues to say. “Though if he did I’d be pleasantly surprised.”

“Are you underselling our dage’s charisma?”

“Are you overselling your dage’s charisma?”

Fair point.

“Azhdaha.” Zhongli-shibo sticks his head in through the front door.

“He can sense us talking shit about dage,” Hu Tao whispers to Yanfei. “He’s got the ultra parent instinct.”

“Don’t be dumb. He’s probably coming to join in on it,” Yanfei replies. “Or you know, to scold Azhdaha-shibo about something.”

“I need you to do some math for me,” Zhongli-shibo says. 

“Math? What for?” Azhdaha stands, placing his hands on his lower back and doing a small stretch. “Your mental math has always been faster than mine.”

“Your calculations are cleaner and you’ve always been better with its practical use.” Zhongli-shibo beckons Azhdaha-shibo over. “We’re going to build a brace for the tree so it doesn’t look unseemly when its branches begin to sag. I need to know how many meters of wood we’ll need and the approximate footprint it will have. I think we’ll need to trim the nandinas.”

“Uproot them entirely, they’re getting out of control anyway. Don’t give me that look, I’m coming over aren’t I? Should I have been sprinting? The tree isn’t going anywhere and there’s no shortage of wood that I know of. What’s your rush for, ah? Now let poor Ganyu inside before she gets sunburn.”

  



75. Chapter 75

Summary for the Chapter:
            “But did you get the soy milk?”

“I got three kinds of milk including soy. And I didn’t pay for any of it.” Lumine blinks. “Fuck I didn’t pay for any of it. I need to bring something over to thank them next time.”

          


    
    “You have no idea how strange and unreal it is that I could be walking around Liyue and suddenly I’m stopped by some elderly person who claims relation to one of you lot and how you guys are always talking about me and that I’m too skinny and then suddenly I have groceries,” Lumine says. “I’m not complaining, but I’m also not used to it either so every time it happens I feel like I’ve slipped into some strange kind of lucid dream.”

“Do they also compliment you on your accent?” Xinyan asks. “I get that one a lot.”

“You’re from here, what accent do you have?” Yunjin turns to stare at Xinyan.

“Same as yours,” Xinyan replies, “What, JinJin, we have the same accent. Our families are from the same province. It’s a different dialect from Liyue Harbor. Hu Tao’s got a similar one because her family’s from way up north. You just don’t hear it as often because she grew up down here. She slips into it sometimes if she’s been talking to her family on the phone or if she’s got clients from over there.”

“I didn’t realize I had one,” Yunjin turns towards Aether, “Aether, do I have an accent?”

“A little bit. But I thought it was because of the opera singing,” Aether says, “It’s not really noticeable. Lumine, how often are you getting stopped?”

“More often than you’re thinking,” Lumine says. “The other day I was doing a quick run to get some soy milk and I saw Xiao and Ganyu’s parents doing tai chi in the park. And then they saw me and they did that thing with their eyes where they warn you not to escape so I kind of just stood there for about ten more minutes before their group was finished and they came over and then the next thing I knew I was at a wet market and they had gotten me enough groceries to feed Paimon on a mid-terms studying binge.”

“But did you get the soy milk?”

“I got three kinds of milk including soy. And I didn’t pay for any of it.” Lumine blinks. “Fuck I didn’t pay for any of it. I need to bring something over to thank them next time.”

“That’s just how it is,” Xinyan says. “Sometimes Nainai Ping will see me when I’m jogging at the green stretch near my apartment and she’ll do the same thing you just said. The next thing I know I’ve spent half an hour walking with her telling her about my life and my eating habits and I’ve got a cautionary tale about not eating the right types of root vegetables. Just last week Xingqiu’s brother and I ran into each other getting coffee and I ended up with a croissant.”

“That’s normal though isn’t it?” Yunjin asks. “Xiangling’s dad always pulls me out of line when I’m trying to order through the kiosk and then scolds me about my eating habits. He says I’m too skinny. Every time I eat with you guys I gain weight, did you know that? I can’t be too skinny. I’ve been warned by my costumers twice this production already.”

“Of course you’re skinny, you’re burning it all off almost every night when you lug around an entire person’s weight in clothes and stage props,” Xinyan clicks her tongue.

“Now you’re starting to sound like them,” Lumine says, gesturing vaguely. “All of them.”

“If you live long enough you’ll see yourself becoming the fussing adult,” Aether sighs. “At least we aren’t at the stage where we’re carrying around candy for little kids we know.”

“Actually…” Yunjin looks embarrassed as she opens her purse to pull out a bag of brightly colored candies. “Sometimes my fans approach me on the street and they have kids.”

“Okay, you’re a celebrity, that doesn’t count.”

“Chongyun’s aunt and I ran into each other the other day,” Aether muses, “She’s not that much older than us, right?”

“Right, it’s a weird age gap in the family tree that puts her in as aiyi even though she’s really more of a jie,” Xinyan nods. 

“Have you met her?”

“No, I’ve seen pictures of her though. The being absolutely stacked thing is hereditary apparently.”

“Oh, I met her. Chongyun asked me for tickets to one of my shows so he could bring her,” Yunjin says. “She’s very nice. I don’t know what Xingqiu is going on about.”

“You’re not the one dating her nephew, of course she’s nice to you,” Lumine laughs. “If it was you living with Chongyun I’m sure you’d be getting the cold shoulder poor Xingqiu is getting. Should I be grateful that Ganyu isn’t giving you that kind of side eye Aether?”

“Shouldn’t you be the one nagging Xiao about how he’s yet to pop the question to Aether?” Xinyan teases. “I’m surprised that neither of you two have made that particular move yet.”

Aether cuts Xinyan an annoyed glance, “You can’t be giving me grief for this. Out of all of the couples among our friends Xingqiu and Chongyun are the longest going. If they aren’t married why should Xiao and I, the the youngest couple get married?”

“And then there’s Yanfei and Ganyu in between,” Yunjin points out, then falters. “Though it’s not exactly proper for Ganyu-jie to marry before Xiao-ge.”

“Xiao’s the eldest brother among us, of course he has to get married first,” Xinyan says. 

“No one ever tell Xingqiu or Chongyun about this. I do not want either of their families nagging me and Xiao about this whenever they see us.”

“I’m surprised neither of them thought of that excuse first,” Lumine points out. “Knowing Xingqiu, I thought he’d have that one ready to launch at any given time.”

“Maybe he’s got some sense and knows better than to throw me and Xiao under the bus.”

“XIngqiu? Ha! As if. No, he just hasn’t thought of this convenient little escape route yet. He will soon though. Now that his brother is married he can’t use his brother as an excuse. Next best thing is Xiao. And you know Xiao — he’s so well respected that of course Xingqiu and Chongyun’s families will see this as completely reasonable. How can their sons marry before the son of Zhongli-laoshi, who’s of course also their dage? Perfectly reasonable.”

  



76. Chapter 76

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You wouldn’t help?”

“I’d help by warning all the neighbors so we don’t get a noise complaint.”

          


    
    “What have we become that one of the biggest and truly pressing issues we have is an abundance of dragonfruit?” Xingqiu asks, eyeing the giant crate that Chongyun is dutifully sorting through. “Aiyah, where are our gloves? We have work gloves don’t we? Stop that, what if you get a thorn stuck in your hand and I can’t see it to take it out?”

“Hu Tao’s family always makes sure to cut all the thorns off before mailing them, otherwise they’d damage each other in transit,” Chongyun points out, examining a bright yellow dragon fruit before offering it to Xingqiu. “And I’m being very careful. What have we become that out of all things you’re fussing over me getting thorns in my hands from dragonfruit? It’s not the worst problem to have. You can drink dragonfruit. Xiao-ge and Gan-jie are stuck with persimmons. What do you do with persimmons? Dry them? It’s still the same amount of space. You’d still have to eat them later.”

“Are you seriously going to juice an entire crate of dragonfruits?” Xingqiu asks, gingerly taking the offered fruit from Chongyun’s waiting hand. He carefully turns it over in his hands. “If so tell me when so I can be out of the house. You’ll be juicing all day and that machine is a terror on the senses.”

“You wouldn’t help?”

“I’d help by warning all the neighbors so we don’t get a noise complaint.”

“I should take these over to your parent’s house,” Chongyun says, “I could juice them there. Your grandparents love fresh juice. Also, it’s not an entire crate of dragonfruit. There’s other stuff in here. It looks like they sent us some plum wine, too.”

Xingqiu sets the fruit down, “Well why didn’t you say that to start with? I’m going to write Hu Tao’s family a note. Do we have any relatives with produce we can ask to send something back to them? It always feels weird that they’re sending us hand raised produce from their farms and we send them back stuff we grab from the bulk grocery store. Ah, I’ve been meaning to ask. Why did they stop sending us the red dragonfruit, do you know?”

“I told them I like the taste of the yellow one better,” Chongyun replies.

“There’s a difference in taste?”

“Yeah?” Chongyun tilts his head. “The red ones aren’t as sweet but they have more texture. Like cola? Fizzy? The yellow ones don’t have the same fizzy feeling but they taste much sweeter.”

Xingqiu pauses in the middle of pulling out carefully wrapped bottles of wine to stare at Chongyun.

“Red dragonfruit is not fizzy.”

“I’m probably not explaining this properly,” Chongyun admits. “It’s not like — the flesh of the fruit isn’t fizzy. It’s just when you put it in your mouth the tongue gets tingly. Like drinking cola or sparkling cider.”

“It does not do that.”

“It does — why are you looking at me like that?”

Xingqiu covers his mouth with a hand, looking down at the bottle in his hands. “I need to open this. Apparently you’ve been allergic to dragonfruit this entire time and didn’t know it. How have you survived this long? Your health record must be as densely packed as the six p.m. mainline from the harbor to central.”

“I am not allergic to dragonfruit.” Chongyun plucks the bottle from Xingqiu’s hands before he can actually open it and start drinking. It’s too early for Hu Tao’s family’s plum wine. It’s incredibly strong. Sometimes just smelling it makes Chongyun’s head spin and fingertips tingle.

“You are describing the symptoms of an allergic reaction. I do not need to tell you this. You are the licensed medical professional from an entire line of medical professionals,” Xingqiu replies, clicking his tongue. 

“I know the difference between an allergy and food texture,” Chongyun protests. “It isn’t an allergy.”

“I bet you if we called up Hu Tao to ask her relatives right now why they really stopped sending the red ones they’d say it was because you’re allergic. Not because you said the yellow ones taste better. Did you tell them that it…feels like sparkling cider?”

“Yes.”

“They probably thought you were trying to be strangely polite about saying you’re allergic to red dragonfruits. They probably thought you were being weird about it and felt bad that they’d inadvertently been sending you things you can’t have.”

“No.”

“Yes,” Xingqiu pulls his phone out. “In fact, I’m going to text Hu Tao to ask her family right now. Knowing her, she’ll either have an answer for us in the next thirty seconds or she’ll have me on read for the next two days. We’ll see. But in the mean time — did they seriously mail us tanghulu? They know we can get that here, right?”

“They what?” Chongyun peers back into the box and sees brightly wrapped candied fruits cushioned in thick paper underneath the wine bottles. “Maybe this box was for Hu Tao? Ask her.”

“Already did and — ah. She’s answering. Oh, apparently they’re experimenting with new things on the farm. They got tired of just having fruit lying around so they decided to try tanghulu. They’ve sent it to everyone. Also, yes, her family does think you’re allergic to red dragonfruit.”

“I’m not!”

“Well, we’ll not be testing that anytime soon.” Xingqiu starts to pull out the candied fruits and the wine from the crate. “Did they send anything else? Apparently they sent Xinyan’s family some wild boar meat. They are ecstatic about it. They’re going to barbecue. Xinyan’s going back for the weekend because of it.I think she’s bringing Keqing and Yanfei with her.”

“What about Xiangling?”

“Unfortunately busy with a charity cook off, remember? We’re going to cheer her on.”

“I thought that was next week?”

“No, no. That’s when Yanfei’s running a charity auction. We’re going out for dinner afterwards.”

“Are you sure it’s not the other way around? I thought that was this weekend.”

“It’s not, check your calendar.” 

“As if I’m not constantly checking my calendar,” Chongyun sighs. “I’ll check again, but I know I’m right. It’s because I had to fit in a new patient visit right before Xiangling’s cook off and I needed to stop at the clinic in between.  If this is Hu Tao messing  with our calendars again I’m going to — “

Chongyun trails off, helplessly. Xingqiu sighs fondly, reaching over to pinch the man’s ear.  “You’ll what? You can’t handle Hu Tao. Not  even with a good amount of alcohol in you. I can’t even handle Hu Tao. Zhongl-laoshi can’t handle Hu Tao.  We’ll have to toss it to Keqing. Good news is that Keqing is probably on our side. She holds the calendar app as near sacred.”

  



77. Chapter 77

Summary for the Chapter:
            Xingqiu, already lying down and using Yun Jin’s lap as a pillow, holds up a hand, “Do you see this hand, Keqing?”

“I sense that you’re about to say something about that hand that’s going to make me want to break it.”

          


    
    Ganyu begins the truly thankless process of pulling Yanfei into an upright position, even as Yanfei turns towards the help of gravity in order to let her body sink into useless repose.

“You can’t sleep after eating a heavy meal,” Ganyu recites, ever dutiful.

“What a way to go though, huh?” Xinyan says, also sliding down to lie on the floor. She burps and then giggles. “Oh man, I’m going to be feeling that spice for days, aren’t I? That was good stuff. Nothing like eating at home.”

“This isn’t your home,” Keqing says. “You’re eating my food, in my house, and now you’re about to fall asleep on my floor without helping to clean up, like you’re a bunch of useless freeloaders. Look at Aether, he’s already cleaned half the dishes. Xiao-ge’s already dried a quarter of those and put them away. Xiangling’s packed all the left overs into equal containers. Chongyun is wiping down my tables and counters.” Keqing pauses to watch Chongyun. “That might be overkill, actually. Why are you wiping down all of the tables and counters? We were only eating around this one.”

Chongyun shrugs. “Habit.”

“Even Hu Tao’s helping,” Keqing turns back to the motley crew of people who decided that their food comas couldn’t be ignored, and must be removed by going through them rather than fighting them off. “She’s taking out the trash.”

Xingqiu, already lying down and using Yun Jin’s lap as a pillow, holds up a hand, “Do you see this hand, Keqing?”

“I sense that you’re about to say something about that hand that’s going to make me want to break it.”

“Good thing we’ve got Chongyun around to fix it afterwards. And Yanfei to sort out any charges,” Xinyan sighs.

“This hand has been put to work non-stop for the past two weeks,” Xingqiu says. “Signing documents, initial here, date there, revision and comment there and there and there. It’s going to fall off.”

“How did you eat with that hand if it’s so weak?” Yun Jin asks, playing with Xingqiu’s fringe. Her eyes keep drooping closed. It’s only the fact that her back is up against Keqing’s couch that’s keeping her from flopping backwards into dead sleep. 

“When it comes to food I’m ambidextrous,” Xingqiu says with complete sincerity.

Keqing pinches the bridge of her nose.

“Why is it always here?” Keqing mutters. “Why isn’t it anywhere else? Why do you lot always come to my apartment to stir up trouble? There is no peace from you.”

“You’re the one in between all of us. Aether and dage are up in Wangshu. No way am I booking that train ticket just to bum around and eat their food because I want to hang out. Xinyan’s apartment is almost in the suburbs. Yun Jin lives with her dad in a two bedroom apartment that’s pretty small in a crowded area that’s kind of hard to navigate. It isn’t close to any major train or bus lines and it’s like. A whole walk up some steep back alley paths. Chongyun and Xingqiu’s apartment is too far from dage and Ganyu’s train stops. Ganyu and my apartment is too far from Xinyan and Hu Tao’s stations. No one wants to go to Hu Tao’s place because it’s a death trap full of questionable things. Yours is just in a comfy middle ground for everyone to gather around,” Yanfei ticks off on her fingers making herself comfortable in Ganyu’s arms. Ganyu sighs as she rests her head on Yanfei’s. “It’s just the logical conclusion, Keqing.”

Aether comes to join them in the living room. Ganyu shoots him an apologetic look. Aether waves his hand at her. “It’s fine, it’s fine. Having too many people on clean up makes it too crowded anyway.”

Aether, then begins to slouch, and is mid-way towards lying his arms and head on the table when Ganyu gives the end of his braid a soft pull.

“No lying down on a full stomach,” Ganyu repeats.

Aether points at Xinyan and Xingqiu.

Ganyu smiles, unbothered, “They’re not in my jurisdiction.”

As she says this, Xiangling and Chongyun come over and start to haul Xinyan and Xingqiu up into sitting position, ignoring the pair’s protests and attempts to escape.

“It’s bad for digestion,” Chongyun says, ignoring how Xingqiu is shoving at his face in an attempt to get Chongyun to let go. “You need to digest properly. A-Qiu, don’t be stubborn.”

“This has been our ritual for the entire time we’ve known each other,” Xingqiu complains, “I lie down after I eat, you attempt to stop me, but you let me anyway because I’m your favorite.”

“What parallel dimension did you come from?” Xiangling asks, arms firmly under Xinyan’s and hauling her up. “Xinyan, you’ll regret it when you’re all groggy and muddled. Whenever you nap after eating you get cranky and confused and you get headaches. Sit up, sit up. Come on. Focus, girl, focus.”

“I am being bullied,” Xinyan whines.

“We’re all being bullied,” Yanfei says.

The apartment door opens, and Hu Tao comes in, “Did someone say bullied? Let me join, let me join. Who are we teasing and what about? If we’ve not decided yet can I vote Xiao, simply because it’s been a while since I’ve seen that paper face get lit?”

“No one is bullying anyone,” Xiao says, pinching Hu Tao’s ear between his fingers and dragging her back towards the kitchen sink. “How long does it take to throw out trash?”

As Hu Tao washes her hands, Xiao settles himself, cross legged, on Aether’s other side. He clicks his tongue at Aether and Yanfei, who have now attempted to team up to try and get into semi-reclined positions, thinking that if both of them are trying it at the same time Ganyu’s attention would be split.

“Your turn?” Ganyu asks. Xiao grunts, wordlessly, and immediately puts his hand on the back of Aether’s neck and physically holds him in an upright position.

“That is unfair,” Aether protests, unable to move in any position without Xiao’s hand pulling him back upright.

“No lying down after eating,” Xiao says. “If you still want to lie down after an hour, I’ll let you go.”

“You’re seriously going to hold onto him for a whole hour?” Keqing casts a skeptical glance at Xiao’s arm.

“If I must, I will,” Xiao says simply. “If it’s what needs doing, then that’s what it is.”

  



78. Chapter 78

Summary for the Chapter:
            “It’s my house,” Zhongli argues, “I believe I can sleep where I please.”

          


    
    “A-Li, A-Li.” Zhongli wrinkles his nose and bats at the hand that keeps shaking his shoulder. Azhdaha huffs a laugh under his breath and resumes his pestering. “A-Li. Wake up. You can’t sleep here.”

“It’s my house,” Zhongli argues, “I believe I can sleep where I please.”

“You’re going to sleep on the kitchen table? You aren’t young anymore, you proud fool, you’ll hurt your back. Come on. You aren’t meant to sleep on a full stomach anyway. How many times have you scolded poor Ganyu for the same thing?”

Zhongli, with tremendous effort, opens an eye to glare at Azhdaha’s face, which is much closer than it should be. He puts a finger on the edge of Azhdaha’s jaw and pushes the other man away. As Zhongli sits up, with great effort and no small amount of discomfort, he clicks his tongue and gestures around the kitchen with his other hand.

“I’ve been cooking and cleaning all day and you’re nagging me like an old wife. Let me be.”

Azhdaha laughs, running his broad palm over Zhongli’s head, brushing his bangs back with his thumb as he pulls Zhongli close into a quick kiss. 

“Old I’ll agree to readily,” he says, pressing his luck by pressing another kiss to the corner of Zhongli’s displeased mouth. “But wife? I see no wife here. You should be so lucky to have a wife as lovely as I.”

Zhongli turns his head to catch Azhdaha’s fool mouth with his own, his hand mirroring Azhdaha’s as he holds the other man’s head still for a real kiss.

“Who’s fault is that, hm?” Zhongli mutters in between quick brushes of lips and teasing presses of teeth. “Some wife you would be, running off as you did. Aren’t you the fortunate one instead, to have a match so patient with you?”

