
and they were roommates


    
    Xiao keeps trying to swipe up in the chat, but everyone is typing too fast to respond. They’re all enjoying their holidays too much. These people have too much time on their hands.

“I’ve figured it out,” Xiangling writes with a generous amount of exclamation marks.

Chongyun’s immediate response to that is to send a praying hands emoji, which Xiao agrees with wholeheartedly. Chongyun adds on after that, “Please, please be normal. Please be something normal that I can eat.”

“Chongyun, you can’t eat anything,” Keqing replies, which Xiao also has to admit to agreeing with.

“TikTok coming to save the day again. Vegetarian bacon made out of carrots. I’m going to do it. I’m going to do it and you’re going to love it,” Xiangling continues. “Eat your heart out, Xingqiu. I’m going to make you enjoy this damn vegetable if its the last thing I do. It’ll be my culinary masterpiece.”

“Can you make them like, peppery, like they do in Springvale?” Xinyan asks. “Also when you’re done working on Xingqiu’s weird carrot thing can you fix cabbage?”

“I don’t know what bacon tastes like, but I’m sure it’s going to be wonderful,” Ganyu comments.

“Do you have nothing else to do?” Xingqiu writes, “Is there no other culinary adventure you can try? Can you try making asparagus that doesn’t smell? I’ll try that. I would be behind that entirely. You are wasting your time on carrots.”

Xiao gives up as the chat descends into what looks like everyone having some kind of comment about carrots, Chongyun’s diet — which of course causes someone to mention Xiao’s diet — 

Xiao locks his phone and shoves it into the couch cushions where its incessant buzzing and lighting up can be ignored.

Aether laughs, eyes darting from Xiao to the television as his fingers quickly move over the game controller. Xiao isn’t particularly fond of video games. The fighting moves are strange and if Xiao attempted some of the ones that were clearly rendered with more care, he’d pull every muscle in his back. But it’s nice watching Aether get into them. He leans in the same direction as the camera, tilting his head like he can see better that way. He flinches when his character gets hit and he braces for every fall and tumble.

“Something interesting?” Aether asks.

“Vegetarian bacon,” Xiao replies, slouching on the sofa, stretching his arm over the back of it as he watches Aether’s character — with some kind of gliding apparatus — soar through some kind of puzzle of white rings and moving block platforms. 

Aether makes an interested sound, attention now clearly torn between Xiao and his game.

“As in…good vegetarian bacon?” Aether presses, entire body leaning far towards the left as his character makes a sharp pivot on screen. Xiao reaches out and gently pinches the back of Aether’s shirt and tugs him back into sitting straight before he can tip over entirely. Unfortunately, Aether’s character doesn’t quite manage the turn and crashes into something. The screen is filled with a red tint and the words “Challenge Failed” in bold and stern red font. 

Aether sighs, letting the game reload to the last save point, controller dangling from his fingers as he sits back. He reaches out and taps Xiao’s knee, turning slightly in question.

Xiao taps Aether’s shoulder back immediately, and Aether quickly folds himself into Xiao’s side, slumping down to match him. Xiao carefully adjusts his arm on the back of the couch and adjusts Aether’s long braid so it doesn’t accidentally strangle either of them. Aether’s ankle bumps against his as Aether sighs contentedly.

“I can’t wait for you to introduce me to your friends,” Aether says, lazily opening the game menu to fiddle around with his inventory, “They sound hilarious.”

Xiao could definitely wait forever to introduce Aether to the mess of people who constantly barrage him with nonsensical text messages every day. And Xiao might not be the most adept at interpersonal relationships, but even he knows that saying something like that to one’s significant other is a one way trip towards not having a significant other.

“They aren’t,” Xiao settles on saying, “Also they’re Ganyu’s friends.”

Aether hums, turning his head a little so his amber eyes can watch Xiao directly.

“Right. Anyway, I’ve kind of met some of them already. I’m sort of friends with some of them. Sort of.”

“Stay acquaintances, it’s better for your health,” Xiao mutters. 

“They can’t be that bad. You’ve met everyone from Mondstadt,” Aether points out. “You know the type of people I hang out with. Also you’ve met my sister.”

Xiao happens to like Lumine. She’s tough and mean and most importantly they almost never interact with each other. Xiao is fairly certain the only time they talk to each other is when they’re talking about Aether.

Aether makes a face, like he’s realizing that his argument doesn’t hold as much water as he thought it would.

“Besides, it would be nice to know more people in Liyue,” Aether says, eyes flicking back to the screen as his shoulders hunch. Xiao turns his head towards Aether, picking up on some note of reluctance in his voice. “I’ll be there more often, and it’d help a lot.”

Xiao waits for Aether to explain, giving Aether’s knee a slight bump with his own when Aether falls into nervous silence.

“Lumine got a job in Liyue Harbor, the finance district,” Aether admits. “She asked me for help looking for an apartment.”

Xiao gestures around them, “But what about this one? I thought it was bought off.”

Aether shakes his head, “Dainsleif is taking it. He doesn’t like Liyue very much. Too crowded for him. Too loud.”

Xiao still isn’t sure who Dainsleif is, exactly. He’s either Lumine’s current boyfriend, her former boyfriend, Aether’s former boyfriend, or somehow all three. He could also be their cousin, but Xiao’s never asked.

“Is Paimon moving also?” Xiao asks.

Aether worries his lower lip. “She’s moving in with Lumine. You know how she is. She goes where the best food scene is.”

“A three person apartment is expensive. Liyue Harbor’s finance district?” Xiao frowns. He knows that Lumine’s travels have put her in a position of being very well connected, but even then just getting a new job in Liyue’s capitol city shouldn’t pay that high.

“Two person apartment,” Aether corrects. “Just her and Paimon. I won’t be moving in with her.”

“But you aren’t staying in Mondstadt.”

Aether randomly spins the joystick on the controller, pulling his knees up, and looking everywhere other than Xiao.

“I was thinking I could look for places near downtown Wangshu,” Aether says slowly, “Or maybe somewhere near Metro-Mingyun. I work from home so it doesn’t really matter where I go.”

Oh. Xiao’s heart flutters and he can feel his cheeks begin to flush pink.

Xiao gently pulls on Aether’s sleeve.

“Aether,” Xiao says.

Aether looks at him, embarrassment clear in his eyes.

“Just move in with me,” Xiao says, stomach fluttering, “Save yourself the trouble.”

Aether’s mouth tentatively lifts up at the corners, “Are you sure? Are you sure you’ll be okay with that?”

“I wouldn’t offer if I wasn’t,” Xiao replies. And then, “We should look for a new apartment. My lease will be up soon. We could get a two bedroom and you could use one for your work. We can look for a place closer to South Station.”

Aether beams, smile wide on his face. He tosses the controller aside in favor of turning on the couch, legs falling open as he coaxes Xiao into his arms, pressing light, quick kisses to Xiao’s cheeks and laughing.

“Paimon is going to be insufferable,” Aether says, arms around Xiao’s shoulders as Xiao settles his hands on Aether’s waist. “She kept saying I should just ask you if we could move in together. But I kept putting it off. I’d have to tell you that I was moving to Liyue eventually, she’d said. And I should probably tell you before all of your friends start running into my sister.”

“She was right,” Xiao says. “Did you bet her something?”

Aether groans, “I owe her Golden Crab. Xiao, why did I bet her Golden Crab? Come with me tomorrow to pick up ingredients. You pick the ones with the best eggs. I don’t get how you do it.”

“I’ll show you,” Xiao says. And then says nothing else about crabs or apartments or introductions to friends afterwards, occupying his mouth with other things.

But the thought lingers in his mind.

Aether wants to meet the others. And Aether is right, Xiao’s met most of Aether’s friends and family. It would be deeply unfair to Aether if Xiao didn’t introduce him. And knowing Lumine, she’s probably gotten some sort of high profile position, or one that’s strategically placed so that she can get to a high profile position. 

People will find out eventually. And Xiao would rather people not think he was trying to keep Aether a secret. He hasn’t, exactly. But Xiao’s never been one to speak on personal matters - Shifu’s misadventures aside.

And most importantly, this is something Aether wants. And so Xiao will deliver.

Xiao’ll suck it up. It’s going to be a disaster and Xiao doesn’t think his face is thick enough to handle it. But one does what one must.

-

Xiao waits until everyone is done eating and has settled in for their first round of after dinner drinks. Xinyan’s head is tipped back, leaning her chair on its back legs, eyes closed contentedly. Keqing and Yanfei are bickering over some sort of interesting trial result that got published in some sort of law journal. Ganyu and Chongyun are helping Xiangling clear the crowded table as Hu Tao divides left overs into waiting containers. Xinqiu is checking messages on his phone.

Everyone is relaxed, subdued, and entering into the early stages of a Xinagling style food coma.

It’s now or never.

Xiao breathes in slowly, thinks of Aether’s face when he said “It would be nice to know more people in Liyue”, and bites the figurative bullet.

“I’m seeing someone.”

The scene freezes. 

Xinyan’s chair drops onto all four legs with a loud thump. Hu Tao drops an entire Jade Parcel. It lands with a loud plop and splatters sauce onto the table. Xingqiu’s phone slides out of his hands into his lap. Ganyu’s hands fly to her mouth. Chongyun’s eyes are wide. Xiangling sits down heavily. Keqing and Yanfei are stuck in place, mouths open.

Everyone slowly turns to look at each other, and then back at Xiao.

Xinyan carefully sets her hand down near Xiao, voice softening along with her expression as she says, gently, “Hey. There’s no shame in that kind of thing, you know? I’m glad you could tell us that. Seeing someone is a big step, but it’s a step in the right direction.”

Xiao stares at her.

“What?”

Ganyu’s eyes are watering. Yanfei stands up to put her arms around her.

“Wait,” Hu Tao narrows her eyes. “No. Hold on. This is too unreal. This is Xiao we’re talking about here. We’ve got to make things perfectly crystal clear. Xiao-ge. When you say you’re seeing someone, do you mean professionally?”

Xiao squints at her for a moment, and then it clicks in his mind. Xiao’s tempted to say yes, professionally, if only so he can bail out of his situation. But he doesn’t.

“No,” Xiao says.

The group returns to stunned staring, but now with an added touch of confusion as they quickly carry on some kind of wordless conversation without him.

Xingqiu is the first to understand, jolting to his feet, jostling the table and causing a few glasses to tip over. “Ah! What? No! No! I would’ve heard about it if that was true! You aren’t! There is no way that you are! You are pulling one over us!”

Xiao resists the urge to put his face in his hands. Sure, his track record for dating is, essentially, non-existent. But is is it so unbelievable that he’s dating someone?

“Oh my god,” Yanfei breathes out, “Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god. This is the best day of my life. Sorry Ganyu.”

“Who is it?” Xinyan demands, leaning forward, eyes wide, “Are you for serious? Wait. Is it serious?”

