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“You know,” Shenhe’s grandmother says, “I’m growing so old… It would make me so happy to know you’re happy with someone…”

As things go, an interaction like this is pretty par for the course for Shenhe’s visits home to Liyue Harbor. Their entire extended family crowds into the big house every winter holiday and Lantern Rite—and somehow, even though there are thirty-five people in the house this year (an increase from the previous years’ thirty-three, since Chongyun brought Xingqiu over for the holidays and one of their aunts had another baby), her grandmother still found the time to single her out for a conversation like… this.

“Nǎinai, you are not dying anytime soon,” Shenhe says flatly. “Do not start this with me.”

Although her grandmother’s arthritis has worsened in the last few years and she’s in a wheelchair at almost all hours of the day, she’s still one of the liveliest people Shenhe knows. All of this is just overblown dramatics, in Shenhe’s opinion. Still, she is getting older. A moment goes by, and then Shenhe adds, with a touch of apprehension, “You’re not dying, are you?”

“Shen-er,” her grandmother says, her voice fond. “I am in excellent health. There is nothing for you to worry yourself over. But I do worry about you, you know. A-Yun is engaged now, and you’re still—”

Now that she knows no one’s on their deathbed, Shenhe feels no guilt about cutting in. “Nǎinai. I’m fine on my own. I’m focusing on my career, you know.”

“And I’m very proud of you.” Her grandmother reaches up to pinch Shenhe’s cheek. Shenhe accepts this indignity with quiet resignation. “My first grandchild, the youngest professor at the University of Jueyun Karst! You know I just want you to be happy. That’s all.”


Being home for the holidays means that Shenhe and Chongyun are conscripted into grocery runs at Second Life, just like old times. With thirty-five people currently in the house for the holidays, their family is burning through their food stores at a corresponding rate. Shenhe gets the feeling this isn’t the only grocery run she’ll be sent on before she goes back to Jueyun Karst.

Still, time with Chongyun is always appreciated. He’s finally back in Liyue for good, having finished up grad school in Inazuma last summer. With her job keeping her up in Jueyun Karst for the majority of the year, though, they still don’t get to spend much time together. They talk regularly—ever since she moved to Jueyun Karst years ago, Chongyun’s made a point out of calling her at least once a week—but every time she sees him in person, it seems like he’s grown so much. It makes for an odd sort of dissonance; her beloved baby cousin is already in his late twenties, living in an apartment in Feiyun Slope with his boyfriend, and engaged to top it all off. Changes like this truly have a way of making a woman feel ancient.

Today, the two of them have left Xingqiu to sleep in, opting to hit Second Life early in the morning before the crowds of holiday shoppers descend upon it. They find everything on their list with little difficulty; with groceries in hand, they decide to reward themselves with some boba from the stand just inside the store entrance.

“Jiějie, you can go first.” Chongyun waves his phone at her. “Xingqiu just woke up. I’m waiting for him to text me his order.”

Shenhe steps up to the counter, orders her usualdrink, and then steps aside, waving Chongyun forward. Chongyun orders his usualand what Shenhe presumes is Xingqiu’s drink of choice, then tries to surreptitiously slide his credit card over to the cashier to pay for all three of their drinks. Before his card makes it to the reader, Shenhe body-checks him out of the way, shoving her own card at the cashier. “Don’t let him pay. I’ve got this.”

It’s a battle they fight every time they get food together, and one Chongyun has never once won. As they move to the side to wait for their drinks, he slumps over dejectedly. “I can’t believe you did all of that with the rice sack over your shoulder, jiějie. I go to the gym every week, but you make me look like a weakling in comparison.”

Shenhe glances at her shoulder, where she is indeed holding the twenty-kilo sack of rice Auntie Shufen requested as casually as if it were a purse she’d thrown over her shoulder. She’d forgotten it was there. She decides not to mention this to her cousin.

“Also,” Chongyun goes on, “I can pay for us now, you know. I’m not a broke grad student anymore.”

Shenhe works to keep her face carefully blank, fighting the smile that threatens to crawl across her lips. “I’m only in town a few times a year. Stop complaining and let me treat you.”

“Yeah, but you wouldn’t even let me pay when I was living in Inazuma and came home once in two years, jiějie—”

“Cold lemon mountain tea, half sugar, half ice, with pearls, Yakult with mountain tea, half sugar, 100 percent ice, cold brown sugar pearl oolong tea latte,” the boba shop employee rattles off, interrupting Chongyun.

With his momentum sufficiently disrupted, Chongyun grumbles under his breath and follows Shenhe up to the counter. He grabs a couple of straws, tucking them into his jacket pocket, then picks up his and Xingqiu’s drinks and steps to the side. Shenhe picks up her own drink and a straw, stripping the plastic wrapping off the straw and tossing it into the nearby trash can.

“Salty cream oolong tea, zero percent sugar, half ice with grass jelly.”

Someone rushes past her toward the counter, bumping into her on the way. Startled, Shenhe stabs her straw through the plastic lid of her drink with a little too much force, and the drink goes spilling all over herself and the person. She looks up, an irritated Watch it at the ready, and makes eye contact with one of the most beautiful women she’s ever seen in her life.