Sensing his loss, Azhdaha sighs, releasing Zhongli’s head and retreating, hands held up in surrender. “Alright, alright. This lowly one apologizes once again. And thanks the most generous and patient lover of his that he cooked and cleaned and kept the house and waited for this fool of a man to get himself together.”

Zhongli senses a turn here.

“But.”

He almost never has to wait long to be proven right these days. Zhongli rolls his eyes heavenward and stands up to start putting away the cooling dishes he’d finished cooking mere moments ago.

“But, I must say I would make a fantastic spouse,” Azhdaha continues. “I have it on good authority that I look dashing in red. And I’m quite handsome. And I’m very good with my hands.”

Zhongli shoots Azhdaha a glare as one of those hands comes to touch his waist.

“Could you use those hands to help me put these away?” Zhongli asks dryly. Azhdaha is already opening the refrigerator to start rearranging items to make space for the new containers of food.

“I don’t know why you insist at cooking it all at once,” Azhdaha chides, “There’s only so much space in here. And how are the two of us going to eat all of this at once? Hm? Or are we having guests that I don’t know about?”

“If we cannot finish it, we’ll call Ganyu and Xiao. In the unlikely event that Ganyu and Xiao are unable to assist, we will call Yanfei and Aether. And in the extremely unlikely event that the four of them cannot help, they have a great deal of friends who have very large families,” Zhongli answers.

In truth, he’s not so sure why he cooked so much either. He had a very, very sudden craving to eat fish in chili oil. But while at the wet market he remembered that Azhdaha had been missing meat so he had bought a generous cut of ham. If he was going to be making the bamboo shoot soup he might as well make a stir fry. So he bought the ingredients for that as well. And while he was cooking the stir fry he realized he had bought one bundle of the correct greens and another of a different type that he had not used before. So he put that into a different soup, which he believes turned out quite well. Of course, this soup was not planned for and did not pair well with anything he had already made. So he went out again, this time to buy some ground pork, and made patties out of it with minced water chestnuts and green onions and a little bit of tofu. He was not sure if he wanted to fry the patties as they were or coat them in bread crumbs so he did both.

“I do wonder though, why we aren’t married,” Azhdaha says as he pulls out a container of day old rice that Zhongli forgot he meant to fry. 

“Hm,” Zhongli’s lips press together. “If it bothers so much you could propose.”

“Why would I be the one proposing?” Azhdaha asks, “You’re the one with the reputation for writing contracts!”

“Then keep being bothered then,” Zhongli says, hip checking Azhdaha out of the way to put away the stir fry and the first portion of the pork patties that had already cooled down. 

“I’m essentially telling you I want to get married and you react like that, how cold!”

Zhongli, hands now free, turns around to cup Azhdaha’s face in them. He gently glides his thumbs over the wrinkles by Azhdaha’s eyes — wrinkles that neither of them thought they’d ever get old enough to see forming.

“Did we not already make the most important promises?” Zhongli asks. “Live together? Grow old together? Did we not already bind ourselves as lifelong companions to the heavens and the earth? Did you not already promise yourself to me in all the ways that matter? And did I not offer my hand to you, and did you not take it? I don’t need to see you in red so long as I see you for the rest of my life. And you aren’t such a man for tradition that you would need it, either. You just like to tease me because we’ve been teasing Xiao and Ganyu about marriage.”

Azhdaha’s hands are warm on his own. The man’s eyes, behind his spectacles, are half moons that have followed Zhongli across this lifetime. And he hopes, should fate be so kind, the next one after. And the one after that. Across all of fate and destiny.

“Aiyah,” Azhdaha sighs. He gathers Zhongli’s hands together to kiss his palms. “Bitter and sweet together then, until we are dust together.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          “Bitter and sweet together then, until we are dust together.” - reference to “Sad Remembrance” by Mei Yaochen

        




79. Chapter 79

Summary for the Chapter:
            “It’s not Chongyun. I don’t have favorites.” Ah, he remembers now. He’s fairly certain that it was Yanfei who was asking him this a few months ago. 

“If I return the recording off will the answer change?”

          


    
    “Ge,” Hu Tao says.

“No,” Xiao replies immediately. And then puts one hand over the pocket with his wallet and another over the pocket with his phone. “Ask Aether.”

“Did I ever tell you that between you and Aether, I consider you the better half? You’re funnier.”

“You’re deluded. And that doesn’t work on me. I know Aether’s funnier than I am. You can’t lie to me to get me to do things for you.”

“Oh, come on, you don’t even know what it is!” Hu Tao pokes Xiao’s shoulder with both hands, right and left, right and left. “Dage. Daxiong. Xiong. Ge. Gege.”

“I said no, I meant it.”

“Come on. I know you pretend to be a hard ass. But we both know that you’re the absolute softest out of all of us. Even Chongyun’s harder than you are. Hehe.”

“Go harass Chongyun instead, then. It’ll be more of a challenge.”

“Hey now, on a sliding scale you and didi aren’t exactly leading examples,” Hu Tao waves her hands. “If I wanted a challenge I’d go to Yanfei or Ganyu. I’d go to Azhdaha-laoshi.”

“You’d pester my shushu?” Xiao glares at her, “Are you really that shameless? Don’t you have your own family to harangue?”

“He thinks it’s fun,” Hu Tao points out. Shushu does find it funny, actually. He’s often told Xiao and Ganyu that they should take a page from Hu Tao’s book. Ganyu, cheekily, once asked him which page and shushu responded by saying “surprise me”.

Illustrating, quite neatly,Hu Tao’s earlier point of Xiao being the softest of their motley group, Xiao asks, “What did you want?”

“Is that a yes?”

“No.” Xiao swats Hu Tao’s hand away from his shoulder. “It’s me giving you the benefit of the doubt.”

Maybe whatever it is she wants isn’t so bad. 

“Who’s your favorite?” Hu Tao asks.

“No.”

“Excluding Aether and Ganyu, obviously,” Hu Tao continues as though she’d never heard him at all. “It’s me, right?”

“Is there money riding on my answer?” 

Hu Tao sticks a finger into the dimple on her cheek. “I’d split it with you.”

“You might as well just tell me the answer you want to hear to win,” Xiao says, “Otherwise we aren’t getting anywhere. I can guarantee you, you’re not going to like the answer I give you otherwise.”

“It’s either me or Chongyun. Who else could it be?”

“It could be Keqing for all you know.”

“Is it Keqing?”

“No. I don’t have favorites.”

“That’s a lie. And if it isn’t Keqing then Yun Jin’s lost.”

Xiao pauses in the middle of pulling out his wallet as they approach check out. “Why does Yun Jin think Keqing is my favorite of you lot?”

“Straight to the point, no-nonsense, blunt, and efficient. She doesn’t tease you and she sends the second least amount of texts to our group chat unless she’s the one making plans. When she makes plans she sends everything in one giant formatted text like she’s filling out some kind of official document. I think the only time she’s ever visited you up in Wangshu is when we helped you move.”

“Who’s the one sending the least amount of texts?”

“Yun Jin, but she’s catching up and it depends on what season it is,” Hu Tao replies. “Are you sure it isn’t Keqing?”

“I’m sure it isn’t Keqing.” Xiao is pretty sure that if he did say Keqing, the woman would call him just to tell him how wrong he is. Complete with a numerical list, sorted by order, of all the reasons why she can’t be the favorite and why he must be doing this in order to somehow win whatever wager is going on here.

“Just tell me who you want to hear.”

“I can’t. I have to record the entire conversation.” Hu Tao pulls out her own phone, which shows the sound recording app ongoing. “They’re keeping me honest.”

“And why are they having you be the one handling this inane conversation?” Xiao sighs, stepping forward to pay for their food. Hu Tao rattles off the most ridiculous drink order that sounds like it should be absolutely inedible. The cashier doesn’t even blink or hesitate as they key that into the machine. Xiao, upon hearing Hu Tao’s drink orders, decides to grab a bottle of water from the display case next to the register.

“Cold water? I’ll tell on you,” Hu Tao teases. “Xiao-ge is drinking ice cold water straight from a cooler. This is why you get sick.”

“See what happens if you do,” Xiao warns as he swipes his card, “Brat.”

Hu Tao snatches up the little disk with the buzzer as they make their way to a less crowded section of the cafe.

“Alright. It isn’t Keqing. No way is it Yanfei.”

“Why can’t it be Yanfei?”

“Is it Yanfei?”

“There are no favorites.” This feels like a discussion he’s had before, but he can’t place when. 

“Well. Yanfei’s dating your sister. That has to be some kind of mark against her.”

“Or for her.”

“Also she’d talk your ear off given half a chance. It’s not Yanfei.”

“Has anyone told Yanfei that?”

“It isn’t Xinyan. You two aren’t close enough for her to be the favorite. Same thing for Xiangling. Wait. Well. Maybe Xiangling. You two went to the same wushu school for a while, right?”

“I didn’t exactly go to her school,” Xiao points out, “I just showed up because Shifu made me to get practice with other people who weren’t him.”

What was the point of that? Shifu could swap between martial arts styles and weapons like some people switch shoes or jackets. Xiao gained more experience fighting Shifu than going to any of those other schools. 

“It’s not Xingqiu. It’s not Keqing. It’s not Yun Jin. It’s got to be me or didi.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t bet on yourself.”

“Just by asking you this question it’ll knock me down in your little mental scale of who’s annoyed you the least,” Hu Tao says. “Is it didi?”

“It’s not Chongyun. I don’t have favorites.” Ah, he remembers now. He’s fairly certain that it was Yanfei who was asking him this a few months ago. 

“If I return the recording off will the answer change?”

“There’s only one way to find out, isn’t there?” Xiao replies. Hu Tao turns the recording app off. Xiao twitches his fingertips at her, beckoning her closer. She leans across the table, offering her ear to him. Xiao cups his mouth against her ear and says, “Yun Jin.”

Hu Tao slaps the table. “You’re lying. You and Yun Jin don’t even talk. You just sit there and she talks at you or shows you something on her phone or asks you to hold stuff for her. You two don’t even hang out by yourselves, one of the rest of us is always with you.”

“That’s why it’s Yun Jin,” Xiao points out. It really might have been Keqing if it weren’t for the fact that if he said Keqing she’d call him specifically to annoy him into changing his answer. Xiao’s a simple man. Of course the answer is going to be the one who annoys him the least.

“You’re certainly not her favorite.” Hu Tao sullenly starts tapping on her phone. “Damn. The only one who put money on Yun Jin was Chongyun. Wait. Was he in on this?”

“Does that matter? I don’t care if I’m anyone’s favorite. Chongyun’s a smart man. Give me the buzzer. Our food is ready.”

  



80. Chapter 80

Summary for the Chapter:
            “No,” Keqing turns to stare at Xiangling, “Does it look like I have time to date? Don’t be ridiculous.”

“You have time for dinner with friends,” Yanfei points out.

“It’s different,” Keqing bristles, “I have you scheduled in months in advance.”

          


    
    “You guys,” Xinyan skids into the booth seating, hip and shoulders bumping hard against Chongyun, who bumps into Xiao, who doesn’t move at all, causing everyone after him in the semi-circle to sigh in relief.

“Once again, proving why you’re our dage,” Yanfei says a few seats down, “Aether give him a kiss for me. But later when none of us are around to perceive it.”

Aether shoots Yanfei a dry look, “Sometimes I can’t tell if you guys like that I’m dating Xiao or not.”

“Seeing Xiao-ge express romantic physical affection towards another person in any degree is like seeing your parents have sex. You know it happens but it’s an affront to the senses,” Xiangling says. “Xinyan, why are you so late? This place is closest to you out of all of us.”

“Listen,” Xinyan slaps the table several times to get everyone’s attention. Keqing reaches over and slaps Xinyan’s wrist.

“You are making people stare at us,” Keqing whisper-hisses.

“People are staring at us because we’re an assembly of some of the most famous people in Liyue,” Xingqiu points out, “The Yuheng, the chief of staff for the Qixing, a top member of the Feiyun Trade guild, the top lawyer in Liyue, everyone’s favorite celebrity chef, a rock star that’s on TV variety shows quite frequently, the most popular opera star in our generation, the former most handsome bachelor in Liyue, and then you three.”

“Hey,” Hu Tao protests, “I’m kind of famous. I’ve got billboards.”

“You’re famous for people wanting to avoid you at all costs,” Chongyun says. He leans past Xiao to flash Aether a thumbs up. “Congratulations, we’re the other three who are normal.”

“No, you just attract looks because you’re handsome,” Yun Jin says. “Why are you late Xinyan?”

“I am trying to tell you,” Xinyan groans. “It runs in the family.”

Yun Jin looks towards Xiangling, who is normally on quite a similar wavelength to Xinyan. Xiangling turns towards Hu Tao, who has an inexplicable way of just understanding what people mean even though she normally pretends not to. Hu Tao turns towards Keqing, who’s usually good at reading people’s meaning or building accurate assumptions based on the truly incredible amount of information she has in her head. Keqing turns towards Xingqiu, who’s a professional gossip. Xingqiu turns to Yanfei, who’s a professional gossip who gets paid to know the truth. Yanfei turns towards Chongyun, who’s usually the first one Xinyan goes to when she has something she wants to talk about. Chongyun turns towards Ganyu, who’s a safe choice to turn to because she’s usually the one who solves everything. Ganyu turns towards Xiao, because that’s what Ganyu’s been taught to do ever since she was little when she doesn’t know how to solve something. Xiao turns to Aether, and says, “This is going to be ridiculous. Can we go home?”

“Hey!” Everyone protests.

Aether turns towards Xinyan, “Can you explain that one? Speaking for all of us here, but I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“It runs in the family,” Xinyan repeats, pulling out her phone and quickly unlocking it and swiping through before she finds whatever she needs to show them. “Chongyun, I saw your aunt.”

“Okay?”

“And I — listen. I’m not trying to like. Assume anything. But I’m assuming something. I saw her at that — “ Xinyan waves her hand at Xiangling. “That place you wanted to go to but weren’t sure if you should because it had like. A really hyper specific atmosphere?”

Xiangling squints her eyes as she leans her chair back, thumb and forefinger framing her chin as she tries to sort through her mental list of places she wants to try. After a few minutes of squinting off into space Xiangling snaps her fingers, “Oh. Gotcha.”

“What was it?” Yun Jin asks.

“It was a bar,” Xiangling tells the group. “Really fancy place. A little like a mix of Fontaine and Mondstadt styles. Crazy expensive. Really classy place.”

“You can be classy,” Ganyu says, “Why didn’t you go?”

“Well.” Xiangling scratches at the back of her neck. “It’s um. Not a place you go to by yourself.”

“It’s a date spot for lesbians,” Keqing says. “I’ve been asked to go there five times in the past month.”

Xiangling’s eyes snap to Keqing’s. “And did you go?”

“No,” Keqing turns to stare at Xiangling, “Does it look like I have time to date? Don’t be ridiculous.”

“You have time for dinner with friends,” Yanfei points out.

“It’s different,” Keqing bristles, “I have you scheduled in months in advance.”

“She does,” Ganyu pipes in, “Keqing has been meticulous about keeping blocks of space open for us. She gets very creative on how she arranges her schedule.”

“Aw, Qing-er, you do care,” Hu Tao coos.

“Okay. You saw my aunt in a lesbian bar. I still don’t get what you’re trying to say. Are you trying to say that you’ve seen me in a lesbian bar?” Chongyun stares balefully at Xingqiu, “Did you, at one point, bring me to a lesbian bar as a joke that went over my head?”

Xingqiu stares back at his partner. “Chongyun, if I brought you to a lesbian bar as a joke, it’s because someone else was playing a joke on the both of us. Why would I bring you to a bar? You don’t drink.”

“You took me to that place on the third floor of — “

“No, that’s a restaurant and bar. We just got bar seating because it was too crowded. That doesn’t count.”

“Can we focus on what I am trying to tell you all, please?” Xinyan cuts in. “I saw your aunt in the lesbian bar with this woman. Look at her and tell me you don’t get what I mean.”

Xinyan slides her unlocked phone to the middle of the table. Everyone immediately stands out of their seats to lean over the table to look. Except for Xiao and Ganyu. Ganyu, because she’s polite but she’s clearly looking towards Yanfei to tell her whatever she sees. Xiao because he’s Xiao.

“Oh my god, it runs in the family,” Yun Jin gasps, covering a hand with her mouth as she leans in to see the phone.

“Send me that picture,” Xingqiu says to Xinyan, “I don’t recognize her.”

“Isn’t that Yelan?” Keqing says. “Yanfei, that’s Yelan, isn’t it?”

“That’s Yelan,” Yanfei confirms, “Holy shit. Ganyu, it’s Yelan and she’s putting the moves on Chongyun’s aunt, who’s like. A clone of him but with long hair.”

“I always knew you and Yelan had an eerily similar appearance,” Keqing says to Xingqiu, “But now I know it’s more than skin deep. Same tastes.”

“I don’t think I’m related to this woman,” Xingqiu says. “But that means nothing if you live in Liyue. Chances are if you look close enough you can find relation to anyone.”

“What do you mean you aren’t related to this woman?” Hu Tao protests, “You have the same hair. You even have the same smile.”

Chongyun stares at Xinyan’s phone in complete silence before awkwardly clearing his throat and sitting back down. “Well. Shenhe-yi looks happy at least.”

“She does?” Everyone who had stood up, who were in the process of sitting back down, stand back up again to look. Even Ganyu this time. Xiao shoots Ganyu a disappointed look. He twists around in the booth seating to wave over a server to start ordering.

“How can you tell?” Xingqiu marvels. “She looks exactly the same as normal.”

“No? That’s what she looks like when she’s happy,” Chongyun protests. “You can’t tell?”

“No!” Everyone choruses.

“What happened to not wanting to make people stare at us?” Xiao asks, half to himself and half to the group.

“We found out that Chongyun and Xingqiu’s romance is genetic,” Xiangling says, “That’s what happened. Are you sure she’s happy? She looks like she’s doing anger management exercises in her head.”

“What are you talking about?” Chongyun looks up at Xiangling, baffled. 

“How come you aren’t surprised by any of this?” Aether cups his hand to whisper into Xiao’s ear.

“Yelan and Shushu go drinking sometimes,” Xiao murmurs back to him. “Knowing her personality and knowing that Shenhe was in Liyue Harbor, the two of them were bound to meet eventually. I don’t know why Ganyu is shocked.”

 

  



81. Chapter 81

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Just once,” Xiao says, “I would like to come to Liyue Harbor and not be hounded on all sides by people wanting me to do absurd things. Just once I would like for my return to my childhood home to be uneventful, quiet, and utterly unremarkable. Is that so much to ask?”

          


    
    “What did Xiao-ge study again?” Xiangling leans over to whisper into Xingqiu’s ear as they watch Xiao and Chongyun sort out practice moves based on a video floating around social media that Hu Tao and Xinyan want to see live.

“This can’t be real,” Xinyan says, “Chongyun, it’s fake, right?”

“Xiao-ge, you could definitely pull this off,” Hu Tao argues, “Come on.”

Chongyun is squinting at the screen of the phone being practically held up to hide nose.

“It’s blurry,” Chongyun says, “And no, putting that closer to my face wont help any. It’s a matter of quality of the video, not my eyesight. Dage, what do you think?”

“I think I should stop coming to Liyue Harbor,” Xiao says flatly.

“You’d be so bored without us though,” Hu Tao protests. “Surely you and Aether must get tired of being holed up in your little love cave together.”

Xiao pinches the bridge of his nose as if to ward off a headache, frustration, and the inevitability of Hu Tao. It’s clearly not working.

“Ancient Liyue Literature,” Xingqiu answers Xiangling. “It’s why I always pester him to read my drafts.”

“I thought that’s because he’s Zhongli-laoshi’s kid and thus has an entire library on etiquette, customs, and traditions in his brain.”

“There’s that, but it’s also because he’s fluent in most old forms of Liyue writing and dialects,” Xingqiu says. “But he’s severely lacking in artistic merit. Nothing but criticisms of how unrealistic my scenes are day in and day out. I’m writing wuxia and xianxia, not sincere historical works. I keep telling him that and he keeps telling me to focus on my real job. It’s like a little game.”