“Is it serious? Is it serious?” Keqing repeats. “Of course it’s serious! It’s Xiao-ge! Why would he even bother bringing it up if it isn’t serious? What’s their name?”

“You know him,” Xiao says, giving into the urge to put his head in his hands. He leans his elbows on the table, willing himself to sink into the ground. “It’s Aether. From Mondstadt.”

Hu Tao yelps, “The blonde? Mondstadt? Wait. Oh my god. All those times you went for weekend hiking trips in Mondstadt — “

“They were booty calls?” Xinyan yells, throwing her hands up, “You were going on holidays with your hot blonde boyfriend? I knew it! Mondstadt’s hiking scene can’t possibly be better than ours! We’ve got actual legit mountains!”

Xiao groans into his hands.

“Everyone shut up,” Yanfei cuts in, “Someone kick me, I can’t tell if this is really happening or not. Not you, Keqing. If you kicked me with those shoes I’d have to go to the hospital.”

Chongyun pinches Yanfei, and then pinches himself. “Dage has a boyfriend. Dage swings? Dage has a preference?”

“I can’t believe this,” Xingqiu says, flopping back into his chair, staring at the ceiling. “I can’t believe it. How did I miss out on this? Xiao-ge is one of the hottest dates in all of Liyue. You can’t take him anywhere without someone asking if he’s single. The entire country is going to go into mourning.”

Xiao can feel himself turning red all the way down to the shoulders.

Ganyu hiccups, audibly on the verge of tears. “Xiao, I’m so happy for you.”

Hu Tao bursts into motion, “We have to celebrate this. I hope none of you have plans tomorrow. We’re going to party. This might be a once in a lifetime event. Xiao-ge volunteering deeply personal information without being prompted. That personal information being that he’s in a relationship with someone. The stars might never align again.”

In the end Ganyu has to call for an official Qixing car to pick them up and take them back home. Thankfully neither of them had driven.

Xiangling had gotten so overbearingly excited that she’d went and woken her father up to get him to surrender his most expensive bottle of wine. Upon hearing the full explanation from her, the man had been so exuberant he began to tear up. He insisted on shaking Xiao’s hand several times, and let them all take as many bottles as they wanted. Cup after cup, toast after toast. It seemed that the drinks would never end.

It was like they were sending Xiao off to be married. Xingqiu even started talking about red silk from the Feiyun’s top suppliers and estimates for how long it would take to get a full set done. He started asking Keqing about renting out one of the historical pavilions in the old Qixing Annex and how long it would take to get the appropriate documents stamped. Hu Tao volunteered to pay for floral arrangements. Yanfei offered to write prenups. For what, Xiao isn’t sure. Xinyan started composing a ballad on a napkin using Keqing’s eyeliner.

Even Chongyun had forgone his normal reservations in order to keep up with the never ending toasts to Xiao’s love life, taking drink after drink.

Xiao had pulled himself out of his embarrassment quickly enough to remind all of them to keep this a secret from Shifu. Xiao would never live it down otherwise. He’d have to figure out a way to tell Shifu and shushu himself. 

Of course, that means that when Xiao and Ganyu stumble down from their rooms the next morning — following their noses to the kitchen for the hangover soup Shifu always has ready for them — the man is sitting at the table with a certain glint in his eye that makes Xiao want to run back to bed and smother himself under the covers.

“Who told?” Xiao croaks, cradling his throbbing head in his hands.

“A better question would be who did not tell?” Shifu replies with the serene grace of clear and polished jade, “Don’t worry. I haven’t told your shushu yet. He was asleep when the messages from your friends came in. And they don’t have his number. Yet.”

Ganyu wordlessly slides her phone across the table towards him.

Hu Tao writes, “He can’t possibly get us all at once.”

Shameless brats.

“And when do I get to meet your boyfriend?” Shifu asks.

The answer is soon. Much sooner than Xiao can reasonably brace himself for.

Lumine’s return has gotten a firm date, which means Aether has a deadline to canvas apartments for his sister. Thankfully, finding a new place they both like in Wangshu is reasonably quick. It’s not too far from Xiao’s old place.

It’s more expensive, of course. Xiao would never consider it if he was moving by himself.

It’s a little further from the train station, but it’s closer to the markets. The building is also newer, and has a larger elevator. Xiao likes that the building has rooftop access. Aether likes that the building has a gym and a washing-drying unit included. Xiao stamps his seal and signs for the downpayment. But the apartment wont be free for them to move in for another few weeks.

Aether begins to move into Xiao’s current apartment. And Lumine sends a list of areas she wants Aether to look into. There’s almost two dozen locations on the list, most of them rather close to each other. But it looks like a good few days of leg work around the financial district of Liyue Harbor.

Aether mentions going alone during the middle of the week, hoping to avoid more traffic, and staying at a hotel of some sort. 

Xiao calls Shifu the same day. “Aether and I will be in Liyue Harbor next week for a few days and possibly a few days on the week after that, too. We’re looking for apartments for his sister. Is it alright with you and shushu if Aether and I stay at home?”

Shifu is quiet in the way that means he’s surprised. And then he’s quiet in the way that means he’s holding back laughter. 

“A-Xiao,” he replies, voice barely keeping level, “After all these years of me bringing people home, did you think I was going to tell you no? Yes, Aether can stay with us.”

Quickly, too quickly, Xiao finds himself standing in his childhood bedroom with Aether as they set down their overnight bags. Xiao told Aether to pack lightly. They’re of similar enough build that Aether could borrow some of the clothes Xiao leaves behind in his natal house. Aether’s legs are a little longer, and his torso is a little thicker. But Xiao’s shoulders are broader and his arms are longer. The fit may seem off in a few places, but it’ll do.

Shifu had welcomed Aether with a blessedly reserved — for him — amount of teasing. It helps, Xiao supposes, that Aether and Shifu knew of each other in passing previously. 

Ganyu isn’t home when Xiao and Aether arrive. Xiao has timed this visit to coincide with a day that Ganyu has to attend some kind of Qixing public event and has to leave for work early— a park reopening or some sort of historical monument restoration reveal. Everyone who could possibly recognize Xiao is, presumably, working.

After exchanging slightly rushed pleasantries, Aether and Xiao are back out the door on their way to the first real estate agent’s office. Aether and Xiao both have real estate apps open on their phones, and Aether had written out a copy of the places Lumine had wanted them to check, as well as a list of things she’d wanted in case they found other places open and similar to what she had already found.

They go to two different offices with no luck — the apartment listings disappearing before they could be toured — and a third that they just barely miss because Xiao and Aether had briefly argued about a two bedroom remodel in one direction from the bus stop they were approaching, and a three bedroom with slightly older faculties and smaller floor space but with cheaper rent and better street access another two stops down.

As Xiao and Aether walk out of the fourth real estate agent’s office, Aether adding their card to his wallet, and begin to consider where to go next, a black car pulls out of the bustling traffic to come to a stop next to them.

Xingqiu is glaring at them from the dark interior as he throws the back door open.

“Xiao-ge,” Xinqiu calls out as he beckons towards them, “What is the point in having very powerful, very rich, very well connected didi and meimei if you aren’t going to use them? Get in the car. It’s stupidly hot and I want to hear all about why you thought just walking around Liyue looking for apartments was a good idea. Xiao-ge, I almost expect it from you. Aether? I thought you had a better head on your shoulders.”

Aether blinks at Xingqiu, looking towards Xiao, eyebrow raised in question. Xiao sighs and gently nudges Aether towards the car.

As they settle into the air conditioned car, Xingqiu taps on the opaque glass barrier that cuts the back of the cab off from the driver.

“Feiyun headquarters,” Xingqiu says, “Please call ahead to have them pull some listings for apartments in the finance district. Ideally two bedrooms. Rent prices for around twenty to twenty five thousand mora per month. Nothing older than five or six years.”

Xiao narrows his eyes at Xingqiu. 

Xingqiu turns a flat look back on Xiao. “You aren’t subtle. Everyone who’s anyone knows who you are and knows that you’re my friend. If you go around looking at real estate at least one person who sees you is going to call a person, who calls another person, and next thing you know I’m getting a message that you’re walking around like you’re one of the faceless unknown that crowd Liyue Harbor’s streets and not Xiao, Zhongli-xiansheng’s boy, friends with members of the Qixing, Eight Trades, and Feiyun. People are going to think that we don’t take care of our own.”

Xingqiu pointedly turns from Xiao to Aether and back again. “So. Moving back to Liyue Harbor?”

Aether holds his hands up, “Oh, no. No. It’s not for Xiao. It’s for my sister Lumine and cousin Paimon. Lumine’s gotten a job in the area and we’re helping her find a place.”

Xingqiu looks disappointed. “Ah. I see. Well. I can still help with that. It’s been a while, Aether. You’re not moving with your sister? Didn’t you have a nice flat up in Mondstadt? You paid that off already, right?”

“Dainsleif is taking it over, yeah. No. I’m moving to Liyue also, but a three bedroom is a little too much for us in the area Lumine wanted. It’s alright. Xiao and I already signed — “ Aether’s eyes widen, realizing his mistake before Xiao can stop him. He claps his hand to his mouth, but the damage has already been done. Xiao closes his eyes and sags into the leather seat.

Xingqiu is too well put together to do something as undignified as gawk, but his voice does audibly crack. “Excuse me. Did I hear that right? You two signed a lease? You’re moving in with Xiao-ge?”

Aether’s voice is thin as he replies, hesitant and clearly also bracing for the worst, “Yes?”

Xingqiu lets out a long breath, and then he says, “Give me one moment.”

Xiao opens his eyes and quickly lunges across Aether to try and snatch Xingqiu’s phone, which has already materialized in Xingqiu’s hands from wherever he hides it. But Xingqiu is too fast and gets a leg up, almost kneeing Xiao in the face as he quickly unlocks his phone, thumbs rapidly typing away.

“I have to tell everyone. You know this, right? Don’t hold it against me. Xiao-ge is shacking up with his hot young blonde boyfriend from Mondstadt,” Xingqiu says. “If anyone finds out I knew about this information and didn’t say anything I’d be killed. Yanfei would have me ruined. Keqing would have a trade war declared on Feiyun. Chongyun will be disappointed. Xiangling would starve me. I could go on for days.”

“Shameless!” Xiao hisses. “Isn’t gossip against some kind of rule for the Guhua?”

“This isn’t gossip, this is self preservation.”

-

With Xingqiu’s help they find an apartment not only perfectly located and well priced, but also has an excellent view, and is brand new. Lumine and Paimon would be the first occupants in. 

Aether texts Lumine pictures and the terms of the contract and gets her enthusiastic approval. Paimon’s approval hinges entirely on the apartment’s proximity to good food. This question is resolved with a quick glance at the map which shows not only a nearby night market but also a bus route that swings by downtown Harbor. Aether can’t sign for Lumine, but Xingqiu promises to pull some strings to get the apartment held until Lumine can come and finalize the documents herself.

