
avoiding every mistletoe

Author’s Note:
HOO. i started this on december 1 and then throughout the proceeding 24 days, a covid scare that turned out not to be covid, and the general insanity of the holidays, wrote more than 12000 words of xingyun holiday fluff. i don’t know what came over me, but i had a lot of fun writing this, so i hope you enjoy! merry christmas to those of you who celebrate, and happy saturday to those of you who don’t!

if you’re reading this post-release of 2.4, please note that this was written during 2.3 (before the 2.4 livestream, even) with the vague crumbs we had of shenhe’s personality and backstory! if i’m wrong about shenhe i will humbly put on my clown nose and honk it. i just want chongyun to have a cool older sister figure in his life ok he deserves it (post-2.4 edit: i got her mostly right! she’s just his auntie and not his cousin. but as someone with aunties very close to my age, i feel like this still works out lmao)

recommended listening is this fic’s official soundtrack, for maximum exes to lovers holiday vibes!



“Let It Snow” is blasting out


But I won’t get in the mood


I’m avoiding every mistletoe until I know it’s true love 


That he thinks of


So next Christmas 


I’m not all alone, boy





— “Santa Tell Me”, Ariana Grande





Once again, everyone, we’d like to thank you for flying Waypoint Airlines. We’ll be landing in Liyue Harbor shortly. As we prepare for landing, please make sure your seatbacks and tray tables are in the upright and locked position… 


Chongyun presses his forehead against the cool glass of the airplane window, peering through the early-evening clouds over Liyue Harbor. Faint pinpricks of light through the clouds indicate the vague location of the city, but when the airplane descends beneath the clouds, his first glimpse of Liyue Harbor in all its glory hits him like a punch in the gut. It’s his first time coming home in more than two years, since he moved out to Inazuma for graduate school, and the city is truly every bit as beautiful as he left it. The city’s all decked out for Christmas, and the bright lanterns strung on every building cast their light on the streets and on the water, making the city glitter from above. 

The sight makes his heart hurt. In a good way, though. It’s good to be home.

Retrieving his luggage and filing off the airplane goes by in a blur. When he steps off the jetway, a wave of warm air washes over him, a stark difference from the brisk chill of Inazuma in December. Stepping to the side, he quickly takes off his hoodie and ties it around his waist, leaving himself in a t-shirt and joggers, and presses onward to the baggage claim.

He didn’t check any luggage—he generally travels light, and on the off chance he runs out of clothes, there are still some in his old room—but he knows his ride should be waiting for him here at the baggage claim. He stops near the carousel, squinting into the crowd.

“A-Yun!” a familiar voice calls. A tall woman with white hair waves at him. He breaks into a sprint, dragging his suitcase behind him, and throws his arms around her.

“Jiějiě!” 

Shenhe wraps him up in a fierce hug, nearly squeezing the life out of him. She isn’t much of a hugger, but she always makes an exception for him; of his many cousins, Shenhe has always been the closest to him, the big sister he never had. A few seconds later, she steps back, ruffling his hair fondly. “Welcome back. How was the flight?” 

“Long.” Chongyun makes a valiant attempt at a neck roll, hoping to work out some of the cricks left in his neck from sleeping on his tray table, and gives up halfway through. “It’s good to be back, though.”

“I don’t think your mothers would have let you miss another Christmas,” Shenhe says dryly. “The last two Christmases, Auntie Xiuying cried at least once a day about how much she missed you.”

“That… sounds like Māma,” Chongyun grimaces. “But flights back from Inazuma are so expensive. I’m lucky I was able to afford it this year.”

Placing a hand on his shoulder, Shenhe steers him through the airport crowds, and they start walking back to the parking garage. As they go, Chongyun asks, “So, how crowded is the house?”

“Well, you’re the last one to arrive in town.” Shenhe starts to tick off the house’s current residents on her fingers as she walks. “Our grandparents and your mothers live in the big house, obviously, but there’s also my parents, our aunts and uncles, all the cousins, Great-Aunt Zetian…”

“So, crowded,” Chongyun answers his own question. 

“Like the beginning of Home Alone but on steroids,” Shenhe confirms, in a long-suffering tone. “There are thirty-three of us in the house, now that you’re home.”

The airport is crowded with foreign tourists and Liyuens alike visiting for the holidays. As they make their way toward the skybridge over to the parking garage, he accidentally bumps into someone dragging a huge suitcase toward the doors. He stumbles away, avoiding their eyes and mumbling apologies, and doesn’t think much of it until out of the corner of his eye, he spots hair a familiar shade of ocean blue. Chongyun almost turns to chase after him—the only thing stopping him is Shenhe’s faintly judgmental stare. (Not that she’s judging him in particular. Her face is just like that.) 