“I sincerely doubt that it’s like a little game for ge,” Xiangling mutters. Though, if Xiao continues to read Xingqiu’s drafts anyway, maybe he does actually enjoy some part of it. Or maybe he’s very bored. Or maybe he’s doing it because Xingqiu’s next logical choice is Ganyu and if jiejie ever finds out that she got pulled into this because Xiao-ge refused, Xiao-ge would definitely wind up getting an earful from Zhongli-laoshi.

“Just once,” Xiao says, “I would like to come to Liyue Harbor and not be hounded on all sides by people wanting me to do absurd things. Just once I would like for my return to my childhood home to be uneventful, quiet, and utterly unremarkable. Is that so much to ask?”

“Yes,” Hu Tao and Xinyan say at the same time. Hu Tao shoves a plain, wooden staff into Xiao’s hands. Xinyan slaps a thin saber into Chongyun’s. “Now go fight our didi for our entertainment.”

Chongyun gives the saber an absent twirl, flicking it over his wrist to balance it on the back of his hand as Xiao does a few warm up spins with the staff, passing the staff from one hand to the other and giving it a few tosses into the air.

“Does Xiao ge even like classic literature?” Xiangling asks. She can’t really imagine Xiao-ge in a university classroom studying poetry or doing an in depth dive on the use of on character over another. But then again, it’s not like she can imagine him studying finance or chemistry, either.

“You’d be surprised,” Xingqiu shrugs. “Besides, stranger things have happened. Do you know what Aether’s degree is?”

“Aether has a degree?”

“I take that as a no. Aether’s degree is in agricultural sciences. He specifically studied agrophysics. Do not ask me what this means. I don’t really understand it. It’s simultaneously a wide and narrow scope of things at the same time.”

“Wait, I thought he went to art school?”

“No, no, apparently that was just a side job for him. He was the model, he wasn’t a student.”

“Aether was a nude model for art students in Mondstadt? Holy shit, does Xiao know that?”

“I don’t presume to know what Xiao and Aether tell each other,” Xingqiu says flatly. “And I never want to know.”

“I am learning too much about people today,” Xiangling concludes. The two fall silent as Chongyun and Xiao exchange a few practice hits. “Ge talks a big game but he always does what we want anyway. Are we bullies for making him do stuff, do you think?”

“Absolutely not,” Xingqiu replies. “How are we bullies? Look at him. If the man didn’t want to do something there’s no way he’d do it. He’s filial is what he is. Listening to his shifu and shushu’s teachings even when they aren’t here. I dare you to say that you’re worried he’s being bullied to his face. Let’s see where that gets us.”

“What if he says yes?”

“He hasn’t got the face to say yes, he’s being bullied by a bunch of people younger than he is.”

“You never know, A-Qiu. Xiao-ge’s surprised us before, hasn’t he? I mean. I never expected him to come out with ‘I’m dating Aether from Mondstadt and now we’re moving in together’. Did you?”

“Okay, fair. That one took us all by surprise. Even Ganyu. How did Ganyu not know?”

“Well. That’s Xiao for you. If ge wants to keep a secret then he’s keeping a secret, no two ways about it. I think that’s half of why he moved away from Liyue Harbor.”

“For secrets?”

“To get away from being bullied by a bunch of kids,” Xiangling corrects, “Which means getting to have a secret or two of his own. Just for himself. That’s something everyone wishes, isn’t it? To have a secret just for themselves? There’s something a little sad about having your entire life open to everyone around you and nothing just for yourself.”

“Now you’re making me feel bad.”

“There’s something just as good about giving that secret of yourself freely, when you choose to.”

“You’re making me feel awful.”

“Good. You deserve to feel awful with how much you tease poor Chongyun and Xiao-ge,” Xiangling declares. “Also, how did you get out of this one? If they’re using a saber it really should be you up there, not Chongyun.”

“Are you insane? Me against Xiao-ge? Even if the fight is staged I want no part of that,” Xingqiu shudders. “Ge is a beast. I might as well throw myself into a meat tenderizer.”

  



82. Chapter 82

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Qianbei, I have the documents you asked for,” Keqing says. Ningguang-qianbei looks away from Zhongli-laoshi and Keqing’s mind, entirely against her conscious choice, goes back several years to Ganyu groaning into her hands, miserably relaying the fact that she thinks that Ningguang-qianbei, Beidou-qianbei, and Zhongli-laoshi might have had something going on between the three of them.

          


    
     Upon finishing the scenic, but undoubtedly unnecessarily long, path up to Ningguang-qianbei’s house Keqing realizes her mistake. One of several, undoubtedly.

Keqing’s first mistake was picking up Ningguang-qianbei’s call when it came through on Keqing’s personal phone. In Keqing’s meager defense, how was she to know that the phone call would turn out to be a politely, but firmly worded order for Keqing to bring print outs of several important negotiation documents from Fontaine? Qianbei is supposed to be on vacation. Not even the Tianquan of Liyue can escape Liyue’s strictly worded and iron-clad laws on work hours. Ningguang-qianbei hasn’t had an official break that wasn’t sick leave in almost a year and a half. Technically speaking, she’s already overdue for a break. The only reason no one has called her out on it yet is because she’s Ningguang. No one calls Ningguang-qianbei out on anything. Though she was getting very, very close to a nervously written email from Human Resources.

The point is, on one hand Keqing can’t exactly say no to an order from Ningguang-qianbei. Even if she’s on vacation, she is still the leader of the Qixing, Keqing’s senior officer. 

But on the other hand, if Ganyu ever finds out that Keqing went behind her back and delivered documents to Ningguang-qianbei while the woman was on vacation — to borrow a phrase from Xinyan, Keqing’s ass is grass.

That was mistake one.

Mistake two, arguably, is going along with Ningguang-qianbei’s request (order). 

Mistake three, which is the one she realizes as she clears the last of the steps up to Ningguang-qianbei’s house, is that she told the car that drove her up here to leave. Keqing had presumed that she would need to stay to either take notes back to the Qixing office, bring back some other materials or documents, or otherwise just talk with Ningguang-qianbei about the negotiations and be a wall for the woman to bounce ideas off of.

This was a fair assumption to make, except for the fact that Keqing did not take into account Zhongli-laoshi. To be fair, no one really does factor him in. He just ends to show up at the oddest moments and you have to wildly calculate around his presence.

Keqing debates throwing the documents in her arms and running back down the stone stairs and gravel paths.

Ningguang-qianbei and Zhongli-laoshi are lounging upon what look to be rosewood sedans positioned underneath a large sunshade. Keqing is absolutely certain that if she took those chairs to an appraiser they would be older than her grandfather. Ningguang-qianbei is smoking from her pipe and Zhongli-laoshi is examining a bottle of what is definitely baiju.

It’s not that she doesn’t like Zhongli-laoshi. It’s just that she doesn’t know him that well. He’s a very smart, clearly well educated man with an excellent reputation. He just has a strange…something. He’s somehow connected to everyone of importance without question and no one can really explain why. He just knows people and is, in turn, known by people and inevitably his name will come up in any conversation and he’ll end up being pulled in as some kind of outside reference. People want him around for his opinions. They’re usually well founded opinions. But still. It’s very, very strange.

Keqing also hasn’t had much of an opportunity to spend time around him, for all that he’s the guardian of Ganyu and Xiao. And for all that she’s been an incidental tag-a-long on some of his more…scandalous affairs in the sense that Ganyu and Xiao have brought the rest of their cohort along with them in suffering through watching the man’s relationship’s unfold. Keqing knows too much about this man and it’s all entirely against her will. The information just delivered itself to her, much like how Keqing is delivering these trade documents to Ningguang-qianbei right now. 

Keqing decides to bite the bullet and make her presence known.

“Qianbei, I have the documents you asked for,” Keqing says. Ningguang-qianbei looks away from Zhongli-laoshi and Keqing’s mind, entirely against her conscious choice, goes back several years to Ganyu groaning into her hands, miserably relaying the fact that she thinks that Ningguang-qianbei, Beidou-qianbei, and Zhongli-laoshi might have had something going on between the three of them.

If Keqing could, she would pick up that memory in her hands and throw it like a shot put. Sadly, she can’t, so she shoves the memory to a corner of her mind with all of her mental strength and focuses on the here and the now.

“Thank you, Keqing,” Ningguang holds her hand out for them. She passes her pipe to Zhongli-laoshi who takes a slow pull off of it, politely averting his eyes form the documents Ningguang-qianbei immediately spills open onto her lap. He blows a slow, graceful stream of smoke out of the corner of his mouth as he keeps his eyes firmly on the sky. It’s on the tip of Keqing’s tongue to remind Ningguang-qianbei that she promised Beidou that she was working on quitting smoking. Ningguang-qianbei would probably just point out that she’s being a social smoker. But seeing as Keqing knows for a certain fact that Zhongli-laoshi is also only a social smoker, Keqing could argue that Ningguang-qianbei is just manipulating facts to suit her whims. But this isn’t a battle Keqing is willing to fight, not now, not ever. So Keqing keeps her eyes half-focused on some distant point in the distance near the front door of Ningguang-qianbei’s house.

“You can look,” Ningguang says to Zhongli-laoshi, shooting him a teasing glance, voice and mouth curling up at the corners like the smile of a particularly obnoxious cat, “Don’t tell me you aren’t curious. And it isn’t as if anything here would be news to you, would it, you nosy man?”

Zhongli-laoshi hums, taking another slow pull off of Ningguang-qianbei’s pipe. His eyes crinkle at the corners as he smiles, still not looking towards her or Keqing or the classified Qixing documents. Keqing cannot believe what is happening right now. She should call Xingqiu or Xiangling up for drinks after this. She should call Xinyan. She will not call Ganyu. If Ganyu ever confronts her about giving into Ningguang-qianbei while the woman is on vacation that’s when Keqing is going to bring this exact moment up and in vivid detail. Yanfei would try to kill her for making Ganyu cry, but it’s all self defense on Keqing’s part.

“That doesn’t seem like good practice, letting a complete stranger look at official documents.” He finally says when Ningguang just waves the documents at him. Then he’s taking one last quick pull off of the pipe and trading it back to qianbei for a section of documents she was holding out. Zhongli-laoshi sighs out smoke, crosses and re-crosses his legs as he starts to skim. He’s not wearing a full suit for once, though he is wearing a dress shirt. The sleeves are rolled back up his arms to just above his elbows.

Ningguang-qianbei just laughs, head tipped back and voice echoing through the beautifully manicured lawn like he’s just said the most delightful joke. Keqing starts to calculate her best exit route.

“Keqing, don’t look so uncomfortable,” Ningguang-qianbei chides, “One has to utilize all of their resources when available. Or are you going to tell me that you don’t send your documents off to Yanfei for review?”

“She’s got a consulting contract,” Keqing protests mulishly.

“And what about the boy from the Feiyun group? Does he have a consultation contract in place?”

Keqing’s neck flushes hot. She wants to protest that Xingqiu just somehow bullies his way into these things.

Zhongli-laoshi clicks his tongue at Ningguang-qianbei, glancing at her from under his lashes, “You shouldn’t bully your juniors like that, it’s unbecoming.”

Ningguang-qianbei just looks back at him, reaching over to flick his earring, “Pot meet kettle, hm? Now, do you need any more time with those or can we start talking business? As lovely as you are for the eyes, I keep you around for that mouth of yours.”

“I’m leaving,” Keqing declares, turning around and walking as fast she can without running.

“You’re missing out on a fantastic learning opportunity,” Ningguang-qianbei calls out after her.

Keqing is already texting Xingqiu and Xiangling the address for the closest bar.

  



83. Chapter 83

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You will like it anyway,” Azhdaha-shibo insists with the calm certainty of a man who’s been loved and in love with the same person for pretty much his entire life.

“I am looking at the back of your head right this very second,” Zhongli-shibo says, “And I am entirely certain that I will not like this view once you have me do this to your hair.”

          


    
    Yanfei lets herself into shibo’s house, whistling Xinyan’s latest song as she swings the canvas tote bag she has hanging off her wrist. 

“Hey, shibo! I brought your stuff,” Yanfei calls into the house. She cocks her head, listening for a response and hears the faint sound of voices arguing from the back yard. Yanfei trots deeper into the house, dropping the tote bag onto one of the kitchen chairs and following the sound of voices into the back yard. Yanfei slips into a pair of old flip flops by the back door that at one point might have been Xiao’s, might have been Ganyu’s, and are definitely not whatever color they should have been. 

“— this will not suit your head shape,” Zhongli-shibo insists, squinting at his tablet that’s propped up on the plastic covered outdoor table. “Why do you want to change to something new now?”

“It will. And why not?” Azhdaha-shibo replies, head slightly bowed forward. He’s wearing a t-shirt which is crazy because Yanfei didn’t think either of her shibos owned t-shirts. Zhongli-shibo’s hair is pinned up in a loose bun with a hair stick. He snips hair shears threateningly at Azhdaha-shibo.

“It will not,” he repeats more firmly, brows furrowed.

“You will like it anyway,” Azhdaha-shibo insists with the calm certainty of a man who’s been loved and in love with the same person for pretty much his entire life.

“I am looking at the back of your head right this very second,” Zhongli-shibo says, “And I am entirely certain that I will not like this view once you have me do this to your hair.”

“You will.”

Yanfei pulls out one of the garden chairs, straddling it backwards as she crosses her arms over its back to prop her chin up. “Big talk for a guy who’s got scissors next to his head.”

“Don’t worry, A-Yan,” Azhdaha-shibo says, eyes crinkling up at her from his tilted position, “A-Li here loves my hair too much to ruin it out of spite. It’s his second favorite part of me, right after — “

Zhongli-shibo loudly and pointedly clears his throat, roughly shoving Azhdaha-shibo’s head down and cutting him off.

“I was going to say my mouth, A-Li,” Azhdaha-shibo laughs, “Goodness, where did your mind go for me to get such rough treatment?”

“Your mouth is moving so much that I fear it will cause me to accidentally cut off an ear,” Zhongli-shibo replies flatly. His long fingers deftly spin the scissors around, tucking the blades flat against his palm as he uses that hand to tap and swipe at the — what Yanfei assumes — hair cutting video on his tablet. His other hand remains firmly on Azhdaha-shibo’s head, keeping it bowed. 

“Hey, hey, shibo?”

“Yes, yes, Yanfei?” Zhongi-shibo answers absently, rewinding the video and replaying the same fifteen or so seconds.

“Can you cut my hair next?”

“As long as it isn’t anything complicated,” Zhongli-shibo answers. “I did cut Ganyu and Xiao’s hair until they moved out.”

“Hey, hey, shibo?”

“Yes, yes, Yanfei?” Zhongli-shibo says, voice fond and patient as he starts to brush the back of Azhdaha-shibo’s hair with his fingers. “Azhdaha, I am not doing this to your hair. It’s a waste. It would be criminal.”

“Is there anything you can’t do, shibo?” Yanfei asks. 

“Are you telling me I’m going to have to go out and pay someone to cut my hair?” Azhdaha-shibo sounds absolutely aghast, pulling his head out from under Zhongli-shibo’s grip to turn around in the chair and stare up at him balefully. His eyes sparkle in the afternoon light, mischievous and full of contained laughter.

Zhongli-shibo’s eyebrows raise as he clicks the scissors in one hand, pinching Azhdaha-shibo’s cheek with the other. “Did you think you weren’t going to be paying me? Ridiculous man. Even if you did go out and get someone else to cut your hair the way you want it, you’d wind up having me fix it for you. So what does it matter, hm? And gymnastics.”

“What?”

“I can’t do gymnastics,” Zhongli-shibo says to Yanfei. “Bad joints, and an injury that didn’t heal quite right.”

“He could’ve once,” Azhdaha-shibo says to Yanfei, turning around to present the back of his head to Zhongli-shibo again. Zhongli-shibo starts cutting. “While we’re at it, he can’t handle boat rides without getting seasick. He doesn’t know how to use social media. His grasp on calculus is questionable at the best of times. He also can’t eat sashimi.”

Zhongli-shibo grimaces. “It’s the texture. It’s wrong. And you can’t eat it, either.”

“I could,” Azhdaha-shibo says. “I could if I put my mind to it.”

“Do not put your mind to it. Now be quiet, I’m focusing on trying to not make you look like your head is a cone. This is a bad haircut, Azhdaha. I don’t know why you’re insisting on it. I don’t know why I’m indulging you in this. It will not make you look younger. Why would you even want to look younger? Everyone knows you’re old. Who are you fooling? Certainly not me, and who else should matter?”

“Well maybe, love, I want the haircut just because I want it. Must I get a haircut that pleases others?”

“If I have to spend the rest of my life looking at you, then yes. Don’t you agree, Yanfei?”

“Can I claim neutral party?” Yanfei asks, tapping through her phone apps to get the perfect filter for the video she’s started taking of this. “I’m going to send this to Ganyu. You two are always a riot to listen to when you bicker. You love to see it. What’s for dinner?”

“What is it with you lot and thinking with your stomachs?” Azhdaha-shibo sighs.

“As if you’re any different, I do mean it now. Hush. And we’re having liang pi with peanuts and pickled greens. The weather is good for it.”

  



84. Chapter 84

Summary for the Chapter:
            But Azhdaha’s way didn’t work. All those years wasted. For what?

          


    
    Waking surrounded by soft warmth is not how Zhongli is used to waking, but he can’t say it’s all that unusual all the same. He thinks that he will never be used to this sort of morning softness. Zhongli breathes in deep, mind rousing with body, and squirms against the press of a mouth to the side of his neck. A broad palm coaxes him into turning over, lying flat on his back, and Azhdaha’s familiar weight rolls over him. Azhdaha’s face, cheeks and jaw rough with stubble as he’s certain his own is, nuzzles against him, nose pushing back his hair.

“Good morning,” Azhdaha rumbles. Zhongli feels the sound of him in his lungs, in his stomach. Azhdaha’s weight is a hot, solid line pressed against him from toes to their fluttering bellies. He can feel every inhale and exhale of Azhdaha’s body through the thin fabric of their clothes. Azhdaha’s forearms lift the man’s chest and shoulders up over Zhongli’s as he peppers open mouthed kisses to every part of Zhongli’s skin he can get to. Zhongli’s arms rise to circle around Azhdaha’s waist, fingers lacing together at the small of the man’s back. As Azhdaha presses kisses closer and closer to Zhongli’s mouth, Zhongli tips his face away.

“Morning breath,” Zhongli mutters.

“I don’t mind,” Azhdaha says, smiling against Zhongli’s cheek.

“Well I do,” Zhongli replies, turning his head enough to glance a kiss to the side of Azhdaha’s head. He gives the man’s hip a light hit. “Off.”

Azhdaha draws back, pouting. “I wake you so sweetly and this is how you respond? Kissing you before brushing my teeth is hardly the worst thing I’ve ever done to you. Nor is it the worst thing to ever happen to you, all things considered.”

Ridiculous man. Who was the fool who said that absence makes the heart grow fonder? Zhongli would have loved him much sweeter if he had never left. As it is, when Azhdaha says things like that it makes Zhongli want to say something cruel in response. He doesn’t. He somehow manages to avoid saying something bitter and hissing by the skin of his teeth every time. He thinks Azhdaha does it on purpose. He’s waiting for Zhongli to snap back, to strike with the hidden dark that he’s never hidden from Azhdaha before. But he won’t. Not consciously, not willingly.

Zhongli is tired of being angry. He’s very, very tired of taking up arms and holding his spite and his wrath and his wrongs in his hands like weapons. Isn’t that the point of all of this? Isn’t that the point of why their paths diverged for all those years?

Zhongli: tired and wanting for something more than his proven capacity for dominance and destruction.

Azhdaha: tired and wanting for something more than what the current world was capable of giving, and willing to force his desired outcome with the sheer power of his own will and outrage.

But Azhdaha’s way didn’t work. All those years wasted. For what?

Zhongli traces the wrinkles at the corners of Azhdaha’s eyes, his mouth, the fainter lines across his forehead. His eyes catches on the streaks of dark gray in Azhdaha’s thick hair. He could have seen them form in real time. They could have had this sort of morning this entire time. 

“That’s why,” Zhongli says gently, shifting his legs open for Azhdaha to settle more comfortably over him. “That’s why you shouldn’t add insult to injury by kissing me with morning breath.”

“Is that how it works?” Azhdaha asks, brown eyes catching the sunlight peeking through their curtains just so.

Zhongli hums, “You should be good to me.”

