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  Eula unlocks the door to Kaeya’s apartment like it’s her own. 



  All things considered, which is not many things in retrospect, it might as well be, because the navy blue velvet couch used to be hers (at least, sort of, by proxy, and it was only gathering dust in the foyer of the Lawrence house before she got well and truly evicted). The coffee machine also used to be hers (purchased from three months worth of paychecks and had soon become the pride and joy of the dorm she used to share with Lisa). And the TV stand used to be hers (until Kaeya had taken it from her living room after enduring three weeks of her complaining about the wobbly left back leg, fixed it, and promptly taken it as his own as quote-unquote payment). This, she thinks, gives her the right to be the proud owner of Kaeya’s singular spare key, and not Rosaria (or Lisa, or Jean, or Albedo, or, God forbid, Diluc). 



  It is a privilege she takes great care not to misuse. Some situations just call for desperate measures. 



  It is with this resounding thought that she slams Kaeya’s front door, tosses her key and purse on the little shelf in his entrance-way (which is less of an entrance and more of a measly little hallway that barely measures a three feet across), lets herself into Kaeya’s bedroom, flops face first onto it, landing with just enough elegance to not kick Kaeya himself in the nose, and groans into the soft, cotton-pilled fabric of his sheets.



  “And good afternoon to you, too,” Kaeya says, chipper. His tone just barely slinks in through the gaps in Eula’s head, enough for her to note that he is not usually ‘chipper’, in fact, he is notoriously the opposite, and this is a development she should pay close attention to.



  She groans again. There will be time for analysing the intricacies of Kaeya’s vocal variations later. There are far more pressing matters. “My life is ruined.”



  “Well, there’s no need to be dramatic,” Kaeya says, in what Eula assumes is what he thinks sounds like a reassuring voice. He even pats her shin awkwardly. “I’m sure it’s not that bad. And, just to clarify, what 
  
    is 
  
  it?”



  “The grocery store,” Eula says mournfully. “I can never show my face there again.”



  “The bad grocery, or the pearly-gates-of-Heaven grocery store?”



  “Pearly gates,” she laments. “I’m going to have to suffer through limp produce and stale bread and the off-brand chips for the rest of my life.”



  Kaeya pats her again. “The prognosis may be worse than I thought, Doctor. Before I confirm the diagnosis, what actually happened?”



  Eula shuffles until her head is on an actual pillow and her words are no more muffled by Kaeya’s sheets. Kaeya twists too, turning his head to give her full attention. “I was just stopping by after my shift,” she begins, “and you know how I am after my shift.”



  “Sweaty and gross,” Kaeya says for her. “Yep. Intimately. I feel like it’s important to mention that you’re now being sweaty and gross all over my freshly washed bedclothes, too.”



  (It is, unfortunately, part of the part and parcel of being a taekwondo instructor, and she has, for the most part, made her everlasting peace with it. This does not mean everyone else has.)



  She covers her face with her hands and tries not to scream. “That doesn’t matter. What 
  
    matters 
  
  is that I was sweaty and gross and covered in the slime and gunk that seems to accumulate all over me whenever I spend more than five minutes in the vicinity of fifteen eight year olds-” (because her Saturday morning shifts, which are not always unbearable, are the younger classes who don’t know how to wipe their own noses or are still drooling when they talk and accumulating their gunk is a part of her shift schedule now) “-and I was like, you know what, I’ll go to the pearly gates grocery store because this was a long week and I’m now covered in children slime and I deserve it, goddamnit.”



  “Mhm, mhm.” Kaeya is good to tell stories to. He hums appropriately, at all the right places that need a hum. When she mentions the eight year olds, he gasps with a faint intake of breath like he can’t quite believe what he’s hearing.



  “So I go up to the automatic doors,” Eula continues. At some point, her arms move back down to her sides, and her hands rest folded atop her stomach. “And they, like, do the 
  
    husssh-shuk 
  
  thing, you know, where they get a little bit stuck halfway through opening.”



  “You’d think they’d have fixed that by now,” Kaeya muses.



  “Well, anyway,” Eula says, “they open, finally, and I go inside, and everything is fine, and I’m like, wow, what a great day to pick up some pomegranate and grapes and spinach and feta and arugula and tofu, I bet I could make a really great salad when I get home-” because, sue her, she likes salads “-so everything is going fine. And as I go to pay, I’m like, I should get an iced almond milk lavender latte, because it has been a 
  
    long day 
  
  and I deserve it.”



  “Goddamnit!” Kaeya echoes dutifully.



  Eula nods gravely. “This is where it all begins to go wrong.”



  Kaeya sits up a little, as if he recognises the severity in her voice.



  “It was like a movie,” Eula narrates. “I paid for the groceries. I paid for the latte. I’m ready to leave, and I’m on my way to the automatic doors with the latte in one hand and my tote bag in the other. I’m cool. I’m sweaty and gross and covered in child gunk, but I’m cool.”



  “The coolest,” Kaeya encourages.



  “But I forgot,” Eula says. Her story reaches its crescendo. “The doors did the 
  
    husssh-shuk 
  
  thing. They do it again on the way out. But I 
  
    forgot
  
  .”



  Kaeya frowns a little. “I’m not really getting what the big deal about this is-”



  “Shhhh. I forgot about the doors so I start to walk through them as soon as they open,” Eula says, covering Kaeya’s mouth with one hand before he can interrupt any further. “And there’s someone walking in as I leave, and the doors aren’t that wide yet, because they’re 
  
    husssh-shuk-
  
  ing, and neither of us realised it until it was too late. It was like slow-motion. We collided. The latte went, like, everywhere. All over the doors. All over the groceries,” she pauses, for dramatic effect, “and all over her.”



  Kaeya’s interest piques. “Who’s 
  
    her
  
  ?”



  “She was like Aphrodite,” Eula says, seriously.



  Kaeya snorts. “Alright, Hephaestus. Who was she, really?”



  Eula covers her face again. “I have no idea. But she was cute, and covered in my latte, and in my sweat, and in my gross child gunk, and then I just 
  
    left
  
  , and I can never go back there again.”



  “Hmm,” Kaeya says. He even strokes his chin thoughtfully. “Well, I’m afraid I have bad news.”



  “Just give it to me straight, Doctor.” She doesn’t take her hands away from her face.



  “I’m afraid,” Kaeya says, “it’s terminal. Chronic. Stage four.”



  “Just as I feared,” Eula mourns. It is somewhat easier to tolerate her embarrassment when Kaeya plays along with the dramatics. There is a reason she used his spare key instead of picking Jean’s lock or hacking the electronic keypad thing Rosaria has on her apartment. “What will I do? I haven’t even finalised my last Will and Testament.”



  “It’s a lost cause,” Kaeya says. “You’ll have to avoid the pearly-gates and hope you never see her again.”



  If Eula were a weaker woman, she would sob.



  “Or,” Kaeya says, and his voice takes on that very specific tone it does whenever he is Plotting Something. “You could go back. Run into her again. Spill another one of your weird gay drinks on her. It’ll be like destiny.”



  “I came here for support and comfort,” Eula informs him, “not stupid ideas.”



  “Go talk to Lisa, then,” Kaeya says breezily. “Come on, are you telling me you 
  
    don’t 
  
  want to see her again?”



  Eula glares at him, as well as anyone can ever glare at Kaeya. “Yes. That is exactly what I’m telling you.”


 


 


  It does not go as planned.



  By Wednesday, everyone and their goddamn mother know about what happened with Eula’s latte (which she still hasn’t managed to replace) and the grocery store and the cute girl. Eula doesn’t even tell anyone, but Kaeya can’t keep his mouth shut and tells Rosaria and Albedo everything and Albedo doesn’t tell anyone, because Albedo is always busy and a good friend, but Rosaria tells Lisa for no discernible reason and Lisa tells Jean because she tells 
  
    Jean 
  
  everything, and Jean tells Diluc because she’s the only one who seems the slightest bit bothered about keeping everyone’s collective relationships with Diluc neutral-leaning-positive.



  (Keeping things neutral-leaning-positive with Diluc is a task Eula has long since abandoned. Right around the same time Kaeya did. Rosaria and Lisa are better at the neutral part, and Albedo is completely ambivalent about the whole thing. If anything, she has to admire Jean’s determination.)



  “You’re really killing my vibe here, babe,” Lisa says, peering at Eula from the kitchen of Jean’s apartment. She sips from a mug of tea - maybe tea? Possibly tea? Hopefully tea? It smells like rose and mugwort and honeysuckle, and makes Eula feel a little nauseous whenever she gets too close. “I know Mercury is in retrograde, but you need to sort your shit out soon.”



  Eula muffles her groan with the polished oak of Jean’s breakfast table. “I can’t stop thinking about her.”



  Lisa puts her mug down. “About who, sweetie? That girl from the grocery store?”



  “What girl from the grocery store?” Jean says. She moves Lisa’s mug from the countertop, puts a glass of water in front of Eula’s head, and switches the oven on to preheat before Eula even realises she’s in the room.



  “
  
    The 
  
  girl,” Lisa says. “Kaeya told me.”



  “You can’t trust a word that comes out of that man’s mouth,” Jean says. She pats Eula gently on the back of her head as she flits back and forth, pulling a tray out of the cupboard and putting a row of frozen croissants atop it in one swift movement.



  “Just because he can’t be trusted doesn’t mean he doesn’t have good points sometimes.” Lisa says. “He calls the grocery store ‘heaven’. He told me about the girl. He knows things!”



  “Kaeya can’t be trusted,” Jean says wisely, “this is an undisputed fact.” She nudges Eula. “You should have some water, Eula.”



  Eula makes another noise.



  “She’s in gay panic mode,” Lisa says, “have pity on her, darling.”



  Jean laughs. She moves across the kitchen again, putting the tray of croissants into the oven. “I do have pity. Everyone is allowed a week of gay panic before they have to get back to work.”



  “You hear that, darling?” Lisa says. “You only have a few days left.”



  “Urrrrrgh.”



  “Give her a minute,” Jean says. She stops moving, finally, and sits in the chair opposite Eula. Eula looks at her weakly. 



  Jean always looks so put together. It’s, like, eight in the morning and her hair is already perfectly smoothed into a ponytail, and her pale blue blouse is freshly ironed, because Jean is the only person in her twenties that Eula has ever met who even owns an iron, and the light-wash jeans she’s wearing matches the tones of the blue perfectly, in a facade of cohesiveness that Eula could only ever dream to achieve.



  “What am I going to do?” Eula asks finally. “She was so cute. And I am such a mess. And she was so cute.”



  “I still think you should go back to Heaven-”



  “Lisa.”



  “-and see if you run into her again.”



  Eula makes a face. “I can’t show my face there ever again.”



  “But you love that grocery store,” Jean says, matter of factly. “You shouldn’t let one unfortunate incident stop you from going to places that you love. The chance of seeing her again is monumentally low.”



  “But what if I 
  
    want 
  
  to see her again?” Eula moans.



  Jean’s window of tolerance is miraculously high. Eula doesn’t know how she does it. “Then you can’t let her stop you from going to the grocery store, the one place you have in common, and then there’s a slightly higher chance of seeing her again.”



  “How could I ever face her?!” Eula whines.