Xiao had stonily ignored further attempts from Xingqiu to fish out more information, until the younger man sighed and waved them on their way.

“Well,” Aether says as they find themselves standing outside of the Feiyun’s main office building, “That was slightly less painful than I thought it’d be. What do we do now?”

Xiao taps his wrist.

“It’s quarter to one,” Aether answers. Xiao mentally reviews the bus tables and the mental time table he’s unwillingly built of everyone who’s shouldered their way into his life.

“Lunch?” Xiao asks. 

Aether nods, gesturing for Xiao to lead the way. 

Xiao takes them to the crowded streets of downtown Liyue Harbor, crammed with food stalls that spill out over the sidewalk, narrow twisting alleyways, and streets that practically turn into stairs. 

“I don’t see why you’d go all the way to Mondstadt for the hiking if this is your daily routine in Liyue,” Aether teases. Xiao reaches back and lightly pinches Aether’s arm. “Though I do appreciate it.”

The narrow twists and turns and crowd suddenly open up ahead of them onto the busy main street. Cars inch past in single file as people swarm going in every direction carrying everything you could possibly imagine. Net bags carry fresh produce, thick brown and white wax butcher paper shields meat from buzzing flies, bags with custom embossed logos carry tissue paper wrapped clothes and shoes — even on the middle of a weekday the home of commerce knows no quiet. Mora was born in Liyue and continues to flow unrepentantly at all hours.

Xiao and Aether move through the crowds, occasionally separating as they make way for cyclists with metal delivery containers, groups of shoppers, elderly men with fold out tables playing mahjong next to tea shops, mothers with their strollers, but always managing to return to each other’s sides.

Eventually they make their way to the street that boasts the original flagship branch the Wanmin Restaurant. Xiangling only works lunch rush on weekends, and should be busy with her volunteer work by the Northern Wharf or running errands in the Feiyun district.

Xiao guides Aether past the open stall fronts, offering Mao-laoban a brief nod at the store’s takeout window when they make eye contact. Last year Xiangling had convinced her father to get a kiosk installed so help get orders entered faster. 

Aether reaches out and starts tapping the screen to browse, but before he can get past the initial welcome screen a scream echoes from down the street.

Xiao freezes, entire body stiffening as his head whips around. A full block away Xiangling is pointing right at him. She charges like a bull — the crowded street in between her and them clearing as if by magic — and Xiao quickly yanks Aether out of her way as she comes to a skidding halt in front of them.

“You!” Xiangling yells, finger pointed in Xiao’s face. “What do you think you’re doing? Ordering from the kiosk? From my place?” Her eyes flick from Xiao to Aether and back again. “You were going to get take out from my place for your boyfriend? Are you out of your mind? Get your ass inside!”

“How did you get here so fast?” Xiao asks as Xiangling ushers them in through the front doors of the Wanmin, as customers look on with curious delight. Xiao’s face is beginning to flush. “I thought you’d be…not here.”

“Xingqiu,” Xiangling answers. “He texted everyone that you’re going around Liyue Harbor with your boyfriend and that you just left Feiyun’s headquarters. And I thought about it. Where would Xiao take his boyfriend? He’d take him to go eat. And if he’s taking his boyfriend to eat it better be at the Wanmin or Third Round, or he’s about to be single.”

“How did you know it’d be Wanmin?” Aether asks.

Xiangling pauses as she pushes them past the dining area and into the back, and up the narrow set of stairs that leads to the modest living space above the shop.

“Well. I actually went to Third Round first,” Xiangling admits. “Because I thought Xiao-ge would try and avoid places he’d run into us. But they said they hadn’t seen you so I came running here. And good thing I caught you! Seriously? You were going to get him the stuff off the kiosk menu?”

“It’s all the same menu,” Xiao points out. “And it’s all made by your father. I didn’t think it’d matter.”

“Of course it matters!” Xiangling practically throws the small, worn, wooden chairs away from the table, grabbing Aether by the shoulders and sitting him down in it. She points Xiao at the cabinets as she turns to the refrigerator to pull out ingredients. Xiao pulls out chopsticks, plates, cups, and bowls. Setting the table for three. “You can’t enter codes for family discounts at the kiosk. Don’t be silly. Besides. I know how to make everything exactly the way you like it.”

Xiao levels Xiangling a look. 

Xiangling grins at him, unrepentant as she pours out glasses of iced tea. “The only reason I don’t is because I’m trying to expand your culinary experiences. But this is different. I’m going to impress your boyfriend. He won’t even think about dumping you for almost submitting him to the take away menu stuff.”

“Xiangling, I’ve eaten your food before,” Aether finally chimes in. “Remember? I was at your pop up in Springvale. It was really good. I was hired as a part timer. You catered my sister’s going away party. We exchange recipes. We’re friends already. You don’t have to call me the boyfriend.”

“Shh,” Xiangling waves her hand at Aether. “Pretend we don’t know each other. I’m doing Xiao-ge a favor here.”

“I don’t feel like you are,” Xiao mutters. “And when did Xingqiu text you? I didn’t get anything.”

Xiangling shakes her head sighing as though burdened by the question, wagging a finger in his direction. “Do you really think that we’d be talking about your life and how to meddle in it in the same chat you’re in?”

“Yes.” It’s never stopped them before. “You’re all shameless.”

Xiangling turns towards Aether. “He’s like this all the time, but I swear he’s a real softy underneath it all.”

Aether grins, resting his chin in his hands as he turns a sly look in Xiao’s direction, “Oh, don’t I know it.”

They end up staying there for almost two hours. Aether and Xiangling do most of the talking, Xiao occasionally interjecting to clarify a point or to refute one or the other’s tellings of certain stories.

“Ah, your ride is here,” Xiangling says suddenly, looking at her phone.

“Our what?” Xiao narrows his eyes, quickly pulling his own phone out. He’d been ignoring it this entire time, but maybe he should take an active interest in the chat. There’s over three hundred new text alerts, and the number is only increasing. “What is wrong with all of you?”

“This might be our only chance to see you and Aether together,” Xiangling says, ushering them towards the stairs. “Hey Xiao-ge, when are you two going back to Wangshu?”

“Our business is done here, we can go back tomorrow,” Xiao says at the same time Aether replies, “In two days.”

Aether shoots Xiao a baffled look at the same time Xiao covers his eyes with his hand.

“Excellent,” Xiangling beams, “I have time to prepare dinner tomorrow. Xingqiu’s volunteered to bring drinks. Apparently he told his brothers that Xiao’s boyfriend is in town and they’re opening up the private reserve in honor of the occasion. How’s that for friends in high places, eh? Aether you’re hooking up with one of the most well connected men in all of Liyue. You’ve got to exploit this for all its worth. Xiao-ge you should appreciate how much we care about you more.”

-

“You aren’t even supposed to be in Liyue Harbor,” Xiao mutters as he and Aether pile into the back fo Xinyan’s car. Xiao points at one of the electronic billboards flashing above the city. It bears Xinyan’s face along with brilliant font that lists her tour dates and locations. “Don’t tell me you skipped your own show because of this.”

“I like you,” Xinyan says flatly as she deftly cuts her way into afternoon traffic, only getting two or three honks of protest, “I don’t like you that much, Xiao-ge. I had to reschedule the show. There’s a freak storm up north and all flights and trains were cancelled.”

“And why are you here?” Xiao asks Chongyun. The younger man is idly flicking through tracks on Xinyan’s phone that’s connected to the car’s entertainment system via charging cable.

“We were going to hang out and hit Xinyan’s studio,” Chongyun says, “Maybe play around with a break dance routine that uses more wushu elements. Then Xingqiu texted about seeing you going around Liyue Harbor with your boyfriend and we’ve been doing lottery draws for who gets dibs on meeting Aether and seeing you in action next.”

“You’ve all met Aether.” Xiao pauses. “In action?”

“Untrue, I haven’t met Aether. I don’t think Hu Tao or Keqing have met Aether either. And believe me, when they got those texts they were cussing up a helluva storm. I think your shifu had to hold Hu Tao back from leaving a funeral service. Keqing’s holding Ganyu back out of spite. Like. You know, if Keqing can’t leave than neither can Ganyu.” Xinyan says. “I’d shake your hand but I’m driving and Xiao-ge gets so pissy if you don’t have both hands on the wheel. Hey, Aether, you like milk tea? You try popping boba yet? Crystal? Tiger sugar? Cheese foam?”

“You sound like you’re listing off names for drugs,” Chongyun says, twisting around in his seat to reach back and give Aether a fist bump. “Hey, Aether. Lumine’s coming back?”

Aether nods, grinning, “Yup. Lumine and Paimon are going to be moving to Liyue Harbor. You’ll probably be seeing a ton of me now.”

“Finally, a full raid party,” Chongyun says, “And no weird messing around with time zones.”

“Who’s Lumine?” Xinyan asks.

“Aether’s sister,” Xiao answers as Chongyun and Aether descend into video game babble.

“Older? Younger? What’s she look like?”

“They’re twins, Xinyan,” Xiao says, “They look exactly the same.”

“Well. They can’t be exactly the same. Aether’s a brother and Lumine’s a sister, so unless I’m missing out on some vital information here they aren’t identical. And they didn’t both shoot outta the womb at the same time.”

“Does it matter who’s older?” Xiao asks, “Lumine has short hair and she looks…aggressively present.”

Xinyan bursts out laughing. “What does that mean?”

“It’ll make sense when you meet her,” Xiao says. And he’s sure that Xinyan is going to meet Lumine. Somehow everyone in Xiao’s life ends up meeting everyone else. “Aether is older. But you wouldn’t be able to tell. It’s not about who was born first, it’s more about the attitude. Like me and Ganyu.”

“What do you mean you and Ganyu?”

Xiao blinks. “Ganyu is older than me. Four months.”

“What? No way? For real?” Xinyan turns around but Xiao quickly reaches out and points ahead of them. Xinyan quickly turns to face the front again. “No way. What? How come I didn’t know this before? Wait. Is the reason why you always say you don’t have a meimei is because you technically have a shiejie? You’re the didi? Holy shit.”

“Wait, you didn’t know?” Chongyun breaks in, sounding baffled. 

“No! How would I know that? How do you know that? No one ever said anything. I thought we were calling Xiao gege as a joke. I mean. Yeah, sure. He’s older than us so it makes sense for us call him that. But mostly I thought it was a joke.”

“Xingqiu checked his ID and told me,” Chongyun says.

“What?” Xiao turns to Chongyun. “Why did Xingqiu check my ID? When did Xingqiu check my ID?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Chongyun waves his hand. “Just keep calling him gege. Even if Ganyu is older they’re both older than us. And Ganyu calls him xiong anyway. Xiao is right. It’s kind of like…the mentality sometimes. Xiao gives off dage vibes.”