Azhdaha’s lips curve into a faint smile. Once, several years ago, he would have said “Aren’t I always?” And Zhongli would have been unable to refute him. Zhongli knows that both he and Azhdaha are mentally following the path this exchange could have had in another life. They are imagining the lives they could have lived and the shapes their lives could have been.

But Azhdaha can’t say that anymore.

“I will,” Azhdaha says instead, ducking his head down to rub his cheek against Zhongli’s. “I will be.”

Zhongli hums, eyes closing as he lets himself simply indulge in the sensation of gentle touch and warmth.

“Dare I ask if you’ll be good to me too?” Azhdaha whispers to Zhongli’s ear as he gently lowers his weight onto Zhongli’s chest, forearms wedging underneath Zhongli’s shoulders as he tangles their legs. Zhongli unfolds his hands and lets his palms and fingers spread over the expanse of Azhdaha’s back. He presses hard, feeling every firm shift of muscle and bone with every breath. Azhdaha’s body burns with heat through his clothes. Zhongli tips his face down, cheek pressing back against the side of Azhdaha’s head, nose skimming down the line of his throat. They press into each other, only the thinnest veneer of soft playfulness left.

“I’m trying to be,” Zhongli whispers to the curve of Azhdaha’s neck and shoulder, hands rising to feel the shapes of the man’s shoulders, to skim fingertips along the ridge of spine. Through Azhdaha’s shirt Zhongli maps scars, some now faded to near invisibility. But Zhongli would know them. He would know them like he knows his own. With every push of his chest and stomach against Azhdaha’s, he imagines the touch and alignment of their shared history. Scar to scar. Bone to bone. Fracture to fracture. Memory to memory. There are unfamiliar ones, too. Perhaps someday Zhongli will know the stories to those as well.

Zhongli’s hands curl into fists, wrinkling and bunching up the fabric over Azhdaha’s shoulders and Azhdaha sighs, hot and wet against Zhongli’s neck. Azhdaha’s own hands are hard, hot points of contact, pressing Zhongli as close as physically possible in this arrangement of limbs.

Perhaps good is not the word that they should have been using here. Gentle, maybe. Kind, perhaps. Forgiving. 

They lie there together for another few minutes, bone to bone, so closely locked together that there’s no space between them for anything to hide or be hidden.

“Up,” Zhongli says, breaking their silence with a softer kiss to Azhdaha’s neck. “Off. Beidou’s asked us for lunch and I wanted to see if I could find if her favorite wine is in stock first. I didn’t have time yesterday because we spent so much time cleaning up the yard.”

 

  



85. Chapter 85

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Give me a minute.”

“A-Yan,” Ganyu tugs Yanfei’s foot again, this time pulling her partway down the bed. “You had three alarms.”

“Well you only heard the last one,” Yanfei says, “I won’t fall asleep.”

          


    
    Yanfei is fully awake for her third alarm, hand descending over her phone with the clumsy reluctance of a bored toddler attempting to shove a square shaped block into a round hole.

She has three morning alarms. The first two she calls practice runs, where she checks her social media and her personal email, browses bilibili, checks her texts, and then goes back to sleep. The third one is the one that really counts.

Ganyu, meanwhile, has somehow — as always — slept straight through Yanfei’s first two alarms as well as Yanfei’s browsing on her phone and restless wiggling to find a better cool spot on the pillow, but upon the third alarm, which coincides with Ganyu’s own alarm, is now awake. Ganyu sits straight up, hand finding her phone in the dark with terrifying accuracy, and taps the end alarm button on the screen with the delicacy of a dragonfly landing on water.

“I will never know how you do that,” Yanfei says, still attempting to slap her phone into silence.

Ganyu’s eyes are closed, and her finger is still on the phone screen.

“Do you need a minute?” Yanfei asks, finally getting her phone to shut the heck up. She tips onto her side, cheek colliding against Ganyu’s rock hard shoulder and squishing Yanfei’s cheek and lips. Ganyu’s body is warm from being cocooned in their blankets and she smells like fabric softener, sleep, and the faintest traces of Yanfei’s body lotion.

“Why are we awake?” Ganyu asks, voice rough and low. Yanfei wiggles her toes, drawing her knees up to her chest as she nuzzles her cheek against Ganyu’s shoulder. It’s like cuddling a warm rock. Yanfei is beginning to understand why lizards do this. She is one hundred percent understanding the appeal now. After a second of consideration, Yanfei shuffles around and sticks one of her feet underneath Ganyu’s knee. Ganyu doesn’t even jolt from Yanfei’s freezing toes. “Yanfei, why am I awake? It’s Saturday.”

Yanfei fiddles with the ends of Ganyu’s hair, waiting for Ganyu’s big brain to boot up and catch up to the fact that she’s awake and not dreaming.

Ganyu’s nose wrinkles adorably as she slowly turns to look at Yanfei like this is somehow Yanfei’s fault. As though Yanfei was torturing Ganyu with waking up early on a Saturday and Ganyu’s trying to figure out what wrong she’s committed to deserve this.

“There’s no holiday today,” Ganyu says slowly, “I don’t have overtime. It’s Saturday. I don’t understand.” She turns back to look at her phone, as though it’s turned sentient on her and is now repaying Ganyu for every time she’s accidentally dropped it while attempting to carry entire filing cabinets worth of contents while also trying to answer texts and drink from her thermos.

“Yanfei,” Ganyu says plaintively.

Yanfei decides to take pity on Ganyu’s clearly still asleep brain.

“We’re going on vacation with your family,” Yanfei explains. “We’re meeting at Xiao-ge’s apartment in Wangshu and then we’ve got to take another train up to Stone Gate. Remember?Shibo’s going to be here to pick us up in an hour.”

Ganyu’s out of bed and halfway to the bathroom by the time Yanfei’s said the word “shibo”. Yanfei flops onto Ganyu’s vacated space on the bed, attempting to soak in the dregs of warmth left behind. Yanfei rolls herself up in their blankets, shoving her face back into Ganyu’s pillow.

She hears the bathroom fan turning on and the sound of the sink.

She’ll get up in a second. For real. But Ganyu’s left behind a really good warm spot and all the pillows are perfectly arranged for a nice lie down. How can Yanfei refuse that? It’d be criminal. An absolute waste.

“Yanfei,” Ganyu says, tugging on Yanfei’s foot, “Get up. You said you wanted to wash your hair before we left.”

Yanfei curses lazy Friday night Yanfei for not washing her hair. Friday night Yanfei thought — oh, I’ll just have a quick shower now and then I’ll wash my hair tomorrow morning before we go. It’ll last longer that way.

Damn it, Friday night Yanfei. She did not account for Saturday morning Yanfei plus Ganyu-warm bed.

“Give me a minute.”

“A-Yan,” Ganyu tugs Yanfei’s foot again, this time pulling her partway down the bed. “You had three alarms.”

“Well you only heard the last one,” Yanfei says, “I won’t fall asleep.”

“You say that every time.”

“Yeah, but I actually mean it this time,” Yanfei protests. “You’re giving me the look, aren’t you? If I don’t look at you giving me the look does it count?”

Ganyu just throws it back at her, “Does it?”

The sad answer is yes. It unfortunately does count. Ganyu’s looks have weight to them. You don’t even have to be in the same physical vicinity as her when she’s giving one of those out, you’ll feel it anyway.

Yanfei reluctantly gets up onto her elbows and knees, trying to savor the warmth of the blankets for as long as possible. She slowly sticks one of her feet out over the side of the bed. Cold air hits her foot and leg and Yanfei pulls back.

“But I’m cold,” Yanfei turns over her shoulder to give Ganyu her most pathetic look. “And the bed is all warm and soft.”

Ganyu looks very fond and like she’s in the mood to spoil Yanfei just a little, and that just makes Yanfei want to act all the more spoiled.

Yanfei flops back down onto her side, burrowing deep into the blankets until only her eyes are peering out over the edge of them. “World cold and hard, bed warm and soft.”

Ganyu sits on the edge of the bed, running her hand through Yanfei’s hair and sorting out some of the bigger tangles.

“You need to wash your hair,” Ganyu says, “The water will be warm. And then you won’t want to get out of the shower.”

“Something about running water hitting your head just makes the brain turn off,” Yanfei says, “It’s magic.”

Ganyu pets Yanfei’s hair for a few more moments, and Yanfei’s eyelids are fighting the drowsy warmth of all of this. 

“You’ll be sorry if you don’t shower right now,” Ganyu says. And then she stands yanks the blankets away from Yanfei and Yanfei is assaulted by cold air. Yanfei immediately curls up into a little ball, groaning.

“You’re bullying me,” Yanfei says.

Ganyu gets one hand around Yanfei’s ankle and pulls. Yanfei is dragged down the bed until her legs are over Ganyu’s lap, and then Ganyu’s got one arm under Yanfei’s knees and another going around Yanfei’s back. Yanfei is tipped into the cradle of Ganyu’s arms are she stands, easily carrying Yanfei across their bedroom towards the bathroom. Yanfei circles her arms around Ganyu’s shoulders and neck, kissing the underside of Ganyu’s jaw.

“You’re bullying me by spoiling me,” Yanfei says. “Killing me with kindness. I’m ruined for life. Take responsibility.”

“I’m trying, but daxiong is enjoying living in sin too much,” Ganyu replies easily, “I might have to be terribly improper and go out of order. I have a feeling that Shifu and Shushu might not actually mind that.”

Ganyu sets Yanfei down right in front of the shower, kissing Yanfei’s cheek as she does so.

“I’ll give you ten minutes. Five to wash your hair and five to enjoy your brain turning off,” Ganyu says. “I’ll put your clothes here.”

“What happens if I’m not out in ten minutes?”

Ganyu takes Yanfei’s chin between her thumb and forefinger, giving Yanfei a quick kiss and a pat on the cheek.

“Let’s not find out,” Ganyu replies.

“You were supposed to say you’d come join me, Ganyu,” Yanfei pouts, starting to shuck off her sleeping clothes.

“Then we’d be late,” Ganyu says, “And then we’d certainly be in trouble because we also promised Shifu and Shushu we’d get breakfast first. Shushu doesn’t mess around when it comes to breakfast. It’s the only meal he and Shifu ever fight over.”

  



86. Chapter 86

Summary for the Chapter:
            “But you like it,” Aether points out. “You love it when I’m ridiculous.”

Xiao has no argument to that because Aether’s right, and they both know it.

          


    
    Aether stirs when he feels faint movement from behind him and the displacement of air along his back. Blankets are quickly tucked in, once again returning him to a small bubble of drowsy warmth. Aether hovers in that strange place between waking up and sinking back to sleep as he senses a body over his, feels lips graze against his forehead, a hand brushing his bangs and arranging his braid.

“Sleep,” Xiao whispers and Aether is more than happy to do just that.

He’s not sure how long he sleeps for, maybe another half hour or so, before he wakes up again. This time for real. He stretches his arm back behind himself, feeling only cool sheets and empty bed.

Aether gets out of bed, following his sleepy logic to where Xiao must be if he isn’t in bed. Sure enough, Xiao is sitting at their table eating plain toast.

“Okay?” Aether asks, willing to bet that Xiao’s mug is just filled with hot water. Aether’s voice, for all that he’s saying one word, comes out garbled. His bare feet on the cool tile send little jolts of “wake up! Wake up! That’s so cold! Wake up!” Up through his legs. Xiao shoots him an amused look, taking another bite of his breakfast.

“Okay,” Xiao confirms when Aether just continues to wait for him. “I’m just not hungry is all.”

Aether nods, pouring himself into the chair next to Xiao’s, raising his feet off of the cold floor and unerringly finding Xiao’s to put them on top of. Xiao’s legs jolt at the cold contact but the man just sighs. Aether slumps forward, resting his cheek on his folded arms and impetuously opening his mouth just to see what will happen.

After a moment Aether feels Xiao nudge his toast against Aether’s lips. Aether, eyes still closed, lifts his head just a little to bite down. As soon as he bites he blinks his eyes open, pulling back to look at the toast.

Xiao’s added a thin spread of butter — Aether didn’t even know Xiao had butter out — to the side of the toast he offered Aether to bite from.

Aether, now much more awake, looks at the table and sees that Xiao also has a second mug out, this one filled with tea. Aether touches his fingers to the side of it and is somehow entirely unsurprised to find that it’s still quite hot to the touch.

“I heard you get up,” Xiao says to the unspoken question. 

“You’ll ruin me,” Aether warns, taking a small sip of tea. “I’ll be absolutely useless. I’ll become intolerable to live with.”

“Mark your words,” Xiao replies, eyes sparkling with quiet mirth. He stands, running a hand through Aether’s hair as he passes on his way to the kitchen. Presumably to get more bread. Aether watches him, snagging Xiao’s half eaten toast to nibble from the buttered side. “Ganyu texted me. They’re on the train now. They’ll be here after lunch.”

Aether nods, mentally reviewing everything else they need to pack before the rest of their party gets here and they head off to Stone Gate. Toothbrushes, of course. Hair brush. Phone chargers. Aether had wanted to do a quick run to the bank to get some bills, but Yanfei said she was doing that yesterday and she’d have them covered. 

Xiao comes back while Aether is mentally unpacking their suitcases and reviewing everything they double checked last night. He sets a plate of fresh toast down in front of Aether along with a jar of jam that Yun Jin gave them as a souvenir from one of her shorter trips. He gently taps the knuckle of his forefinger to Aether’s forehead.

“Everything is packed,” Xiao says, nudging the plate closer to him, “We aren’t forgetting anything. And if we do, Shifu probably has it or it’s something we can buy when we’re there. We have enough money. We alerted our banks that we may be having foreign transactions. We already told Paimon what the new security code is. She’ll text us when she arrives and she’ll eat all of the food we have in the apartment, even the ones that weren’t in danger of expiring while we’re away.”

Aether grins around his next sip of tea, “But Xiao, what if she also literally eats us out of house? We’ll come back and she’s made herself nice and comfortable and too big to roll out the door.”

“We’ll move,” Xiao answers instantly, “But we won’t tell anyone this time.”

“Your answer was too ready,” Aether laughs. “You’d cut and run just like that?”

“So would you,” Xiao points out. 

“Well, if you are then so am I. I told you, you’re the ruin of me. I’m going to be useless by myself after you’ve spoiled me this much.”

Xiao’s eyes warm, squinting a little with amusement. He reaches his arm out, slow and easy to follow. Aether leans into it, meeting him halfway. Xiao’s hand returns to his hair, fingers gently sliding through loosened strands as he guides Aether’s face towards his own for a soft kiss.

“Ridiculous,” Xiao says against Aether’s cheek. Aether’s own hand slides over the back of Xiao’s neck, thumb sliding over the soft, short hairs at the base of the man’s neck. Aether turns his face to catch Xiao’s lips with his own.

“But you like it,” Aether points out. “You love it when I’m ridiculous.”

Xiao has no argument to that because Aether’s right, and they both know it. 

“You know what’s really ridiculous?” Aether says as Xiao rests their foreheads together. Xiao blinks at him. “We’re going on a beach holiday with your family. I’ve never seen your Shifu in anything that doesn’t have at least five buttons. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him without socks on. Even in summer.”

Xiao’s hand moves from the back of Aether’s head to pull at his ear.

“Shushu is worse,” Xiao says, thumb gently stroking a line from Aether’s jaw to earlobe. “He actively chooses to wear long sleeves during the summer. He likes to tease Shifu for being indecent. I think they’re competing to see who caves and switches to shorter sleeves first.”

  



87. Chapter 87

Summary for the Chapter:
            Aether doesn’t think he’s ever been wanted so tenderly, so much, by anyone.

          


    
    Aether didn’t know it was possible to be simultaneously restless and sleepy. Being with Xiao has shown him a lot of things about himself and this world that he didn’t know were possible. For example, he didn’t know that there were people who had “yang deficiencies” as legitimate medical conditions. He also didn’t know that changing that channel during the annual New Year’s concert was tantamount to fraud, theft, murder, and arson. Before being with Xiao, Aether didn’t know that you could taste the difference between two types of salt, both gathered from the Yaoguang Shoal, but now he can always tell.

Before Xiao, Aether didn’t know it was possible to love someone so loudly, and yet be so quiet about it. Xiao is not an overly expressive man, and Aether didn’t think he was either, but the volume to which Xiao announces his love for Aether at any moment of the day without ever actually opening his mouth or so much as smiling in Aether’s direction is baffling.

Aether doesn’t think he’s ever been wanted so tenderly, so much, by anyone.

Every night Xiao braids Aether’s hair before Aether sleeps if Xiao’s not at work. Sometimes, if Aether was being very lazy, he even dries Aether’s hair for him before braiding it. One night Xiao had moved to stand behind Aether, watching as Aether absently twisted strand over strand — eyes slipping closed — and gently took Aether’s wrists into his hands. His fingers stilled Aether’s, sliding over his own and displacing them until it was Xiao holding the three sections of hair instead of Aether and Xiao continued the work. Aether fell asleep before Xiao could finish, before Aether could make any real comment aside from — “Don’t braid it too tight”.

Aether did comment about it once.

“You don’t have to,” Aether had said, hands rising to cover Xiao’s, because Xiao’s entire body seemed to exude exhaustion that night. Before coming to stay with Aether in Mondstadt Xiao had pulled a double shift, and then more overtime because of an unexpected staff shortage. Xiao went straight from the Wangshu Inn to the train station and barely managed to sleep on the trip up to Stone Gate.

“I want to,” Xiao said, knuckles lightly tracing over the nape of Aether’s neck as he carefully gathered strands of hair. 

What Xiao did not have the face to say out loud, but what Aether has gathered over the many iterations of this nightly ritual, is: I want to take care of you. I want to do something good for you. I want to be good to you. I want time with you. I want whatever I can have of you.

And now here they are months later and Xiao continues this and Aether remains, as ever, horribly spoiled by it all. He’d told Lumine about it once. Lumine had stared at him, put her coffee down — something he’s only seen her do once when she found out that Dainsleif was basically homeless and sleeping out of a storage locker — and said to Aether in complete seriousness, “You need to lock that the fuck down. I don’t even braid your hair. I mean. There’s just so much of it. Every night? Does he have any other siblings or cousins available?”

“Not too tight,” Aether says, yawning as he idly taps at his phone screen. Xiao hums in acknowledgement, fingers combing out sections of Aether’s hair and gathering them at the base of Aether’s neck. Xiao’s knuckles brush against Aether’s skin and every touch might as well be a full flat-palmed stroke down the spine for how it simultaneously makes Aether want to lean in, eyes closing, surrendering all of his weight, and how it makes Aether want to sit up straighter, back arching, nerves alive.

There are other things that Xiao doesn’t say that Aether has picked up on. He’s very good at things like that.

Xiao likes cats. He has an adorable fondness for high places and a profound talent for getting to them. The man can’t tolerate spicy food, although he does try. For all that Xiao is very smart, very talented, and highly skilled he has no true ambitions in life and that used to bother him but it doesn’t anymore. Xiao’s found peace with the life he’s built and Aether is included in that.

And Xiao hasn’t really said this one explicitly, and Aether doubts that either of them will ever talk about it plainly, but Xiao adores Aether’s freckles and beauty marks. Aether is nearly entirely certain that the man looks at them and thinks “Aether buttons, push here” and uses his prodigious self-control not to touch them whenever he happens to glance at one. He sometimes wonders if Xiao is so fascinated by them because the man doesn’t have any himself. Xiao’s skin — aside from his tattoo and a few fading scars — is entirely clear. Not even a freckle. Aether finds this entirely unfair because there’s only so much attention he can give to Xiao’s tattoo before it becomes obviously noticeable and therefore teasing fodder.

There are two moles on Aether’s back. One near the base of his neck towards the curve of his shoulder and the other a little bit lower than that. Aether knows Xiao can see both right now. Aether has another on the inside of his left knee, another on the back of his right calf, a third on the inside of his left ankle, two on his right hip, one on the back of his right arm just above the elbow, and one very small, very faint one on the pad of his left ring finger. Xiao could find all of them, eyes closed, with complete and unfailing accuracy. 

“Do it,” Aether challenged him once, voice aiming for teasing and falling short due to breathless excitement. “You can touch them. Whatever you like. Whenever you want.”

Aether, himself, forgets they’re there. They’re mostly flat and are rather small. Aether doesn’t even notice them anymore. Sometimes a new one will show up and Xiao will be the one to bring it to his attention — like the one on his left knee and the one on his finger.