  “Well,” Jean says. “You just, sort of… look at her. Smile. Or not. I mean, you are just strangers. She won’t expect anything from you, in the unlikely event that you see her.”



  “What if I spill my iced almond milk lavender latte all over her again?” Eula proposes. “What then?”



  Lisa laughs. “Then you have the worst luck in the entire world and Kaeya will laugh at you. Then you can make him do your grocery shopping for at least six months as emotional compensation.”



  “Well, we have to get you to leave our apartment first,” Jean says, “then we can worry about who’ll buy your groceries.”



  “I can’t show my face,” Eula lowers her voice and hisses, “
  
    out there
  
  .”



  “Your bad energy is gonna ruin my skin,” Lisa says mildly.



  “What do you mean, you can’t show your face out there?” Jean asks.



  Eula glares at the door to Jean’s apartment like it has a personal vendetta against her. “What if 
  
    she’s 
  
  out there?”



  There is a long, long silence. During this silence, Lisa makes a face at Jean, and Jean makes one back, and then they both turn back to her with twin expressions of concern. Eula does not like where this seems to be going.



  “Eula, listen,” Jean starts gently.



  “We need to stage an intervention, sweetheart,” Lisa finishes for her, and Eula doesn’t get it, right up until she 
  
    does.
  


 


 


  Which brings her up to Friday.



  She avoids the better grocery store all week. She avoids Kaeya all week. She avoids Rosaria all week. She avoids Diluc, but that’s less of a coincidence and more of a personal choice. She avoids Albedo, but that’s because he only ever goes to one of three places (the library, the campus laboratory, or Kaeya’s flat to panic about his upcoming doctoral thesis due date). She also avoids Jean and Lisa which is mostly by coincidence due to the fact Lisa has new shifts at the Lush store that opened downtown, and Jean’s schedule is beyond any kind of human comprehension.



  Only Fridays are the only days that all of them have free, which means that Fridays are the day everyone piles onto a couch somewhere and doesn’t leave until the early hours of the morning.



  This week’s couch ends up being Eula’s. There is a huge, glaring coincidence there but she can’t bring herself to look.



  Kaeya, whom she opens the door to first, and to his credit, bribes her with two unopened bottles of dandelion wine and a half-full one of firewater. His smile is slick, the way it is whenever he knows something that someone else doesn’t.



  (She can’t bring herself to look at that, either.)



  Jean arrives next with Lisa hanging onto one of her arms, a tote bag stuffed to burst  hanging off of the other, and Diluc lagging behind them like he’d rather be anywhere but there. She hands the bag to Eula, and then hands Lisa to her as well. Lisa kisses both of her cheeks dramatically, like it hasn’t been two entire days since she last saw them, and Jean is effectively distracted with keeping an eye on Kaeya and Diluc until Rosaria turns up.



  Which she does, soon enough, empty handed but no less welcome for it, and she hugs Eula as soon as the door opens and then grins in the twisted, snakelike way she does (which is reminiscent of Kaeya’s, but far more dangerous), and says, “I heard about that pretty girl at the grocery store.”



  Eula’s stomach sinks. She thunks her forehead against the door as she closes it and Rosaria laughs. “I don’t even want to think about it.”



  Things don’t usually go her way.



  She turns around to her living room, full of her friends in variously incriminating positions (Kaeya and Diluc glaring daggers at one another across the room, Lisa with her legs tucked up and her chin on Jean’s shoulder, Rosaria already pouring firewater into chipped mugs), and is immediately confronted by Lisa’s up-to-no-good squeal.



  “Is this the intervention,” Eula says. It does not need a conclusive answer.



  Jean pulls a sharing pack of chips out of her tote bag and tosses them to her. “Yep. Now, sit down. Lisa’s been planning this all day.”



  She groans. She catches the chips. She flops onto the sofa next to Kaeya and groans again. Lisa stands up with a huge degree of fanfare and claps her hands together.



  “Well, we all know why we’re gathered here today,” Lisa says. “Dearest Eula has grown up to fly the nest and found herself a beautiful girlfriend with which to replace us–”



  It is an easy decision, really, to throw the pillow at Lisa. Eula reaches to the side and snags it by the corner of its cover, and with very little else to consider, lobs it in Lisa’s direction. The pillow meets its target with a satisfying thwack, and achieves its mission of shutting her the fuck up too.



  What is less easy is dealing with the consequences. The pillow falls. Lisa stumbles in shock. Rosaria’s carefully poured mugs of firewater, precariously balanced on the edge of Eula’s coffee table, are in severe danger. The severe danger manifests in the form of spilling all over Diluc, and a tiny bit on Jean, who is unfortunately in the splash zone too.



  Lisa seems completely unaffected. She tosses the pillow back and keeps on with whatever monologue she had spent the day practising.



  Everything else goes to shit.



  “-And we all know this happens, when people grow up and begin to move–”



  Diluc leaps up from the armchair he’s claimed as his own and pulls his soaked t-shirt away from his body. Jean does too, albeit a little slower, and a little less distressed.



  “-Sometimes, we have to learn how to deal with growth–”



  Kaeya laughs, louder than he has in at least the past year, and goddamn, Eula’s glad at least someone’s having fun. She liked that armchair. She has no idea how to get the smell of firewater out of upholstery.



  “-And sometimes the people we love start to love other people–”



  Diluc swears over Lisa’s monologue. Jean starts pulling at his shirt, trying to dab at the dampness on her own clothes, dry his, and get him to calm down all at the same time.



  “-Sometimes, they are stupid and in love and do stupid things–” 



  Diluc wrenches himself out of Jean’s way, pulling his shirt off himself, and Jean’s hands hang listlessly in the air like she has no idea what to do. Kaeya can’t stop fucking laughing.



  “-And today–“



  Eula groans, turning on the couch to bury her face in the cushion.



  “-We have all gathered here–“



  The door lock clicks. Diluc’s shirt lands somewhere near Kaeya, and he looks like he’s about to start screaming. Jean sits down into the firewater soaked chair like she’s at a complete loss. 



  “-To commemorate–“



  The door opens. Lisa holds her mug, which had miraculously remained unharmed, high in the air.



  “-Eula, and her utter failure of a lovelife!”



  Albedo stands in the doorway. Really, Eula thinks, this is not the most compromising situation they’ve ever been caught in.


 


 


  Friday evening turns into the early hours of Saturday morning very easily. Before Eula even realises, Diluc has commandeered a shirt from her bedroom, and Jean has taken one too (and it’s strange to see Diluc in her apartment, wearing her biggest t-shirt, which doesn’t fit him at all in all the worst ways, because he is the tallest of all of them and also the broadest). Rosaria had attempted to clean the spilt firewater, and made a valiant effort, and Eula doubts it will ever come out of her upholstery, but at least she tried. Or whatever.



  Albedo had made his patented Resignation face and sunk into the couch next to Kaeya, curling into him instinctively. Lisa had curled next to him, waiting for Jean, and of all of them, those three seemed to have escaped the night mostly unscathed.



  Eula had barely removed her face from the couch until someone shoved a cup of dandelion wine at her and kept topping it up until her head felt warm and stuffy and everything was all sort of light and fuzzy and the world wasn’t so heavy for once. By then, Lisa had replaced Albedo with Jean and Diluc had relocated to the floor in front of the chair he had been sitting on. Eula had stayed in her spot on the couch while they all moved around her, letting the world pass by in the way it usually does when it’s contained to her living room, to her friends, to the seven of them on long evenings.



  “So,” Albedo says, quietly, sleepily, warmly in the satisfied, tipsy way he speaks when he’s tired and someone’s given him a glass or two of wine. Eula tips her head up to meet his eyes, ignores Kaeya and Rosaria volleying insults at one another between them; ignores Jean and Lisa curled into one another; ignores Diluc with his head resting on the seat cushion of the chair, staring at the ceiling like it holds all the secrets of the universe.



  “Mm?”



  “This girl,” Albedo says, carefully. Eula knows, for a PhD candidate, he has to be somewhat fucking smart, but he’s more emotionally intelligent than people usually give him credit for, too. He keeps his voice low, so no one overhears, and his tone careful, because he gets it.



  Gets it, because it’s how Eula had spoken to him before him and Kaeya got together for real, back when he was first telling her about his crush, about his masters dissertation, about this new assistant in the lab, and about Kaeya again. Because he’d been nervous as hell, and she’d been afraid too, in the way they absorb each other’s heartbeats when they spend too long together. Gets it, because he just does, because he’s clever, and he knows things, and he takes the high road when the rest of them take the low one. Gets it, because everyone else is brash and abrasive in their own ways, but Albedo is so entirely… not.



  “What about her?” Eula says. She shuffles a little, sits up enough to give Albedo the attention this conversation needs. She’s fairly sure this will be the first actually productive conversation she has about the girl.



  Albedo shrugs as much as he can, tucked under Kaeya’s arm as he is. “I’m just curious. The others chat a lot of shit,” he gestures menially, “and I figured you’d probably wanna tell it to me straight. Is she really what everyone else is making her out to be?”



  Eula hesitates. She’s tipsy. Warm, and tipsy, and relaxed about the universe for the first time since last Saturday. And Albedo is the same. And Albedo is not the same as the rest of them. Finally, she says, “I don’t really know. I don’t even know her name. She was just… so cute. So pretty. And I was so embarrassed. I really want to see her again, but I’m avoiding her, and she’s just a stranger, and I’ll probably never run into her again.”



  “You never know,” Albedo allows. “It’s not that big a city. And stranger things have happened.”



  Eula makes a face. “I don’t know, Albedo. Even if I did see her again, I’d probably make a fool of myself and of her and she’ll never want anything to do with me.”



  “That’s a stretch,” Albedo tells her. “You’re a great girl, Eula. Anyone would be lucky to have you, and this girl clearly doesn’t know what she’s missing out on.”



  Albedo is not known, especially, for his compliments or encouragement. It’s strange, Eula thinks, how much easier truth comes to them in the dark, in the warmth, when they have the dregs of Kaeya’s wine in empty glasses and open hearts and Lisa’s weird indie hippy music floating through Eula’s TV speaker. Eula ducks her face bashfully. It’s strange, is all, to hear him say things like it. It’s not hard to believe, but it is hard to hear.



  “Albedo,” Eula says quietly. It’s as much of a thanks as she knows how to give.



  “You really want to see her again,” Albedo says. It isn’t a question; it doesn’t need to be. The other five have already made it clear enough, in any case, and Eula is fairly sure she’s made it quite obvious herself. “You know, in the lab, whenever we’re trying to recreate the results of an experiment or something, we remake everything to the exact same degree it was the first time we did it,” he says slowly. 



  “I don’t get it.”



  “Maybe, if you went back to the grocery store, did everything the same, down to the things you buy, if you really want. Maybe you’ll get lucky.”



  “That’s stupid,” Eula says. It is stupid. It’ll never work.



  Albedo just smiles at her, cute and passive and pleasant enough that it makes it hard to be generally frustrated at him. He says, “you never know. Maybe just give it a try.”



  “And dump a latte all over her again?” Eula scoffs, letting her head fall back into the couch. Albedo seems unaffected by her reaction, and she sees him settle a little more into Kaeya’s side in her peripheral vision. “Not in a million years. It’d be awful.”


 


 


  She ends up doing it anyway.