The woman’s hair is short and black and fading into blue at the ends, cut choppily in a style oddly reminiscent of Xingqiu’s. The resemblance ends there. She’s got piercing green eyes, a low-cut blouse now soaked through and plastered to her skin with the remainder of Shenhe’s lemon mountain tea, a mole right above—

Shenhe jerks her eyes back up, embarrassed. There’s no good reason to go about ogling women in the middle of Second Life, even if they are drop-dead gorgeous. Belatedly, her brain reconnects to her mouth, and she gets out, “I’m s—”

“I’m so sorry. Please, let me buy you another one. No, I insist,” the woman goes on, over Shenhe’s protests. Before Shenhe can even blink, she’s taken Shenhe by the shoulder and steered her back toward the counter, where she looks at Shenhe expectantly.

Shenhe shrugs and gives in. “Cold lemon mountain tea, half sugar, half ice, with pearls.”

Chongyun doesn’t say anything as the woman pays, apologizes once again, and leaves. He stands there quietly, his drink in one hand and Xingqiu’s in another, patiently waiting for her new drink. As they walk back to the car, drinks in hand and their shopping cart clattering loudly along the uneven pavement of the Second Life parking lot, he finally says, his tone a little injured, “Jiějie, you let her pay for your drink, but not me? You don’t even know who she is.”

He’s pouting, although he’d absolutely deny it if she pointed it out. They reach Shenhe’s car; Chongyun holds on to the cart as Shenhe pops the trunk open. As they start loading the groceries into the trunk, Chongyun adds, “Also, I think she was flirting with you.”

Neither Shenhe nor Chongyun have ever been particularly adept at reading people. Shenhe takes this observation with a grain of salt.

“Enough out of you.” She elbows him none too gently in the ribs. “Get back to loading the car. Nǎinai fusses enough about my nonexistent love life without you getting involved as well.”


Shenhe keeps running into the woman after that. It’s strange; Liyue Harbor is the biggest city in all of Liyue, and yet somehow, the same woman shows up everywhere. At Wanwen Bookhouse, when Shenhe enlists Chongyun’s help to find last-minute gifts for their cousins, she appears in the same aisle, paging through a book with a serious frown on her face; the day after that, when Shenhe takes Chongyun and Xingqiu to the nearby coffeeshop to escape the chaos of the house for an hour or two, she’s standing to the side of the counter, waiting for her own drink; the next day, when they go down to the market to buy shrimp for Auntie Xiuying’s famous har gow, she’s there waiting for Uncle Sun to wrap up a fish.

Every time she sees the woman, they exchange polite nods; by the time they run into each other at the market, they’ve graduated to saying polite good mornings and how are yous; but then, in a flash, the woman always disappears just as quickly as she appeared. Shenhe’s always thrown off balance by the woman’s sudden appearance, so much so that she always forgets to ask for the woman’s name.


“I think three times is enough to establish a pattern, jiějie,” Chongyun says. He’s been there for all of Shenhe’s odd encounters with the mysterious woman. She finds herself inclined to agree with him.

“There’s no way you can run into someone in Liyue Harbor almost every day on accident,” Xingqiu contributes. He’s lying on his back, head pillowed on Chongyun’s lap, holding his phone aloft in the air and reading through something on the screen. He was only there for the coffeeshop encounter, so Shenhe finds herself a little less inclined to agree with him. “This city is enormous. Statistically, it’s almost impossible.”

“And how would she run into me every day on purpose, hm?” Shenhe says flatly. “You make it sound like she has some kind of spy network.”

“The world of big business has many dark corners, jiějie.” Xingqiu sits up, adopting a serious expression. It’s undercut just a bit by the way the corner of his mouth twitches, a smile threatening to break through. “I wouldn’t put it past someone in Liyue Harbor to have their own personal spy network. But never you fear! We have connections, too—we’ll find your mystery lady!”

Shenhe blinks, decides to avoid the topic of “her mystery lady” altogether, and skips straight to a question she’s asked many a time in the years Chongyun and Xingqiu have been friends: “Why do I hang out with you?”

“Because you love Chongyun,” Xingqiu says cheerfully. Brandishing the ring on his hand, he adds, “Unfortunately for you, we’re a package deal now!”


The next day, Dr. Liu invites Shenhe out for lunch at the Wanmin Restaurant with her and her family. If any of her other coworkers had asked, Shenhe would have said no right away, knowing it would just be uncomfortable for both of them. Any awkwardness between her and Dr. Liu flew out the window long ago, though; this woman saw her at her absolute worst when advising her through her master’s, and then her Ph.D. She’s as good as a second mother to Shenhe at this point.

Like Shenhe, Dr. Liu’s taking advantage of the break to visit her family here in Liyue Harbor. Today, their group at the Wanmin consists of Dr. Liu; her sister, who insists that Shenhe call her Granny Ping; her brother, Zhongli, who by contrast is fine being called by his first name; and a handful of their nephews and nieces, most of whom are around Shenhe’s age and have more or less adopted her as an honorary cousin.