But even if that is who he thinks it is—well, maybe Chongyun doesn’t deserve to talk to him anyway. It’s been a long two and a half years, after all. 



Good evening, everyone. Again, we want to thank you for choosing Waypoint Airlines to take you from Fontaine to Liyue today. We’ll begin our descent into Liyue Harbor shortly. Please make sure your seatbacks and tray tables are in the upright and locked position… 


Xingqiu signs off on his final email, closes his laptop, and puts up his tray table. Taking two weeks off from work at the Feiyun Corporation to go on a whirlwind book tour through Fontaine was all quite fun, but it does mean that the entire three-hour flight from Fontaine to Liyue was devoted solely to the thrilling task of catching up on his emails. 

He glances out the window, drinking in the sight of the lights of Liyue Harbor. Although he’s only been gone for two weeks, the city has completely transformed for the holidays in his absence. As the plane approaches the runway, the city grows larger; Xingqiu picks out landmarks like the Feiyun Corporation building, the gardens of Yujing Terrace, the bustling shipyards of Chihu Rock. The lanterns strung through every street glitter, like tiny stars brought down to earth. He can’t help the smile that slowly spreads across his face at the sight. 

It’s good to be home.

Once the plane pulls up to the gate, he’s up and off the plane in a matter of minutes; flying first class has its perks, the biggest of which is that Xingqiu gets to be one of the first people off the plane. While everyone behind him is still shuffling into the aisles and retrieving their luggage from the overhead bins, he’s already speed-walking down the jetway, off to retrieve his suitcase from the baggage claim.

He’s standing there, squinting up at the electronic sign to figure out where his suitcase is, when he hears a vaguely familiar voice call, “A-Yun!” 

Turning in the direction of the voice, he spots a white-haired woman dressed in a crop top and ripped black jeans—a woman he absolutely recognizes. Somewhere deep down, Xingqiu knows who he’s about to see. 

He follows her gaze to the next baggage carousel over anyway. There stands a ghost from his past, in the flesh for the first time in years. 

In order, Xingqiu observes the following things about Chongyun:


	He’s gotten even taller in the years he’s been gone.

	His hair has grown out, plaited back in a messy braid reminiscent of his cousin’s.

	The old University of Liyue t-shirt he’s wearing is stretched unfairly tight over his arms and chest.

	
Fuck, he’s still hot. 


In its attempt to process all this information, Xingqiu’s brain goes completely blank for a few precious minutes. By the time he recovers, Chongyun has disappeared.

Seeing Chongyun after a couple of years shouldn’t make him this flustered, but here he is. Panicked, Xingqiu ducks into the bathroom to gather himself. He splashes some water on his face, takes a look at himself in the mirror. The man in the mirror stares back at him, a little haunted and probably in need of a stern reminder. 

“He broke up with you,” he tells himself sternly. The man at the next sink over gives him a puzzled look. He ignores it. 

Even if the scattered handful of pictures Chongyun posted on his Instagram didn’t do justice to how nicely he grew up over the last couple of years, Chongyun is still his ex. There should be nothing there to thirst over.

But gods, those arms. Xingqiu is a weak, weak man.

That’s both metaphorically and literally. He’s sweating with the effort it takes to drag his enormous suitcase toward the doors. Part of this is undoubtedly due to the fact he’s trying to drag it one-handed, as he pulls his phone out with the other. Like this, he’s not watching where he’s going, and he bumps into someone. A flash of familiar, ice-blue hair catches his eye, and Chongyun steps back, mumbling apologies. 

This is when Xingqiu’s stomach drops like a stone. See, if Chongyun hadn’t bumped into him, perhaps he could pretend that perhaps he hadn’t actually seen Chongyun at the baggage claim, that he’d seen the same hair color and a girl who looked familiar and just extrapolated too much. (Like Xingqiu wouldn’t recognize Chongyun anytime, anywhere, from miles away.) 

But Chongyun is real and solid and definitely here in Liyue Harbor, and Xingqiu wasn’t emotionally prepared for this. Fully panicking now, he thumbs over to the group text he shares with his friends, tapping out a quick message.



sharkboy & lavagirls



Hey

Did Chongyun tell any of you he was coming home for the holidays?

STREAM RIFF REVOLUTION ❤️🔥🎸

Hes back in town? Hell yeah!! Its been forever omg!!!