  She does her Saturday shift, thanking every lucky star she can name that she isn’t too hungover to deal with fifteen kids learning how to fight one another. And, just like last week, like routine, detours to the pearly-gates grocery store before heading home. Because maybe Albedo’s right, maybe his stupid science thing will work.



  (The way Eula sees it, there will be one of three results:



  Option A: she sees the girl again. It goes wonderfully. She gets her number, her name, and after long enough - six months of awkward flirting, maybe - they’ll go on their first official date, even though everyone will have been convinced it had been official since three months before.



  Option B: she sees the girl again. It goes awfully. She spills another lavender latte all over her, gets cursed out in front of the store, all the way to hell and back, and eventually, Eula has to move away, abandon all her friends, and change her name to something non-descript and non-incriminating, and set up camp for the rest of her life in some abandoned forest on the other side of Teyvat.



  Option C: absolutely nothing happens at all.)



  The doors do not 
  
    husssh-shuk
  
   today. This is, Eula thinks, a good sign. 



  She collects pomegranate and grapes and spinach and feta and arugula and tofu just like last time, honouring Albedo’s original theory. In a bold middle finger to the Gods looking down on her, she picks up a jug of cranberry juice and a pint of mint chocolate ice cream too. Eula pays, packs everything into her tote bag, and goes to approach the automatic doors once more.



  There is child juice coagulating on her work uniform and sweat drying underneath it and everything is pretty much the same as last time except for how the ice cream is really fucking cold in her hands and the juice makes her bag heavier and then-



  “Hey! Latte girl!”



  Eula doesn’t immediately identify 
  
    herself 
  
  as ‘latte girl’. It is an instinctual human reaction to turn towards the loudest noise in one’s vicinity, and this is what she’ll insist upon when she retells this to everyone. It is by some cruel stroke of fate that it turns out that she really 
  
    is 
  
  ‘latte girl’, and the person shouting it at her is the cute one from last week. 



  If Eula were a lesser woman, she thinks, she would have dropped every single item she currently has piled in her arms. Thankfully, she is not. This means her next course of action is to say, eloquently, “oh, what the fuck.”



  The cute girl laughs. Her front two teeth are, like, just slightly bigger than the rest and her smile shows every single tooth in her mouth, crinkling her eyes up. “I was wondering when you’d come back,” she says (and Eula doesn’t have a second to process that before the girl keeps talking), “you spilt your drink on me last week and I think it was my fault we ran into each other and I wanted to buy you another latte to make up for it.”



  What. “What.”



  The girl falters. “I mean- we don’t have to. I don’t have to. I just thought, maybe… maybe you’d wanna get a drink with me.”



  “I mean,” Eula swallows. She is aware, to some degree, of how monotone her voice can become, sometimes, and how intimidating it makes her (per Kaeya and Rosaria’s teasing, anyway), and takes great care to feed some sort of neutral-positive-ness into her tone. “I, um. Yes. Okay.”



  (Kaeya is going to have a goddamn field day.)



  She grins. “Great!” Her disposition changes so immediately it gives Eula whiplash. “I’m Amber. You had coffee from Sara’s last time, right?”



  Sara’s, the coffee shop inside the store. Eula doesn’t even feel embarrassed about the reference to the last time they saw each other. “Yes,” she says, not quite sure what she’s agreeing to.



  Amber doesn’t notice Eula’s nerves - or, if she does, she keeps a respectable poker face about it. Instead, she says, “well, I’m about finished with my groceries, so if you are too…?”



  It’s a question. The suggestive sort that includes an imperative even though the imperative is never actually stated. “Yes,” Eula says again, still just a little uncertain, but Amber takes her answer at face value, and almost immediately, Eula finds herself slowly being shepherded over to Sara’s near the doors of the store. Amber keeps up a steady stream of gentle chatter, sharing menial anecdotes as they come to her. It’s a little like Lisa, but with less swearing and less flirting and less making-Eula-want-to-rip-her-own-skin-off. 



  And cuter. Much, much cuter. 


 


 


  Kaeya and Rosaria are waiting for her when she gets home. They’re sitting on her doorstep like stray cats, Kaeya’s knees pulled up to his chin and Rosaria’s legs stretched all the way out in front of them. There’s a piece of bright pink gum stuck to the sole of her boots. 



  Kaeya’s legs unfurl as Eula approaches. His grin does too. “You’re home!”



  “What are you doing here?” Eula asks. 



  Her heart is still beating too fast, like she’s taken a shot of adrenaline, and her mouth feels too big for her face. She’s smiled too much. Her cheeks are elastic, and it feels like they’re melting off her skull. She digs her key out of her bag, waiting for Kaeya and Rosaria to line up behind her as she unlocks the door.



  “You usually get home earlier than this on Saturdays,” Rosaria says, cutting in front of Eula and Kaeya to be the first inside. 



  Eula shrugs. Part of her wants to keep Amber to herself for as long as possible, keep her tucked away in the deepest parts of her heart forever, covered in blood and muscle and tissue and safe from the prying eyes of her friends. 



  Part of her knows this is a fool’s errand. They already know about Amber, at least conceptually. She’s never been too great at hiding things, and they’ve always been too perceptive for their own good.



  “I got coffee,” she says finally, pulling the front door shut and dropping her key back into her bag. “I wasn’t expecting 
  
    guests
  
  .”



  Neither Kaeya or Rosaria have the grace to look even slightly ashamed. They immediately take up their positions on her couch and give her a Look.



  Rosaria says, “usually you get takeaway.”



  “So?”



  Kaeya grins wolfishly. “You never sit alone at coffee shops. Ever.”



  Eula sniffs. “I have no idea what you think you’re talking about.”



  They’re good at this. At catching her, hook, line, and sinker. Kaeya pounces. “You saw her, didn’t you?” 



  Eula is about to glare at him. Rosaria gets there first, aims right for the jugular, says: “you got coffee with her, didn’t you?”



  They aren’t questions. Eula is only so strong against the two of them. She crumbles like sand into her couch, between the two of them, and covers her face with her hands. “Yes. Yes, I saw her, we got coffee. I got her number. She was 
  
    waiting for me
  
  .”



  “You got her number?”



  “That’s so 
  
    cute
  
  ,” Kaeya squeals. Rosaria is busy trying to grab Eula’s phone. It is only many, many years of friendship (and the half centimetre of height she has on Rosaria, the point five millimetre that she will never, 
  
    ever
  
   let her forget) that allows Eula the ability to multitask well enough to keep it out of Rosaria’s reach at the same time as tolerating Kaeya’s squee-ing. 



  “It’s not cute,” she says, pushing Rosaria away like she’s a particularly rabid dog, “we met at a grocery store and I spilt my drink on her, it’s not cute.”



  “And then she waited for you the next week and asked you out,” Kaeya says dreamily. 



  “Maybe I should be worried about that,” Eula says, not really meaning it but trying to get on Kaeya’s nerves. Disagreeing with him is the easiest way to do that. “I mean, she waited for me in a public place without even knowing who I am. That’s kinda creepy.”



  “You did the exact same thing,” Rosaria says. She gets tactically ignored.



  Kaeya makes a face. “What? No, it’s sweet. It’s romantic.”



  Eula knows she’s reaching. There’s, like, barely a square nanometer of logic and sense in her argument. “Or maybe I should question her common sense. Do I really want a partner who just approaches random people on the street and asks them out? What if I was a murderer?”



  “What if 
  
    she 
  
  had been a murderer?” Kaeya counters. He throws his hands out dramatically. “It’s beautiful. It’s love! You’re both as stupid as one another!”



  “I don’t even know what the problem is,” Rosaria says matter-of-factly. “She waited for you. You spent an entire week breaking down about the fact you saw a cute stranger-”



  “About the fact that I embarrassed myself beyond recovery in front of a cute stranger,” Eula corrects primly.



  Rosaria gives her a withering look. “-Sure. Fine. Whatever. Both of you did cringe shit, though. And it is kinda sweet. And you did get her number.”



  Eula tightens her grip on her phone again. “I guess. She asked when she could see me again.”



  Kaeya looks like he is about to start squealing again. Rosaria leans over Eula and presses her palm flat against his mouth to discourage him. She says, bluntly, “isn’t that practically a marriage proposal for lesbians?”



  Kaeya’s laughter is muffled behind Rosaria’s hand. Eula matches Rosaria’s previous look with one of her own. “Ha, ha. I barely know her name.”



  “What 
  
    is 
  
  her name?” Kaeya ducks away from Rosaria. “And when are we going to meet her? You know Jean’s been practising her shovel talk since she met you.”



  “Not for a while,” Eula says darkly. “She’s so… so good. And you are all… so not.”



  “I take offence to that,” Rosaria says. “And really, what is her name?”



  “Amber,” Eula says. It rolls around on her tongue like honey. 



  After so many years of friendship, Eula has become very accustomed to Kaeya and the disposition of his Vibes. Between her, Lisa, and Rosaria, (and eventually Albedo), there is a list floating around somewhere that dictates the specifics of each Vibe he has and what it means. This means she picks up almost immediately that Kaeya’s answering silence is not a simple, casual, easy quietness. It is, instead, something suspicious and hidden and soaked in mystery, and she turns to look at him expectantly.



  “What?” he says, defensively.



  Eula frowns at him. His face looks suspicious. His face always looks suspicious. “What do you know?”



  Kaeya frowns back. “I don’t know anything. What are you talking about?”



  “You’re not telling us something,” she says, “what is it?”



  Kaeya’s frown becomes more like a grimace. “I’m not keeping anything from you.”



  “You definitely are,” Rosaria says.



  His grimace becomes even more grimace-like. “Just– Amber. About so tall-” he gestures to around Eula’s shoulders, “-dark hair, always in a ponytail, a red leather backpack that looks about two seconds away from falling apart? Smiles like she’s never going to stop?”



  Eula’s mouth falls open.



  Kaeya shrugs. “That Amber?”



  “You know her,” Eula says. She blinks. “What the fuck. You know her.”



  “Not well!” Kaeya hurries to say. “Only in passing. But Mona knows her, kind of. Or, well. Mona knows Diona who knows Bennett who knows Fischl who knows Noelle who knows Amber. They don’t really, you know, hang out.”



  “You know her,” Eula repeats.



  “Huh,” Rosaria says. The way she says it makes it sound like she’s either up to something, or about to be up to something, and Eula has become conditioned to activate her fight or flight response upon hearing it.



  “I think she was at Mona’s Halloween party a few years back,” Kaeya says tentatively. 



  Mona’s Halloween party, a few years back, had been the sort of memorable occasion that Eula wishes she had forgotten. Mona knows everyone who knows anyone, and has some supernatural ability to get her hands on anything she wants - an ability she had used to her advantage. Eula’s most notable memory of that night is of Diluc, dressed like Bat-man, dancing on her kitchen table. Her second most notable memory is of Venti, who had spoken to Jean like she was an old friend, flirted heavily with everyone, especially Diluc, and shared out generous glasses of tequila with little evidence of where he’d gotten it from.



  Eula pales. “Really?”



  “Mona probably knows her, then,” Rosaria says. “Hey, we should talk to Mona.”



  “We really shouldn’t,” Eula says quickly, “actually, that sounds like an awful idea. Probably the worst one you’ve ever had. We should never talk to Mona again.”



  “Well, did it seem like she recognised you?” Kaeya asks.