Lunch is pleasant as always. The food at the Wanmin is something Shenhe can never quite replicate at home, no matter how she tries—although Dr. Liu, a proficient cook herself, always mutters under her breath about how she could make such-and-such a dish at home, if she only had the time, you understand. They eat their fill, and then like clockwork, Dr. Liu, Granny Ping, and Zhongli go off on one of their long, tangent-ridden conversations. It’s par for the course for their lunches, and the younger family members at the table are all settled in for what promises to be at least another hour at the restaurant. Yaoyao, the youngest cousin by nearly two decades, is playing a game on her tablet. Yanfei, the second-youngest cousin, carries the conversation, as she always does. She complains about work with Ganyu, peppers Xiao and Shenhe with questions about life in Dihua Marsh and Jueyun Karst, readily derails the entire conversation to tell them about something Hu Tao did the other day—it’s a display of energy and conversational acumen that Shenhe, who fumbles her way through most daily conversations with the help of a carefully constructed mental flowchart, could never hope to match.

Halfway through an anecdote about work that Shenhe honestly lost the thread of about five minutes ago, Yanfei spots someone she knows over Shenhe’s shoulder and pauses her retelling to wave them down. “Yelan! Over here!”

“Hello, Yanfei, Ganyu, Xiao. And—oh, my.”

Something about that voice seems… familiar. Shenhe turns around to face the newcomer.

“We keep running into each other, don’t we? I should introduce myself,” Yanfei’s friend says, leaning in. “My name is Yelan.”

Shenhe’s run into this woman all over Liyue Harbor at this point, so perhaps running into her here at the Wanmin shouldn’t be all that surprising. Having a name to put to the face is a welcome change of pace, though.

“I’m Shenhe,” she says, extending her hand to shake Yelan’s.

“Shenhe, huh?” Yelan’s fingers are cool against her hand, and it’s not particularly hot inside the Wanmin, but Shenhe feels her face go warm regardless. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


Shenhe couldn’t tell you what, exactly, she and Yelan talked about in the fifteen minutes after that—she’ll only recall bits and pieces in the days after. Yelan’s funny. Interesting. Direct, in a way Shenhe appreciates. Completely focused on Shenhe, in a way that takes her by surprise. Yanfei was the one who called her over, but Yelan just talks to Shenhe the entire time—even when her phone rings, she just glances at the caller ID, slides it back into her pocket, and keeps talking to Shenhe.

Eventually, though, two things interrupt their conversation simultaneously: Xiangling shouts from the counter “Yelan-jiě! Your takeout’s ready, come get it!”, and Yelan’s phone rings again, insistently. Yelan checks her phone and scowls. Swiping to answer the call, she mouths a rueful Sorry and rushes off to the counter, jamming her phone between her shoulder and her ear in one smooth move. As she makes her way over to the counter, Shenhe hears her snap, “Beidou, what do you want?”

In Yelan’s wake, they sit there in silence for a moment. Yaoyao stares at her tablet, still completely engrossed in her game. Yanfei, Ganyu, and Xiao all look at Shenhe, varying degrees of curiosity on their faces. Shenhe briefly considers making a tactical retreat to the bathroom, or maybe just fleeing the restaurant altogether. Before she can make a run for it, though, Yanfei asks, “You know Yelan?”

“I’ve been… running into her around town lately.” Shenhe shrugs, trying to maintain her usual air of unaffectedness. This proves a little more difficult than she’d like. “How do you know her?”

“She works with the Tianquan,” Ganyu contributes. “I believe she’s part of the Ministry of Civil Affairs.”

Ganyu, as the Qixing’s secretary, has a photographic memory of everyone who’s ever passed through the doors of Yuehai Pavilion, the complex that houses the Qixing’s headquarters. Yanfei does legal consulting work for the Qixing now and again, highlighting loopholes in the Tianquan’s carefully-written laws. If Yelan works with the Tianquan, it’d make sense for them to know her. But Xiao lives up at Wangshu, and he’s famously even more antisocial than Shenhe, which begs the question—”How do you know her?”

“We were stuck together in the Chasm,” Xiao says, and doesn’t elaborate.

Yanfei, on the other hand, is always willing to elaborate. “Hike gone wrong,” she chips in. “A law school friend of mine and one of her friends were visiting Liyue, so I offered to take them out for a hike at the Chasm. We ran into Xiao-ge there with his partner and their cousin, and Yelan was there too, so we all decided to hike together… and then there was a landslide.”

“She’s very capable,” Xiao nods. “There are worse people to be trapped with.”

A cheerful jingle sounds from Yaoyao’s tablet, and she looks up for the first time since she finished her lunch. “Shenhe-jiějie,” she says, “why didn’t you get the pretty lady’s number? That’s what Granny Ping’s shows say you’re supposed to do when you like someone.”

“Yaoyao,” all the older cousins say in unison. Shenhe’s mouth twists into an involuntary grimace; she’s not quite sure how to feel about being read like a book by a ten-year-old, especially one whose entire concept of romance is built on daytime dramas.

“I don’t see Yelan act like this very often, though. Or, like, ever, actually,” Yanfei muses. Seconds later, her eyes go wide in realization. “Ooh, maybe she’s into you. Xiao-ge, Ganyu-jiě, what do you think?”

“Do not drag me into this,” Xiao says.

Shenhe shifts uncomfortably in her seat. There’s an odd sensation rising up in her chest, a sort of clenching feeling that she doesn’t want to poke at too hard, for fear of what she might find.