Xiao had leaned in, mouth to Aether’s ear and voice low with amused promise, “Mark your words.”

“Promises, promises,” Aether teased back, arms gathering Xiao close until they were shoulder to shoulder, chest to chest, stomach to stomach, hip to hip. Every soft part of them pressed together and fluttering with the giddy energy of two people leaping hand in hand into the unknown together.

In the present, Aether shifts restlessly even though his eyes keep wanting to droop closed. Xiao gives his hair a light, quick pull, and Aether sits up straight with a quiet sigh.

“Almost done,” Xiao says. “I just need to finish this section and tie it off.”

Xiao is fully capable of braiding Aether’s hair while Aether is asleep. He’s done it before. But like all the things Xiao doesn’t say, he would prefer it if Aether was awake simply because there’s something a touch awkward about braiding someone’s hair when they’re asleep and slumped over.

“Then bed,” Aether says, quickly putting his phone down because in the middle of almost dozing off it looks like he accidentally started typing nonsense to Xiangling. Most of it just being empty space because his thumb rested on the space bar of the digital keyboard.

“Then bed,” Xiao promises, voice warm. Aether feels him tie the braid off, gently putting the length of hair over Aether’s shoulder. Xiao’s fingertip presses to the mole on the side of Aether’s neck. “Done.”

Aether stretches his arms above his head, yawning as he tips back, grinning up at Xiao as he leans against the other man. Xiao’s eyebrows raise and Aether waves his arms above his head.

“Xingqiu says I should take advantage when I can.”

“Do I look like Chongyun to you?” Xiao replies but he’s already bending to scoop Aether into his arms. For a man so thin, Xiao is incredibly strong. Aether grins, arms looping around Xiao’s shoulders as Xiao carries him the two feet from dressing table to bed. 

“No, you’re much more handsome,” Aether says as Xiao lays him down. “Don’t tell Xingqiu I said that though. We’d argue about it and then I’d be forced to divulge the incredible secret of how you’re a fantastic cuddler in order to win.”

 

  



88. Chapter 88

Summary for the Chapter:
            Sure enough, Xiao appears around the corner from the entryway, divested of shirt and jacket and cap, looking thoroughly exasperated. His expression reads “I know what you’re up to”.

Aether’s own clearly says, “stop me if you don’t like it”.

          


    
    Aether’s just finished putting away his breakfast dishes in the dish washer when Xiao comes home, arrival forecasted by the beep of their door’s security code being entered. Aether double checks that the electric kettle is full and turns it on as the door opens and he hears Xiao entering. 

“Welcome back,” Aether calls out. “I left breakfast out for you.”

Xiao has repeatedly told Aether not to, but this is part of Aether’s plan. One of the major reasons Aether chose this apartment was because it has a dishwasher/dryer unit. The real hurdle is actually getting Xiao to use it. And a big part of this is putting things into it ahead of time so Xiao realizes that no matter what he does the thing is going to be run eventually. Therefore he can’t just put his already washed dishes into it along with dirty ones. So far Aether thinks his plan is going well. He’s gotten to a point where he can run the dish washer twice a week with only mild reproach. 

Aether’s current argument is that he’s very, very busy training his replacement at the magazine and learning the new tasks of his new management role, also he’s overseeing applications from interns and web submissions. Putting the entire day’s, or two day’s worth, of dishes into the machine is saving him time he needs working.

Xiao can never resist anything that makes Aether’s life easier, as much as he wishes he could just wash all the dishes himself and return to using the machine as a glorified drying rack.

Sure enough, Xiao appears around the corner from the entryway, divested of shirt and jacket and cap, looking thoroughly exasperated. His expression reads “I know what you’re up to”.

Aether’s own clearly says, “stop me if you don’t like it”.

Xiao shakes his head silently, disappearing into their bedroom to get a change of clothes to shower.

By the time Xiao is done showering and getting himself sorted Aether has finished loading the dish washer, the electric kettle has finished, and Aether is on his second cup of tea for the day. He pours Xiao a cup of hot water, unsure if the man wants anything with actual flavor in it. Sometimes Xiao can be convinced to join Aether in a cup of tea before he goes to sleep for the day, sometimes not.

Xiao sighs as he takes in the food Aether left out for him, equal parts fond and chagrined. He shakes his head again, but begins to slowly eat.

“How was work?” Aether asks as he wipes their counter down.

“Yanxiao got into a fight with his sous chef,” Xiao says. 

“Again?” From what Aether can gather, Yanxiao — if he had any say in it — would be running a one man kitchen for the entirety of the Wangshu Inn. 

“Mm,” Xiao hums, and then nods. “He complained about it during his smoke break.”

Yanxiao takes all of his smoke breaks on the roof, which is where Xiao takes his regular breaks.

“And then during my lunch break,” Xiao says. All the employees on night shift take their breaks in the kitchen. Yanxiao, for all of his bluster, makes sure to leave out hefty amounts of food for the night staff to pick through at their leisure. He’s a soft man. Yanxiao, himself, seems to either live at the Wangshu Inn or very close because he seems to be there constantly. The kitchen technically never closes — twenty four hour room service — but Head Chef Yanxiao’s main prerogative is dinner and occasionally brunch on Sundays depending on if there’s a holiday or not.

“Otherwise quiet?” 

“A disagreement between a large family,” Xiao recalls without actually saying anything interesting at all. Xiao is perhaps the only person who can gossip without actually gossiping. “No intervention needed, though. Otherwise quiet.” He turns as Aether comes to stand next to him, looking up at Aether’s face. “You?”

“Full day of work ahead of me,” Aether says, bending down. After a moment Xiao blinks at him and tips his head further up, offering his face. Aether closes the distance and presses two kisses to Xiao’s face — one to the temple, the other to the forehead. He straightens up again and Xiao returns to eating. “I’m still working on the new website format. There’s something wrong with the layout and it’s causing the drop down menu to not display properly. And then I need to review video footage from our new columnist to pull out stills. My intern writers are also supposed to be checking in today with articles.”

“No article for you?”

“I finished mine yesterday,” Aether says, “I think I’ll have it saved for a different issue, or have it published on the website instead once the new website rolls out. I don’t have time to properly polish it up. It’s not like we’re short on content. With Inazuma opening back up we have tons of articles we can go ahead with researching.”

“You should have gone with Xingqiu when he had that event,” Xiao muses, “You could have gotten the first scoop.”

“And listen to Xingqiu lament how he’s not with Chongyun the entire time? No thank you.” Aether laughs, ducking down to press one last kiss to the side of Xiao’s head. “Sleep well, Xiao. I’m off to do the terrible work of playing around with code and layouts. I’ll be spending the entire day thinking about if size eleven font is better than size ten point five.”

“Away with you then,” Xiao says, waving Aether off. 

Aether closes the door to his office, cup of tea in his hand, and grim determination to actually finish this stupid website today. Or at least, fix the drop down menu to his satisfaction.

He still thinks that they should actually get someone who studied this kind of thing to be doing it, but apparently no one else wanted the job — even with the hefty pay raise that came with it. Aether is beginning to understand why. The switch from hourly to salaried seemed good at first but with the amount of overtime he’s pulling he’s pretty sure he was doing better before. Although, that’s mostly his fault. It’s not like he’s on a harsh deadline — if anything, he’s ahead — and it’s his own stubbornness that’s making him work so long and so hard.

Aether quickly sinks into the rabbit hole of website design, eyes flicking between his two screens as he tries to determine what’s working, what’s not, and what could be better. He accidentally discovers a way to shadow the drop down menu with an interesting contrast color but it would require him to redo the accent colors for all the other menu bars. Aether jots that down for later. 

Aether emerges from his website designing fog some unknown amount of time later when he realizes that his phone is about to die. He dumbly stares at the wireless charging pad and his phone, nudging it until the battery symbol lights up. That will take forever. Aether reaches into his desk drawer for the actual charger and then remembers that the one in here is broken. That’s why he was using the old, cheap, finicky wireless charging pad to start with.

He has a spare in the bedroom though. Aether stands, grimacing at the stiffness in his legs and back — Xiao’s voice in his head chides him for not taking proper breaks and stretching — and he hobbles out of his office. 

The bedroom is mostly dark, except for the few rays of sunlight that have managed to thwart their black out curtains. He quietly creeps to his side of the bed, slowly feeling around for the cable to trace the chord to the socket and unplug it. Xiao is dead asleep, rolled over onto his stomach and face buried into his pillow.

Aether can’t resist, he sits down on the floor, resting his chin on the edge of the bed and watches him for a little. He stretches his arm out over the bed, letting his fingers rest just short of touching Xiao. The man’s selective sleeping skills are truly a marvel to behold. Xiao once slept through someone moving into the apartment across the hall — complete with excitedly yelling pair of children and an entire piano getting moved in — but if Xiao’s phone chimes from Zhongli-laoshi Xiao will be awake instantly.

Aether indulges himself in listening to Xiao slowly breathe before quietly going to the kitchen to grab a quick and very late lunch, then retreating back to his office and settling in for another few hours of editing.

Somewhere in between Aether conference calling his interns to review their articles, flipping between two different time stamps in the same video that are less than a two seconds apart to figure out which one would make a better still shot, Xiao knocks on his door.

“All good,” Aether says after a moment where his brain tries to figure out how words work again.

Xiao comes in bringing a fresh cup of tea and a very large glass of water. He sets both down pointedly, giving Aether’s empty water bottle a pointed shake.

“I am going to install a water cooler here,” Xiao threatens. “Did you figure the drop down menu out?”

“Yes,” Aether says, turning in his chair to hold his arms out. Xiao leans in arms resting over Aether’s shoulders as he lets himself get pulled into a hug. “Did you eat?”

“I ate,” Xiao confirms.

“Did you put your dishes in the dish washer?”

“Yes,” Xiao says, sounding adorably petulant about it.

“Excellent. Safe travels to work. “

“And you get off of work sometime soon,” Xiao chides, “They didn’t make you salaried so you could work almost ten hours a day.”

“Oh trust me, they did not anticipate me going all in like this,” Aether sighs, shoulders relaxing from tension he didn’t know was there as Xiao massages the back of his neck. “I’ll stop after this bit. Honest. I have to run the dish washer. And I have a video call with my cousin. I’m sure she sends her enthusiastic well wishes your way.”

“And mine to her,” Xiao gently kisses the top of Aether’s head. “Do you want me to pick something up while I’m out?”

“I’ll text you,” Aether says, letting Xiao go. “Bring me all the gossip?”

“Does Verr Goldett taking her husband to task over letting the restaurant’s private room get double booked count?” Xiao asks, fully aware of the answer. “Answer all the group chat texts for me.”

  



89. Chapter 89


    
    “I hate allergies,” Aether declares. There’s no point in actually saying it. Xiao knows. Everyone who knows Aether knows. It’s like, part of Aether’s basic information. It’s part of his introduction. If Aether had to do a self-introduction like in college or when he first started working, it would go along the lines of: “Hello, I’m Aether. I have a twin, I like to cook, I love to travel, and I hate allergies.” 

If other people had to describe him when he isn’t present they’d say: “Aether. A little short. Long blonde hair. Brown eyes. Has a twin sister. Has some freckles. Dresses pretty casually. Hates allergies. Got a degree in agricultural sciences.”

Xiao graces Aether with a very indulgent look from beneath his lashes before he resumes reading whatever book either Xingqiu, Yanfei, or Keqing have foisted onto him. 

“Xiao.” Is Aether whining? Definitely. But is Aether going to get his way? Absolutely.

Xiao lays his arm along the back of the couch, exposing the prime real estate of his entire left side for Aether to dive into. Aether immediately huddles up against Xiao, resting his head on Xiao’s chest and letting Xiao’s left arm fall back around his shoulders as he tucks his feet underneath himself. Xiao leans his cheek on top of Aether’s head, left hand idly running a firm line up and down Aether’s arm.

“Did you take your allergy medication?” Xiao asks. He’s holding the book open in his right hand, propping it up on his right knee, flipping a page with his thumb. It takes Aether a moment to realize that Xiao’s reading an analysis of old poems. Not a new recommendation, then. Definitely something Xiao fished out from his sparse collection of books. Xiao’s never been a truly avid reader, but the few books and collections he has enjoyed he rereads over and over again.

“Yes,” Aether answers, succeeding in only sounding a little bitter about it. It doesn’t matter how much allergy medication he takes. He’ll be a very drowsy, very runny nosed, watery eyed mess that’s just not sneezing as much. Aether turns and sneezes into the bend of his elbow. He sneezes so hard he feels like something knocked itself loose in his brain. And he feels more coming on. Aether shoves himself away from Xiao and ends up flopped half on the couch and half on the floor as he sneezes his way off the couch entirely into a mess of limbs and the blanket he’d sullenly dragged around his own shoulders in their room before coming out to see what Xiao was doing.

Once Aether is done sneezing it feels like his head has been used as a snow globe and like he’s run up and down the stairs of the apartment building five times in a row. Out of the corner of his eye he sees Xiao pick up the tissue box from the coffee table and wave it towards him.

“Thanks,” Aether sniffles. Even the sound of his own nose being blown sounds miserable.

“How did you live in Mondstadt all these years?” Xiao asks once Aether is done blowing his nose and feeling less like a wind chime in a hurricane. 

Aether crawls back onto the couch, sitting next to Xiao and fixing him with his best watery eyed look of utter misery. Xiao, once again, graces Aether with a look of indulgent fondness, reaching out to tug at the edge of Aether’s blanket to pull him closer. Xiao gently tucks Aether’s head underneath his chin, adjusting the blanket around Aether’s shoulders as Aether makes himself comfortable. Or as comfortable as one can be when they’ve got a sinus headache threatening to stomp on their temples, a runny nose that’s turning red from constantly blowing it, and watery eyes that aren’t really cute so much as they look objectively terrible.

“Miserably. I didn’t live. I survived,” Aether replies, sniffling to himself. “What are we reading?”

“Hm,” Xiao slowly turns the page back and forth. “An old collection of essays discussing the shift in poetry topics between two periods. A rise in the vernacular and use of everyday symbols over the more traditional fare.”

“Will you read it to me?”

“You’ll fall asleep,” Xiao warns. “And then your sinuses really won’t be pleasant.”

“I can’t fall asleep lying down anyway,” Aether points out. “Next best thing is falling asleep leaning on you. Besides, isn’t poetry meant to be heard, not read?”

“It’s analysis of poetry, not the poetry itself.”

“I’ve read some of those papers you’re so fond of. Some of them do read like poetry. Especially some of those essays you’ve got,” Aether says. “Please?”

Xiao sighs but he clears his throat and begins to read from right there on the middle of the page. Aether lets his eyes drift closed, sinking into the feeling of Xiao’s chest and jaw moving and trying to follow the sounds of the syllables he reads outlaid without putting too much thought into the actual contents. Aether drifts in and out of a light doze. Not quite falling asleep, but definitely not entirely present. Not once does Xiao move him. 

By Aether’s groggy estimate, about an hour later he has to sit up and wrench himself out of Xiao’s arms to blow his nose like he’s trying out for a leading role in a brass band. Xiao’s hand rests between Aether’s shoulders, fingers idly tapping at the back of Aether’s neck.

Aether sits, blinking stars out of his eyes as he catches his breath.

“Sneezes shouldn’t be so violent,” Aether declares. All of the peace and relaxation that Xiao’s voice had worked over him like a sun-sprinkled morning mist has evaporated. Aether scowls at the steadily growing pile of tissues. “Your sneezes aren’t this violent.”

“I’m not the one with allergies,” Xiao reminds him. “Go drink some water.”

“Yes, yes.” Aether shuffles over to their kitchen, pulling a glass down from the cabinet before turning towards the refrigerator.

“Hot water,” Xiao insists.

“Yes, yes, you’re such a worrier.” Aether turns to switch out his glass for a mug and then starts to fill the electric kettle. “Do you want anything while I’m up?”

“Another tissue box,” Xiao says dryly, already in the process of transferring Aether’s used tissues to the wastebasket. “I think you’re almost through with this one already. Did you put vaseline on your nose?”

“It feels funny. I don’t need it. My nose isn’t that dry yet.” Aether says this, but Xiao has already meandered off towards their bathroom. “I don’t know why you keep saying you didn’t get anything from your shifu or shushu. You worry just like they do.”

“I do not,” Xiao replies. “If I worried like they do then you’d have your head over a steaming bowl and a towel over you. And I would have cleaned the entire apartment thrice by now, changed our sheets, and had all of our curtains washed and freshly laundered.”

“Oh, and is that better than you only having cleaned the apartment twice? That’s some self control, Xiao.”

“Tease all you like. But if Shifu or Shushu see you with your nose that red and chapped you won’t like to find out what they do next.” 

  



90. Chapter 90

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Girl. You’re so cringe. Do you even hear yourself sometimes? I can’t believe people think you’re put together and cool. You’re anxiety wrapped in spite and perfectionism. Ganyu’s hours aren’t even as bad as yours. Do you realize that? Ganyu’s hours are better than yours. Ganyu is the main assistant to the Tianquan and is the chief of staff for the entire Qixing. And she’s somehow keeping a work life balance better than you.”

          


    
    “There’s a problem,” Keqing says as soon as Yanfei picks up the phone.

“Just once I’d like for you to call me without there being some kind of goal in mind or problem to solve. Do you ever call anyone for anything that isn’t some kind of problem? Don’t say your parents or grandparents. They don’t count.”

“Hu Tao,” Keqing answers.

Yanfei scowls at the phone, “Out of everyone we know you call Hu Tao for fun? Seriously?”

“No. I call Hu Tao without the expectation of her solving a problem because she is the problem,” Keqing corrects. “I don’t have any reason to call any of you. What’s the point? I can just message you. Saves so much time. I don’t know how anyone did anything before texting came around.”

Yanfei is almost entirely certain that if they ever returned to the times without texting or email, they would never see or hear from Keqing again or Keqing will turn into the most overbearing micromanager of all of their time tables so she could arrange to see them at the most convenient times for her own packed schedule. It would be a nightmare either way.

“What’s the problem and keep in mind that we’re way outside of business hours so there’s really not much I can do for you unless it’s a general consultation.” Yanfei picks at a hangnail on her thumb. “Why are you still working? It’s almost ten.”

“My work is never finished,” Keqing answers. “Trouble doesn’t sleep or have a proper nine to five.”

“Girl. You’re so cringe. Do you even hear yourself sometimes? I can’t believe people think you’re put together and cool. You’re anxiety wrapped in spite and perfectionism. Ganyu’s hours aren’t even as bad as yours. Do you realize that? Ganyu’s hours are better than yours. Ganyu is the main assistant to the Tianquan and is the chief of staff for the entire Qixing. And she’s somehow keeping a work life balance better than you.”

“That’s because if she doesn’t keep a work life balance her family is going to make everyone else’s lives miserable.”

This is somewhat true, though shibo and dage aren’t exactly the nosy types they are the types to quietly fret at the sidelines. Not that Xiao-ge would ever admit that, but Yanfei’s been on the other end of his type of care enough times to know how it plays out. For someone who claims he has no friends and moved to a whole new province to get away from his family, he sure is good at taking care of people. She wonders if this has something to do with being a big brother. Is it like…inherent to big brothers?

“Again, what’s the problem? You’re lucky Ganyu is having a sleep over with Xiangling right now. If she heard me talking to you about work right now she’d have both of our hides.” Yanfei starts biting at the hang nail. It’s doing that thing where it’s peeled into a tiny little strip hanging on by the smallest, tiniest little bit of skin. She’s almost got it.

“Do you have your work laptop?”

“Of course I have my work laptop. Who do you think you’re talking to, ah? You should be asking me if I’m looking at it. Again. It’s like. Ten at night. I was about to go to sleep.”

“No you weren’t.”

“How would you know?”

“You said it yourself. Ganyu’s sleeping over with Xiangling. If Ganyu isn’t there to make sure you’re doing things you aren’t doing them. You’re back to your old sleeping habits the second she’s out the door. I bet you even bought an energy drink on the way home.”

There is an empty energy drink can on the kitchen counter that Yanfei has to remember to bring with her to throw out in some trash can that isn’t in this apartment so Ganyu doesn’t see it.