Wait how do u know???

BOO tao 👻⚰️

Qiuqiu I’m gonna need you to table that crisis and get out here xoxo

me and Yanyan are parked in a white zone !





“Auntie Xiuying told me to pick up another bag of rice from Second Life on the way home,” Shenhe informs Chongyun, as he wrestles his suitcase into the trunk of her tiny sedan. “We’re already running out. You know how much our family eats. Hope you have the energy for one more stop.”

Perhaps other people would feel a little offended that they were sent on errands before even getting home. But Shenhe and Chongyun aren’t home for most of the year—she’s an assistant professor at the University of Jueyun Karst, and he has his studies in Inazuma—so Chongyun supposes it makes sense that they’d be assigned to run errands as soon as they got back. Make use of the resources you have while you have them, their grandfather would probably say.

So Shenhe drives them downtown to Chihu, pulling into a spot in the Second Life parking lot. As they enter the market, the familiar scent of frying fish wafts through the air, and Chongyun’s stomach lets out an embarrassingly loud grumble.

“You haven’t eaten yet, have you?” Shenhe asks. Before he can respond, she shoves a thousand-Mora bill into his hand and pushes him toward the little boba place just inside the entrance. “Grandmother said she’ll have congee waiting for you when we get home, but you can go get us drinks. You know my usual. I’ll go get the rice.”

Making a mental note to sneak a thousand-Mora bill into her bag later this week, Chongyun trudges off toward the boba place. There’s a short line, mostly University of Liyue students grabbing some fuel for finals. He steps up to the counter—”one Yakult with mountain tea, half sugar, 100% ice, and one cold lemon mountain tea, half sugar, half ice, with pearls”—and within minutes, he’s standing there, awkwardly holding a cup in each hand. 

There’s nowhere convenient to put the cups down, and he can’t use his phone like this, so he decides to just stand by the exit and wait for Shenhe. As he’s standing there, sipping his drink, someone behind him asks incredulously, “Chongyun?” 

He spins around. Hair in two long black braids, amber eyes, a shopping bag with bunches of Jueyun chilies poking out of the top—there’s only one person this can be. 

“Xiangling?”

“In the flesh!” She steps forward, about to throw her arms around him, and then catches sight of the drinks in his hands. Instead, she wraps an arm around his shoulders, squeezing him in a one-armed hug and sparing his drinks from an explosive fate. “Wow, I didn’t know you were back in town!”

“Yeah, I just got back in,” Chongyun says.

Xiangling lets go of him, turns to face him with her hands on her hips. “And were you going to tell us you were back?”

She may be a good fifteen centimeters shorter than Chongyun, but she cuts a very intimidating figure. Chongyun runs through a handful of potential responses, decides none of them will really cover him here, and says nothing.

Even after two years of not seeing him in person, Xiangling knows him well enough to guess: “This is about Xingqiu, isn’t it.” She looks decidedly unimpressed.

Once again, Chongyun evaluates his options. Once again, he decides the smartest course of action is probably to keep his mouth shut. He takes a sip of his drink in lieu of answering.

“I’m gonna take that as a yes. You know we’re your friends, too!” Xiangling scolds him.

(It’s not that Xingqiu really “got the friendgroup” in the breakup or anything like that. None of their friends took sides, although Chongyun would have understood if they did. He’s just terrible at texting, so Xingqiu got the friendgroup by virtue of being the one still in Liyue and the one who actually answered messages.)

Shenhe inadvertently saves him when she comes up to the two of them, a fifty-pound bag of rice slung over her shoulder like it weighs nothing. “There you are, A-Yun. Are you ready to go?”

Xiangling leans to the side to look around him, then cheerfully waves. “Hi, Shenhe-jiějiě! Nice to see you!”

No one is immune to Xiangling, not even Shenhe. Shenhe raises one hand in a confused little wave. Xiangling turns back to Chongyun with a sunny smile, her previous scolding seemingly forgotten. “Anyway! As long as you’re in town, you should come ice skating with all of us on Saturday. It’ll be great to hang out with everyone again!”

“Oh, uh—”

“Please?” Xiangling hits him with her best pleading face, eyes big and shiny. “Come on, Chongyun, we never get to see you anymore.”

No one is immune to Xiangling, especially not Chongyun—in his years away from Liyue, he’s lost any immunity he might have built up. He caves embarrassingly quickly after that, and leaves Second Life with all of the details for Saturday in his phone.




sharkboy & lavagirls



red hot jueyun chilis 🌶️🔥

omg just saw these texts lol but speaking of chongyun i just ran into him at second life!!

i invited him to come ice skating with us on saturday hehe 🥰


“Fuck,” Xingqiu says, with feeling.