Ganyu must notice her discomfort, by the look of understanding in her eyes. Instead of saying anything in response to Yanfei’s question, she asks, “Was that Beidou on the phone? She’s been in and out of Yuehai Pavilion almost every day lately. The Crux is sourcing all the fireworks for the New Year’s Eve celebration at the Jade Chamber. Ah, that reminds me, Beidou was supposed to email me project updates sometime today…”

As if on instinct, she pulls out her phone, unlocking it and opening up her email app before Yanfei snatches it away from her. “Ganyu-jiě,” she scolds, “don’t look at your phone right now! This is a work-free zone!”

Shenhe tilts her head to the side. “Weren’t you just complaining about work before this?”

“Yes, but I wasn’t doing any work,” Yanfei huffs, as if that explains everything. “Ganyu-jiě, you’re not on the clock! Don’t check your email!”

Shenhe, who replied to one of her students’ emails at two in the morning just last week, concludes that perhaps Yanfei has a sense of work-life balance that she and Ganyu do not. (She’s willing to bet that Dr. Liu, as her mentor and Ganyu’s mother, is probably the source of their shared lack of understanding.)

Yanfei stares pointedly at Ganyu until she slips her phone back into her purse, then bounces back quickly. “Anyway! Are you going to the New Year’s Eve celebration, Ganyu-jiě? You definitely are, right? They’re letting me bring a plus one this year, so I’m bringing Hu Tao…”

With the conversation successfully diverted to the topic of the upcoming New Year’s Eve celebration, Shenhe relaxes a little. The odd feeling in her chest sticks around, though, refusing to dissipate even by the time Dr. Liu and her family finally wrap up their conversation and start saying their goodbyes.

“Thank you for lunch,” Shenhe says, as everyone parts ways. “I’ll see you next week, Dr. Liu.”

“Travel safely, Shenhe.” Dr. Liu pats her on the shoulder, a fond smile pulling at the corner of her mouth. “Enjoy the rest of your break. One looks forward to working with you in the new year.”


When Shenhe comes home from the Wanmin, she barely has time to put her purse down before Auntie Xiuying recruits her and Chongyun to peel shrimp for that evening’s har gow. Xingqiu, notably, is excluded from this effort—partially because Auntie Xiuying still considers him a guest who shouldn’t have to work for his food, and partially because she knows he’ll try to swap out the carrot slices for something else while her back’s turned. He’s out in the living room with a good book, ostensibly supervising the younger cousins while their aunties and uncles are caught up in endless rounds of mahjong.

So it’s just Shenhe, Chongyun, and the enormous bag of shrimp they hauled home from the market yesterday. They’ve done this enough times that it’s second nature by now: pop off the head, dig your thumbs into the seam between the shrimp’s rows of legs, crack open the shell and peel it off, pull off the tail in one smooth motion, make a slit down the back and devein the shrimp. Chongyun takes on the task of beheading and peeling the shrimp, building a pile of shrimp between the two of them for Shenhe to devein and toss into a bowl of ice water. They work in comfortable silence for a while; then, about a quarter of the way through the bag, Chongyun says, “Jiějie, you’ve been scowling at the shrimp like they personally insulted you. What’s on your mind?”

Shenhe jerks in surprise. Only years of training (read: nagging) from her grandmother and Auntie Xiuying keep her from dropping her knife. To his credit, Chongyun only flinches a little; he gathers himself quickly and starts on the shrimp again, waiting patiently for her to answer.

“I ran into that woman again,” Shenhe says, after he’s beheaded and peeled about five shrimp. She picks up one of them, making a neat incision down the back and pulling the vein out. “I talked to her. It was… nice.”

“Oh!” When she looks over at Chongyun, his eyes are practically sparkling with excitement. “Did you get her name this time?”

“Her name’s Yelan,” Shenhe offers. She deveins another shrimp, tossing it into the bowl of ice water, and thinks back to the conversation she’d had with Yelan. Yelan’s gorgeous—Shenhe’s known that from the start—but she’s intriguing, too, in a way that makes Shenhe want to know more about her.

She picks up another shrimp. It’s easier to speak with something to focus on, instead of meeting Chongyun’s earnest gaze. “Yanfei thinks she might like me.”

“And?”

Having a conversation like this with her cousin is mortifying, but he’s the only one she could turn to for advice. She scowls, tightening her grip on the knife, and grits out, “A-Yun, I—I think I like her.”

“So…” Chongyun frowns. “Let me get this straight. You think you might like Yelan. And Yanfei thinks she might be into you too. Why is that a bad thing?”

“It’s just—” Shenhe fumbles for words. The odd feeling in her chest intensifies, something in her heart clenching almost painfully at the idea. She’s felt something like this before, but it’s nothing to do with romance. She has no romantic experience to speak of, after all. Still, it feels familiar, like—oh.

She remembers.

It’s the feeling of being six years old, watching her mother battle for her life in the hospital. Watching her father’s slow breakdown, nearly driven mad by love and grief. Clinging tightly to her grandmother’s hand, heart clenching in panic, terrified that she’d lose both her parents at once.

Her mother survived, and her father came back to himself, but Shenhe learned a valuable lesson from that long year: love comes with its own set of dangers. It doesn’t make you weak, necessarily. She loves Chongyun, and her grandmother, and her parents, and the rest of her enormous family, and none of that makes her any physically weaker. But love makes you susceptible in a way nothing else does. It opens you up to all sorts of hurts you wouldn’t experience on your own. Letting someone into your life like that—who knows you like nobody else, whose loss would devastate you like nothing else—it’s intimidating. Terrifying, even.