“You know me too well, Qing-er.” Yanfei reaches over and pulls her work laptop out from underneath the bed. It’s a force of habit to hide it there by now. Sometimes if she’s really quiet and types super slow she can sneak in a few document corrections while Ganyu sleeps. It’s rarely worth it considering how often Ganyu’s caught her out at it and given her that look of utter disappointment. But sometimes Yanfei has trouble sleeping and she has excellent ideas and thoughts that she just needs to double check and update. “Alright, I’m logging into my email. What subject line am I looking for?”

After a quick search of Keqing’s emails Yanfei brings up the most recent five — all unread.

“Oi, how much work are you going to make me do off the clock here? I might not have been about to sleep right now but I do intend on sleeping sometime tonight you know?” Yanfei pauses. “Also, let’s both agree that Ganyu shouldn’t find out about this. She probably will, but she shouldn’t.”

“I’m not going around telling people about all the overtime consulting work I have you do on the side,” Keqing replies. “Are you?”

“Contrary to popular belief I don’t go around talking about all the work I do constantly,” Yanfei says. “I only talk about work at work and if asked direct questions that can’t be avoided. I’m glad we both know that having terrible work life balance isn’t something brag worthy.”

“Even I know that. Anyway we’re short staffed because everyone’s got kids taking their exams so. You know. Everyone’s going to pray or check fortunes and all of that. It’ll smooth over in a couple of weeks but right now everyone with a kid who’s sitting exams is experiencing a rapid and exponential rise in hypertension and cardiac issues. I can’t physically go past the Accounting department without feeling short of breath out of some kind of empathetic response.”

“Are you sure that’s not just your regular overwork symptoms?”

“We’ll find out when exam season passes. I have a two week long vacation booked after this.”

“Vacation or staycation?”

“I’m going to visit relatives in the countryside, does that count as a vacation?”

“You bringing your work laptop and phone?”

“I’ve seen you taking calls from your interns while on vacation with us. You can’t use that as a valid metric.”

“That’s different, I have little baby lawyers to coddle. I’m not even helping them. I’m giving them emotional support and telling them about how nice it is to be a fully fledged lawyer with money and a team working under them so I can go on vacations with my hot girlfriend and my contingent of weirdos.”

“This is why no one likes talking to you after eight pm,” Keqing mutters. “You get extra weird.”

“Still got nothing on Hu Tao. Alright, come on. Business. Let’s talk shop, Keqing. I need to have my head on this pillow before midnight for real.”

  



91. Chapter 91

Summary for the Chapter:
            “What do you think altitude sickness entails?”

“Enough.”

With one word from Zhongli the pair go quiet.

          


    
    Xiao and Ganyu turn to each other and play rock-paper-scissors from the hip; Xiao quietly grimacing when he loses and surrenders his phone for Ganyu to order take out of her choice on. Ganyu accepts her win with grace, fingers quickly tapping away at Xiao’s screen as she mutters everyone’s orders to herself under her breath.

Aether is pretty sure that he and Lumine, even if they were to agree to settle something with rock-paper-scissors, would at least have gone eleven rounds and then fought each other twice on whether the other person cheated or not. 

“Are you the kind of siblings that just don’t fight?” Aether asks. He’s never seen siblings like that before, but he’s pretty sure that they have to exist somewhere in this world. Infinite possibilities and all.

Both of them give him an odd look as Ganyu passes the phone back to Xiao for him to fill in his payment details of choice.

“We fight,” Ganyu says. “We fight all the time.”

“I mean. An actual fight. Not one that ends with you calling Xiao daxiong and him caving because he’s very responsible.”

“Those aren’t fights,” Xiao says as Ganyu nods along. “Those are general disagreements.”

“I know, that’s why I’m saying they don’t count. I mean an actual fight. Like — you know. An argument, complete with tempers and all.”

“All the time,” Ganyu insists. “We have those all the time.”

Aether turns to Yanfei, who’s been dozing on the couch.

“Yanfei,” Aether calls out. She jerks awake with a snort, hand flapping up to smack herself in the face.

“Ow, what’s up, food here already?”

“No, we just ordered,” Ganyu answers. “That slap was loud. Are you alright?”

“I’m awake,” Yanfei rolls onto her stomach, squinting at them. “Why did you wake me up if food isn’t here? And who won, ge or you?”

“Ganyu,” Xiao and Aether answer.

Yanfei preens, “Ha, that’s my girl.”

“Yanfei, I just asked these two if they’ve ever had a real argument with each other and they say they fight all the time. I need an outside source for verification. I don’t know if what they’re considering a fight is what most people would consider a fight.”

“We fight all the time,” Ganyu repeats. “You’ve seen me and Xiao fight, haven’t you, A-Yan?”

Yanfei stares at Ganyu, then slowly transfers her gaze to Xiao.

“I’m not a saint,” Xiao says, “Of course I fight with her. She’s a spoiled brat.”

Yanfei then stares at Aether, silently mouthing, “the fuck?”

Aether takes that to mean that Yanfei strongly disagrees with Ganyu and Xiao and is not a viable witness for their argument. He turns back to them. “Do you have anyone else who can testify?”

“Is this to be a trial now?” Xiao asks dryly, tilting his phone to show Ganyu that yes, he did go through and buy the food as promised.

“I brought my lawyer into it, so yes,” Aether replies. Yanfei drapes her arms over his shoulders, flopping her weight against his back causing him to lean onto the kitchen counter.

“Alright, proof. Lay it on me,” Yanfei says. “It’s up to the in-law-kids to prove you two wrong. You and me, Aether, the two of us against the mountain range that is Xiao-ge and Ganyu.”

Xiao and Ganyu turn from them to look at each other. There’s a wealth of things exchanged between them with that look. For all that they tease Xiao that he’s the clear outlier in his family, when he does things like this it’s a reminder that yes, he did actually get raised under the same roof as Ganyu. 

“You two don’t fight. In all my years of knowing you both I’ve never seen or heard of you two fighting,” Yanfei says, interrupting the pair’s silent exchange of eye blinks and barely noticeable facial twitches. “And I’ve never heard anyone else talking about any of your fights either. And you guys know what our group is like. You can’t even have a good poop without someone finding out about it.”

By some unspoken agreement, both Ganyu and Xiao pull their phones out and start a calling. Both of them are on speaker phone, holding their phones flat with the speaker angled towards their faces. Exact same phone pose.

“Ganyu,” Zhongli says at the same time Azhdaha says, “Xiao.”

Both of the men apparently pause and probably look at each other.

“You could have called one of us,” Azhdaha says. “Should one of us hang up?”

“No,” Xiao says.

“We want you on separate phones so you can’t try to interfered with the other,” Ganyu says. “Shushu, Shifu, Aether and Yanfei don’t believe us when we say we fight.”

“Like cats and dogs,” Azhdaha says.

“I do worry for the two of you when Azhdaha and I are gone and aren’t there to mediate between you,” Zhongli adds on.

Aether and Yanfei turn to give each other looks of complete and utter confusion.

“Maybe the entire family doesn’t know what we mean when we say fight,” Yanfei says.

“How can not a single one of them have the same definition as fight as the rest of us?” Aether returns.

“Can we get an example?” Yanfei asks.

“Well, in our family chat they’re currently fighting about A-Xiao’s laziness,” Azhdaha says. “And I don’t think I need to say it again, but I want that fight resolved soon. If your shifu and I have to intervene again you won’t like what happens.”

Ganyu and Xiao look appropriately chastened, though that doesn’t matter over speaker phone.

“You called ge lazy?” Yanfei asks Ganyu, expression torn between complete disbelief and confusion. “Why?”

Ganyu squints at Yanfei, “Because he is?”

“I am not.”

“But you are. And you have no hobbies. I worry about you.”

“I am not. You think over-time is mandatory and a reflection of your reliability to the Qixing. It isn’t and you know I’m right. Just because my hobbies aren’t the same as yours doesn’t mean I don’t have any. Mind your business, Ganyu.”

Ganyu frowns at Xiao, opening her mouth to argue back but Azhdaha clears his throat.

“I said, I want this resolved.”

The two immediately back down, though their eyes promise a rehashing of this later.

“They’re also currently fighting over whether we should take our next vacation hiking or go abroad to Inazuma,” Zhongli adds on. 

“Shifu, shushu, your health isn’t so good that you should doing things like hiking anymore. Think about shushu’s arthritis,” Ganyu says to the phone.

“And them going to Inazuma is any better?” Xiao throws back. “The country just got over a civil war, Ganyu.”

“But at least they won’t be going up a vertical incline, xiong.”

“You know Shifu gets sick when he travels that far. Sudden changes in climate aren’t good for him.”

“What do you think altitude sickness entails?”

“Enough.”

With one word from Zhongli the pair go quiet.

“If the two of you persist as you are, I will take the both of you into the back yard to sort things out, do you understand?” Zhongli says, voice stern and disapproving. 

“Yes, shifu,” the pair mutter.

“Do you understand?”

“Yes, shifu,” they repeat louder.

The two shoot sullen glances at Yanfei and Aether before Ganyu explains. “If we go too far Shifu has us fight it out in the back yard. Whoever wins wins and that’s the end of it.”

“You make them literally fight it out?” Aether gapes.

“Well damn, that’s one way to make sure they don’t fight. If I had to settle my arguments by physically fighting Xiao or Ganyu then I’d quit. I don’t care if I’m actually right or not.”

“This one may end up in the back yard anyway,” Azhdaha muses, “But between myself and Zhongli. I’m not getting on an airplane. I’ve had enough of that nonsense in my lifetime, thank you.”

  



92. Chapter 92

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Xiao-ge,” Hu Tao says, because the woman has only ever known how to put fuel on a fire or throw people into it, “The man wears merch of your rip-off’s love interest. We all know he’s a big fan of Xingiqu’s latest sham of a xianxia series.”

“It’s not a sham of a series — “

“One half of every book is shameless papapa scenes with overused tropes — “

          
Notes for the Chapter:Dedicated to shmoo and ang, who — even when we aren’t doing co-op together, provide me with the most delicious chefs kiss brain fodder.

I wrote this months ago but I’ve been working on so many other fic that releases on outtakes has been pushed back and I feel awful about it. Thank you to my static group for putting up with my brain rot. Much love.




    
    “Why does your friend want my autograph?” Xiao asks, turning to Xingqiu and ignoring the slow buildup of dread that’s shaped like Hu Tao and shaking so hard that she’s dropped her phone not just once, but twice upon trying to pick it up off the ground. “And why does she want it on your book?”

“Have I mentioned, daxiong, how much I appreciate the fact that you trust me enough that you’ll let me tell you to move around like a puppet on the stage for the sake of my writing career, but you won’t actually read anything I write unless you were physically forced to do it by someone else?” 

“Answer the question.”

Hu Tao lets out a sound that sounds like the bastard offspring of a laugh and a train hitting its emergency breaks.

“Did you not tell him?” The woman from Inazuma asks Xingqiu, book still held out in Xiao’s direction. And then she turns and gives him a strange look. “Do you…not recognize the people on the cover?”

Xiao, for the first time, looks down at the book that’s being held out to him and actually pays attention to what’s on it.

The first thought that flitters through his mind in a wasteful display of conscious processing, is the fact that he does not have long hair and his eyes are not bright yellow and he’s never in his life had such an expression on his face. But he has held that specific pose under duress once before and it was only because Xingqiu asked Ganyu to ask him and when he said no, Ganyu told Shifu and Shifu asked him and how is Xiao supposed to say no to Shifu?

The second thought is incredibly uncharitable and does not bear repeating because he was raised better than that.

The third thought is the one that he allows himself to verbalize, “You said it was for your movie.”

“It was for my movie,” Xingqiu says. “But what a waste of my incredibly busy, generous, kind, humble daxiong’s time if I used that video just for the movie stunt choreography and then never referenced it again.”

“Who’s your daxiong you shameless —“

“Wait, wait, wait,” Hu Tao wheezes out sounding like an incredibly pathetic tire going flat over hot coals. “Wait until you see who the love interest is — “

Xiao holds his hand out towards the woman from Inazuma, who gently hands it over to him with a quiet, very firm, “That’s a limited edition serialized print.” — which Xiao takes to mean that it was very expensive and no, he cannot beat Xingqiu with it.

Xiao turns the book over, realizes with extreme horror that the spine denotes it as the sixth in the series, and promptly blanks out while standing.

“DaXiong — “

Xiao rounds onto Xingqiu, uncaring of how loud his voice raises when he snarls — “Ni bu pei, Xingqiu — daxiong? Who is your daxiong? Shameless! How many of these have you written? You have the face to call me daxiong after — after!”

“I think I’ve stepped on a land mine without knowing it,” the Inazuman says.

“Don’t worry, it’s Xingqiu’s ass not yours,” Hu Tao says.

“Does it make you feel better that you’re deuteragonists?” Xingqiu says.

Xiao can feel his blood pressure in his throat. His entire face feels like he’s dunked it in one of Xinyan and Xiangling’s favorite soup bases. Something in his chest is pounding erratically, not unlike when he goes and does cardio with Yun Jin. There’s a ringing in his ears, also like when he goes to do cardio with Yun Jin.

“I think you’ve killed him,” Hu Tao whispers. “Ganyu is going to kill you. Aether is going to kill you. Yanfei will kill you before both of them because she was betting on him to be her ride back from the airport.”

Xiao holds his hand out towards the woman and whispers, “Pen.”

The woman hands him a pen. Xiao flips the book open and waits for her to indicate a page and a name. Xiao signs quickly and hands the book back.

“This no longer concerns you,” he tells her, voice struggling to keep level, “You may wish to leave.”

She doesn’t need to be told twice.

“Can I bribe you with a cut of merchandise sales?” Xingqiu asks, voice going small as he shrinks down, attempting to look helpless and meek to save his own skin.

“A-Qui,” Hu Tao whispers, “You should’ve cut him on that ages ago.”

“Do you know,” Xiao begins, kicking his leg out and slamming it against the side of the booth when Xingqiu attempts to sidle out of it. “That I have been asked to take pictures with people on the street because of your book? People have approached me at work and asked me if I had ever worked with the novelist Zhenyu-laoshi, or if I’d ever been approached by Calx-laoshi? Knowing that Zhenyu is you and that Calx is your concept artist, I have said yes to these people, Xingqiu. I was under the impression that this was because of the movie you had done based on the choreography you had me do for you. I was under the impression that this was because you had used my fighting style as models for your work. Xingqiu. I have told you about this before. You have not corrected me since.”

“Well. In a very roundabout way  — “

Xiao calmly puts his hand on the table.

“Did you know that Aether is a very big fan of your Peerless Adepti, Perilous Chasm series?”

“Xiao-ge,” Hu Tao says, because the woman has only ever known how to put fuel on a fire or throw people into it, “The man wears merch of your rip-off’s love interest. We all know he’s a big fan of Xingiqu’s latest sham of a xianxia series.”

“It’s not a sham of a series — “

“One half of every book is shameless papapa scenes with overused tropes — “

“How come, before this very day, no one has seen fit to tell me that not only was I the main — “ Xiao’s face screws up as he tries to figure out what word to use. Protagonist? Love interest? Hero? Self insert? What was the word Aether used — ridiculous OP tsundere? “ — character in this series, but the character that’s based on me in the loosest sense of the word is in some strange sexual relationship the one based on Arataki Itto? The man who almost got Yanfei disbarred?”

“Hey,” Xingqiu frowns, “I wrote this before all of that went down. It was way back when I first went to Inazuma for my first signing and I was thinking about what kind of series I should try my hand at next.”

“And you picked Arataki Itto as your model?” Hu Tao wrinkles her nose. “I mean. Don’t get me wrong. Definitely protagonist material. But for a danmei xianxia novel? How did you get that ok?”

“One thousand mora and parking validation,” Xingqiu answers. “Albedo was with me at the signing and we both saw him challenge another con attendee to an impromptu Magic duel for the last signed Miss Hina collectible autograph card. We looked at him across the venue, looked at each other, and we immediately expensed everything we could get away with to the publishing house so we could get him to model for preliminary sketches.”

“One thousand mora sounds cheap for a model.”

“It’s all we had on us and he would’ve done it for free if his friend didn’t remind him that they didn’t have enough money to pay parking because they lost it all at the maid cafe.”

Xiao raps his knuckles on the table.

“Focus.”

Hu Tao and Xingqiu — Xingqiu, more than Hu Tao — look chastened and settle down.

“Shifu and Shushu have read this series,” Xiao says, jabbing his finger down at the table. “Aether’s sister has read this series. Even Keqing — who is possibly your greatest anti-fan — has read this series. And no one thought to tell me that it was a book about me while telling me literally everything else about this series. I know every single story arc by name and until this very moment I was not informed that I was in it.”

“It’s not really about you,” Hu Tao says. “It’s about a guy who looks a lot like you. And sometimes sounds like you. And only a little bit of the time acts like you.”

“Are you mad because Aether’s merch is all for the one based on Arataki Itto, or are you mad because I haven’t gotten you a likeness use fee?”

Both. Xiao doesn’t say that but he has a feeling they both know it anyway.

“Don’t ever call me for a favor again,” Xiao says and doesn’t mean it. Xingqiu’s never called him for a favor. He calls other people to call Xiao for favors. 

“Was anyone ever going to tell me that I am, apparently, the new favorite,” Xiao wrinkles his nose and decides that he has enough dignity not to say the words he’s read off of Aether’s phone too many times to count out loud with his physical body.

“Peerless jade faced, ice cold tsundere shizun love interest trope?” Hu Tao says for him, because if she ever had shame she sold it back to the gods that created her at twice the cost. “No. How do you tell someone that they’re the new favorite hot for teacher fantasy to hit danmei? You don’t. I’m surprised you’d didn’t realize sooner though. You’re literally on the cover, dage.”

“Aether’s copies are all the ones without cover art,” Xiao scowls.

“Ah, yes. The extremely limited first edition extended box set copies,” Hu Tao nods sagely, folding her hands under her chin. “They sell out as soon as they hit preorder. I’ve stayed up to try and get them but I don’t hit the check out button fast enough. Next thing you know, scalpers are selling them on T-Mall at four times the price. Hey, don’t those come with the super fancy standees and — “

“The embossed gold lettering on the covers and the sides of the pages? The mouse pad? The AirPods? The electric coaster? The keychains? The plush toys? The posters? The body pillows? The to scale figurines with display mount and clear case? The CD’s with the audiobook recordings and featured key animations? The giant box that it ships in that has a glass lid for ease of display and velvet lined interior compartments to prevent damage in transit?” Xiao continues to list off the truly staggering amount of goods that Aether extracted from that single box. All while video chatting his sister and bragging about how he got the set and she did not. “Yes. It does.”

“And he got all the ones based on the Arataki character? That’s cold. You should be getting mad at Aether, not poor didi.”

“He had us refinish his desk to match the box set’s accent colors,” Xiao continues. “Xingqiu, he’s had us line up before dawn in front of cafes and restaurants that were doing themed events to get limited edition themed meal sets and merchandise.”

Xiao pauses.

“Aether’s brought Shifu to these events.”

Hu Tao and Xingqiu grimace.

“I am going to leave and you are going to think very carefully on how you’re going to apologize to me,” Xiao says. “And you’re also going to give me the draft for your next installment because if I have to listen to Aether tell me about how the next cliff hanger resolves with a terrible sex scene with the knowledge that the people having sex are based on myself and Arataki Itto I’m going to commit a major felony and I’ll get Yanfei to represent me.”

  



93. Chapter 93

Summary for the Chapter:
            Aether’s expression twists between smug and rueful. “Xiao could really stand to ask me why I ask him to do certain things more often. He’s very trusting.”

The obvious caveat of “when it’s me asking” does not need to be spoken.

          
Notes for the Chapter:I have like 10 of these sitting in q and they’ve been sitting there for literal months while inazuma and sumeru fics have been eating me alive. I’m so sorry.




    
    “While I’m busy groveling for Xiao-ge’s mercy, I want to know from the horse’s mouth directly how the hell he didn’t figure it out sooner considering the fact that you’re possibly one of my number one fans. You’ve somehow gotten your hands on collectible merchandise I don’t even have,” Xingqiu says to Aether, not quite cowering at the light haired man’s side, but also not quite willing to stand confidently with Xiao visibly irritated in the same room.

“One, I am not your number one fan,” Aether corrects, flicking Xingqiu’s shoulder. “Two, you know I don’t buy merch with the character of Xiao in it.”

“And you still haven’t answered me on why.”

Aether waves his hand in Xiao’s direction, as Xiao studiously and determinedly ignores Chongyun attempting to plead Xingqiu’s case for clemency to the older man.