  Eula shakes her head. “No. But that doesn’t mean anything! If she mentions me to Mona, or Bennett, or Fischl, or Noelle, who knows what they’ll tell her about me?!”



  “Noelle is equal parts terrified of and in love with you; Fischl has, like, one foot in reality and one foot out of it; and Bennett still thinks you’ll haunt his apartment if he says your name in the mirror,” Rosaria says. “You only have to worry about Mona.”



  “Mona is the scariest!”



  “You know what Mona’s like,” Kaeya says, “she’ll just spout off about how your meeting was written in the stars and it’s, like, destiny or whatever.”



  “I can’t believe you know her,” is all Eula says. She glares at the leg of her coffee table, at the chip in it from where someone’s shoe must have kicked it. “I can’t believe you know who she is.” Kaeya just laughs. Rosaria pats her shoulder in a manner that might be comforting, but isn’t. “Surely,” Eula says, “isn’t that statistically improbable? I can’t believe it.”


 


 


  Amber calls her that evening, after Rosaria and Kaeya have left, and the sun had started dipping into the horizon, and Eula has reached the point on her mental schedule where she starts to think about thinking about what she can make for dinner.



  She’s standing in front of her open fridge. Amber’s name is on the caller ID. Eula picks up in between considering the usability of the singular bell pepper at the bottom of what is affectionately known as her vegetable drawer and trying to decide if someone put Stilton in there at some point or if it’s cheddar that’s been there too long.



  “Hello?”



  
    “Eula! You’re not busy, are you?”
  



  Eula grimaces at the cheddar. “No. Why?”



  She can, like, 
  
    hear 
  
  Amber’s grin. “
  
    Listen, my friends and I are going out for drinks and dinner and they all have a date except me.”
  



  “So?”



  
    “So, if you give me twenty minutes and your address, I’ll be there to pick you up?” 
  
  Amber says. She does a very good job at hiding her nerves. “
  
    If you want? Maybe?”
  



  “Um.” 



  
    “I mean, free dinner?!” 
  
  Her tone ticks up at the end. “
  
    It’s on me. If you want to come.”
  



  There is a brief second where a tiny, tiny part of Eula wonders if this is too soon. She’s known Amber for a week, barely. Known of her for a week. There is a much bigger part of her that wants, desperately, to throw all caution to the wind. She says, “sure. Twenty minutes,” and hangs up.



  Then she texts a frantic S.O.S. message to the main group chat, ignores every outstanding message, sends her address to Amber, and puts her phone on silent. She doesn’t need any distractions for the next fifteen minutes.



  She’s had her routine whittled down to its barest bones for a long time. Two minutes to brush her teeth, brush her hair with her fingers on the way from the bathroom to her bedroom, five minutes to get dressed (an extra two minutes to make sure everything looks okay), two minutes to slide her shoes on - three if they have laces - and another three to pack an appropriate bag. It serves her well now, where she spends nearly ten minutes standing blankly in her bedroom, trying to figure out what sort of thing people wear on their first-maybe-second date with a girl, specifically to drinks and dinner, and even more specifically to meet her friends. It means she’s only just sliding black heeled pumps on as Amber knocks on her door, and she can pull it open and look halfway put together.



  “Hi,” Eula says. She can barely catch her breath. Amber grins at her.



  “Hi yourself,” she says. “You clean up pretty well.”



  Eula swallows. Amber does too; the dark red of her silk shirt melts against the brown leather of her pants and burns against the skin of her collarbones. “Thanks. You didn’t, um, give me much notice.”



  “Yeah, ah,” Amber laughs. She also glances down a little, bashful, enough for the fringe of her hair to fall across her face. “We’re pretty spontaneous, I guess. Sorry.”



  She doesn’t sound very sorry at all. Eula doesn’t even mind. “Don’t worry,” she says, “maybe it’ll be good for me.”



  Amber steps back away from the door to let Eula pull it closed and lock up. She says, “yeah? You don’t ever just go out for the night? On a whim?”



  Eula shakes her head. Amber takes the lead easily, guiding their way to what Eula assumes is her car. “Not really. My friends are usually busy. At least two of them have their lives together enough that we can’t really go out on the town like we used to anymore.”



  “That sucks,” Amber says. “Or, like, good for them. But that sucks.”



  “It’s not the worst,” Eula says. Amber makes a face like it is, and she wants to laugh, so she does. “We all hang out every Friday, and no one ever skips it, so I can’t complain.”



  (She can remember exactly two occasions on which someone had missed the Friday get-together. The first was about two months after the tradition had been established and Diluc and Kaeya had both been called back down to the south of Windwail, that there had been a 
  
    thing 
  
  with the family, and once they’d returned to the city centre, they’d barely been on speaking terms. The second was three years ago, and Jean and Lisa had gone to Liyue for the weekend and come home with the worst case of food poisoning Eula had ever seen).



  “I can’t imagine being organised enough to meet up every week,” Amber says. She starts to cross the road in front of Eula’s apartment. “Especially not all of us.”



  Eula hums. Amber is heading for the beat-up car opposite, the only vehicle parked on this side of the street. “My friend, Albedo, has spent practically the last ten years of his life in school getting a PhD, so we need some sort of routine to make sure he’s alive.”



  Amber glances back at her just long enough to mouth Albedo’s name like she recognises it before she moves to the passenger side of the car. “You guys seem like good friends.”



  “We are,” Eula says. She follows and stops too, a half step behind Amber. “Is this your car?”



  “No,” Amber says. She shakes her head a little, and the wispy strands of hair around her face get stuck in her lip gloss. “Noelle’s driving. She has to work tomorrow. Come on, I’ll introduce you to everyone.”  



  Everyone turns out to be people Eula recognises in the vague sort of friends-of-friends I’ve-seen-and-ignored-you-on-Facebook way. Noelle, as promised, in the driver’s seat, and a blonde girl riding shotgun, and then a blond guy sitting behind her. All of them look when Amber opens the backseat door, and then grin like wolves when they see Eula behind her.



  Amber slides into the middle. “Okay, so. This is Noelle, Fischl, and Bennett,” she says, as Eula clambers into the last passenger seat. Their thighs press together, brown leather against stonewash blue denim and some heavy, beautiful warmth. “And this is Eula!”



  She meets Noelle’s eyes in the rearview mirror. Her gaze, in the dark, in the mirror, behind the streetlights, feels heavy. So Eula looks away, back to Amber. She leans in a little closer, and whispers, “I thought you said you were the only one without a date?”



  Amber giggles. “Fischl and Bennett are together. The truth might have been a little embellished though.”



  “How so?”



  “Noelle does have a date,” Amber says, “she’s just… performing at the bar. Not technically with us. But not technically not with us.”



  “Who?” Eula asks. Noelle starts the car.



  “Her name’s Barbara,” Noelle says, beginning to pull out into the road. 



  Eula blinks. “Weird. That’s one of my best friends’ sister’s name.”



  “She does have a sister,” Noelle says easily, but that’s kind of it because then she stamps on the break and Bennett goes careening forward and slams his head into the Fischl’s seat in front of him. Everyone laughs. This is, apparently, normal. Eula doesn’t know what to make of it, so she doesn’t make anything and instead focuses her attention on three things:



	Don’t spend the night staring at Amber’s boobs, because that’s rude and inappropriate, even if you can see the outline of her bra through her shirt.



	Don’t get embarrassingly drunk, or order the most expensive thing on the menu, or spill anything, or drop anything.





	Make a good impression.


 


 


  The best thing, Eula thinks, about Jean is that she does not tend to adhere to a schedule that aligns consistently with the one followed by the rest of them.



  It means when she turns up on Jean’s doorstep at half five in the morning, Jean is already sitting down to breakfast and isn’t at all surprised to be opening the door to her between one mouthful of overnight oats and the next. 



  “Hi, Eula,” she says. She looks too put together for five am. Eula feels woefully under-dressed next to her, still wearing the same clothes from last night, and the same makeup, and definitely still smelling like tequila shots and Amber’s perfume. “Everything okay?”



  The second best thing about Jean is how she simply doesn’t question anything that gets put in front of her. This means Eula can step inside her apartment, dragging her tequila-patchouli-vanilla musk with her, and take a seat at Jean’s breakfast nook like they do this every day. 



  “Yes,” Eula says. “Do you have coffee?”



  Jean gestures to the coffee machine on the counter, waiting for a mug beneath it. It’s Lisa’s mug, Eula can tell because it’s bright purple and the handle is big enough for someone to fit two hands around it, which are two qualities Lisa always looks for in her mugs. “Help yourself,” Jean says, so Eula does.



  The coffee pod waiting in the machine is vanilla-caramel-macchiato flavoured. Eula doesn’t bother changing it, and once the coffee drains out she drinks it straight, scalding the roof of her mouth and burning all her taste buds off. It’s so hot she can’t even taste the vanilla-caramel of it. Jean doesn’t even blink.



  “You look like you had a good night,” Jean comments, once Eula has swallowed the coffee and returned to the table.



  “Don’t even.”



  Jean giggles. Even her giggles sound put together. “What happened?”



  “Amber happened,” Eula says, feeding every single molecule of tone she has into the words. 



  This catches Jean’s attention. At least, Eula thinks, she won’t have to worry about too much gossip with Jean, because her moral compass is the most intact of all of them. “What did she do?” Jean asks, putting her spoon down.



  “She called me last night to go out for dinner with her friends,” Eula says. “So I went, obviously. And I’ve never seen her dressed up, but she paid for my food and my drinks and she was wearing leather pants and a stupid silk shirt and it was really, really… nice.”



  Jean, thank Archons, 
  
    understands. 
  
  She nods sagely, in the lesbian-solidarity way (the way Eula nodded at her after her and Lisa’s first official date, and Lisa had worn this navy blue bodycon dress and Jean had almost had an honest-to-God aneurism). “It’s a good sign if she’s already introducing you to her friends.”



  “I thought so too,” Eula says, “but now I have to introduce her to 
  
    my 
  
  friends.”



  “Invite her on Friday, then,” Jean says. “We can meet here, instead, if you like, so you can leave whenever and there’s no pressure on you.”



  “Maybe,” Eula says. Then she looks at Jean, and thinks about last night, looks at Jean again, and says, “did you know Barbara has a girlfriend?”



  Jean blinks. “What.”



  “She’s dating one of Amber’s friends,” Eula says. 



  Jean blinks again. “Really?”



  “Mm. Noelle.”



  “Interesting,” Jean says. “Will we meet Amber on Friday?”


 


 


  “Hey,” Eula says.



  “
  
    Hi, yourself
  
  ,” Amber says over the phone, sounding a little out of breath.



  “Is this a bad time?”



  “
  
    No!”
  



  “You sound busy.”



  “
  
    I’m just at the gym,” 
  
  Amber says. “
  
    What’s up?”
  



  Eula tries to ignore the mental image of Amber at the gym, hair up and cheeks flushed and one of those tank tops with the arm-holes ripped all the way down the side seam. “You know I mentioned how all my friends meet up every Friday the other day?”



  “
  
    Mhm.”
  



  “Do you want to come and meet them this week?”



  Amber’s quiet for a few seconds. “
  
    Are you sure?”
  



  “Very. It’ll be at Jean’s apartment, so I can send you the address. Usually we all try to get there for seven-ish.”