She tries to figure out how to put all of that into words, and comes up with nothing. Instead, she asks, “What do you get?”

Chongyun blinks at her, confused. “What do I get from what?”

“From—romance. Relationships. Letting someone in.”

“I think it’s different for everyone,” Chongyun says thoughtfully. His hands pause, leaving a shrimp half-peeled as he tries to put his thoughts together. “I’ve known Xingqiu almost my whole life, so it’s not like I really let him in. He’s always been there.

“But from our relationship? I mean, it’s not like he completes me or something sappy like that. We’re our own separate people. When we were broken up, I was still myself. But Xingqiu knows me like no one else does. He’s my best friend, and having him in my life makes me happy. Maybe that’s all I get, but maybe that’s all I need.”

He smiles fondly down at the ring on his finger, heedless of the half-peeled shrimp still sitting limply in his hand. Shenhe feels something in her chest clench, something less related to Yelan and more related to the fact that her baby cousin’s grown up so much.

“Relationships aren’t always easy,” Chongyun continues, looking up again to meet her eyes. “They can get pretty complicated. But I think in the end love’s about being willing to try again, and again, and again. So if this thing with Yelan might make you happy, then isn’t it worth a shot, jiějie? I think you deserve to be happy, too.”

His words, so reminiscent of their grandmother’s, bring a fond smile to her own lips. “Xingqiu really is good for you, huh?”

As if summoned by his name, Xingqiu pokes his head into the kitchen. “Hey, Yunyun, is it too late for me to swap the carrot slices out? I can slice a radish right now—”

All sentimentality gone, Shenhe waves the knife at him. “Auntie Xiuying said not to let you anywhere near the carrots.”

“You can pick the carrots off your own har gow later,” Chongyun says placatingly. “Don’t get in Māma’s way on this one. Anyway, you’re too early. We’re still working on the shrimp.”

“Ugh, fine,” Xingqiu grumbles. “What have you two been up to in here?”

Chongyun looks back and forth between Xingqiu and Shenhe, then whispers, very unsubtly, “Jiějie, is it okay if I tell him?” When Shenhe nods, he launches into a recap of the developments thus far. It’s embarrassing to listen to, but it’s less mortifying than telling Xingqiu herself.

“Yelan, huh?” Xingqiu says thoughtfully, when Chongyun’s done. As Shenhe and Chongyun resume their combined attack on the shrimp, he taps something out rapidly on his phone. It dings, and dings again.

Chongyun’s phone vibrates on the counter in time with the dings from Xingqiu’s phone; he looks mournfully down at his shrimp-covered hands, then cranes his neck over to squint at Xingqiu’s phone screen instead. Xingqiu tilts it toward him to let him read; a moment goes by, and then Chongyun asks, “Hey, jiějie, when did you say you’re heading back to Jueyun Karst?”

Shenhe frowns, thinking back to the long out-of-office block she’d placed on her work Outlook calendar before the break. “The morning of the second. Why?”

“Do you have any plans for New Year’s Eve?”


Historically, Liyue hasn’t really cared much for Teyvatian New Year’s festivities. Lantern Rite marks the beginning of the Liyuen new year, after all. But immigrants from the bordering countries of Mondstadt, Fontaine, and Sumeru have built Christmas and Teyvatian New Year’s up into a season of celebration formidable enough to derail work and school for a week or two.

The biggest feature of Liyue’s Teyvatian New Year’s festivities for the past decade or so has been the New Year’s Eve fireworks at the Jade Chamber, the skyscraper in the Yuehai Pavilion complex that hosts the Tianquan’s offices. It’s an event attended by some of the most important people in Liyue, government officials and celebrities and business magnates—and this year, Shenhe’s got a ticket.

She’s not a hundred percent sure why she’s here, in all honesty. As a professor, the odds of her getting anything out of this event are unlikely; government officials and celebrities and business magnates aren’t all too interested in academia or mechanical engineering. But Chongyun asked her to come along, and she didn’t have anything better to do tonight, anyway.

Chongyun and all his friends are here tonight, in some capacity or another. It’s how Shenhe got in; ostensibly, she’s here as Yun Jin’s plus one. Yun Jin and her troupe are performing to kick off the festivities tonight, and kindly offered Shenhe her spare ticket since Xinyan’s also doing a set and therefore has a ticket of her own. Xiangling, as the winner of this fall’s Moonchase Festival competition, has secured catering rights for the Wanmin for this year’s celebrations. Xingqiu and Yanfei are there on behalf of their workplaces, with Chongyun and Hu Tao tagging along as their plus ones. Shenhe’s glad to know someone here—someone she can actually talk to, anyway. Ganyu’s here, but she doesn’t count because she’s swamped by her coworkers at all times. Still, they’re all definitely closer to each other than they are to her. Being here is a little awkward, in all honesty.

So she’s at the open bar, nursing a glass of champagne. You don’t have to hang out here, Shenhe-jiějie, Xiangling assured her at the beginning of the evening. I’ll keep an eye on Chongyun tonight! He won’t do anything stupid on my watch! But it’s not like she has anything better to do anyway, so she leans against the wall, keeping a watchful eye out for her cousin and taking in the sights.