“Hm?” Yanfei darts a glance at him in the rearview mirror. Hu Tao, who’s riding shotgun, takes one look at her phone and bursts out laughing. 

“I’m not looking at my phone until we get to Xingqiu’s place,” Yanfei informs them both in a matter-of-fact tone, smoothly changing lanes as she does so. “One of you tell me what’s going on.”

“Well, you know Chongyun’s back in town, but,” Hu Tao singsongs, “Xiangling invited him to come ice skating with us on Saturday.”

“It’s a good thing we decided not to go skiing this weekend, then,” Yanfei observes, practical as always. “Do you remember the last time we all went to Dragonspine together? Chongyun fell through the ice on that frozen lake.”

Xingqiu winces. He remembers this, sure. It was the year after they graduated college, and not even an hour after they made it up the mountain, Chongyun slipped on the ice, twisted his ankle on the way down, and crashed through the ice to top it off. But after the ski patroller checked Chongyun over and proclaimed he’d be fine with some rest, he told everyone else to go out and enjoy the slopes for him. We drove all this way, after all, he said earnestly. Everyone should get to enjoy it!

So they’d left Chongyun behind in the lodge, wrapped in a warm blanket by the fireplace. Like the excellent boyfriend he’d been, Xingqiu had insisted on staying behind with him… 

“Ah,” says Yanfei. 

…And then they ended up making out in the lodge while everyone else hit the slopes. By her reaction, Yanfei’s probably remembering the same thing. She had the misfortune of walking in on them on her way to the bathroom, after all.

Hu Tao turns in her seat to look at Xingqiu. “Are you gonna be okay?”

Eloquently, Xingqiu says, “Uh—” 

“Trick question!” Hu Tao cuts him off with her trademark wide, mildly unsettling grin. “You are a mature adult and you’ll be fine! Unless you’re still in love with him or something.”

Yanfei clears her throat pointedly.

“A-ny-way! Just remembered,” Hu Tao pivots, smooth as anything, “I still need to buy Zhongli a Christmas present. Hey, Xingqiu, you probably have experience with this: what do you get for the man who has literally everything?”


“A-Yun, you packed five outfits for this trip, and I’ve seen you cycle through all of them in the past half hour.” Shenhe spins in slow circles in Chongyun’s desk chair, idly scrolling through her phone. 

The noise of their large extended family drifts up from downstairs. At least six of their cousins are yelling over each other; when Chongyun went upstairs to get dressed, they’d been in the middle of a heated Mario Kart battle. One of the baby cousins is crying, and at least two aunties are involved in an argument. Perhaps the chaos is to be expected; after all, thirty-three members of their family are currently residing in this house. 

Of the twenty-two cousins running underfoot, he and Shenhe are the oldest. As the second-oldest of the twenty-two cousins running underfoot, Chongyun has long since learned that it is possible to both love your family from the bottom of your heart and also acknowledge that sometimes, what you truly need from them is a fucking break. He assumes that’s why Shenhe is up here in his room, judging his life choices.

“So tell me. What about ice skating warrants this… devotion to fashion?”

Guiltily, Chongyun turns to face her. He’s holding two different sweaters in front of himself in the mirror, a dark blue turtleneck and a gray v-neck. After a moment, he admits, “Xingqiu’s going to be there.”

In the blink of an eye, Shenhe’s face shifts into a judgmental scowl. 

“Jiějiě, don’t give me that look.”

“I’m not judging you,” Shenhe counters, still scowling.

Chongyun can make an educated guess as to where this hostility is coming from. “It’s not his fault we broke up. I broke up with him. I told you about this, jiějiě!”

“And you’re the one still broken up about it,” Shenhe shoots back. They both go quiet for a bit, the only sound in the ensuing silence the clicking of Shenhe’s nails against her phone screen. 

“If you’re the one who broke up with him,” she finally says, “then why do you care so much about how you look today? Do you want to get back together with him?”

Chongyun spends a moment struggling to piece his thoughts together into coherent words. Eventually, he says, “No. I just… want to make a good impression, you know. I’m not trying to—to get him to take me back, or anything. He shouldn’t have to deal with that.”

Shenhe purses her lips in clear disapproval. After a moment, she says gently, “You say he shouldn’t have to deal with that. But what about you?”