“No. I’m going to worry about it. Why is Xingqiu checking my ID and telling people about it?”

“We had to get your birthday somehow, dage. Relax.”

“You couldn’t just ask?”

“We were gonna do a surprise party,” Chongyun says, “But then you announced you were going on a week long hiking trip in Mondstadt so that fell apart.”

Chongyun grins at Aether. “Guess we know what you were really up to, now.”

“My mind is blown right now,” Xinyan says. “But shit, yeah. You’re right. I’m thinking about it, and you’re right. Xiao-ge is Xiao-ge. I can’t imagine him as a didi to anyone. Not even Ganyu.”

As Chongyun and Xinyan discuss this, apparently, new revelation, Aether hums. It’s a speculative hum. It’s a specific sort of hum that Xiao’s heard enough times to know it means terrible things for him and his thin face. Xiao turns to shoot Aether a look, but Aether just smiles back at him. Whatever it is will wait, apparently.

Xinyan and Chongyun lead them towards a boba cafe that Xiao vaguely remembers Hu Tao rambling about to Xiangling. Aether, at Xinyan’s urging, orders tiger sugar with extra cream. Xiao goes for something simple and picks out peach tea with aloe. 

Aether and Xiao move off to the side to wait for their orders as Xinyan and Chongyun place theirs.

“Go ahead and get us a seat,” Xinyan says when Aether and Xiao’s orders are called up. “I know you two already ate at Wanmin, but Chongyun and I have been in the car for like four hours.”

“Two and a half,” Chongyun says mildly, “Ah. Xinyan, I don’t think I can eat anything here. Laoban, can I get an extra serving of lychee in mine please?”

“You and your fuckin’ yang spirit, I swear — “

Xiao nudges Aether towards the wall of booths, taking both their drinks and twisting them in his hands. Aether watches, eyes glittering with curiosity as Xiao turns their drinks up and down to get the contents to mix and blend together.

He slides Aether’s drink towards him, puncturing the seal on his tea with the wide neon pink straw.

Aether takes an experimental sip of the tiger sugar, shivering. “Oh my god, that’s so sweet. That’s too sweet.” Aether immediately takes another long pull from the straw and then tilts his cup towards Xiao. “It’s perfect for you.”

Xiao leans forward, taking a quick sip from Aether’s tea and grimacing. “No.”

“Too sweet even for you?” Aether says, “Wow. Liyue Harbor really does have everything. Hey, what’s in yours?”

“Aloe,” Xiao offers his straw to Aether. 

“Like…the stuff you use for burns?” Aether shoots a dubious look at the cup. Xiao shrugs, pulling the drink back. Aether quickly ducks in and clamps the straw in his teeth, audibly gulping. Xiao kicks Aether’s ankle as Aether laughs around a mouth full of aloe vera cubes. “Cold, cold, cold.”

“Oh my god, it’s serious.”

Xiao glances up to see Xinyan holding her hands to her mouth.

“What?”

Xinyan points at their drinks. “You two just used the same straws. That’s an indirect kiss. Holy shit. You might as well have given each other hand jobs in front of me. Fuck. Everyone is going to be so pissed they missed this.”

Chongyun, juggling a tray of chicken wings, fried tofu cubes, his and Xinyan’s drinks, and coffee jelly, nudges Xinyan’s leg with his knee. “Can we talk about their PDA while eating? I’m so hungry. I think I’m seeing things. Dage’s leg is touching Aether’s under the table. There’s a whole, like, centimeter of skin to skin contact.”

-

By the time they get back home Xiao is physically and mentally exhausted. Xinyan and Chongyun seemed torn towards ruthlessly teasing Xiao and Aether at every turn and doing their best to try and extoll all of Xiao’s virtues to Aether. 

“It’s like they think you’re a used car,” Aether mused, lightly bumping his shoulder against Xiao’s as Xiao unlatches the gate to the house. “Did you know your friends added me to a group chat? Can I borrow your phone to check who’s who?”

Xiao grunts, holding the gate open for Aether and glaring down the street at Xinyan and Chongyun who’ve yet to drive off. Chongyun waves as soon as Aether leaves his line of sight and climbs back into the car. Xinyan flashes a peace sign at Xiao before bouncing around to the other side of the car.

When they enter the house, Xiao can hear the familiar sounds of shushu and Shifu in the kitchen, talking quietly to themselves.

“Xiao?” Shushu calls out. “Aether?”

“Yes,” Xiao replies. “Ganyu?”

“Still working,” Shifu calls back.

Xiao and Aether trail into the kitchen. Xiao’s stomach feels like it’s full of fireflies, glowing hot and buzzing aimlessly. Something about being in his childhood home with Aether feels unreal. Like a dream.

Shifu’s back is towards them, sleeves rolled up past his elbows as he slowly and methodically dices cubes of tofu. Azhdaha-shushu is leaning his hip on the counter next to where Shifu is working, but his focus is on a pot on the gas stove.

“Aether, are you alright with shellfish?” Shifu asks. 

“Yes,” Aether says, moving to the sink to wash his hands. “Is there anything I can help with? It smells amazing.”

“I’m assuming your friends fed you,” shushu says to Xiao while Shifu begins to explain something at the cutting board to Aether. Whether this something is what he’s doing, the history of tofu, or the nutritional value of the soy bean is anyone’s guess. “So I talked your Shifu down from a traditional eight course banquet.”

Xiao squints a little, trying to discern what, instead, Shifu has planned based on the ingredients he can see.

“Five courses?” Xiao hedges, peering into the sink.

“Three,” Azhdaha-shushu corrects. “Well. Three and a half. What do you count scallion cake as?”

“Four.” Xiao’s shoulders slump, moving to join Aether at the sink. 

Aether is set to helping shushu cracking open the crabs that have finished cooking on the stove and picking out the flesh and roe. Xiao is set to the task of washing and drying dishes while Shifu prepares long, thin slices of matsutake.

“I heard something fascinating today,” Shifu says. Xiao internally grimaces and prepares for anything. Truly anything. That declaration has prefaced everything from news about the collapse of an Eight Trades sponsored company to a new food trend coming.

Xiao scrubs at a particularly stubborn spot on a pot, using his nail to pick at the bit of meat stuck to the bottom.

“I heard that you and Aether have found a new apartment,” Shifu continues. “When are you moving? Do you want your shushu and I to help you?”

“We’re moving next week,” Xiao says. “No.”

He says no with, perhaps, a touch too much feeling.

He can hear Shifu’s eyebrows raise in silent question. Xiao shifts his weight from one foot to the other.

“Azhdaha and I may be getting old,” Shifu says, “But surely we aren’t so old that we can’t help our A-Xiao and his boyfriend move into their new home. Hm. Are we beginning to look unreliable because we’re mostly retired?”

Xiao scowls at Shifu. “I don’t think you know what the word retired means.”

Shifu smiles down at him, fond and playful. But Xiao can see the faint hint of worry behind that look.

Xiao sighs, hands coming to a slow stop as he lets the pot he was scrubbing slide from his fingers to rest at the bottom of the sink.

“I didn’t tell you or shushu or Ganyu because I wanted it to be…” Xiao’s lips twist as he tries to think of the right way to say it; the best way to get it across. “When you come to see our new home, I want you to see the shape of it. I want you to see the home I make on my own. What it looks like when I’m on my own.”

The words aren’t exactly what Xiao means, but Xiao doesn’t know how to say it. He doesn’t know how to express this feeling.

Shifu’s long fingers tap the counter next to Xiao’s elbow.

“But you are not on your own.”

Xiao looks up and Shifu meaningfully turns his eyes towards the doorframe that leads to the front room. Azhdaha-shushu and Aether seem to have temporarily abandoned their duties picking flesh from the crab shells. If Xiao focuses he can hear the sound of plastic pages turning. They’ve broken out the photo albums. Xiao hear’s Aether’s audible gasp. It’s probably one of the the older albums when Xiao was in wushu competitions. Or maybe Ganyu’s dance recitals.

“When I heard that you were seeing someone,” Shifu says, voice dropping very quiet and very low, “I was surprised. And worried. And hurt.”

Shifu returns to the meditative task of cutting mushrooms, eyes downcast. The steady sound of the knife hitting the wooden cutting board becomes a rhythm in the background, blotting out the pair at the table and drawing Xiao and Shifu into a small temporary private world.

“Hearing it from your friends instead of from you was startling. I wondered if I had done something wrong that made you feel like you couldn’t tell me about it. About Aether.. I wondered if perhaps I had given you the impression that I would be uncomfortable hearing about that sort of aspect in your life, should it have ever occurred. Perhaps I had made you feel like I could not be told of such a thing. It was a selfish reaction, I must admit. And it made me worried, as well. What else were you hiding from me, because you felt like you could not tell me? How much had I, unknowingly, left you to take care of by yourself?” 

Shifu shakes his head. He pauses, a barely audible hitch to his breath before he rallies himself.“Xiao. Do you remember anything at all from before?”

“Before?” Xiao repeats blankly, not understanding. Before what?

Shifu’s hands momentarily stutter before returning to the steady pattern of cutting and sliding pieces across the wooden board. “Before you came here. Do you remember anything from before I brought you to this house?”

Xiao’s brows furrow. “Before you brought me home?”

Shifu’s mouth softens into an upward curve, a shadow of a smile. “Yes. It gladdens me that you think of this place as home. But do you remember anything before that?”

Yes. No. Maybe. 

Xiao shakes his head.

He doesn’t let himself think back that far. Nor has he tried to in years.

“I do,” Shifu says, his voice turning sharp and cold. “I remember what it was like before you. You don’t now the difference it was, having you in this house, in my life. Our lives. When I met you and took you home, Xiao, I told myself — I am going to help this child. I am going to do right by this child. Perfection will be impossible for one such as myself in this arena, but I will strive for it nonetheless. I cannot fail in this. This is the one thing. The one thing I must not fail at.”

“Shifu — “

“In that moment when I first found out that you were seeing someone, I felt so very deeply and selfishly afraid that I did fail. That I had failed you because you didn’t feel comfortable telling me about this facet of your life,” Shifu says. “And at the same time, I was indescribably happy. You’d found someone you trust and care about enough to want to bring them deeper into your life. I was, and still am, excited for you. You and Ganyu both are the pinnacle of everything I have ever done and will ever do. There is nothing in this world I can do that will ever surpass the gift and honor of being able to have a hand in your lives and seeing the two of you find your own happiness and success. No matter what that is. Do you understand, Xiao? No matter what future you shape, I will be happy and proud to see it. You do not need to fret over my opinions.”

Xiao runs his thumb over the rim of the soap covered pot. His voice is trapped in his chest, his throat. His eyes sting and he feels like laughing and crying at the same time. 