Onstage, Yun Jin and her troupe take their final bows, exiting the stage to uproarious cheers and applause. At the side of the stage, the next band stands at the ready, instruments in hand. The dance floor in front of the stage is slowly filling up, people gathering in anticipation of the next set.

“Hi, jiějie.” Chongyun approaches her, a glass of soda in his hand. He leans against the wall next to her, watching as the next band takes the stage. “How are you enjoying the party?”

“Not quite my scene,” Shenhe says honestly, “but it’s alright. Yun Jin’s performance was excellent as always.”

“She was really good! But yeah. Everything’s so… fancy, isn’t it?” Chongyun takes a sip of his soda, looking around the room. Their family’s well off—the size of the house Chongyun’s parents share with their grandmother is a prime example of this—but the opulence of this celebration is on another level altogether. “Xingqiu brought me here for the first time last year, and it was so intimidating.”

Shenhe shrugs. “They’re rich, but they’re still people. They bleed the same as everyone else.”

“Jiějie.”

“What? It’s true,” Shenhe retorts. She finishes her glass of champagne, tipping her head back to drain the last drops from the glass. “Anyway. It was nice to watch Yun Jin, but why did you bring me here again?”

“Well,” Chongyun says, “Yun Jin had the extra ticket and you didn’t have anything else to do tonight, did you? Also, Y—”

“Yunyun! There you are,” Xingqiu interrupts. “The dancing’s about to start!”

Xingqiu pulls Chongyun out to the dance floor as the band onstage kicks off its first song, something slow and jazzy. As the singer croons, exhorting her lover to tell her what they’re doing New Year’s Eve, Shenhe glares at Xingqiu over Chongyun’s shoulder, just to make sure he knows she’s keeping an eye on them, and then goes back to the bar to drop off her glass and get another drink.

The band’s not particularly noisy—not in comparison to Xinyan’s band, anyway—but after a song or two, the noise and the crowds get to Shenhe. She pushes her way through the crowds, glass in hand, and makes her way outside to get some air.

The Jade Chamber’s top floor has a large balcony that looks out over all of Liyue Harbor; it’s a gorgeous view, and one not everyone in Liyue has the privilege of seeing. She leans on the railing of the balcony, looking out over the city. A little of the party’s noise drifts out through the large floor-to-ceiling windows behind her. Far below her, the lights of Liyue Harbor twinkle like tiny stars; its streets remain as busy as ever despite the holiday, cars whizzing back and forth in a swarm of sparkling yellow and red lights. The breeze carries some of the sounds of the city streets up to her; it’s strong this evening, making it just cold enough that most of the party’s attendees don’t want to come out to the balcony. She’s alone out here—

“Fancy seeing you here.”

—or so she thought, anyway.

Shenhe has a pretty good guess as to who this might be. She turns around, though, just to make sure.

“We seem to run into each other everywhere lately,” Yelan continues, approaching her slowly.

“Something like that’s supposed to be statistically impossible, apparently,” Shenhe says, leaning back against the railing. “I’ve just been going about my business. How do you keep finding me?”

“I could tell you,” Yelan shrugs. She comes to a stop less than a meter from Shenhe, looking up at her with a smirk. “But then I’d have to kill you.”

Shenhe sizes her up, looking her up and down. Tonight, Yelan’s wearing a black halter dress with a plunging neckline and a long slit up the leg. From what Shenhe can see of her—which is, honestly, quite a lot—she’s not all that muscular, and probably not too physically strong. She might be able to hold her own against Shenhe for a minute or two, but no more than that.

“I’d like to see you try,” she says flatly.

As the words leave her mouth, she wonders if that was the right thing to say. It’s a bit intense for normal conversation—the kind of response that would make Chongyun flush in embarrassment and hiss, Jiějie, you can’t just say that. It doesn’t seem to faze Yelan, though; on the contrary, her eyes go wide, and then a smirk spreads across her face. She steps past Shenhe to lean on the railing and look out over the city, her shoulder just close enough to brush Shenhe’s.

Shenhe turns back toward the city, facing the same way as Yelan, and asks, “So, do we finally get to talk without you rushing off?”

Yelan laughs. “It’s a rare opportunity, isn’t it? But yes. Tonight, I’m all yours.”


The last hour of the year flies by like this: the two of them shoulder to shoulder, looking out over Liyue Harbor. Shenhe doesn’t even notice the time’s gone by until there’s a screech of feedback from inside, and then Xinyan’s voice sounds over the speakers: “Alright, y’all! Just a few minutes left in this year! The Mondstadters say you gotta start the new year the way you’d like to spend the rest of it: in the arms of someone you love! So grab a partner—with consent, remember, consent is sexy—and get ready for the countdown!”

Inadvertently, Shenhe’s gaze darts to the side. Yelan’s there, much closer to her than before. Her eyes move unsubtly down to Shenhe’s lips, then back up to meet her gaze. “A kiss at midnight, huh. While we’re here… might as well, right?”

Shenhe wants to say yes. She looks at Yelan, and she wants. But something in her chest clenches again, and instead, she finds herself saying, “You know I’m not here for much longer, right? I’m not even in Liyue Harbor for most of the year. I don’t know if this is something you want to get into.”