Chongyun goes silent. Shenhe goes on.

“When you broke up with him, you were so heartbroken. And then you left for Inazuma the next day, and there wasn’t anything any of us could do to be there for you. If there’s something you’ll regret doing, or not doing… well, you’re going back to Inazuma soon. I don’t want you to deal with that again.”

Chongyun doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t have to. Shenhe gives a nod of understanding, and they lapse back into silence.

Just when the silence is on the verge of becoming awkward, she offers, “Well. If you care all that much. The dark blue one brings out your eyes better.”

“O-oh. Thanks, jiějiě.”

“Don’t mention it. Go on, get dressed,” she says, sliding off Chongyun’s chair and levering herself to her feet in one smooth motion. “I’ll drop you off at the mall.”


The Feiyun Slope Mall’s biggest draw, this time of year, is the ice rink. Despite this, Xingqiu has never gone; skiing on Dragonspine has always been more his thing, when his friends are free to make the trip up the mountain with him.

But Yun Jin, Xinyan’s girlfriend of three months, has a performance tonight, and the two-hour drive from Liyue Harbor to Dragonspine isn’t worth only getting to hit the slopes for a few hours before heading back. Dragonspine is a full-day trip at the very least.

So here they are, at the mall for a similarly wintery activity, per Yanfei’s suggestion. They’re outside the mall entrance, waiting for Chongyun, when a tiny silver sedan pulls up and Chongyun hops out. Xingqiu makes the mistake of looking through the window, thinking that it’s probably good manners to at least wave at Chongyun’s mothers, even if he’ll barely talk to Chongyun today. When he peers into the window, though, he comes face-to-face with Shenhe, who’s scowling back at him. He recoils a little bit in surprise; she points two fingers at her eyes and then at him in a clear I’m watching you gesture, then drives off.

Almost instinctively, Xingqiu sneaks a look at Chongyun, to see if he noticed. Two years of being exes can’t override the reflexes developed over a lifetime of friendship, the way they used to silently telegraph Can you believe this? with a sideways look and a slight widening of the eyes.

But when he looks at Chongyun, Chongyun is looking away. Xingqiu can’t decide whether or not that’s a good thing.

With Chongyun looking away, though, Xingqiu is able to get a good look at him. Chongyun is talking to Xiangling about something or other; he’s wearing a dark blue turtleneck and light gray joggers, a white parka slung over his arm. It’s far too warm outside for jackets, and maybe even for that turtleneck, but the rink will be chilly, he supposes.

The turtleneck hugs the curves of Chongyun’s neck and shoulders, accentuating the muscles Xingqiu caught a glimpse of in the airport a few days ago. The dark blue of the turtleneck brings out the piercing blue of Chongyun’s eyes. All in all, he looks very nice.

Not that Xingqiu’s thirsting over his ex in broad daylight. He’s just… observing.

(Maybe it’s a good thing Chongyun’s looking away.)

“Alright, c’mon, let’s go,” Xiangling says. Throwing an arm around each of their shoulders, she shepherds them into the skating rink, with the rest of their friends in tow. The next few minutes are filled with the usual chaos of paying entrance fees and putting on skates, and then they’re finally on the ice.

It’s then that Xingqiu realizes that perhaps, skating was a mistake.

“So, uh, is this your first time ice skating?” Chongyun asks.

“How could you tell?” Xingqiu grits out. He clings for dear life to the walker that Xiangling got him at the entrance, moving at the approximate speed of a glacier. Ahead of them, Hu Tao and Yanfei are skating hand in hand, and Xinyan’s doing laps around the rink.

“We were going to go skiing this weekend,” Xiangling chimes in, skating at Chongyun’s other side, “but Yun Jin has a performance tonight, and of course Xinyan wanted to go to support her. So we couldn’t go out of town.”

“That’s probably for the best,” Chongyun says, with a rueful sort of half-smile. “I have a pretty bad track record with Dragonspine.”

“Your track record with ice isn’t all that great, either,” Xingqiu says without thinking. Both of them go quiet for a minute; Chongyun flushes a pretty shade of red. Undoubtedly, he’s also thinking of what had happened the last time they’d all gone skiing together. 

But eventually, Chongyun recovers, although the blush stays on his cheeks. In a valiant attempt to keep the conversation going, he asks, “Wait, did Xinyan and Yun Jin finally get together?”

“You would know if you talked to us,” Xiangling informs him pointedly. Chongyun winces. Xingqiu feels a tiny, vicious surge of satisfaction. 