  “
  
    Then I’d love to,” 
  
  Amber says. “
  
    Are you sure I’m welcome?”
  



  “Yes,” Eula repeats, “I… I want you to meet them.”



  “
  
    Okay
  
  ,” Amber says. She pauses again. “
  
    Just send me her address. Should I bring anything?”
  



  Eula says, “you don’t have to. Usually we all pitch in for drinks or snacks, but you don’t have to worry about it. Just bring yourself. And maybe some nerve. They’re all very excited.”



  Amber laughs. The phone line quality doesn’t do it justice, but Eula’s heart tingles in a very embarrassing way anyway. “
  
    I’ll be there.”
  


  



2. Chapter 2


    
    Friday rolls around and Eula makes sure she arrives at Jean’s apartment half an hour early, in case Amber is also early.

Lisa laughs at her.

“You’re worse than Jean or I ever were, darling,” Lisa says, and she’s already popped a bottle of prosecco because she sips from it without even needing a glass. 

“Shut up,” Eula says, and she accepts her own glass cordially. She doesn’t want to start drinking until Amber arrives.

“Lisa has a point,” Jean says.

“Lisa does not have a point,” Eula says. She’s beginning to regret turning up so early already.

Jean always leaves her door unlocked when she hosts on Friday nights. This means Kaeya and Rosaria can let themselves in easily, which they do, and also immediately pick up on the conversation as one that is making fun of Eula and join in seamlessly, which they do too. 

“I don’t know what Lisa’s right about, but I agree,” Rosaria calls, setting her bag down on Jean’s kitchen counters and immediately unloading it to reveal a bottle of firewater.

“Eula’s only here so early in case Amber comes early too,” Lisa explains easily.

Kaeya snorts. “Funny. We came early so we could make fun of Eula for being early in case Amber was early too.”

“I hope you all die in a tragic, painful, long, burning fire.”

Diluc opens the door. 

(Kaeya, Eula, and Rosaria all share the same secret, that-was-really-funny-but-so-inappropriate-to-laugh-right-now-stop-it-stop-looking-at-me-like-that look.)

He looks at the five of them suspiciously. “Why is everyone so early?”

“No reason,” Jean says. 

“Because of Eula,” Lisa says at the same time.

Diluc frowns. Eula can’t remember the last time she saw him not frowning. It’s like a permanent fixture of his face. “What did Eula do?”

“Eula did nothing,” Eula says defensively.

“She invited her new girl over,” Rosaria says, in possibly the most cordial tone she’s afforded Diluc in about two years. “To meet us. So we have to be on our best behaviour.”

She says it like it’s a promise to do the exact opposite. Eula has had many regrets over the course of her life. She thinks this is shaping up to be another.

“Please don’t embarrass me in front of her,” she says, hoping it doesn’t sound too much like bonafide begging. “I really don’t want to mess this up with her.”

Albedo arrives. Normally, Albedo’s arrival is like a breath of the freshest air in the known universe, for all of them, because something about him is very inherently calming. At the very least, his arrival calms Kaeya down, and the rest of the group sources most of their Vibe from Kaeya, so it at least works by proxy. He frowns too, but his frown is far less severe than Diluc’s, and also far more temporary, and he says, “why are you all making fun of Eula?”

Eula is fairly sure the only reason Albedo says this is because he has History with her, and she has all of his rants about Kaeya and Kaeya’s beauty and Kaeya’s kindness and Kaeya’s everything committed to memory.

“We’re not,” Jean says. “We’re being nice to Eula, and we’re not going to embarrass her in front of her girlfriend.”

Albedo closes the door. Eula feels a little like she’s just been locked in with five prowling tigers. The way Jean speaks is very subtle and very refined in its gentle mockery, but they’ve been friends for long enough that Eula can hear it anyway. It’s meant well. They all mean it well. Eula just…

“I just really want her to like me,” she says, looking at Albedo and only Albedo, because he is her last goddamn hope here.

“We’ll be nice,” Albedo promises. She doesn’t have to look to see the stern glare he’s giving everyone else. “When is she comin-?”

Someone knocks on the door. Eula wants to throw up. Jean goes over to open it and Eula wants to throw up even more.

Amber is standing there. This time, her shirt is just as silken but cream instead of hot red, and her pants are dark and black and tight and kind of ripped. She has her red backpack though, and her hair is tied into a messy bun with a red ribbon, and her cheeks are all pink and flushed with nerves; her eyes wide and rimmed with brown eyeliner and mascara and a pale gold highlight pressed into the inner corners and her cheekbones and her nose. She’s biting her lip.

Eula wants to cry. And throw up more. And cry.

“Hi,” Jean says, doing a very good impression of the Most Gracious Host. “You must be Amber.”

Amber’s cheeks get redder. (Crying, Eula thinks. So much of it). “Yes! You’re… Jean?”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Jean says, and at the very least her smile is genuine. “Come in. Eula can introduce you to everyone.”

Amber moves inside far enough that Jean can shut the door, and then she’s smiling nervously at Eula. So Eula stands up, because it’s the obvious move, and Amber is wearing flat shoes and Eula is only wearing socks and she doesn’t really realise how the top of Amber’s head barely reaches her chin until all of a sudden. Amber hugs her.

Yes, Eula thinks. This is fine. A perfectly normal greeting between friends and almost girlfriends. She wraps her arms around Amber mechanically and then Kaeya wolf whistles, so she flips him the bird and lets go.

“I bought, um, wine,” Amber says, when Eula steps back so the rest of the room can actually see her. “And I made cookies.”

“You better put a ring on it before I do, Eula,” Rosaria says. Albedo pinches the flesh of her thigh, hard, because Eula can see the tension in his forearm moving. Rosaria doesn’t even blink.

“You didn’t have to,” Jean says. She takes a bottle of red from Amber, and Lisa takes the plastic tupperware box easily, because the two of them move around each other like extensions of one another. 

Amber just shrugs, like,  no big deal . Eula shakes all her limbs out and says, “well. Um. This is everyone,” she points in turn, “Jean, Jean’s girlfriend Lisa, Rosaria, Albedo, Albedo’s boyfriend Kaeya, Diluc.”

“It’s nice to meet you all,” Amber says dutifully. Then she turns back to Eula, and says, slightly quieter, and also still holding her backpack. “Hey, I got these for you.”

Eula doesn’t quite register what’s happening until Amber’s handing her a small, cute bouquet of flowers. She recognises the asters, and the white-pearl heads of dandelions, and the calla lilies, but the green foliage that runs between them is unidentifiable. She thinks maybe there’s a stalk or two of valberries. She’s never seen berries in a flower bouquet before.

“I made it,” Amber says softly. “Um. For you.”

(Crying, Eula thinks again. Jesus Christ.)

 


 

The night goes, like, unexpectedly well. Amber’s cookies are maybe the best thing Eula has ever tasted. Rosaria tries to propose to Amber for them. Amber does this stupidly adorable thing where she takes Eula’s left hand with both of hers, and says, without even looking at her, “I only have eyes for one girl,” and Jean raises her eyebrow and Lisa says: “I thought you two only met a few weeks ago,” and Kaeya laughs and Amber grins and finally,  finally,  looks at Eula and then.

Then she says, “the heart wants what the heart wants,” and Eula feels completely, utterly helpless.

And then later, much later, once Eula’s left Jean’s house and then Rosaria and Kaeya left too and relocated to Eula’s, just the three of them curled up in her bed together, Kaeya in the middle and holding onto the sheets like they’re going to disappear if he blinks, Kaeya says,  “I wish Albedo would do something so romantic for me.”

Eula falters. She and Rosaria have spent their entire friendship with Kaeya curating a sort of guidebook on how to deal with him, but this situation has never come up in it. It’s out of character for both Kaeya and Albedo to actively refer to their relationship without being drunk or otherwise incapacitated (Kaeya enjoys the air of mystery, and the freedom it gives him to flirt with anything that moves, and Albedo doesn’t really care as long as Kaeya goes home with him, and Eula has long since given up trying to figure either of them out). It had made realising that they’d made things official very hard, and Kaeya had thrived on the drama and turned it into a six month long capital-T Thing. Eula is fairly certain that if Rosaria hadn’t called Kaeya out on it, and Albedo hadn’t confessed to her before they were even together, that it would still be a secret to this day. Because Kaeya is a menace and enjoys chaos, and Albedo is also a menace, albeit quieter about it.

Which is why they both freeze at Kaeya’s words. The hand holding Eula’s phone slowly drops to her chest. Rosaria relaxes all her muscles, like ice melting. Eula looks at Kaeya like the world is ending, and she imagines Rosaria is doing the exact same. She has no idea what to do.

Rosaria pokes the bear first, saying, carefully, picking her words like she’s treading through a minefield, “trouble in paradise?”

“It’s just his thesis,” Kaeya says, looking vaguely put-out. “He’s barely been home recently. He spends all his time at the lab. And you know Sucrose is always at the lab too. What if they’re  doing things?”

Rosaria frowns. “Obviously they’re doing things. Science things. And it’s his doctoral thesis. It’s going to take a lot of time, you know this.”

“What Rosaria means,” Eula says, “is that there is no way Albedo is doing  practical experiments with Sucrose, because he’s a) chronically gay, and b) disgustingly in love with you. And if you ask him to come home, he’ll come. You know how he gets.”

Kaeya makes a grumbly sound. “But what if he decides he isn’t gay, or in love with me anymore?”

“Are you hearing yourself?” Rosaria asks. “You think Albedo has enough room in his brain to handle an affair? He only has the emotional capacity to care about one person at a time, and that person is you.”

Kaeya sighs. When Eula really, properly listens, he sounds exhausted. She leans her head on his shoulder. “You two seemed fine yesterday. What did he do to make you think otherwise?”

There is the most awful, ugly, five second long silence. It hangs in the air like a sword waiting to fall, heavy and dangerous and terribly, terribly sharp. Kaeya says, in the quietest voice Eula has ever heard him use, “he lied.”

Of all the things Eula expects when it comes to Albedo and Kaeya’s relationship problems,  lying is possibly the last one. It’s a known fact - a very well-known truth - that Albedo is physically incapable of lying, especially to Kaeya, and Kaeya is inhumanly good at teasing the truth out of Albedo in the first place. She barely knows what to say.

Rosaria speaks instead. She says quietly, gently, because she does know how to approach tender emotional situations sometimes, “what about?”

“The night before last,” Kaeya says, “once we got home. It was like two in the morning and someone called him, but he didn’t let me see who and he went into the bedroom to answer it like he didn’t want me to hear the conversation. When he finished, he said it was Alice, and that something happened with Klee, and he had to go look after her immediately because it was an emergency or something, and before I could ask or say anything, he just  left .”

“Without saying anything?” Eula asks softly.

Kaeya shakes his head. “I checked his Snapchat location at, like, four, and he was at the lab. So I texted Alice and asked if everything was okay with Klee, and this morning she said everything was fine, and ‘why do I ask?’ And I still haven’t heard from Albedo today.”

“You think the call was from Sucrose?” Rosaria asks.

“Who else would it have been from?” Kaeya says bitterly. “There’s no one else he’d drop everything and run to the lab for. No one else he’d lie for.”

“You should probably talk to him,” Eula says. “He’s probably not thinking about it. He probably has no idea how it looks and feels to you. You know what he’s like, Kaeya.”