Perhaps it’s better to burn her bridges before they’re even built; to let go of Yelan on her own terms. But her clumsy attempt to deflect Yelan’s advances doesn’t quite land. Yelan just shrugs, says matter-of-factly, “This only has to mean what you want it to. But for the record? I think you’re fascinating, and I’d love to get to know you better.”

“I—”

The countdown begins, a chorus of voices rising up to cut Shenhe off.


Ten! Nine! Eight!


“I’ve said my piece.”


Seven! Six!


“It’s up to you to decide what you want to do with that information.”


Five! Four!


Shenhe makes a choice. Leans down.


Three!


“Well? What are you waiting for?” Yelan murmurs, her lips nearly close enough to brush Shenhe’s when she speaks.


Two!


Shenhe breathes in.


One!


Then, as fireworks explode across the sky to ring in the new year, she kisses Yelan.

It’s a simple kiss at first, a gentle push and pull, and then Yelan takes control. In one smooth move, she flips around, maneuvering them into a position where Shenhe’s pinning her against the railing. She reaches up, tangling her fingers into Shenhe’s hair, and pulls her down into a deeper, hungrier kiss.

Eventually, the fireworks end, and they pull apart. Shenhe sucks in a deep breath. Oxygen, apparently, is a thing she needs. She’d kind of forgotten about it. Centimeters away from her, Yelan gasps for air; her pupils are blown wide, her irises a thin ring of green, her lips red and kiss-bitten. Something flips over in Shenhe’s stomach as she realizes she’s the one that did that to Yelan.

They hang there for a moment, seemingly frozen in time, and then inside, a handful of Mondstadters and Fontainians burst into song. With Xinyan holding her mic out to them, their voices ring out over the speakers, alcohol slurring their words together just slightly: Should auld acquaintance be forgot, and never brought to mind—

Shenhe winces at the sudden noise. Yelan just smiles, leans in close enough for her lips to brush the shell of Shenhe’s ear. “If you’d like to get out of here, I know a quieter place we can continue this conversation.”


The mid-morning sunlight of a new year filters in through the curtains, landing as one long stripe of light across the bed. Shenhe rubs at her eyes, taking in her surroundings. She’s lying on a soft queen-sized bed—definitely not the futon she’s been sleeping on in Chongyun’s room. There’s someone curled up warm against her side, legs tangled with hers. Something’s buzzing insistently on the nightstand.

A few more buzzes later, she recognizes the pattern and realizes that it’s her phone. She snakes an arm out from under the covers, snatching it up as the last of a series of texts comes in.


Chongyun❄️



uh jiějie congrats on the sex but also



do you know when you’re coming home

i can only cover for you for so long

if lăolao finds out i lost you at the new year’s eve party you know she will come for your head not mine :(






Shenhe sits up abruptly, the covers sliding off her bare shoulders, and scans the room in an attempt to locate her clothes. She may be the oldest grandchild, but Chongyun’s absolutely the favorite; leaving him alone to go gallivanting is exactly the kind of thing their grandmother would give her an earful for, even if Chongyun is twenty-seven now and perfectly capable of taking care of himself.

She’s halfway through tapping out a quick omw home when Yelan reaches out, her long fingers wrapping around Shenhe’s wrist. Shenhe tries not to think about where those fingers were last night and fails miserably.

“Stay,” Yelan rasps, her voice rough with sleep, her eyes barely open. “Just a little longer.”

Shenhe looks down at Yelan, lit by the singular strip of sunlight coming in through the curtain, and backspaces everything she’d just typed. She frowns down at her phone for a moment, then taps out a new message.




remember all those drinks i bought you over the years



time to pay me back



!!








There’s silence on his end for a minute, and then a long message comes through:




Shenhe-jiějie! This is Xingqiu. If anyone asks: you ran into some high school friends at the party, and they invited you out to see the first sunrise of the new year, so you stayed over at their place. You haven’t seen them in a long time, so you’re catching up. We don’t know when you’ll be back. ;)








Shenhe texts back a thumbs up emoji and a quick thx and silences her phone. Putting it face down on the nightstand, she turns back to face Yelan.

“So,” Yelan says, her voice low. Her grip tightens around Shenhe’s wrist, squeezing it briefly before she lets go, her fingers trailing up Shenhe’s arm. “Would you mind reminding me where we left off last night…?”

It’s an opening, one that offers an easy way out. Shenhe can pick up the conversation they had last night, or she and Yelan can simply go for another round.

The prospect of a second round is tempting; Shenhe’s never had a night like that in her life. Still, the conversation they had last night is important enough to outweigh it. She breathes in.

“You asked me,” she says quietly, “what type of person I wanted you to be to me.”

Yelan’s eyes widen slightly in surprise. “And?” she asks, after a moment. “Do you have an answer?”

“I’m… still not sure what exactly I want. But—”

Chongyun’s words run through her head once again: if this thing with Yelan might make you happy, then isn’t it worth a shot, jiějie? I think you deserve to be happy, too.

“—I like being with you,” Shenhe says slowly. “I’d like to get to know you better, too. This won’t be easy, but I still want to give it a try.”

A satisfied grin slowly spreads over Yelan’s face. “I’m game if you are, darling. Now. I believe we still have some… other unfinished business from last night.”