Chongyun is only doing this because Xingqiu asked very, very, very pathetically. Chongyun, himself, doesn’t think that Xiao should be showing mercy or forgiveness at this juncture considering the fact that Xingqiu hasn’t actually apologized, himself, with words. If anyone were to ask Chongyun his opinion on this ordeal, it would be that Xingqiu could, at the very least, say the words to Xiao’s face using his own mouth. And also that Xingqiu could use being on the other end of someone’s irritation and left to hang for a little. Xingqiu is too spoiled, he should have a taste of not getting what he wants for once. But no one has asked Chongyun his opinion, what Chongyun was asked — by Xingqiu — was for help. 

“Why would I ever need to buy merchandise based on an extremely watered down version of the man I currently live with?” Aether asks. “Have you ever been to Zhongli’s house?”

“A few times, yes.”

“Have you ever had the privilege of seeing the inside of his storage room? Or the attic?”

“Once or twice, usually preceded or accompanied by a truly fascinating history lesson in an extremely esoteric subject that really ought not to be as fascinating as he presents it to be.”

“He’s got entire boxes of traditional clothing — hanfu, Tangzhuang, changpao — you name it, he has it for himself, Ganyu, Xiao, Azhdaha.” Aether pauses. “I don’t know when or how but now there’s even a box with Lumine, Paimon, and my name on it. We’re sharing one box for now but I’ve been assured that this is going to change. My point is that if I ever had a pressing need to look at Xiao dressed in high quality traditional clothing I could just go to Zhongli’s house and ask to see a photo album. Or ask if I could take one of the several, and I mean several, outfits back to Wangshu with me for Xiao to wear. And he’d wear them.”

Aether’s expression twists between smug and rueful. “Xiao could really stand to ask me why I ask him to do certain things more often. He’s very trusting.”

The obvious caveat of “when it’s me asking” does not need to be spoken.

Xingqiu holds his hand up. “I’m going to stop you there because this is the exact tone of voice you use before you enter a tangent about how dreamy ge is and how wonderful and perfect and all sorts of generically positive adjectives he is. And as lovely as it is that you two have found each other in this life and become the most charming and helplessly domestic couple I never knew ge could be part of, I don’t actually want to hear about it.”

“More of the it’s like knowing your parents have sex nonsense?”

“He’s Xiao,” Xingqiu insists, frustrated as he rapidly, but lightly, taps the fingers of his left hand against the palm of his right. “He’s everyone’s ge. It’s weird thinking of him as a person who dates and holds hands and — all the rest of it. Again, not that we mind. Happy is a very good look for him. Just wait until Lumine finds someone capable of keeping up with her for longer than a week. You’ll know what we mean.”

The joke is on Xingqiu here. Lumine is much too busy conquering the world of business administration one email at a time to date. In this sense she’s very much like Keqing, except where Keqing is endlessly frustrated with the tangle of bureaucracy and social niceties and the staunch bullheadedness of Liyue’s traditionalists, Lumine actively gains energy and joy from ramming her head against problems and shattering them to pieces before moving onto the next wildly messy and chaotic shitstorm. Where Keqing sees and laments over problems and delays and conflicts, Lumine sees treasure troves of people to sharpen her edges on and wet her teeth. Aether loves his sister but he knows she’s an absolute beast in her chosen field.

Dain has often commented that between the two of them, Aether and Lumine, it seems as though Lumine soaked in all of the ambition and drive, while Aether took the remaining serenity and sanguinity for himself.

“The point is that I don’t care how high quality the merchandise you license is, it’s never going to live up to the real thing and I’m not going to pay money for disappointment,” Aether says. “I’m not going to settle for mediocrity.”

“You sound like Zhongli-laoshi,” Xingqiu huffs. “So you won’t pay money for things branded with your boyfriend but you’ll buy them for the one based on Arataki Itto? You’ve met him, no?”

“Only after you started writing the series,” Aether says. “Gotta say, if I had met him before I wouldn’t have bought them either. They do not do him justice.”

“I don’t know how to explain to you all that these are not intended to be exact replicas. The characters are loosely based on the people. Loosely. Calx and I cherry picked the features and traits we thought would be best.”

“Either way — what does it matter to me if the goods made based on Arataki Itto are good are not? I don’t know him that well. I don’t spend time with him. What does the accuracy matter to me then?” Aether continues. And then, once again, gestures towards Xiao. “On the other hand, whenever I want to hear something from the series read out I just ask Xiao to do it.”

Xingqiu levels Aether a disbelieving look. “You didn’t. You don’t.”

“I copy paste whatever part I want to hear into a text and ask Xiao to do an audio clip for me,” Aether says entirely without shame, which is proof that he and Lumine are actually twins in more than just appearance. Devious to the bone, the both of them. 

“He’s never questioned it?”

“I just tell him that I have trouble reading the characters. And it’s not like I’m asking him to read anything especially suspect.” It isn’t entirely a lie. Aether does still struggle with reading characters, especially with more modern slang words and phrases. “He’s got an excellent reading voice.”

  



94. Chapter 94

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You’ve got a strong internal bias going that’s tainting your ability to taste them as anything other than what you expect no matter how anyone prepares them in a dish.”

“That’s how awful they are. No matter what you do, they taste bad.”

          


    
    “Sometimes I forget how obscenely rich you are, and then you do things like this and it slaps me in the face so hard I see stars,” Xiangling says as Xingqiu finishes typing out the details of their trip into their group chat. “You got us a private plane.”

“Do you know how many of us there are, Xiangling? It’s not going to feel like a private plane, I can promise you that. If it was just me and Chongyun and you, sure. But it’s the entire group. I don’t think you realize how large our numbers have grown. When we go out to eat we have to call in advance to ask them if they have seating for us. We have to call our orders in almost two hours plus because of how much there is. It takes us at least three cars to go anywhere.”

“You’re exaggerating.”

“Go ahead. List everyone going on this trip off. Go on.”

Xiangling feels as though she’s being tricked into something. After years and years and years of being Xingqiu’s friend she knows she’s being tricked into something. Unfortunately, years of exposure still hasn’t quite inured her to it, so she’s not sure what she’s stepping into.

“You, me, Chongyun,” Xiangling ticks off on her fingers. “Xinyan, Yun Jin, Keqing, Hu Tao. Ganyu and Yanfei. Xiao and Aether. Lumine. Paimon. That’s thirteen. Hardly a private plane.”

“Dainsleif,” Xingqiu adds on, reaching over to tap the tips of her fingers. “Kazuha. Shenhe. Sixteen.”

Alright, possibly private plane.

“Does this mean she accepts you as a future in-law?”

Xingqiu looks a little like he wants to laugh. And a lot like he wants to scream.

“I don’t know who invited her on this because it certainly wasn’t me, and Chongyun swears it wasn’t him. I have a feeling Chongyun told her he’s going on vacation and she invited herself along.”

“Who’s Dainsleif?”

“Aether’s…cousin? I think. No one explained it to me. He’s one of Aether’s. That’s all we need to know.”

“Kazuha’s going to be in port this long?” Xiangling frowns, pulling out her phone to check the giant mess that is their group calendar. Kazuha got added in a while ago, but most of his calendar is just blocked off because he’s not here. And also poetry readings with Yun Jin, Hu Tao, and Xinyan. And the odd jam sessions here and there. 

“He’ll be back in time for the flight,” Xingqiu says. “Or so I’m told. I’m not looking too closely at this one. The man has extremely unusual luck. Have you noticed? Best not to question things. If he says something will happen, one way or another it will. He’s missing out on being a fortune teller. He could do some serious business and give some of the older ones a decent run.”

“As if the people of Liyue will want their fortunes told by someone from Inazuma. People here are too stubborn for that kind of new.”

“That’s why I’d market him to our generation and younger. Starting with the obscenely affluent like myself.”

“Does Paimon even have time to go on vacation? What about school?” Xiangling pivots back to the list of people who just got named.

“Another good question I don’t have answers for. Lumine just texted that Paimon’s in. I know as her elders we should probably be more responsible towards her and all. But if Lumine is saying Paimon is in, I’m not going to go against that. Are you?”

Valid. Totally valid.

“Still. Sixteen isn’t that bad. And it’s not like these are our usual suspects. We don’t go around with this full crew all the time.”

“I’m one of the prominent faces and members of Feiyun Commerce, and a spokes member of the Eight Trades. You’re a celebrity chef. Xinyan is an internationally renowned musician and TV personality, as well as a social media influencer. Yun Jin is the face of opera. Keqing is the Qixing Yuheng. Ganyu is the Qixing. Yanfei is the top lawyer in all of Liyue. Hu Tao runs the oldest and most used funeral parlor service in the entire country. You do realize that when we go around we collect something of a crowd of spectators, right? Did you not notice that?”

Xiangling did not notice that, actually.

“No.”

“Yes. They tend to be low key about it because either Xiao-ge is present and. You know. It’s dage. No one messes around with him. Ever. Or because either Keqing or me have our guards in the area keeping things calm.”

“Your what?” Xiangling stares. “Since when did the two of you have guards?”

“Since always?” Xingqiu stares back at her. “Did…did you think I was just going around by myself this entire time? Did you think Keqing’s been going around alone this entire — Xiangling, we are literally two of the top powers in Liyue. Keqing is a government official. They don’t let her just go off on her own.”

“But — I mean. It’s like.” Xiangling flounders. “When she’s with us she’s not working. Officially. Usually. And it’s not like we go out to really big events. We go to like. Street stalls and boba tea and malatang and paintball and whatever.”

“Again, our guards are usually a bit away to give us space and to make sure other people are too. But they’re definitely there. Do you want me to point them out to you next time?”

Xiangling stares off into the middle distance. “Sorry. I’m just. Again. Slapped in the face by how you’re actually someone important and not just a dweeb with a pretentious haircut that I’ve known since before his voice cracked. And still can’t eat carrots without looking like he’s about to cry or throw a tantrum.”

“They taste awful.”

“You’ve got a strong internal bias going that’s tainting your ability to taste them as anything other than what you expect no matter how anyone prepares them in a dish.”

“That’s how awful they are. No matter what you do, they taste bad.”

“No, that’s just you — shut it. I’m still trying to reconcile this. I’m a few years late but yeah. Is Chongyun the only one of us who isn’t famous?”

“He’s famous but it’s by proximity,” Xingqiu answers. “But his family’s name is famous and he’s very good at his job. So he might just end up famous anyway. Especially if he keeps getting pulled into Xinyan’s social media adventures. I’m telling you, I’m going to have some serious competition for number one Chongyun fan if he keeps going. I’d still win of course. Nothing beats a fan who gets loved back by the subject of their adoration.”

  



95. Chapter 95

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Also, I’m one of your default favorites because I make Ganyu happy.”

This is, sadly, also very true.

          


    
    “I need to borrow your perks,” Yanfei says.

Unfortunately, Aether is currently in the middle of working so Xiao can’t pass the phone to him. Aether, fully aware of this as he walks past Xiao to return to the seemingly endless pile up of projects he needs to sort through, snickers under his breath and offers Xiao a smirk. He wiggles his fingers in Xiao’s direction and then quickly finishes his retreat, punctuated by the soft click of his office door closing.

Yanfei must consider Xiao’s silence permission to continue rather than what is clearly Xiao’s absolute bafflement.

“I’ve got guests coming in from Inazuma. A former intern and her friend. I’m going to be pretty busy around the time they’re coming in so I’m thinking of sending them up towards Wangshu to sightsee until I’ve got some time.”

“I’m a security guard, not a baby sitter,” Xiao says, checking his watch. “You have ten minutes to make your case before I hang up on you.”

“How generous,” Yanfei drawls, “Do I have to remind you that I sometimes volunteer as an auctioneer?”

“Do I have to remind you that in order for you to make your case I need to understand what you’re saying?”

“Shinobu was my former intern and I did a few guest lectures for some of her classes as a favor to one of my colleagues.” Yanfei doesn’t need any further prompting to launch straight into it. She knows that when Xiao means ten minutes before he hangs up, he means it. “Also, you should definitely be thinking of me in a good light right now. Unlike Keqing and the rest of the hooligans that make up our little crew, I actually made sure you were awake to call you for a favor.”

This is true.

“Also, I’m one of your default favorites because I make Ganyu happy.”

This is, sadly, also very true.

Xiao pats himself down for his keys, his wallet, his badge, his ear buds — his ear buds. He picks his phone back up and heads towards the bedroom to see if he can find them. Xiao doesn’t actually use them, but he’s noticed that people are less inclined to try and talk to him if he’s wearing them. Not that people try to talk to him very often, but it does help deter underpaid salesmen from trying to hand him things.

“Shinobu’s a good kid.” Xiao mentally translates this to meaning that Shinobu is around Xiangling’s age. Yanfei calls all law students kids. “I really liked her. Very sharp. A good head on her shoulders. She didn’t get to graduate with the rest of her class — I mean. She did graduate, but she couldn’t attend the ceremony because of. You know. The whole civil war and closed borders thing going on. A lot of us really missed her. She was one of the top students in her year.”

These are all good things about a person, but none of them actually pertinent as to why he should be babysitting them and playing the role of tour guide.

“So she’s coming over to collect her certificate and finish up some other stuff like getting the things she didn’t bring back with her to Inazuma before she couldn’t come back. I actually have a box of her stuff in my apartment right now.”

“Find your point.”

“I’m booked solid on clients right now. Like. Really solid. I’ll probably be sleeping in a hotel near my office or in my office itself during the first half of Shinobu’s visit. You won’t even be seeing me in our group chat. It’s serious, ge. Like. It’s probably going to be some of the most hectic weeks I’ll have scheduled since I graduated law school.”

“She used to live here, she can take care of herself. It’s not like you’re hosting her.”

“Right. Anyway, I still feel bad that I won’t be doing anything for her. So I’m sending her your way. Can you get a discount at the Wangshu? I’m not asking for like. The best rooms or anything. Just a discount on a regular room. Maybe a discount on breakfast. Please?”

Xiao can do that, actually. It is an employee perk that he’s never used before. Whenever Ganyu visits she’s stayed with him. Shifu and shushu have some kind of membership discount and extensive history of stays at the Wangshu Inn that makes Xiao’s own employee bonus look paltry in comparison. When Xinyan is in the area it’s because she’s officially booked and her team takes care of her arrangements. Everyone else borrows one of Xingqiu’s family’s properties in the area if they need somewhere to crash.

“You don’t even need to really watch them,” Yanfei continues. “They’ll take care of themselves. I just want to borrow your discount.”

“Fine,” Xiao says. “Don’t tell them who I am.”

“What, you think they’ll go to pester you while you’re working? They’ll be too busy doing touristy stuff. Or at least, her friend will be. Probably.”

“I’m night shift, there’s only so much tourist things they can do in Wangshu at night,” Xiao points out. “Send me the dates for when they’ll be here and I’ll see what I can do.”

“Sure. And the part about not telling them you are is a ship that’s sailed. Everyone knows who you are. Besides. I told you. Shinobu is smart. If I tell her that I got her discounts at Wangshu she’s going to naturally guess that it’s because I know an employee. Ignoring the fact that I’m dating your sister, everyone knows that I know Keqing and Xingqiu. Everyone knows that you know Keqing and Xingqiu. Our friend group isn’t exactly subtle. We’re all synonymous with each other at this point.”

“I opt out.”

“You can’t.”

Xiao finds his earbuds in the jacket he used yesterday when he went to quickly pick up sesame oil and ginger paste from the corner market.

“Just send me the dates. And names,” Xiao says, “And budget. I’ll let you know what’s available. And you better tell the group chat that you’re going to be radio silent for a while. If you just drop and they find out that I knew about it they’ll go rabid.”

“Don’t worry, I’m going to block out my calendar for the entire time. You’ll just see my name in bright pink across the group calendar and the words ‘DEAD ON ARRIVAL’ for like, a whole month.”

  



96. Chapter 96

Summary for the Chapter:
            “It’s stupid,” Aether eventually says, desire to just rant fighting with his own logical understanding of how ridiculous he’s being.

“I listen to stupid things all day,” Xiao replies, “Xingqiu and Hu Tao spent four hours texting about danmei adaptation recommendations in the group chat.”

          


    
    “Xiao, I’m telling you to just leave them. I’ll run the dish washer later.” Aether does try to push down on his irritation. Normally Xiao’s insistence on washing every dish by hand rather than letting Aether use the dish washer is charming but right now it’s grating on Aether’s nerves the wrong way. Everything is. Aether wouldn’t say he’s a particularly patient person — certainly not in comparison to Xiao or Ganyu — but he doesn’t think he’s ever been an especially temperamental or irritable person. But literally everything about today and a dozen other little incidents over the past few weeks has been piling up on him. And for whatever reason, apparently it’s today when all of this compresses into the flickering spark that ignites his slow burning frustrations. Unfortunately, Xiao winds up in the cross fire.

Xiao has a strange off night in between his work days in which he’s decided to — for the sake of his own bodily schedule — move through as though he was really going to work. Xiao’s slept the entire day and he woke up at around five with plans to stay awake until tomorrow morning as per his usual time table. 

Aether always loves it when Xiao is home, even if he’s sleeping. But right now Aether’s temper seems to be a live wire underneath his skin. He’s clear headed enough to know that his irritation is unfounded and made up of a series of stupid grievances that aren’t even major problems but it’s still so incredibly frustrating.

Aether turns the game console off and grabs one of the throw pillows to hug to his chest. He braces his feet on the coffee table and then, of course, the stupid thing skids forward on the hardwood: loud and squeaky. And then, to make everything perfectly terrible and thematically to Aether’s day appropriate, the power cuts.

“You’re fucking kidding me,” Aether curses. There’s still enough light out that moving around isn’t a problem. So Aether can see it perfectly well when Xiao turns and gives him a look of blatant confusion.

“It’s a scheduled black out, Aether,” Xiao says.

Aether stares at Xiao. “No, that’s in two weeks.”

“It’s today. That’s why I took tonight off,” Xiao says. “I didn’t want you to be alone at night for it. Remember? You didn’t want me to take it off because it would mess with my schedule. We agreed that I’d just sleep through the day anyway and stay awake at night so it wouldn’t bother me too much.”

Aether stares at Xiao some more, mind going white and blank and eerily quiet. Like the rest of the apartment.

“Fuck.” Aether turns away and burrows his face into the throw pillow. “That’s tonight? Fuck.”

Aether groans. And laughs. And screams. All of it into the poor throw pillow.

What’s wrong with this day? Aside from everything?

Sure. This might as well happen too! Throw that onto the pile of things that just couldn’t seem to go right.

Aether feels a tap on his left ankle and looks up to see Xiao standing over him. Aether reluctantly lowers his left leg from the coffee table so Xiao can step between them, standing between Aether’s legs and looking down at him with concern.

“Talk to me,” Xiao says.

Aether sticks his face back into the pillow, but leans forward until the top of his head is resting against Xiao’s stomach. One of Xiao’s hands rests at the nape of Aether’s neck, gently squeezing and pushing down over his back and shoulders in a slow, firm sweep. The other rests on top of Aether’s head like a reassuring weight.

Xiao doesn’t ask twice. Well, he didn’t ask once but it’s the same sentiment.

“It’s stupid,” Aether eventually says, desire to just rant fighting with his own logical understanding of how ridiculous he’s being.

“I listen to stupid things all day,” Xiao replies, “Xingqiu and Hu Tao spent four hours texting about danmei adaptation recommendations in the group chat.”

Aether presses his head a little harder against Xiao’s stomach, like maybe if he tries hard enough he can escape this terrible day and this conversation by sinking into Xiao’s skin and curling up tight in the warmth of him.

“You’ll laugh,” Aether murmurs.

“I will not,” Xiao promises. 

And then Xiao’s hands move to Aether’s shoulders, pushing him to sit up straight as Aether feels Xiao kneeling. Xiao’s hands gently, but firmly, push the pillow down from Aether’s face and move to cradle Aether’s jaw. Xiao’s thumbs slide over the line of Aether’s jaw and then over the planes of his cheeks and up over his temples before Xiao presses his finger between Aether’s eyebrows.

“Wrinkles,” Xiao says, pressing and wiggling his finger against the furrow of Aether’s brow until Aether can’t frown anymore. Xiao’s lips curve into a faint smile. “Hm. Better.”