Kaeya mumbles something that sounds like acquiescence. “I don’t know. I don’t understand it, and he hasn’t been home yet, and I don’t want to have this conversation on the phone.”

“What do you mean he hasn’t been home yet?” Rosaria asks.

“He didn’t come home after leaving. Today was the first time I’ve seen him since. Talked to him since,” Kaeya says. “And I didn’t think much of it, because he does it all the time and it’s fine but then. There’s Sucrose and there’s his dissertation and then I saw you with Amber tonight and I was like, ‘fuck, she’d never do this to Eula’, and Jean and Lisa were attached at the hip like always and. I just. Albedo never bought  me flowers.”

Eula thinks about Amber’s bouquet, tucked safely inside her one good vase (the fancy crystal one she keeps for special occasions). She squeezes Kaeya’s hand. “Albedo loves you more than he knows. More than he lets himself feel. And you know what he’s like. He just doesn’t see how this looks to you, and you know he needs you to tell him when he does something wrong.”

“I know,” Kaeya says. “It’s just…”

“Scary?” Rosaria offers quietly. 

“What if he really is, you know. Involved with Sucrose,” Kaeya says.

“He is so gay,” Eula tells him. “And so,  so emotionally unavailable. You just need to talk to him. He’ll buy you flowers when he knows you want them.”

 


 

Eula wakes up before the other two and leaves, because she has work. They’ll scavenge through her cupboards and let themselves out later (or she will end up with uninvited guests for dinner). Either option would not be unusual.

She decides it is a special occasion, and goes to the grocery afterwards again, covered in child gunk and hoping in equal parts that Amber is there and also that she isn’t. Eula realises with some startling sort of clarity, as she walks to work, and then as she walks to the grocery, that this means she’s known Amber for about a month by now.

She gets feta and baby spinach leaves and an entire bag of shallots and five garlics and, in a brief lapse of judgement, an entire cake. For balance, she gets a loaf of crusty bread and a stem of broccoli and also frozen edamame, and then goes to Sara’s.

“Where’s that girl you were here with the other week?” Sara asks, scribbling Eula’s name onto a takeaway cup.

Eula smiles. “She’s around.”

“Mm?”

“Mm,” Eula echoes. “Thanks, Sara. I’ll see you later.”

As it happens, Amber really is waiting outside. Not necessarily for Eula, but she’d like to fool herself a little bit, and Amber doesn’t really look surprised to see her at all.

“Eula! I thought you’d have already left.”

Eula shrugs. “I guess I was slow today. I’m glad.”

Amber grins. “Me too. It was nice to meet your friends the other day.”

“That’s a relief,” Eula says. “They can be overwhelming at first.”

“They were all very nice,” Amber says.

It’s a little awkward. Eula opens her mouth to say something at the same time that Amber does, and they both laugh and fall silent and neither of them speak. So Eula swallows all the nerves down her throat, blinks, looks at the floor and then at Amber and giggles, and asks, “do you want to come over for dinner?”

Amber accepts like it’s the easiest thing she’s ever done. Maybe, Eula thinks, as Amber kisses her cheek goodbye and smiles and says, “See you later!”, it is.

 


 

She gets home and lets Kaeya and Rosaria sleep for even longer, because Kaeya needs it and she doesn’t dare wake Rosaria up even with a ten foot pole. Instead, Eula puts her groceries away. Then she cleans the living room and the kitchen and the bathroom. And the windows.

Then Albedo arrives.

(Everything, Eula thinks, seems to be happening in her apartment today. She can’t quite bring herself to be bitter about it, though.)

She sits Albedo on her couch and makes him a cup of green tea that she boils too high and scalds the leaves. He doesn’t say anything about it, though.

“Is Kaeya here?” Albedo asks. Eula checks the time - Amber is supposed to arrive at six.

“Why?” Eula says. It’s vague enough that she can play off Kaeya being here or not being here depending on what Albedo says.

“He didn’t come home last night,” Albedo says. He swallows more tea. Still doesn’t comment on the leaves. “I was wondering if you knew where he went. He left before I did.”

Eula looks at the scrape on the floor near the sofa leg, from when she moved in and Kaeya had accidentally dropped his end of the couch. “He’s here,” she says quietly. “Rosaria’s with him.”

Albedo’s brow furrows. “Are they asleep?”

“They were when I got home.”

Silence falls. Silence with Albedo never feels the way it does with everyone else, because Albedo’s feels so natural that Eula can’t help but find it relaxing. “Why did he come here?” Albedo asks reluctantly, like he doesn’t want to know the answer (and maybe, a little bit like he already knows what it is).

Eula chews the inside of her lip. She says, “how’s Klee?”

And the penny drops. Albedo blinks all slowly and drops her gaze. Then he’s pulling his phone out of his pocket and watching her carefully and saying, “Klee’s fine,” as he opens the photo gallery.

“Albedo, what…?”

He finds a photo. He turns it towards her. 

“I don’t understand,” Eula says. The picture is of a ring, clamped between two vices. Sucrose is in the background, holding up two different types of gemstone for the camera, and Albedo’s hand holds a sheet of fine sandpaper in front of the vices.

Albedo just looks at her.

The ring is obviously hand-made. The gemstone currently inlaid in it is a raw-cut sapphire, rich and dark and beautiful.

Albedo swipes on the screen. The next picture is very similar in composition, a ring clamped between vices, but this time Sucrose isn’t in the background. Instead, Albedo’s hand is cupped on the left hand side, and he’s holding a small pile of some raw orange stone. Eula frowns.

“Are those…”

Albedo looks everywhere except for her. “I want to ask him-”

“He thinks you’re cheating on him,” Eula says gently. She’s fairly certain, if it was Rosaria who had intercepted Albedo, they wouldn’t have even reached this part of the conversation. Albedo’s mouth falls open. “He knows you lied about Klee needing help. Also we thought you were working on your thesis. Have you been making these that entire time?”

“Not the entire time,” Albedo says. 

Eula hums. “He wants flowers, too.”

“Will you make sure he comes home today?” Albedo asks her. Eula figures she might as well, so she nods, and Albedo stands up. He looks painfully grateful. 

“You two need each other more than you think you do,” Eula tells him. She doesn’t bother standing up to open the front door for him; Albedo is perfectly capable and also she’s still feeling kind of petty (she can count on one hand the number of times Kaeya has admitted to a) that much emotion b) that much weakness).

She gives Albedo a twenty minute head start before kicking Rosaria and Kaeya out too. The chance of them running into one another on the way back is low, but she doesn’t have time to stress about it. 

Amber is coming soon. Eula still needs to change, still needs to start cooking, still needs to set the table and empty the dishwasher and make her bed and brush every last speck of dust from every surface in her place. Oh God. She shouldn’t have invited Amber over; she knows how to cook approximately two and a half things (baked spinach cheese dip, pasta bake, and microwave porridge), and attempt many others.

Eula sighs. She hopes Amber likes pasta. 

She showers before starting to cook, dresses in slim fit pleather jeans and a blouse, soft enough to be casual. She does make up, subtle brushes of gold highlight and peachy blush and smudged out black eyeliner. Going through the motions wastes nearly forty minutes, and getting all the ingredients and utensils she’ll need wastes another fifteen.

And then Amber arrives.

She knocks on the door, and Eula thinks if this were a movie, this would be her record-scratch freeze frame moment. 

(‘ So, that’s me. You might be wondering how I got here  ,’ as she opens her front door to possibly the most beautiful woman she’s ever seen, ‘  Yeah. I have no idea either .’)

“Sorry, I’m early,” Amber says as soon as the door opens. “The trams were on time today!”

“Maybe the universe knew you had somewhere to be,” Eula says. She lets Amber past her, and tries very hard not to sniff the air as she does, because that’s really fucking weird, but Amber’s perfume is strong and heavy and follows her around like it’s hanging onto her. Eula can imagine how that feels.

“Maybe,” Amber says. “It makes up for the time it made me so disgustingly late for my high school exams I had to retake them.”

“Can’t you sue for that?”

Amber laughs. Eula feels very, painfully in love. She puts a bottle of sparkling pink wine in Eula’s fridge like it’s her own. “What would I even sue for? Emotional distress?”

“Federal impediment of your right to education,” Eula says. She pulls a punnet of tomatoes towards her and starts chopping them into cubes.

Amber keeps laughing. “No way. It’s too late now, anyway. Well, I got the grades eventually, so. Water under the bridge.”

“I can understand that,” Eula says. There are a great many things in her life that are ‘water under the bridge’. That she can’t afford to have be anything else. She’s spent many years building the bridges herself, brick by goddamn brick. 

“Well,” Amber says. “The past is the past, I guess. Is there anything I can do?” she asks. She sits on the other side of the breakfast bar, leaning over the counter every few seconds like she can’t stay still. Or like she can’t see what Eula’s doing, and she really, really needs to. She leans far enough over that her fingertips spill over the opposite edge of the countertop, her upper body sprawled over faux marble. “I feel so useless just watching you.”

Eula looks over at her, lifts the corner of her mouth slightly. “Sit there and look pretty?”

Amber blushes, which was Eula’s intention to begin with. Then Eula hands her a cutting board and a peeler and a knife and a bag of carrots. “What are you making?” Amber asks.

“Pasta bake,” Eula says. “I’m not the most accomplished cook.”

“Perfect,” Amber says, “I love pasta.”

The way she says it, disillusioned and sickeningly genuine, like she actually really means it, makes Eula’s stomach erupt in butterflies. Lots and lots of violent, flapping butterflies, battering her insides with their wings. So hard she thinks she might bruise. 

She says, doing a very good job of pretending she doesn’t feel anything at all, “good.“

Amber giggles. (This is like music to the butterflies’ ears). “And it makes no difference to me. The closest I get to home cooked is microwave noodles. So. What about you?”

“What about me?” Eula asks, frowning. “Do I love pasta?”

“Yeah. Or, like. What’s your favourite food, ever?”

She thinks. “My family used to make these little filled pies. With meat or meringue, or whatever. Maybe those. I haven’t had them in years, though.”

(Eula remembers rolling lengths of pastry; marinating strips of the finest steak the Lawrence clan could source; chopping spring onion and chive and melting butter under the watchful eye of the cook. They are not, exactly, fond memories, but perhaps the fondest she has. She remembers the plates of them at her parent’s functions and galas, unassuming amongst the rest of their sprawling banquets, often the only thing she could stomach at them.)

“No?” Amber says. “Why not?”

Eula shrugs. “Water under the bridge.”

“Will you make them for me?”

“I don’t know if I even remember how,” she admits. “No one ever wrote the recipe down.”

“Will you try?”

Amber, Eula thinks, is very hard to say no to. She hasn’t even tried to make moon pies for Kaeya or Rosaria yet. Not even Lisa, back when they roomed together in college. “I’ll think about it,” she says finally. 

“Okay,” Amber says. She finishes peeling the carrots and starts chopping them into small rounds. “How many is too many carrots?”

“Do another two,” Eula says, putting her tomato knife down and sliding them into a sauce pan. “Then get two wine glasses out of the top left corner cupboard.”

Amber laughs again. Her smile makes Eula’s cheeks hurt in sympathy. “Okay, but you’ll have to pop the cork. I can never do it.”