Yelan loops her arms around Shenhe’s neck, pulling her back down. Shenhe goes, willingly.


Sunlight streams in through the curtains as Shenhe kicks off the blankets. It’s still early, but August days in Liyue Harbor tend to warm up quickly; as soon as the sun rises, the temperature begins to climb. Jueyun Karst, as a mountain city, stays cooler year-round, making it a much more pleasant place to be in the summers. For all its pleasant weather, though, there’s something here in Liyue Harbor that Shenhe can’t get in Jueyun Karst.

She leans over, reaching out to shake the lump of blankets next to her. “Hey. Time to wake up.”

Yelan rolls over, blinking sleepily up at her. She’s wearing one of the shirts Shenhe left here the last time she visited, the neckline slipping down to reveal the long, pale line of her neck. “Mmh. Are you sure we can’t stay in bed just a little longer?”

Shenhe averts her eyes, willing herself to focus. “Come on, get up. We’re meeting my cousin for breakfast in an hour.”


“Did Shenhe-jiějie prep you for today?” Xingqiu asks around a mouthful of croissant.

“Prep?” Yelan tilts her head to the side.

The four of them—Xingqiu, Yelan, Chongyun, and Shenhe—are in a new Fontainian cafe that just opened in Feiyun Slope, grabbing breakfast before heading over as a group to visit Chongyun’s place. Most of their relatives are at their own homes, since it’s not a holiday today, but Shenhe’s parents are in town to visit her grandmother; she and Yelan have been talking about introducing her to the family lately, and it’s absolutely kinder to introduce her to the small handful of relatives Shenhe’s closest to before throwing her in the deep end with their entire extended family.

Taking a sip from his iced coffee, Chongyun observes, “I think that means no.”

“Well!” Xingqiu claps his hands. “Luckily for you, I’m an expert. If you’re meeting their grandmother for the first time—”

“I’ll leave this in your expert hands,” Shenhe says, standing up. “I need to use the restroom.”

Yelan shoots her a mildly betrayed look as she goes—one that clearly communicates You’re going to leave me alone with them? But Shenhe’s not just getting up to avoid this conversation. She does actually need to use the restroom. More importantly, though, she plans to pay for their breakfast while she’s moving around the cafe. Yelan, whether she knows it or not, is the decoy for her brilliant plan.

She heads to the restroom, then sneaks through another section of the cafe to loop back to the counter. The table they’re seated at is just far enough from the counter that Xingqiu and Chongyun won’t notice Shenhe if Yelan keeps them distracted. From the counter, though, Shenhe can hear their conversation, their voices carrying over the low murmur of the cafe.

As the girl at the counter swipes Shenhe’s credit card through the reader, Chongyun’s voice drifts over to her: “I don’t think I actually need to give you a shovel talk,” he says matter-of-factly. “If you break Shenhe-jiějie’s heart, you should be more worried about her than me.”

He pauses for a moment, then adds, “Please don’t do that, though.”

The girl at the counter hands Shenhe her card and her receipt. She hesitates there for a moment, wondering what else Chongyun’s going to say.

“I think you make her really happy,” Chongyun continues, so quietly Shenhe has to strain to hear him over the other conversations in the cafe. “So, um, please keep taking good care of her.”

Behind Shenhe, someone clears their throat, and she realizes she should probably get out of the way. Slowly, she starts making her way back to the table.

“Don’t you worry, kiddo. I will.”

Yelan doesn’t say anything else for a moment. Her eyes dart to the side, making eye contact with Shenhe over Chongyun’s head, and then she smiles. “You were the one who got her to go that party, weren’t you? I owe you one, kid.”

“Huh?” Chongyun asks, startled. “Wait, how did you know?”

“I didn’t,” Yelan smirks. “I had a guess. You just confirmed it.”

“It was a team effort, you know!” Xingqiu chips in cheerfully.

As Chongyun sputters, Shenhe decides this is as good an opportunity as any to cut back in. “So,” she says, “did you get all the information you needed?”

Yelan grins up at her. “Xingqiu provided a very thorough briefing. I’m looking forward to when your grandmother pulls out the photo albums. Your baby photos sound adorable.”

Shenhe glares at Xingqiu, who just smiles angelically. Rolling her eyes, she turns back to Yelan. “I suppose we should get going, then. Wouldn’t want to keep you away from the photo albums for too long.”

“Wait.” Chongyun puts down his empty cup, frowning. “Don’t we need to pay for breakfast?”

Shenhe doesn’t say anything.

“Jiějie.”

“You should have noticed she was sneaking away to pay the bill,” Yelan says, reaching out to ruffle his hair. He lets out a disgruntled noise. “Save the argument for later. I have a family to meet.”

Shenhe extends a hand to Yelan, pulling her to her feet. “So, are you ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.” Yelan intertwines their fingers together, smiling up at her. “Lead the way, darling.”


Notes for the Chapter:

Ah, but in case I stand one little chance


Here comes the jackpot question in advance


What are you doing New Year’s, New Year’s Eve?



— “What Are You Doing New Year’s Eve?”, Ella Fitzgerald

if you liked this fic, feel free to leave a comment or retweet the promo tweet to share it with your friends! i’m on twitter for however long it lasts @tadhanastar and on tumblr at astrasia!