“Are you happy A-Xiao?” Shifu asks gently.

Xiao nods. “En.”

“Good,” Shifu nods to himself, “In the end that is all that matters to me. Do you have a copy of your apartment contract? Let Yanfei and I look it over. I’m sure you and Aether read through it but it never hurts to have another set of eyes.”

Xiao and Shifu descend into comfortable silence. Xiao washing dishes in the sink and Shifu preparing dinner. Azhdaha-shushu and Aether come back into the kitchen a few minutes later to return to their shelling of crabs, bringing with them cheerful and weightless chatter.

Ganyu and Yanfei arrive about an hour or so later, faces bright. Yanfei holds up a bag that clinks with the sound of wine bottles, beaming at them. 

“I heard there’s a contract for me to read through,” Yanfei grins, broad and unrepentant as she goes to put the wine away. Ganyu begins to set the table for six, eyes warm and unable to stop herself from smiling just as wide as her partner when she looks at Xiao and Aether. “Woah. Only three courses, shibo? Times getting tough on a retirees budget? I knew the economy took a hit but I remember my first family dinner was a full eight.”

Shifu immediately begins to look worried and turns to the refrigerator like he’s about to produce another five courses on the spot.

Azhdaha-shushu shoots Yanfei a disapproving look before turning to take Shifu by the arms and turn him back towards the table.

“She’s joking, A-Li,” shushu says all comforting fondness covering gentle reproach, “Stop fussing or you really will turn into an old man.”

“I should have bought that cut of ham, Azhdaha,” Shifu says, frowning as he takes his place at the table, “Next time I will not let you stop me.”

Dinner is followed by Yanfei and Aether being treated to Shifu and Azhdaha-shushu breaking out the photo albums for them to peruse at will. Neither Xiao or Ganyu are please about this, but they’re powerless to stop it from happening.

Xiao and Ganyu are tasked with cleaning up the dinner dishes while Yanfei points out her favorites to Aether while Aether tries to be subtle about taking pictures of the albums with his phone.

“What do you think my chances are of being able to delete those off of his phone before he saves them somewhere else?”

“It’s already in the cloud,” Ganyu tells him dryly as she wipes the table down. “Yanfei has at least three separate save files for some of the pictures she’s taken.”

Ganyu wrinkles her nose, pausing, “She really likes my toddler pictures.”

Xiao refrains from saying the obvious in that everyone loves Ganyu’s toddler pictures. Ganyu was a chubby toddler and didn’t grow out of her baby fat until they were well into high school. Meanwhile Xiao’s carried the same sour look since forever. He may have been born with that look. 

Shifu has always been quick to say that both of them were equally adorable as young children, but Xiao would be equally as fast to point out that Shifu is terribly biased. Shifu also thinks all children are cute and adorable and if given half the chance would dote on any child he could see for hours on end. It’s a small miracle that Ganyu and he didn’t turn out spoiled rotten.

Xiao and Ganyu both pause what they’re doing as the voices in the living room grow louder with excitement.

“I think they got into the tournament pictures,” Ganyu says.

“Oh, yeah, Xiao-ge can definitely work a pole,” Yanfei says, voice pitched loud on purpose.

Xiao feels his ears burning as he closes his eyes. “Ganyu.”

“She’s only stating facts,” Ganyu points out. “You won consecutive championships for your pole arm routines and matches for three years. Do you remember your first championship? Shifu was about to cry. He was so proud of you. You were so much shorter than all the other contestants too.”

“You are not helping. I hope they get into your archery videos next.”

Later as Aether is texting Paimon more details about the apartment — specifically all the restaurants and food halls close to it — Xiao rests his chin on Aether’s shoulder.

“How many photos did you take?” Xiao asks. Aether hums, tapping his fingers to the side of his phone as Paimon sends several emojis and demands for links to the restaurant reviews. 

“A few,” Aether says, turning his head slightly. His hair tickles Xiao’s nose. “Only the ones where you were very handsome, I assure you. You look so serious in all of your photos. Just like your Shifu, what a heartbreaker.”

Xiao scowls, silently willing Aether to open his photo gallery so Xiao can have a hint as to what sort of specter of his high school and middle school days is going to be haunting him for the foreseeable future.

But Aether switches to a group chat instead.

“We’re having dinner at the Wanmin tomorrow,” Aether says. “Who have I not met yet?”

“Keqing,” Xiao answers. “You’ve already met Hu Tao.” Not as Xiao’s boyfriend, but he knows the two have met in person before.

The woman must be absolutely livid that she’s the last one to meet Aether. Keqing hates being the last anything.

Aether leans back into Xiao’s arms, tipping them onto their sides. Xiao rolls them over so they’re lying fully on the bed. It’s a narrow fit, but it works. 

“If you don’t want to,” Aether says quietly, “We don’t have to. It’s a lot, I know.”

Xiao shakes his head. “It’s fine.”

Aether turns his head a little, passing Xiao his phone to put on the side table, legs nudging Xiao’s as he kicks the blankets down. “Do you guys do these big dinners a lot?”

“Xiangling likes feeding people. And she likes having test subjects for her experiments,” Xiao replies. “It’s not always everyone. Xinyan and Chongyun skip because of work.”

“And you?”

“If I don’t go they’ll text me,” Xiao replies, half of his mind tracing the paths of the rest of his family around the house based on the sounds the house makes. He can hear Ganyu and Yanfei in the other room, and the creak of the floorboard that means one of them is standing in front of Ganyu’s mirror. He can hear the faint sounds of the television downstairs where they had said goodnight to Shifu and shushu about an hour ago. “And if I ignore the texts they’ll try to video call me. And if I ignore that they’ll tell Ganyu.”

Aether snickers. “They’ll tell on you to Ganyu.”

“Do not underestimate Ganyu,” Xiao says, “She’s the chief of staff for the entire Qixing and direct hand to the Tianqian for a reason.”

Xiao rolls onto his back, letting Aether go in favor of turning off the light. 

“Sweet dreams, Xiao.”

“Goodnight, Aether.”

-

Dinner could be worse in the sense that no one dies and no one commits any major crimes. Aside from that, it’s what can be expected.

Keqing and Xingqiu are already arguing about after dinner cocktails by the time Aether and Xiao arrive. Aether had insisted on buying flowers. Xiao had insisted on them buying the next ticket back to Wangshu.

Predictably, Aether won and they had to detour to Ganyu’s favorite florist. Not Shifu’s because neither of them are looking to get into credit debt over a single bouquet.

“Look at you, you’ve got a boyfriend and you suddenly grew manners,” Xianling laughs, taking the bouquet from Aether. She smiles at the bright red and yellow flowers before lifting her eyes to look at them, expression going slack. “I don’t think there’s a vase in the entire building.”

She abruptly turns to Keqing, “What do I do with these? Can I…If I put them in a bowl will they die?”

Keqing turns to look at her and then the flowers and then back at her. “You don’t have a tall glass? What kind of restaurant is this? Give me those. I’ll find something.”

Xingqiu turns to Xiao, “You aren’t off the hook yet.”

Xiao gives Xingqiu a look that he hopes perfectly articulates how much he doesn’t want to know why he’s on the hook to start with, and also how much he isn’t on the hook for anything.

Xingqiu points a finger at him, “You went and looked into real estate without me. I’m shocked and appalled. People are going to think you can’t rely on me. Did you show Yanfei your lease yet? Send me a copy, I want to look it over.”

“You are all too preoccupied with my lease,” Xiao mutters as Aether gets dragged into the depths of the Wanmin’s kitchen to greet Xiangling’s father.

“It’s Liyue, Xiao, it’s how we show we care. It’s like…how people in Mondstadt give each other dandelion wine or…exchange poems.”

“I don’t think people in Mondstadt to that, Xingqiu.”

“They’re the city of liquor and artists, what else would they do?” Xingqiu looks baffled as he and Xiao take the narrow steps up to the living quarters above the Wanmin. “I am serious about looking over your lease.”

“Ask Yanfei for a copy,” Xiao replies, flattening himself against the wall as the door swings open and someone comes barreling out.

“Sorry, dage! Xingqiu, keys!” Chongyun says, practically throwing himself down the stairs, barely catching himself on the corner as he waves his hand at Xingqiu.

“What?” Xingqiu calls after him, but tosses his keys down the stairs at Chongyun anyway. “Where are you going?”

“I’ve been put to work!” Chongyun calls back, voice fading as he disappears out of sight.

Xingqiu and Xiao both stick their heads through the door Chongyun just came flying through.

Keqing waves them in. “Xiangling wasn’t kidding about not having anything close to a vase in this place. Also — don’t ask me how this happened — they’re out of rice.”

Xiao’s eyebrows raise and Xignqiu starts laughing.

“It’s a restaurant, how are they out of rice?”

Keqing shrugs, rearranging the refrigerator so she can keep the flowers in there until Chongyun comes back. “Xiangling wanted to use a special kind of rice, apparently. I don’t know. She called Chongyun to go and pick it up for her and I told him to get a vase while he’s at it. Or a tall glass.”

The next few hours are a practiced and well worn circus of people going in and out of the room — being sent on errands, going outside to take phone calls, stopping downstairs to offer a hand to Mao-laoban, being recruited into food prep with Xiangling, being banished from food prep by Xiangling, talking with Aether, talking at Xiao, talking at Xiao in order to get a chance to talk directly to Aether.

Things don’t take the downturn Xiao is expecting until everyone is seated around the table and food is served, and everyone is well into their dishes chattering about their day, their jobs, asking Aether about his sister and his move. In a terrible oversight Xiao is already regretting, he and Aether have been seated opposite the door and Chongyun is on Xiao’s right. Ganyu and Yanfei are directly across from him.

Aether is deeply involved in a conversation with Xinyan about his time in Fontaine, with Hu Tao occasionally piping in.

Keqing and Xingqiu both take this opportunity to leave their seats and huddle around Xiao and Chongyun.

“His background check came in clean,” Keqing says, voice low as she holds her phone out between the four of them.

“His what?” 

“Excellent. I had a brief check of his finances done with my contacts in Mondstadt,” Xingqiu says. “Nothing alarming comes up from what I can tell.”

“What did you do?” Xiao hisses at them. His eyes flick to Keqing, “Do not say anything about being the Yuheng and thus having intimate knowledge of everyone and everything.”

Keqing’s sighs, as though Xiao is the one being ridiculous in this situation.

“Xiao-ge,” she says sounding overbearingly patronizing, “This is the first time you’ve ever mentioned someone to any of us.”

“Hu Tao,” Chongyun points out. “Dage introduced us all to Hu Tao.”

“That’s different. I think Xiao-ge brought us Hu Tao because he didn’t know what to do with her and hoped he could have us distract her,” Xingqiu replies, leaning on the back of Chongyun’s chair, resting his chin over the other man’s head. “We’re being social for him. Aether is a boyfriend. Xiao-ge’s never even breathed a word about being interested in dating to any of us.”