(So Amber finishes chopping carrots, fetches two glasses, and hands the bottle of wine to Eula. Eula opens it, pours it out, and when she hands one to Amber, their fingertips touch, and Eula wonders how she hasn’t literally passed out yet.)

 


 

And so it goes.

Amber’s cheeks get pinker as the night passes. Eula leaves her blinds open, and Amber curls up in the corner of her couch with the light of the moon on her face. Her fingers wrap around the stem of her wine glass like she needs something to hold onto, and Eula wants,  wants , to replace the glass with her own hand.

“This was nice,” Amber says quietly. Eula checks her watch face. Eleven.

“It was,” Eula says. “Do you want to stay here tonight? It’s getting late.”

“Are you sure?” Amber asks.

“You can take my bed,” Eula says, “borrow pyjamas, too. And clothes tomorrow, if you don’t want to wear the same thing home.”

Amber looks at her. “Don’t be silly. We can share, can’t we?”

Eula hates the warmth that bleeds into her cheeks. “If you’re sure.”

“I’m sure,” Amber says. “Are you?”

“Yes.”

“Okay,” Amber says. She giggles. “Thank you for cooking for me. I really meant it when I said this was nice.”

“So did I,” Eula says. She stretches, pointing her toes out until her knees lock and she can almost touch Amber’s shin. “Come on. Come to bed?”

Amber blushes. “Okay.”

Eula stands. She reaches out to Amber, replaces the stem of the wine glass with her own fingers. Amber relinquishes it, lets Eula put it on the side table, lets Eula pull her to her feet. Lets Eula guide her down the hallway to her bedroom.

She says, once they stand in the doorway, “shouldn’t we clean up?”

“Tomorrow,” Eula says. “I’ll find you pyjamas.”

Eula turns around when Amber starts to undress, replacing her clothes with a baggy t-shirt from Eula’s wardrobe and a pair of athletic shorts. They don’t match. The t-shirt is bigger on Amber than it is Eula, and the neckline drops deeper over her shoulders. When Eula begins to change too, Amber watches, blush pink and glowing.

“You’re beautiful,” Amber tells her. The salt lamp Lisa had given her as a move-in present is lit, and the fairy lights Kaeya strung up one Christmas and no one had taken down are the only lights. It makes Amber look inhuman, all sort of dark and golden.

Eula looks at her, dressed in her clothes, standing next to her bed, looking for all the world like she belongs here, and thinks  yes. Yes, she does. 

“Come on,” Eula says. She lifts the covers.

Amber copies her, climbing into bed. “Do you snuggle?” she asks, leaning back against Eula’s pillows. Her hair melts down around her, dark and long in the night. 

“I could be persuaded,” Eula says. Amber giggles. She shifts, turning to look at Amber.

Eula wonders what Kaeya and Rosaria will say when she tells them about this. Wonders what Lisa will think. What the moon and the sky and its stars are saying. In the darkest, furthest part of her mind, she wonders what her family would think too.

Amber puts her hand in between their pillows, palm up, fingers splayed. Eula watches her, watches her fingers. Moves her own hand. Holds her.

“Are we girlfriends?” Amber whispers, once they’re both settled, harmless under the eye of the moon, gentle in the face of the night, and her hands are cold against Eula’s. She’s curled up onto her side, watching Eula with a look that burns her deeper than anything ever has.

“If you want,” Eula whispers back.

“I want,” Amber says. “Do you?”

“More than anything,” Eula tells her. 

Amber’s smile slides across her face slowly. “Okay,” she says. Smiling, smiling, smiling.

“Okay,” Eula echoes. Amber keeps looking at her, like she can’t bear to look away. 

“Okay,” Amber says again. “Okay.”

 


 

Eula wakes up to Kaeya calling her. She doesn’t even have time to appreciate Amber, still asleep next to her, curled up on her side like she fell asleep holding Eula’s hand.

She answers. “What.”

“ You will never believe what just happened.” 

Eula sighs. She has a fairly good idea of what Kaeya’s talking about. “I could tell you the same thing.”

Kaeya falters for barely a second. “ This sounds like a good time to go get brunch.” 

“Does it?”

“ Yes. I’ve already asked Rosaria and Lisa,”  Kaeya says. “  Come on, come on, come on. We’re meeting at ten.” 

“Fine,” Eula says. “Let me just… you don’t mind if I bring someone along, do you?”

Kaeya’s laughter is annoying and loud. Eula hangs up on him.

Amber is looking at her when she puts the phone down, eyes dark and sleepy in the morning light. “Who was that?” she asks, voice quiet and a little rougher than normal. It sends shivers all the way down Eula’s spine.

“Kaeya,” she says. “He’s invited us to brunch. If you want. I can cancel on him.”

Amber’s brow furrows. “No, let’s go. It’ll be fun. If we’re girlfriends, now.”

Eula likes the way that sounds in Amber’s mouth.  Girlfriends,  she thinks.  Girlfriends, girlfriends, girlfriends. “Okay,” she says. “We’re meeting at ten. Do you want to borrow any clothes for today?”

(There is a secret, dark part of her, screaming very, very loudly, for Amber to wear her clothes. Eula tries to ignore it.)

“I can wear the same jeans again,” Amber says. “But maybe if you have a t-shirt, or something.”

“Of course,” Eula says. As if she would have ever said no. “Take whatever you want.”

Watching Amber leaf through her closet, pick up jumpers and sweaters and shirts, makes Eula feel painfully domestic. Amber chooses a pale blue sweater, holds it up for Eula’s approval. When she gets it, she pulls the shirt she slept in right off. Replaces it with the sweater. Grins at Eula with her hair all messy and tangled and her cheeks still sleepy-red and her eyes bright. Eula blushes. 

In the in-between time, Eula tidies the kitchen while Amber watches. There’s not much to clear, really: Eula has long perfected the art of cleaning as she goes along, and all there is to do is wash up the wine glasses, put the dishes and cutlery in the dishwasher, and let the pan she used soak. 

“I still feel bad just watching you,” Amber says.

“There isn’t a lot to do,” Eula says. She closes the dishwasher. “Are you okay walking? The cafe is about fifteen minutes away.”

Amber nods. “Are we leaving now?”

“Kaeya will be there late, so if we go now, we can make sure to get a table,” Eula says. It’s a well-oiled habit. She arrives first, Rosaria arrives second, Lisa and Kaeya are always a toss up but also always late.

The walk to the Wangshu, the cafe Kaeya frequents, is not, exactly, difficult. She lives the closest to it, after all. Amber holds her hand all the way, swinging their arms between them. Eula fights the blush. Kaeya will never let her live it down if he sees it.

She gets a table for five, tucked away in the corner. Amber sits next to her, so close their thighs touch. She has to move the chair specifically. 

“Do you normally go out with them like this?” Amber asks. 

“Sometimes,” Eula says. “Mostly Kaeya and Rosaria. Jean and Albedo are always busy. Diluc only goes if Jean is there.”

“So it’s usually the three of you?”

“Yeah. They’re like… they’re like family,” Eula admits. She keeps an eye on the door, just in case Kaeya comes in while she’s talking about it. “I think it’s like that for all of us.”

Amber smiles at her. “I like that. That’s how I feel about Fischl and Bennett,” she says. “Once I turned eighteen, my cousin left for Sumeru, and my parents moved back to Liyue. Small fish, big pond, you know?”

Eula hums. “Tell me about it. My parents, um. They kicked me out, when I was about seventeen,” she says, “and Kaeya let me stay with him until I found my own place. He was going through a load of stuff with his own family at the same time, so. It was like, we each knew what the other was going through, and we were both safe together.”

“That’s nice,” Amber says. Her hand lands on Eula’s thigh, squeezing gently. “Your friends are great.”

(Speak of the devil, Eula thinks, when Kaeya appears). “What was that?” he asks, larger than life, leaning in close to kiss Eula on both cheeks like they do in Fontaine, and then leaning over her to do the same thing to Amber.

“Amber thinks you’re great,” Eula says, drily. “I can’t imagine why.”

Kaeya laughs. “Well, at least someone appreciates me around here. You know, when you said you’d be bringing someone, I didn’t actually expect you to bring her.”

“Why not?” Eula says. “She slept over last night. We’re dating now.”

It’s like the world stops turning for a second. Amber giggles behind her hand. Kaeya exclaims, “Eula Lawrence, you sly dog!” and several heads look in their direction. He continues, “you can’t have more exciting news than me, that’s unfair. Stop it! Break up right now so I get to have better news.”

Eula laughs. “Absolutely not. What is your news?”

Kaeya sobers a little. As much as he ever does, which is not that much at all, really. “It’s Albedo. He came home last night and said he’s almost finished the third draft of his dissertation and would I like to go on a trip with him to celebrate,” Kaeya says, “he said he’s sorry he’s been so distracted recently, and he has surprises for me.”

(Thank Celestia, Eula thinks.) “Where is he taking you?” she asks.

“He said we could go anywhere. Everywhere,” Kaeya says, “He said we could go through Inazuma, then Fontaine, come home through Sumeru, spend a few days in Liyue, and then come home.”

“That’s so romantic,” Amber says, clasping her hands together on the table. “He must really love you.”

Kaeya blushes. “I hope so,” he says quietly. “He’s just been so busy lately.”

“Well, if he’s nearly done with the third draft, he should have more free time,” Eula says. “At least, you might be able to convince him to do more of his work at home, rather than at the lab.”

Kaeya’s face darkens a little at the mention of the lab. “Yeah. Maybe. He hasn’t said anything about Klee. Or Sucrose.”

“Did you ask him?” Eula scrunches her eyebrows up.

“Well,” Kaeya says. He pauses. “No.”

Eula has spent several hours practicing her Kaeya-Alberich-are-you-fucking-serious face in front of the mirror. She and Rosaria have swapped notes on them. It is this skill she calls upon now to level Kaeya with her best incredulous sort of look. “Why?”

“Well, it’s kind of awkward, isn’t it?” Kaeya says. His voice does the thing, the half-way desperate thing it does when he’s trying not to sound desperate but actually really is. Eula only ever hears it when he’s talking about Albedo. “I can’t just tell him I’m scared he’s cheating. He’d break up with me.”

“Who’d break up with you?” Lisa asks. She stands at the edge of the table, Rosaria in tow. Her eyes flick from Kaeya to Eula to Amber and then her eyebrows wiggle in Eula’s direction, and she says, “Eula, is that your jumper?”

“Albedo would,” Kaeya says, just as Eula says, primly:

“Maybe.”

Lisa giggles at her and pats Kaeya on the head. “Rough night?”

Eula isn’t sure which one of them she’s asking. She and Rosaria sit. Rosaria says, “you’re crazy if you think he’d break up with you.”

“Didn’t he invite you on a romantic cross-continent trip, anyway?” Amber says. “Why would he do that, and then break up with you?”

“He invited you on a  what ?” Lisa asks. 

Kaeya mutters, “he said he’d take me through Inazuma, Fontaine, Sumeru, and Liyue because he’s finished his dissertation draft.”

“The nation of Eternity, of Justice, Wisdom, and Contracts,” Lisa says, raising both her eyebrows at him this time. “Sounds like he’s trying to tell you something.”

Kaeya frowns at her. “What are you talking about?”

“Hm,” Lisa waves her hands about. “Nothing, really. Just- might we be hearing wedding bells soon?”