Aether forgoes the pillow entirely to wrap his warms around Xiao’s shoulders and pull him in. Xiao’s own arms go around Aether’s waist and return to their firm sweeps up and down Aether’s back.

“It’s just a bunch of little things,” Aether finally admits. And then it’s like a dam breaking. “Three of the interns quit — one of them full out ghosted, just never reported in — and now we have to shift their work and training to other interns and new hires and we’re coming up on a deadline for physical print. And there’s the website which I’m in charge of and there’s suddenly a push to add new features that we didn’t plan or discuss and it means I’m going to have to rework whole sections of it. Then there was a meeting today that just — it didn’t go well. For anyone. Just a lot of fighting and disagreements and none of it really involved my projects but I had to stay on to listen and it ran almost a full hour over schedule. And there was just this really — some people just don’t read their emails and it’s a chronic thing and I just want to shake them and ask them what they’re doing working here of all places if they don’t even read. And it’s also stupid but I lost like five times in PVP just now. Five times in a row. And now I forgot the power was supposed to be out and I was getting mad at you for washing the dishes instead of using the dish washer and that’s unfair of me normally but it’s especially so now. See? It’s a bunch of stupid things.”

Xiao pulls back just enough to kiss Aether’s cheek.

“I’ll keep listening,” Xiao offers. But Aether doesn’t have anything else to say. Aether sheepishly turns his head to kiss Xiao’s cheek back. Xiao hums, resting his chin on Aether’s shoulder. “Better?”

“Yeah,” Aether sighs, closing his eyes as he leans his weight on Xiao. “It really was just a bunch of stupid things piled up. I feel silly being so upset about all of it.”

“Vent in group chat,” Xiao says, “You see the others do it all the time. It’s apparently healthy.”

“You don’t vent in group chat.”

“I have nothing to vent about,” Xiao points out. “The only thing I ever need to vent about is the group chat itself and why no one will let me leave it.”

  



97. Chapter 97

Summary for the Chapter:
            Hu Tao goes to poke the back of Xiao’s neck again and he slaps her wrist so hard that it echoes through the apartment. Hu Tao immediately launches into a lecture on domestic violence that Xiao, visibly, checks out for.

          
Notes for the Chapter:I literally just keep forgetting I have these sitting in drafts so I’m going to post them all now before i forget.




    
    “Did you forget your bug repellant when you went on vacation or what?” Hu Tao asks. And then she impetuously thrusts her open hands out. “Now gimme my souvenirs.”

Xiao ignores Hu Tao entirely and passes a paper bag to Yun Jin. He points at the bag once it’s in her hands. “Share it.”

“Yes, dage,” Yun Jin says, peering into the top. “Oh, these would be great with a beer. Someone text Xinyan and Chongyun to get beer while they’re out.”

Keqing peers over Yun Jin’s shoulder. “I have two questions for you.”

“You get one.”

“I get two and that’s my gift. One: is this dried squid fresh? Two: did your shifu buy squid and then dry it himself?”

“Don’t know,” Xiao says, turning to give another paper bag to Xiangling. “From Shifu and Shushu to your father.”

Xiangling takes a glance into the bag, “Oh nice. Thanks. Did you happen to bring a cooler bag or something? Never mind. Forget I asked. Keqing, I’m gonna borrow your refrigerator for this.”

Hu Tao pokes her finger into the back of Xiao’s neck. “You got mauled out there.”

Xiao slaps Hu Tao’s hand away, glaring at her. “Leave it.”

“Ganyu and Yanfei only came away with one or two bug bites. Don’t ask me how I know. How come you look like you got dunked into a bug nest or something?”

Yun Jin and Keqing exchange sly glances. Yun Jin mimes zipping her mouth shut and Keqing nods in solemn agreement.

“I cannot believe,” Xiangling mutters in the kitchen, “That Hu Tao is missing this glaringly obvious point. Hu Tao of all people.”

“I don’t know who I’m embarrassed for more right now,” Yun Jin murmurs, edging past Hu Tao and Xiao to follow Keqing into the kitchen. As Keqing pulls out serving dishes for Yun Jin to arrange pieces of dried squid, Xiangling goes to stand next to them, hip leaning against the kitchen cabinets as they listen to Hu Tao interrogate Xiao.

“Maybe she’s trying to get him to say it himself,” Xiangling says.

“I’m impressed that he isn’t reacting more. If it was me I would be blushing head to foot right now,” Keqing observes. “Did Xiao-ge get body snatched? That’s a lot of composure for a guy who’s being questioned about hickeys.”

“I’m surprised he left the house like that.” Yun Jin pauses as the three of them stare at Xiao’s neck. “There’s really nothing he could’ve done to cover that up though, is there? He’d get heat stroke.”

“I think ge wishes he’d have heat stroke instead of Hu Tao,” Xiangling says. “But wow. Can’t believe ge is walking around like that.”

“To be entirely fair to him, it’s almost not visible. That specific one is just in an awkward spot. The rest are mostly faded.”

The three of them, by unspoken mutual agreement, forcibly turn their thoughts away on how Xiao got a hickey in said spot to start with.

“Are we sure that Ganyu and Yanfei’s aren’t also hickeys?” 

“Well. Ganyu keeps scolding Yanfei for scratching hers. And I’ve seen Ganyu using ice to reduce the swelling on hers,” Keqing answers. “Either they’re acting or they’re really bug bites.”

Hu Tao goes to poke the back of Xiao’s neck again and he slaps her wrist so hard that it echoes through the apartment. Hu Tao immediately launches into a lecture on domestic violence that Xiao, visibly, checks out for.

“How do you think she’ll react when she puts two and two together?” 

“Insufferably,” Keqing answers immediately. “What do you think it’s going to take for her to realize?”

“Aether coming into the room, probably,” Yun Jin muses. “I’m surprised that Aether and dage had the guts to do anything on a family vacation. Jie and Yanfei wouldn’t surprise me at all. But Aether and dage? They’re the quiet ones.”

“It’s always the quiet ones,” Keqing and Xiangling chorus.

“How bad do you think Aether is if this is what Xiao looks like?” Keqing immediately cuts herself off. “Don’t answer. I don’t actually want to think about it. I don’t know why I asked.”

The door to Keqing’s apartment beeps open just as Xiao’s given into the natural urge to grab Hu Tao by the face to shut her up. It’s impressive that he’s held out this long. Out of all of them he really does have the strongest self control.

“Did we beat Xinyan and Chongyun back?” Aether asks, “Xiao, why are you covering Hu Tao’s face?”

“Better question,” Xingqiu adds on, following Aether in, “Why don’t you do this more often to save us all the trouble?”

“Xingqiu,” Hu Tao wrestles her face out of Xiao’s grip. Or more like, Xiao gives up in favor of moving to help Aether and Xingqiu with the take out. “Xingqiu. Look at ge’s neck. Doesn’t he look like a buffet line?”

Xingqiu pointedly does not look at Xiao at all. “Hu Tao, how shameless are you going to be in this life? You’re going to reincarnate as a snail at the rate you’re going.”

“It’s genuine curiosity and concern!” Hu Tao protests. “What if he has malaria?”

Xingqiu’s head shoots up as he stares at Hu Tao. He points at her, turning towards Yun Jin. “Is she serious?”

“Don’t tell her,” Xiangling yanks Xingqiu’s ear. “Don’t tell her. Do not. Tell. Her.”

“Aether, did you guys forget your bug repellant?” Hu Tao turns on Aether, who starts sputtering and coughing into his elbow. “Did you get bit, too? Are you contagious? Ai! You’re super red right now. What’s with you?”

“She’s going to get killed,” Xingqiu hisses at Xiangling. “If not by dage or Aether then by me. I’m not going to sit through an entire evening of this, Xiangling.”

“Well I don’t want to talk about,” Keqing waves at Aether and Xiao, “and their private lives for an entire evening, either. You pick one poison and you stick to it.”

“Can we vote on it?”

“My house, my choice of slow death.”

“Dictator.”

“Absolute monarchy,” Keqing corrects.

As Hu Tao prepares to launch into a prolonged lecture on the many ways a bug bite can kill and create a complete disaster for the person who has to dress and tidy up a corpse for viewing, Xiao lets out a harsh and much aggrieved sigh. He reaches over and uses one finger to pull down the edge of Aether’s t-shirt to reveal a love bite on his collar bone.

Aether turns an alarming shade of red. Xiao is also quickly turning pink. Yun Jin and Xiangling slap Xinqiu’s hand down when he reflexively raises his phone to start recording.

“Hu Tao,” Xiao says, voice steady even as he’s quickly turning red to match Aether. “Shut up.”

Hu Tao stares at them both before saying, “Where the fuck did you go and what did you do that you got bug bites under your clothes?”

  



98. Chapter 98

Summary for the Chapter:
            “So what’s your opinion?”

“Well,” Xiao drawls, “Prior experience tells me that you know how to kiss. If I get a vote, then I say kiss.”

“Xiao voting for kissing, the world is on its knees in shock.”

          


    
    “Okay, okay! I surrender, I surrender! Stop!” Aether barely manages to get the words out he’s laughing so hard. Xiao’s cool fingertips skate up and down his sides, and Aether can feel, in the pit of his stomach and in the back of his throat, the faint upturn of Xiao’s eyes and the wonderful curve of the man’s lips. “Mercy!”

“You started it,” Xiao says, relenting in his assault.

Aether wheezes, hitting the heel of his palm against Xiao’s shoulder with one hand and wiping tears from his eyes with the other.

“It’s not fair that you’re not ticklish at all,” Aether says as he catches his breath. He cracks his eyes open as he feel’s Xiao’s weight shift over him. Xiao rises up onto his knees, and starts to fix Aether’s shirt from where it had ridden up during their impromptu tickle fight. Aether is entirely certain that if he ever told anyone about this they wouldn’t believe him.

Xiao having a tickle fight. It’s the height of absurdity. People would sooner believe that Childe’s been acquitted of all crimes and that Beidou regrew her eye.

Aether’s rests his hands over Xiao’s wrists, holding but not moving them as Xiao finishes fixing Aether’s clothes. Xiao’s own shirt is askew and partially hitched up over his waist. And Xiao’s pants are slightly pulled down on one side to expose his hip. 

“Perhaps I am and you targeted the wrong places,” Xiao says, sitting back on his heels. He turns his wrists in Aether’s hands to break Aether’s loose hold, instead sliding their hands together. Palm to palm. And then Aether turns their hands, sliding fingers together until their hands are holding each other and not simply touching. Aether’s stomach doesn’t quite flip so much as it does a shivery little flop around his torso. Xiao squeezes Aether’s hands briefly and lets Aether do as he pleases, waving their hands in small little motions back and forth, back and forth.  “Or perhaps you don’t know how to tickle someone.”

Aether gasps in mock affront. “How dare you challenge my tickling skills! Get down here so I can prove you wrong!”

“Didn’t we just try that?” Xiao teases, bracing his weight on their conjoined hands as he slides out of his kneeling position to lay over Aether. “Your hands are otherwise occupied, now what?”

“Now I choose between kissing you or round two of tickles,” Aether replies, stretching his neck up to close the distance between them and peck a kiss to the corner of Xiao’s mouth. “Because I’m a very generous person I’ll even let you have a say.”

“Very humble, too.” Aether feels, more fully, Xiao’s smile against his cheek.

“Absolutely,” Aether nods. “Generous and humble. You’ve landed a catch.”

Xiao’s hands squeeze Aether’s and Aether can feel the faint tremor of a silent laugh run through Xiao’s body.

“So what’s your opinion?”

“Well,” Xiao drawls, “Prior experience tells me that you know how to kiss. If I get a vote, then I say kiss.”

“Xiao voting for kissing, the world is on its knees in shock.”

“My other option was you attempting to tickle me again.”

Their hands break apart so Xiao can brace himself with his forearms on either side of Aether. So Aether can slide his hands over Xiao’s shoulders to bring him close.

Aether loves kissing. He loves holding hands and cuddling and kissing and he loves the quiet moments of being in a relationship so much that Lumine calls him a walking sap tree. He can’t help it. Sure going out on dates is nice and spending time together going out and doing things is great. No arguments there. But really, what Aether loves the most, is things like this. Just these quiet moments that crawl and inch along, drinking up daylight and soaking in moonlight by the most minuscule increment and stretching them out like horizons and rainbows. Aether could happily never go on another date again so long as he could have moments like this.

“I’ve come to a realization,” Aether says when their lips part. Xiao hums, pressing a soft kiss to the underside of Aether’s jaw. Aether slides his hands down, over the front of Xiao’s chest. “When we’re kissing my hands are free. I should give them something to do. I can multi-task.”

“You are very good at multi-tasking,” Xiao acknowledges, “But your ability to tickle is still in question.”

Aether taps his fingers to Xiao’s sides, waiting.

Xiao draws back, expression fond and incredulous as he looks down at Aether.

“Are you waiting for me to tell you to tickle me?”

“It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity,” Aether says. “I might never stumble into a situation in which I can get you to say this very specific set of words together again.”

Xiao’s fingertips brush against the side of Aether’s neck, gently moving aside gold strands of hair.

“Aether,” Xiao says, voice so warm and full of soft adoration that Aether’s stomach does another flip. And then another. And that might actually be his heart getting ready to launch him into his pre-paid deluxe Wansheng Funeral Parlor Memorial Services package, flowers and memorial photo services included. “You have my lifetime. All of the opportunities are yours.”

Aether’s voice cracks when he finally scrambles together more than one brain cell to answer.

“You can’t just say stuff like that. My heart can’t take it. Some lifetime that would be.”

“I promise,” Xiao intones, shifting his weight entirely to one side as he raises a hand to cross his heart and hold three fingers up, “I will have your cause of death listed as something dignified.”

“Just get down here and kiss me,” Aether demands, palms cupping Xiao’s hips, already leaning up to meet Xiao halfway. But Xiao leans back, pushing up until he’s on his knees again. 

“I thought you needed to multi-task,” Xiao teases, already halfway off the bed as Aether gapes at him. Xiao’s eyes glimmer with laughter and then he’s darting out of the room. 

“Unbelievable!” Aether dashes after him, laughing, “Who taught you to be like this?”

“You,” Xiao says, catching Aether as he bursts into the living room, wrapping Aether up into his arms and half-way lifting him off his feet to spin him around. “Take responsibility.”

“With my entire life,” Aether promises. “But seriously. Where’s my kiss?”

  



99. Chapter 99


    
    “How do you not have lactase digestion pills?” Hu Tao asks, digging through Yun Jin’s purse. “You’ve got everything in here. What self respecting person from Liyue doesn’t have digestion pills? It’s like not having a miniature canister of Tiger Balm or not having a metro card.”

“I don’t have a metro card,” Xingqiu says.

“But do you have digestion pills?” Keqing asks.

Xingqiu pulls out a pill box from his pocket and pops it open.

“Good, give me one,” Keqing holds her hand out to him. “I forgot to refill mine.”

“I don’t need them,” Yun Jin says to Hu Tao. “I’m not lactose intolerant.”

“Don’t lie, everyone in Liyue is lactose intolerant. It’s just part of being from Liyue,” Hu Tao argues. 

“Xiao-ge and Gan-jie aren’t lactose intolerant,” Chongyun points out.

Aether turns towards Xiao, “I thought being lactose intolerant and being from Liyue was just a stereotype.”

Xiao shrugs a shoulder, passing the laminated menu back to Aether. “You pick. And it is.”

“Shifu made us drink a glass of milk every day until we moved out to make sure we didn’t lose our ability to process lactose,” Ganyu explains to Aether. “It mostly worked.”

Aether has never seen Xiao drink milk in the time they’ve been together. He doesn’t think they’ve ever even bought milk unless Aether needed it to cook or bake with. Aether hopes that his confusion is getting across as he stares holes into the side of Xiao’s face.

Xiao just nudges him with his elbow, reaching up and tapping his finger to the side of Aether’s jaw and directing his gaze down to the menu’s.

“If you do not pick something Hu Tao or Xiangling will pick for the both of us and then we will ned a different sort of digestive aide altogether,” Xiao warns him. “Or we could leave.”

“Don’t ditch us to go on a date,” Keqing says to him, reaching across Xiao to tap at an option on the menu. “Pick this one. Xianging never lets us order that because it’s too plain but she won’t say no to you.”

“Xiangling tells me no all the time.”

“Not you, Xiao-ge, I’m talking to Aether.”

“Xiangling tells me no all the time, too,” Aether says, “But alright. Plain alfredo style pizza with spinach and mushrooms. If half this table is lactose intolerant why are we eating pizza?”

“Because I’m tired of us eating the same thing,” Hu Tao says.

“Sure, when I’m tired of us eating the same thing I’m being picky,” Chongyun scowls, “But when Hu Tao wants to eat something different we go out for pizza.”

“That’s because you’re the youngest, we have to pick on you,” Hu Tao replies, as though this was common sense and the clearest answer. 

“Do you want to order a salad?” Yun Jin asks Chongyun. “This one looks good. I’ve never had a broccoli salad before. Is it raw, do you think? Do people just eat raw broccoli in salads?”

“They have to blanche it at least, right?” Chongyun replies, but he doesn’t sound certain. “Jie, do they blanche broccoli in a broccoli salad?”

“Sometimes,” Ganyu says, “We can ask. Xiao-ge, do you want to share a wedge salad?”

“Why would you need me to share a wedge salad with you?” Xiao asks, “You can finish it by yourself.”

“I thought it would be nice to share,” Ganyu replies. “Is that a no?”

“Do as you like.”

“Back to the milk part,” Aether says, “You can lose and regain lactose tolerance?” 

“You can lose it, but chances of you regaining it are slim,” Chongyun answers. “It’s mostly a myth. Dage and jie probably lost it, just later in life than most people.”

Aether turns to Xiao. “Are you or aren’t you?”

Xiao levels a flat stare at him. “Do you think I’m capable of isolating one enzyme out of the dozens that cause my digestive system to go haywire?”

“Do I need to call your Shifu to get a real answer on this? I will. I’m getting my phone out right now. I’ll do it. He likes me. He’d pick up the phone for me.”

“Xiao-ge probably doesn’t have lactose tolerance,” Keqing says. “But just stubbornly goes through it like everyone else in Liyue because dairy tastes good. A little gas and stomach discomfort is tolerable in the long run.”

“I want a printed and notarized definition for what you all consider to be tolerable discomfort. Where’s Yanfei when you need her?”

“Working extreme overtime,” Ganyu sighs. “Do you think I should bring something back for her? It wouldn’t be good anymore though.”

“Ask for dressing on the side — wait do you mean pizza or salad?” Chongyun asks.

“I’m here, I’m here. Don’t order. Don’t order. Or maybe do order. But I’m going to quietly judge your orders as they arrive,” Xiangling interrupts, out of breath as she collapses into the seat in between Chongyun and Yun Jin. “What did I miss? And does anyone have any digestion pills they can give me because I forgot mine in my other bag.”

Xingqiu passes her his little pill box.

“My stomach and intestines regularly attempt to send me to the ER,” Xiao says flatly, “Do you think I’ll be troubled by gas from eating cheese?”

“Well maybe we shouldn’t antagonize your stomach and intestines,” Aether retorts. “Maybe none of you should be. Have any of you considered that?”

“Are you calling us quitters?” Hu Tao asks. “That is not the Liyue way, Aether. Gas and constipation and diarrhea aren’t going to get between me and a triple cheese pizza with pineapple, ham, bacon, and anchovies on it.”

“Do not let her order that,” Chongyun turns to Xiangling. “If you ever cared for me you would not let her order that.”

“I’ll say no on the bacon because of the salt content,” Xiangling says, “But everything else I can let slide.”

“Are you all masochists?” Aether asks.

“No,” Yun Jin says. “Because I’m not lactose intolerant. I’m going to be fine.”

“And I’ll be having salad and flat bread,” Ganyu adds on. “But I feel like I can speak for Yanfei when I say maybe. We have digestion assisting pills but she never uses them. I think she thinks she can micro-dose her way back to lactose tolerance if she tries hard enough.”

“She can’t,” Chongyun says. “I’ve told all of you this multiple times. It doesn’t work that way. Why doesn’t anyone believe me when it comes to medical advice? Yanfei doesn’t have this problem when we ask her for legal consultation.”

“Well, Chongyun, it might be because the fact that you cite your own health condition as a yin-deficiency slash yang-abundance undercuts your own professional credibility,” Keqing snipes. “Have you considered that, doctor?”

 

  