Xiao hopes that the look on his face clearly expresses how much he doesn’t want to talk about any of this. Frankly, if Xiao could have gotten away with it he would have never said anything about Aether to anyone at all. But that’s unfair to Aether and incredibly unkind to his family.

“Why would I talk to any of you about dating?” They might think he wants to talk about things like that. Bad enough Xiao is stuck with Ganyu — and now Yanfei. He doesn’t want to think about having the rest of these insolent brats pestering him about romantic affairs.

“Because we’re friends,” Chongyun replies. “That’s what friends do.”

Before Xiao can reply to that Keqing speaks. “If you introduced him to us that’s important. Even if this didn’t come with the news that the two of you are moving into an apartment together. Even if this was probably all Aether’s idea.”

The three of them give Xiao a pointed look, clearly expecting an answer.

Xiao sighs, “Aether wanted to meet you. But moving in together was my suggestion.”

Keqing nods as though this were the answer she’d expected.

“He’s important to you,” Keqing continues. “That means he’s important to us. It’s a matter of transference. Aether is important to you. You’re important to us. Therefore the things important to you are important to us, too. Is any of this getting through to you? Am I saying this clearly enough?”

“You are about to say something about being the Yuheng of the Qixing next,” Xiao says.

Chongyun and Xingqiu snicker as Keqing scowls.

“Yes. Because as Yuheng of the Qixing I can’t have one of my friends going around with someone who isn’t good,” Keqing says, casting a scathing look at Chongyun and Xingqiu until they stop laughing. “How can I be trusted to look after Liyue if I’m not even looking out for my friends? Do not say we aren’t friends. At the very least I’m friends with Ganyu and you’re her brother.”

“So you did a background check. And used your connections to check his finances.” Xiao narrows his eyes at the other three. “You’re abusing your authority.”

The three share a quick and undecipherable look between each other before turning back to Xiao.

“Dage,” Chongyun says, “If you think that this is an abuse of authority, never ask Ganyu-jie about some of the things she’s done.”

-

Aether doesn’t tell him until two days before they’re scheduled to move.

“I asked your friends to help us finish moving and setting up our new apartment.”

Xiao’s mind warms and softens like cream, like foam, on the words ‘our new apartment’. It’s reflex to reply, “They’re not my friends. They’re Ganyu’s.”

“They can’t all be Ganyu’s friends,” Aether’s eyebrows raise. “At least one of them had to get brought in by you. Isn’t there at least one who you think of as your friend first?”

Xiang thinks it over. But only because it’s Aether asking. If it were anyone else he would answer with a firm and final ‘no’ immediately.

“Hu Tao,” Xiao says slowly after a few minutes of silent consideration. 

Aether laughs, nose scrunching up, “Really? Hu Tao? I would have guessed Chongyun.”

Xiao shakes his head, reaching out to lightly flick Aether’s forehead when the other man keeps laughing.

“I know Chongyun because of the martial arts competitions I used to take,” Xiao says. “But only after I stopped participating. Ganyu made me go with her to one with Xingqiu. Yes. Hu Tao.”

“How did you meet Hu Tao, anyway? Please tell me it wasn’t an actual funeral. I’ll feel terrible for teasing if it turns out she supported you during a tough time.”

Now it’s Xiao’s turn to bark out a laugh. “Ridiculous. No. Shifu had an unexpected job come up while he was out running errands. He asked me to bring him something from his office at home and leave it at the parlor for him. I met Hu Tao while dropping it off.”

Xiao pauses.

“Her first words to me were, ‘Zhongli’s kid? Hey. Your dad’s GNC AF.”

Xiao frowns. “I still don’t know what any of that means.”

Aether’s mouth hangs open for a moment. He playfully kicks at Xiao’s leg. “You’re kidding.”

“Why would I joke about it? Do you know what it means?”

Aether holds his hands up to Xiao’s face. Xiao nods and then Aether’s warm palms are cradling Xiao’s jaw and pulling him in for a kiss that hums with every snicker Aether’s trying to desperately hold in.

“You do know what it means.”

“I do. But I’m not going to tell you. It’s a good thing. She wasn’t insulting him.”

“I gathered that much,” Xiao mutters in between kisses. “Whatever it was I thought she was funny. And she’s very…” Xiao struggles to find the exact word for Hu Tao.

“Boisterous?” Aether suggests.

“Sure.” Xiao shrugs a shoulder. “Next thing I knew she’d called me a cab and I had her number on my phone.”

“Ha. See. At least one of them is yours. They are your friends.”

“Fine. Don’t tell them.” Xiao scowls, and then his mind finally processes the other half of Aether’s sentence. “Wait. You invited them here? To Wangshu? To help us move?”

Aether runs a soothing hand over Xiao’s back, hand softly trailing up to the nape of Xiao’s neck to thumb at his hair. “I had asked Bennett, but his one of his dads has thrown out his back so he can’t come down.”

Xiao’s met Bennett once but heard of him dozens of times. As sorry as he is to hear such unfortunate news about the man’s father, he’s also deeply relieved.

“Razor isn’t good with crowds,” Aether goes on sounding apologetic, “Kaeya and Amber both have work. Klee’s too young to make the trip up by herself. Diona wouldn’t be able to stay very long to do much. Albedo’s gone on a research trip. And your friends offered first.”

“Fine.” Xiao sighs, slumping forward to lean his head on Aether’s shoulder. “Put their excess energy to good use.”

Aether lightly tugs at Xiao’s hair. “Hey.”

Xiao grunts.

“I think I know why you didn’t want me calling you gege now,” Aether says, voice dipping low and warm. “You have an entire squad of people running around all of Liyue calling you that.”

Xiao pulls back, feeling the flush immediately burn down his face and neck and shoulders. He chokes on nothing at all except perhaps his own mortification. “Aether.”

Aether’s mouth breaks into a wide unapologetic grin. “Xiao-ge.”

After years of living with Shifu and Ganyu’s teasing, Xiao knows a losing battle when he sees one. He stands up, hand closing around Aether’s wrist as he pulls the other man towards the door.

“If you’ve invited them all to help us move we have to prepare,” Xiao says. “We’re going shopping.”

“Oh, is that so?”

“En.”

“At ten in the evening?”

“En.” Xiao grabs his keys off the small shelf by the door.

“And should I ask what we’re getting?” 

“Ice.”

“For your face? You’re so red.” Aether’s fingertips lightly brush the nape of Xiao’s neck and whatever progress Xiao had made in getting the flush to recede is immediately undone. As is Xiao.

He turns to Aether and whatever exasperation Xiao feels must be clear on his face because Aether melts to it instantly, softening out of his teasing into a more gentle sort of fondness. 

“Ice it is,” Aether says, picking up Xiao’s favorite — only — cap and handing it to him.

-

“I didn’t realize we needed so much ice just to move. Why are we buying so many popsicles?” Aether asks as Xiao dumps five cartons of the cheapest popsicles he can see in the aisle into their cart. “Will these even fit in the freezer?”

“Chongyun,” Xiao says.

“Alright?”

“For when he helps us move,” Xiao says after a beat. “He needs the ice.”

Even with the new AC system their new apartment has installed Xiao isn’t sure if it will be enough. There’s going to be a lot of people going in and out of their apartment doing manual labor. Xiao’s fairly certain that he and Chongyun will end up being the ones doing most of the heavy lifting while the others get put to work sorting and cleaning.

Xiao turns to Aether. “Aether.”

“Xiao.”

“No matter what happens we cannot let them into our room. We’ll have to do all of that ourselves.” Xiao makes sure Aether is looking him in the eye. “I mean it. Do not let them into our room.”

Aether holds his hand up, crossing his heart with the other. “I promise not to let them into our room. Why?”

“They’re nosy. I’ll never hear the end of it. They’ll take one look inside and start making assumptions. Aren’t I teased enough as it is?” Xiao turns back to the wall of refrigerators. “I’m not giving them more ammunition.”

“I don’t think they’re that bad. They’re just enthusiastic.”

“Mark your words.” Xiao mutters under his breath, shaking his head. He pulls open another refrigerator door and sticks his arm all the way to the far back to grab an entire bag of frozen blueberries. “Mark your words, Aether. And come back to me when you see how it goes.”

“O-kay?” Aether tilts his head in confusion, but opens the refrigerator door next to the one Xiao is standing in front of. He grabs five mini servings of ice cream. “Maybe he’ll like some variety? Should we freeze some coffee when we get home?”

-

It’s not as bad as Xiao feared it would be.

It’s worse.

Aether is already at the new apartment. They’ve been slowly moving their things over. The only things left are the big pieces of furniture and electronics, as well as their more fragile items like their dinnerware and their house plants.

Chongyun and Xinqiu arrive with a moving truck. Everyone else is supposed to meet at the new apartment.

“This is literally the only time I’ve been to your place,” Xinqiu says, “And I’m seeing it stripped bare and empty. I can’t believe you and Aether were living in here together. So small! That’s fine for you, dage, but I’m guessing Aether actually owns things that need physical space to exist in.”

Xiao points them towards the boxes he and Aether spent all night labeling. He’s already feeling exhausted. It’s only been ten minutes of this. Xiao doesn’t know how he’s going to survive an entire day of it.

Chongyun hands Xiao some workers gloves and together they start to empty the apartment out while Xingqiu does a final sweep of the place for anything forgotten.

Even with the early start to the day, it takes them an hour to drive from Xiao’s old apartment to the new one. Xinyan and Xiangling are waiting for them to help move boxes in.

When Xiao enters the new apartment he sees that Keqing has already begun to lay out newspaper while Yanfei and Aether assemble some of the newer pieces of furniture they’d bought.

“And we have the elusive and territorial Xiao, returning to his new nest,” Hu Tao intones, peering around the corner and grinning at him. “He’s returned to his mate with a potted plant. Marking his territory, perhaps. How will the Aether react to this territorial display?”

Xiao turns from her to Keqing. “Explain.”

“She’s been narrating this like a nature documentary,” Keqing says. “Ignore her. I can’t believe you and Aether went to IKEA. I literally cannot imagine you setting foot into that trap.”

“I did not go to IKEA,” Xiao says, “Aether’s friends in Mondstadt had Aether sort through a list and sent him the things he wanted.”

It was part going away gift and part apologies for not being able to help them move.

“I could’ve gotten out of manual labor by sending a gift from IKEA?” Keqing scowls. “Next time tell me sooner.”

“Ha. As if you wouldn’t have shown up anyway,” Yanfei rolls her eyes as she sorts and counts out metal and plastic pieces from from their sealed bags. “You’re just as curious about Xiao’s apartment as the rest of us are.”

Keqing’s cheeks turn pink, “I mean. Of course. But you don’t have to say it out loud.”

Xiao drops the potted plant into Hu Tao’s hands.