The table falls silent. Eula wonders how many people Albedo has shown his rings to. Wonders if she’s the only one who knows. Realises, when Kaeya looks totally confused, and Rosaria looks a little shocked, and Lisa only looks like she’s teasing, that  yes, she is the only one who knows.

This is a lot of power to be afforded, she thinks. 

“Don’t be silly,” Kaeya says. He swallows, and his mouth makes it look more like a grimace. “Albedo wouldn’t… he… No.”

“Lisa has a point,” Rosaria says.

“I don’t even want to think about it,” Kaeya snaps. “Anyway. Anyway. Eula has a girlfriend.”

“Wha-!”

Amber giggles. Lisa and Rosaria move their attention immediately to the two of them, and their combined gaze feels like laser beams shooting out of their eyes. Eula resists the urge to slide down in her seat, slither under the table, and slink her way out of the cafe and back home.

“Since when?!” Lisa demands, attention thoroughly (and effectively) diverted.

“Since last night,” Amber answers, when it becomes clear that speech has evaded Eula. Her hand plants itself on Eula’s thigh and squeezes reassuringly. She looks over, smiles a little, and for a second it’s like she’s the only person in the world. Eula’s heart pounds. “We’re just going to see where the wind takes us, I think.”

 


 

“You useless disaster lesbian, you,” Rosaria says, once Amber has left, after receiving an urgent phonecall from Fischl (‘she’s in the middle of this  thing with Bennett and Razor, I’m really sorry, I really have to go, it’s a lot, she really needs help, I’m so sorry.’), and Lisa had left after deciding she was bored once Amber had gone, and Kaeya had left because Albedo texted and when Albedo calls, Kaeya comes, and this is just a simple fact of life that they have all learnt to accept.

But Rosaria orders another glass of juice, and another pot of tea, and pours Eula a cup, before she can make up an excuse too.

“I want to know everything,” she says, nudging the tea cup towards Eula. “Come on. What happened last night?”

“Nothing  happened,” Eula says. She picks up a leftover toast crust and starts tearing it into pieces. “Nothing like that, anyway.”

“Then what did?”

She shrugs. “I cooked her dinner, we went to bed. She asked if we were girlfriends and I was like, yeah sure, and she was like okay, and now we’re girlfriends.”

Rosaria blinks at her. “You’re not serious.”

Eula doesn’t reply.

“You’re serious?!”

 “Well, it was more heartfelt than that but–”

“Archons,” Rosaria says. She sounds equal parts impressed and appalled, which is pretty par for the course for her, really. “Really?”

“It worked,” Eula shrugs. “I can’t complain. And I think we’re already doing better than everyone in the group except for Jean and Lisa–”

“—Who are outliers and should not be counted,” Rosaria finishes for her dutifully. Because they  are  outliers, and they  shouldn’t be counted, because Jean and Lisa have been, like, disgustingly in love for as long as Eula has known them and the only thing more stable than their relationship is solid goddamn diamond.

“Exactly. So what else is there to say?” Eula says. Then she pauses a little and sighs. “I really like her. And I really want this to work out.”

(Few people know that Eula Lawrence has feelings. Even fewer know that she’s tried to fall in love before, with Yanfei, the exchange student from Liyue, studying law and on her placement year in Mondstadt, doomed to fail before it even began. Even fewer still know that the first girl she ever had a crush on was Jean, in the baby gay hero-worship way you fall in love with someone when they’re the first to come out, the first to start dating, and the first to grow up. 

Rosaria and Kaeya are the only ones who know about Yanfei. Not even Kaeya knows about Jean. And it’s been several long, lonely years since Eula has let herself love anything beyond her friends.)

“I hope it does,” Rosaria says quietly, because she knows,  she knows . She saw first hand how all encompassing Eula’s attempt at love was, how rotten it had been, in the in-between years; in her final year in the Lawrence house and then the crashing and burning that she had left in her wake in the After. “I really hope it does.”

Eula scrunches her nose up. She asks, “have you heard from Diluc recently?” instead of continuing the direction of the conversation, and Rosaria lets her derail it.

“What makes you think I’d have heard from him?”

Eula just waits. Rosaria knows most things about everything. She makes a face like she knows that Eula knows that.

“Fine. Yes. He got called back to the winery yesterday.”

Eula blanches. “What? Why? Without Kaeya?”

“Yes, without Kaeya,” Rosaria says bitterly. “I don’t know exactly why yet. I messaged Hilly but she seems out of the loop too, so I assume it’s to do with the inheritance.”

“If it was, Kaeya should have been called too,” Eula says. 

“I know he should have. But he wasn’t. And I’m not about to break that news to him, not right now,” Rosaria says. “Diluc can, or Hilly can, or Crepus his goddamn self can. Kaeya doesn’t need that right now.”

Kaeya does and doesn’t need a lot of things right now, Eula thinks. Unfortunately, none of them can quite control whether he does or does not get them. “Have either of them even heard from Crepus since…”

(Since the last time they got called back to Windwail goes without saying.)

Rosaria shrugs. Sighs. “I don’t know. I thought Kaeya would have told us if he had. Diluc might have told Jean, but I doubt it.”

“If there was anything to tell in the first place,” Eula says. Rosaria makes a grim face. Eula mirrors it. “Maybe we should tell Albedo to take him away sooner rather than later,” she suggests, “let Diluc deal with whatever it is at the winery. He’ll have to tell Kaeya if it’s important, anyway.”

“Or we corner Diluc once he gets back, make him tell us what’s going on, send Kaeya off, and sort everything out for the happy couple once they get back.”

Eula blinks. “Happy couple?”

“Lisa said it first,” Rosaria says, “and it is kind of suspicious, for Albedo to take him through those lands in particular. And you didn’t look very surprised when Lisa made that comment, so what gives? What do you know?”

She purses her lips. It’s Albedo’s secret, technically, but Rosaria is good at keeping them anyway, so… “He’s made rings. Albedo. That’s why he’s been staying late at the lab, because he’s hand-making engagement rings for Kaeya.”

“He’s so fucking stupid,” Rosaria says. “Kaeya will forgive him, but he better know how fucking stupid that is.”

“Kaeya will tell him,” Eula says. “And if Kaeya doesn’t, we will.”

“I can’t believe they’ll get married,” Rosaria says. She sounds happy. She  looks happy.

Eula laughs. She says, “I know, right,” and, “I’m more surprised Jean and Lisa haven’t, yet,” and then, to herself, and only in her head, thinks,  I wonder if that’ll be me and Amber one day. 

 


 

That night, after brunch, after lunch, after dinner, once Eula’s got home and is finishing the final dregs of the wine Amber bought last night, dressed in athletic shorts and the t-shirt Amber slept in last night (because it still smells a little bit like her, okay, it’s not even a big deal), Diluc calls her.

This is unprecedented for many reasons.


	Diluc doesn’t call people. Ever.

	Diluc especially doesn’t call her. Ever.

	The only person he might be persuaded to call is Jean, and possibly Kaeya in the event of an emergency but only after a lot of thinking about it.

	She can’t remember the last time she spoke to Diluc alone, without at least the buffer of Jean there.

	She accidentally lets the call run out the first time.


And then Diluc calls her again.

“Hello?”

“ Eula,  ” Diluc says, in the professionally affected tone he’s perfectly mastered over the years.  “Have you… spoken to Kaeya, recently?” 

“Yes,” Eula says suspiciously. “Why? Rosaria said you’d been called back to the winery, without him.”

“ How did she–”  Diluc sighs. “  Yes. I was.” 

“Why?”

The thing is, years ago, when they’d gone back together the first time, neither of them had said a word about what conspired. The two of them had left, together, friendly enough, and returned with a wedge driven through them. Kaeya hadn’t said a word about it. Eula wouldn’t be surprised if Diluc hadn’t either. Rosaria hadn’t even tried to pull it out of him.

“ You remember the last time we went down to Windwail,”  Diluc says quietly. His voice is muffled; whether from the phone speaker or because he’s trying to whisper, Eula can’t quite tell.

“Yes,” Eula says, unsure just what she’s agreeing to.

“ And you know Kaeya’s family, they’re…” 

“Estranged,” she offers. Much like her own.

“ Yes. They’re… well. Kaeya and I are now the sole proprietors of the estate, to put it one way.” 

Eula bites the inside of her lip. “And to put it another?”

 “Crepus is dead. Kaeya’s extended family are dead. We’re the only living beneficiaries,”  Diluc says bluntly. “  But Kaeya is not blood-related. My rights to the estate are greater than his own, and so it is my authority that is called upon.” 

Call that blood money, she thinks bitterly. Of course Kaeya wasn’t called for this–

“ But I don’t want it,”  Diluc continues. Eula falters. “  I want to ask Kaeya if he’ll sign for fifty-fifty rights. Or if he’ll take all of it. I don’t care. I… want him to have it.” 

“I don’t understand why you’re asking me,” Eula says.

Diluc says his next words like he doesn’t want to admit them at all. “ You know him better than I do. You’ve been a better family than I ever was to him,  ” he says, all his vowels sticking in his throat. “  I don’t know how to make up for that. If he wants to.” 

“Diluc–”

“ Just… maybe you could mention it to him,”  Diluc says. “  He’ll take the news better if you tell him. ”

“I don’t think I should,” Eula murmurs. The wine sits like a rock in her stomach. “It wouldn’t… I can’t. He’s still your brother, Diluc. He never stopped loving you.”

She’s not sure if the words are the right ones to say. But Diluc inhales loud enough for the microphone to pick it up. He says, “ I know.” 

“Albedo is taking him on a trip,” Eula says. “He’s going to propose,” she says, (Diluc is just as trustworthy with secrets, even if she doesn’t trust him the way she does Rosaria). “Albedo will. They’ll be married, and Kaeya will want you to be there.”

Diluc doesn’t say a word.

Eula continues. “Don’t let him doubt you again. Please.”

Diluc hangs up without saying goodbye. Eula makes sure to debrief to Rosaria over text, and she replies with ‘Celestia, Kaeya can’t catch a fucking break right now,’ and follows up with, ‘can’t believe D called u lol’.

Eula finishes the wine. She leaves Rosaria on seen. Diluc will figure his shit out. Albedo will figure  his shit out. Kaeya will deal with it the way he deals with everything (crying in Eula’s bed, a good week of emotional suppression, and then he’ll process it all and be fine). She wonders if there’s any correlation between the drama in her life and the men she surrounds herself with.

Thinks, thank Archons she’s a lesbian, lifts the collar of the shirt to her nose, and smells Amber’s vanilla-patchouli-musk from last night (and tries very hard to ignore how it might be slightly creepy). She’ll text Amber tomorrow. Make coffee plans for the day after. Look in on Jean and Lisa if she gets a chance, and then live out the rest of the week like she normally does. She’ll end it covered in sweat and gunk and child slobber thanks to her Saturday shift, and then she’ll go back to the really good grocery store. She’ll buy spinach and a green smoothie and an almond milk mocha from Sara’s, and she’ll daydream all the way home about what it might be like to get back and have Amber waiting for her there.

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          once again, me on tumblr

thansk for reading! secretly this is part of a modern au sapphic trilogy of my fav genshin lesbians but im not sure whne the other two pieces will be out.. we’ll see

        