“I regret everything about this except Aether.”

Hu Tao and Yanfei coo. 

“Xinyan’s right, it’s serious,” Keqing says. 

“I would hope so,” Aether finally speaks up, not looking away from the directions he’s going over. “I mean. I’m moving to a whole different country. And Xiao’s told his family. I’ve seen the family photo albums and everything.”

“To be more precise, we ratted him out to his family,” Hu Tao says. “Still sorry not sorry.”

Xiao turns his back on this lost cause of a conversation to get more boxes.

Ganyu shows up about half an hour later, as Xiao and Chongyun are trying to maneuver the couch up the stairs.

“Shifu made food,” she calls up the stairwell at them. “Chongyun, take the elevator and put this in the refrigerator, please. Ah. Also these. Shifu and I brought house warming gifts. I’ll take your end, Chongyun.”

Ganyu and Xiao manage to haul the couch up the remaining flights of stairs with little issue.

“House warming gifts?” Xiao asks as they catch their breath on the landing.

“Nothing too big,” Ganyu promises. “Salt. Youtiao. Candles.”

Xiao nods.

Ganyu continues, “Yanfei found some double luck shaped door handles. She even brought a screw driver. I think she means to put them on your hall table.”

Xiao shrugs. He doesn’t care about door or drawer handles as long as they work.

Chongyun and Xinyan meet Xiao and Ganyu to finish moving the couch. 

Xiao sees the youtiao spread out on brown paper on the counter. Xiangling is digging through boxes as she holds up a can of condensed milk, chattering away with Keqing and Xingqiu.

“I saw a store on my way here, I could just pick up some plain congee for all of us or some milk. They’ve got eggs so we can just throw that on to boil to be ready by the time I’m back,” Xiangling is saying. She slides the can of condensed milk over to Keqing along with the can opener. “We can’t work on empty stomachs. And we have to eat these warm. I bet Zhongli-xiansheng made these himself.”

“Don’t bother, we’ll just eat them as is,” Keqing says, “You just want an excuse to fill their kitchen with things.”

“I can’t help it. I see an empty kitchen and I want to pack it full of stuff,” Xiangling admits. “It’s like when you’ve got space on a shelf you know you gotta find something to fill it.”

Xingqiu shakes his head, “That’s just you. Alright, I’m going to put in an order for coffee and pick it up on the way from returning the moving truck. Everyone want their usuals? Aether, just tea for you right?”

“Yes please,” Aether says. He and Yanfei are midway through assembling the new hall table. The double luck handles have already been added to the drawer compartment. Aether glances up and flashes Xiao a quick smile. 

Xiao taps his shoulder as he squeezes past him to cross the living room and open the balcony door to let in as much of the cool morning air as possible.

He steps outside, hands resting on the railing as he tips his face back towards the sky. When Xiao breathes in he can taste the humidity and the faint current of soil at the back of his throat. For a small moment everything is quiet. Xiao can see far into the horizon over Wangshu. He imagines he can see all the way to Liyue Harbor from this place.

Some tension he’s been carrying since this morning fades, eases, and slips away on the wind. Xiao lets his eyes fall closed. He can hear the others behind him, still moving, still chattering amongst each other. 

The balcony door rattles behind him as it closes. He doesn’t need to open his eyes to know who steps into the space next to him, close enough that Xiao can feel the heat of his body but not touching.

“Are you alright?” Aether asks gently. No judgement, no reproach. “Say the word, I can have them all scattering across Wangshu on a scavenger hunt for the most obscure things possible. We’d finish almost everything on our own by the time they come back. Paimon’s been looking for a very specific cartoon figure in a very specific pose. I’m not even sure it exists and she just dreamed it and decided she had to have it.”

Tempting, but no.

Xiao turns one of his hands up on the balcony railing, fingers held out flat. Aether immediately covers Xiao’s hand with his own. Always so quick to accept any invitation given. It’s so easy for Aether. He doesn’t hesitate before jumping into anything. He doesn’t hesitate to take what’s offered.

It’s so easy with Aether. Too easy, maybe. But Xiao doesn’t have the courage to follow that thought any further. Somewhere in his life Xiao learned to take what he can get. He doesn’t examine that part of himself, either.

He wonders if this is what Shifu means when he references before. If so then Xiao is glad that he doesn’t remember. He thanks the part of himself that decided it best to let those memories pass into the dark unknown.

“Or we could play hooky,” Aether continues. “I mean. Sure. We’ll risk coming back to an apartment they’ve set up entirely on their own. But it probably won’t be too awful. It’s only two rooms — an office and a living room slash kitchen —, what could they possibly do?”

Before Xiao can say anything to that Aether’s fingers squeeze his.

“Let me guess. Mark my words?” Aether teases. “I’ll be regretting saying that soon?”

Xiao grunts, sweeping his thumb over the back of Aether’s hand.

“As long as you know,” Xiao says, “Back inside. I can feel them gossiping behind our backs.”

As soon as Xiao turns he sees half of them crowded in the living room and shamelessly staring at Xiao and Aether through the glass. Only Keqing looks somewhat embarrassed to be openly caught, quickly turning and busying herself with unpacking books. 

Aether opens the door, “Having a good time?”

“The best,” Hu Tao says. 

“Hey, Aether,” Xiangling calls out, still fussing about the kitchen. “Where’d you get these pots? The color on these is gorgeous. Must be a pain to clean. Hey! They match your backsplash. Is that on purpose?”

Aether and Xiangling quickly fall into easy talk about the kitchen as the pair begin to unpack. Ganyu has taken Aether’s place in finishing the assembly of the hall table.

Xingqiu raps on the door to get everyone’s attention as he checks something on his phone. “Alright. I’m returning the moving truck and picking up our drink orders. Text me if there’s anything else we need.”

By the time Xingqiu returns — calling Keqing and Yanfei down to help him with the drinks and the groceries Aether eventually acquiesced to ordering — most of the basics of the apartment are set up. All of the furniture Aether’s friends bought have been assembled and put into place. The kitchen and bathroom are settled. Now it’s a matter of the finer details and finishing setting up Aether’s office.

Xinyan had not so subtly inquired about the bedroom, and Xiao not so subtly ignored her and stared at Aether until Aether sighed and mimed zipping his own mouth shut.

Shifu had made a truly impressive amount of food. Between that and what Xiangling and Aether manage to make in the kitchen, everyone struggles not to fall into a post meal haze. There’s still the TV to set up in the living room, and cleaning of the floors and dusting once everything is in its place. There’s also the disposal of all of the moving boxes and packing materials.

Looking at everyone taking whatever seats they can claim with their odd mismatched plates and bowls Xiao feels an odd sense of warmth and fullness curl up in his chest, right next to his heart. It’s possibly the longest he’s spent in the company of so many people at once — voluntarily — in a long time. It isn’t unpleasant, though Xiao would be reluctant to do this again.

“Okay?” Aether mouths at him as he and Hu Tao pile trash into a garbage bag.

Xiao nods. Out of the corner of his eye he sees Ganyu watching him and when he turns to look at her she just smiles. It’s the same smile Shifu has. Xiao is torn between being envious that she learned such a look from their Shifu when he hasn’t and also being incredibly dismayed. It can only mean terrible things for Xiao’s thin face.

The rest of the afternoon passes in chatter and teasing and Hu Tao occasionally dipping in and out of the strange narration she’d taken up earlier.

Just as Xiao thought, when faced with almost a dozen adults doing manual labor in close conditions the apartment’s AC at full blast struggles to keep things comfortable.

Chongyun’s face grows ruddy and Xiao wordlessly points him towards the freezer. Chongyun goes with a sheepish duck of his head and makes a small exclamation when he finds the freezer full of frozen goods.

“Thank you, dage,” Chongyun says, “I would’ve been fine chewing ice.”

“Take the popsicle,” Xiao replies.

“Take the ice cream, too,” Aether chimes in, popping his head into the main room, “We bought way too much. Where’s the level?”

“Hey, me too, me too,” Xinyan says, holding her hand up. “Toss me one.”

Xiao should protest Chongyun tossing popsicles and small individual portion sized cups of ice cream around his brand new apartment but he doesn’t.

Xingqiu pops open his cup of ice cream and shoots Xiao a sly look, “So considerate, dage. Treating all your juniors.”

Xiao ignores him in favor of cracking open another bottle of water and taking a long pull.

A mere few hours later Aether asks the question outright while Xiao is otherwise too preoccupied to stop him. Frankly Xiao is impressed that the topic hasn’t come up before this, but he’s still overall disappointed that they’re going to be going through this entire discussion again. Because make no mistake, this topic is a discussion.

Xiao wonders how Aether didn’t know about this before. But considering that most of Chongyun and Aether’s interactions is online playing video games together he supposes there wouldn’t be any real reason for it to come up.

“Yang…spirit,” Aether repeats once Chongyun finishes explaining. He doesn’t sound outright disbelieving. Aether’s always been good at hiding his disbelief and doubts where no one else can find them. Apparently, even Lumine has trouble unearthing all of her brother’s less than entirely sincere and well meaning thoughts when he doesn’t want to share them.

Yanfei makes a face at Aether behind Chongyun’s back that clearly states her opinion on the matter, and that opinion is negative.

But they’ve all been together long enough to know exactly how any one of them will react to any mentioning of Chongyun’s over abundance of yang energy. Chongyun doesn’t even need to look at the rest of them to know what they’re thinking, or what they’re about to say.

“The poor man got tricked by a quack,” Keqing declares imperiously. “But he’s stuck with it for so long he can’t back out of it now without losing face.”

“Losing more face you mean.” Yanfei shakes her head. “Every time he says it he loses face. It’s a miracle he even has any left.”

“It’s a real medical condition,” Chongyun whines, unable to do much more in protest as his hands are currently occupied holding up one end of the television while Xiao works on affixing the mounting bracket to the wall. Xinyan, holding up the other side of the TV smirks at him. “I’m serious. It’s listed in my medical file and everything. I take medication.”

“So am I. No self respecting medical professional would have looked you over and diagnosed you with too much yang energy,” Keqing argues, voice growing fainter as she moves another box from the hallway into the room they’ve decided to use as Aether’s home office. “It was a quack doctor who wanted to scam you and your parents and you need to see a professional.”

“No, no,” Hu Tao says as she helps Yanfei flatten out empty moving boxes. “I’ve heard about this one. I’ve read, like, fifty, danmei about it. It’s definitely real. Right, Xingqiu?”

“I’m not part of this discussion,” Xingqiu calls out from Aether’s office where he’s helping Ganyu put up curtains and set up the fold out bed. There’s a brief pause before he speaks again, “But if I was, I would say he definitely has excess yang energy. Can confirm.”

“Xingqiu!” Chongyun cries, head ducking. Xiao hisses at him to hold steady when the TV dips to one side. “Don’t encourage them!”

Xinyan and Hu Tao cackle, “Papapa.”

Chongyun’s entire face is redder than Yanfei’s favorite pair of boots. Xiao’s always felt a sense of camaraderie with the younger man. They’re the only two in this group with thin faces.

“Xingqiu, who’s side are you on?” Chongyun snaps.

“There are no sides,” Xingqiu replies, “But clearly I’m on yours. I’m offering proof of your medical condition.”

Chongyun tilts his head around the television to look at Xiao. “Dage, they’re bullying me.”

Xiao pauses in the middle of positioning a screw to look at Chongyun. “And you think I can stop them?”

“No more talking about Chongyun’s yang spirit,” Yanfei says. “Xingqiu, you better be having the purest of thoughts while setting up the fold out in that room. Ganyu and I have to sleep on that later. You hear me? Don’t make me go in there.”

Teasing of Chongyun aside, the apartment comes together quickly. Much quicker than if Xiao and Aether had to do it by themselves. And Xiao will admit that while there is a lot of teasing going around, most of it is at Xiao’s expense rather than at Xiao and Aether’s expense.

Xiao’s had plenty of time learning how to deal with these people teasing him. He doesn’t know how he’ll handle them teasing him about Aether. He’s sure they will though. They’re just gathering ammunition for use later.

Perhaps they’re even hoping to engender some goodwill from him by helping him move.

Eventually everyone trickles out to spend the night in one of Xingqiu’s family’s properties in the area. Tomorrow all of them, except for Ganyu and Yanfei, will take the train ride back to Liyue Harbor. Xiao will have a small moment of respite to recover from prolonged exposure to these brats before being tossed back into the fire of a whole different sort.

Tomorrow Shifu and shushu will arrive to see Xiao and Aether’s apartment and have dinner with them, Yanfei, and Ganyu.

As soon as the door closes behind Xinyan Xiao feels his entire body relax. Just for a moment.

He locks the door, turning to face the apartment. He’d offered Ganyu the first shower. He can hear Yanfei moving around in Aether’s office. Aether leans against the kitchen counter, amber eyes warm and happy and tired.

“Hey,” Aether says softly, voice barely raised. 

Xiao hums, slowly walking to lean against the cold counter with him. His skin feels clammy with sweat. He reaches out and brushes some of Aether’s hair off of his face.

“We made it. Day one,” Aether says, closing his eyes and leaning into Xiao’s touch. “One for one. We’re doing great so far, aren’t we?”

“You’re going to jinx it,” Xiao scolds. “Shower first. I’ll finish here.”

Aether’s mouth tips up in a tired grin but he goes to their room without further protest.

Xiao closes his eyes, letting his head dip and hang forward. There’s an ache in his back and arms that warms him even as his sweat cools under the AC.

Ganyu doesn’t need to speak for him to know she’s there. He feels more than he hears her put her hand close to his elbow.

Xiao moves just enough that her fingertips touch his skin.

“Thank you,” Ganyu says. Xiao grunts. “You know what for.”

Xiao says nothing.

Ganyu hums. He hears her moving into the kitchen, opening cupboards and drawers. “Tea?”

Xiao nods, straightening up to put water in the kettle as Ganyu gathers cups and leaves.

“I’m thinking of moving, also.” Ganyu admits. Xiao picks up on the sound of Yanfei and Aether talking in the hallway a mere few feet from them. “Now that shushu is home I don’t think Shifu will be lonely by himself.”

“Shifu is…” Xiao is about to say that Shifu is never lonely but that isn’t true. Shifu carries loneliness with him like people carry their ID cards or their cell phones. Part of him and always present, unconsciously held onto. It is a deeper loneliness than the years without shushu. It is a loneliness deeper than shushu and Xiao and Ganyu and everyone combined. It is all of them and none of them at once. “Where to?”

“Still in Liyue Harbor. Yanfei and I found an apartment close to the Qixing offices,” Ganyu says. “It’s a bit of a walk from the station and we wouldn’t be the first occupants. But the view is nice. It’s high. You can see the fog rolling in and out every morning.”

“You and your clouds,” Xiao mutters.

Ganyu laughs, “Me and my clouds. Just so.”

-

Shushu and Shifu arrive the next day bearing gifts.

Shushu passes freshly cut sugarcane to Xiao as Shifu nods his approval at Yanfei’s double luck drawer handles.

Shifu is carrying a box under one arm that he places on the coffee table. “I brought copies of your photographs,” he says. “I thought you might like having them with you.”

Xiao would like nothing further from that, but Aether lights up and abandons the sugar cane in order to immediately begin poking through.

Yanfei goes to join him as they begin to rifle through the boxes contents, tugging Shifu into sitting with them to provide context for whatever travesty of Xiao’s youth they uncover. Xiao is deeply grateful for the fact that it’s only Yanfei here today. If the others attempt to come back Xiao will have time to dispose of or hide the photographs.

“Did you find it easy?” Xiao asks shushu, who’s gone to join Ganyu in the kitchen. 

“Yes,” shushu hums, “And your shifu only got distracted twice on the entire journey. I had to talk him out of buying you an entire set of chopsticks. As though he didn’t buy you some the first time you moved away. And then he wanted to get you a tea set. Again. As though he hadn’t already bought you one.”

Xiao sighs.

 “Let your shifu dote on you. You’re his baobei,” Azhdaha-shushu teases. “His first baby.”

“Ganyu is right here.”

“That’s different. She’s his youngest, he dotes on her differently.”

“There’s only the two of us. No matter what he’s going to dote if you phrase it like that.”

“How fortunate for us all, can you imagine what sort of mad house we’d be if there was a third?” Shushu shakes his head in mock dismay. As though he isn’t absolutely delighted by Shifu’s weakness towards children and the multiple ways it presents itself. “Come. While your shifu is distracted let us see if we can get dinner ready together, hm? We might be able to cheat and take a few shortcuts if he isn’t watching.”

Dinner is prepared in starts and stops because Ganyu and Xiao keep getting called into the living room in order to offer comments on various photographs and pieces of memorabilia that Shifu has brought over. Xiao didn’t realize Shifu had kept so many things from his and Ganyu’s childhoods.

“So. Not to put pressure on you — “

“You’re not starting off great if that’s how you’re leading,” Aether interrupts, looking between two pages in a photo album.

“But like. Ganyu and I can’t get married until you do. Tradition and stuff,” Yanfei waves her hand as if to encapsulate seven thousand years worth of Liyue traditions in one gesture. “So. You two moved in. Met the family. Considering doing your bows any time soon?”

Xiao turns to Ganyu. He doesn’t need to say anything because Ganyu has always known how to read his expressions and Xiao doesn’t think he’s being very opaque in this one.

But Ganyu just looks back at him, smile teasing the edges of her mouth and laughter sparkling in her eyes. Xiao’s stomach fills with dread. They probably planned this. This was a planned attack.

“She’s right xiong,” Ganyu says, to Xiao’s dismay, “It would hardly be filial of me to marry before my elder brother does. You would have me break propriety in such a way? In front of Shifu?”

Xiao turns towards Shifu and shushu, who are quite happily watching the exchange and showing no sign of interrupting. Shifu points out a photograph on one of the album pages and Aether’s eyes brighten in delight as he carefully slides it out of its sleeve for a closer look. Azhdaha-shushu chuckles under his breath as he checks food in the oven.

So he turns to Aether instead, “Tell them your sister will murder me.”

“Lumine will murder Xiao,” Aether says amiably, adding the photograph Shifu pointed out to a steadily growing stack next to him. Xiao has a sinking suspicion he means to get those framed. Aether points to another picture in the album. “Oh, where did this one get taken?”

Shifu leans over, long hair sliding over his shoulder as he reaches for the photograph Aether is looking at. His eyes crinkle at the corners when he takes it.

“Ah. This would be Xiao’s first day of high school. He had just gotten his braces.”

“Xiao-ge had braces?” Yanfei exclaims, “Where was all of this when I was being shown the family photos the first time around?”

Shifu holds the photograph in his hands, equal between Aether and Yanfei.

“Back then I showed you Ganyu’s photographs,” Shifu says, “Because you are Ganyu’s girlfriend. And now I am showing Xiao’s boyfriend Xiao’s photographs. Is it not appropriate?”

Xiao feels something in him throw its hands up in the air, giving up in the face of the excitement in Aether’s face, the warm delight in Shifu’s eyes, the brightness of Yanfei’s laugh, the satisfied curl of Ganyu’s lips, the steady presence of shushu at his back.

Shifu sighs. “Ah. It seems like it was only yesterday when I took this. And now Xiao has a job. And an apartment. An apartment shared with his boyfriend.”

His eyes glitter mischievously.

“And now talks about marriage. Xiao moves very quickly when he wants to, does’t he? I wonder where he learned this from.”

“Certainly not from you,” Azhdaha-shushu teases. “Stop teasing Xiao. We’re here to celebrate their move. Not give Xiao cause to pack up and run for the hills. Let’s eat before the food gets cold, or Xiao gets cold feet and chases us all back to Liyue Harbor.”

The six of them sit around the table — chairs mismatched because the table really was only meant for four — crowded together. It should be uncomfortable. His elbows almost brush Aether on one side and shushu on the other. But all Xiao can feel is contentment.

Aether’s ankle bumps against his and stays there.

It strikes Xiao all at once. That Aether can do that. That Aether is free to brush his ankle against Xiao’s and leave it there. That Xiao can turn to Aether and smile at him. That he can place food onto Aether’s plate just like this. He could even turn and give Aether a kiss if he wanted to. Right here. Right now.

And it would not be at all strange or unusual.

Because this is their home. They can do whatever they please in their own home.

Ganyu and Yanfei can stay over whenever they like. And Shifu and shushu can visit. Lumine and Paimon, too, certainly. Dainsleif if he ever chose to come down to Liyue.

They can put photographs in frames and put them on the wall. Their separated lives can mix on the walls and shelves and cabinets, blending like clouds and sky.  This isn’t Xiao’s apartment or Aether’s. It’s theirs.

They can make dinner and lunch like this and share it with friends and family or just each other. Their table will be a mix of places both of them have been and places one or the other has brought with them. Carried over memories and experiences becoming shared.

Xiao’s heart feels indescribably full.

This. This is what he wanted to show Shifu. Shushu. Ganyu. This is why he wanted to wait. This is what he tried and failed to explain to Shifu earlier.

Look, he thinks dazed as he lets the conversation flow around and through and over him, look at what we’ve made.

Xiao says nothing. He lets himself relax into the sounds of his family, slowly putting the food that they made together into his mouth. And he lets the future unfurl before him.

A moment that can stretch to encompass every moment after this. Regardless of time or place. A family dinner so mundane it can be layered over every family dinner like a template.

Consistency. What a gift, what a blessing.

Xiao presses his ankle back against Aether’s.

What an honor.

  