From ahead of them, Xinyan hollers, “Xiangling, hurry up, don’t leave me alone with these lovebirds.” As Hu Tao elegantly extends her middle finger and Yanfei attempts to make her retract it, Xiangling flashes a grin at both of them and then skates away. 

And with that, the two of them are more or less alone. Xingqiu shuffles along behind his walker, with Chongyun skating smoothly by his side. 

“You’re good at this,” Xingqiu observes, after a couple of awkward minutes.

“Oh! Yeah.” Chongyun looks down at his feet, as if just remembering he’s on skates. “My friends in Inazuma love skating.”

“It must be nice to be able to skate without a walker,” Xingqiu grouses. Out of the corner of his eye, he catches Chongyun’s amused smile. “Don’t laugh at me! I feel like a senior citizen.”

“You can, um. You can hold on to my arm, if you want,” Chongyun offers.

Xingqiu takes a moment to weigh the pros and cons of doing so. Pros: he can abandon this walker, and stop getting pitying glances from the six-year-olds gleefully whizzing past him. Cons: when the girls see him skating on Chongyun’s arm, he knows they’ll never let this go.

They finish another loop around the rink, approaching the counter where they’d checked out their skates and Xingqiu’s walker. Chongyun tilts his head to the side, silently asking Do you want to?

Xingqiu returns the walker.

When they get back onto the ice, he tentatively wraps his hands around Chongyun’s arm. Even through the layers of jacket and turtleneck, he can feel the solid muscle beneath. This was such a bad idea.

But they make their way around the rink a few more times, and the panic induced by having to hold Chongyun’s arm motivates Xingqiu to find his footing in a way that the walker had not. Eventually, he lets go of Chongyun, and the two of them skate long, slow loops around the edge of the rink. 

After a hands-free loop or so, Chongyun asks, “So, Yun Jin and Xinyan?”, and Xingqiu finds himself spinning the tale of how their friends finally got together, after literal years of mutual pining. Everything about their conversation feels—almost normal, which is bad. After they broke up, Xingqiu had expected that the next time he talked to Chongyun, he’d be upset, or angry, or something of the kind. But it’s been two years, and the heartbreak he’d felt when Chongyun broke up with him has faded to a dull ache. It’s nowhere near as severe as it was when Chongyun broke up with him, moved to Inazuma, and promptly ghosted all of them.

Perhaps it would be easier to be angry if Chongyun had left Xingqiu and all their friends, gone to Inazuma, and completely reinvented himself. But although he’s grown up really nicely in his years in Inazuma, the boy who came back to them is still the same person, deep down—he’s caring yet awkward, and terrible at getting himself across.

And perhaps, in the end, it’s simply too hard to override a lifetime of friendship. Whenever they’d fought in the past, they’d never been able to stay angry at each other for long.

All of this is true. And yet, skating loops around the rink, Xingqiu can’t shake the feeling—this is almost like a date, or at the very least, like the months before they’d started dating and their friends had found excuses to leave them alone just like this.

When he looks up, he catches Xiangling’s eye and sends her a pleading look. Please come save me, he tries to mentally telegraph across the rink. She just winks at him. Traitor.

(Of course, that sort of nonverbal communication had always worked best with Chongyun. No one else can ever quite pick up what Xingqiu is putting down.)

Hu Tao skates away from the center of the rink, where she’s been showing off jumps and spins to an amused Yanfei for the last twenty minutes, and makes her way over to Xingqiu and Chongyun. 

“Hey, nerds,” she calls, approaching them at an impressive speed, “Yanyan is getting tired. Are you guys ready to call it quits for the day?”

Just then, a redheaded kid barrels toward them, an older redhead yelling “Teucer, slow down” hot on his heels. Hu Tao swerves out of the way, narrowly avoiding a collision with the kid, but clips Xingqiu as she skates past him. Almost as if in slow motion, Xingqiu feels himself lose balance; sees Chongyun’s panicked face; feels his feet fly out from beneath him; and then he’s falling backward.

Abruptly, someone grabs his arm and yanks, twisting him around so he’s falling forward instead. The ground rushes toward him in a dark-blue blur.

The landing is softer than he’d expected.


In all honesty, Chongyun hadn’t thought all too much about what he’d done. It’s just a lifetime’s worth of looking out for Xingqiu that makes him reflexively reach out, grab Xingqiu’s arm, and pull. He hadn’t expected Xingqiu’s momentum to pull him down as well. He’s a graduate student in human-computer interaction, not physics.

But the two of them fall. Chongyun frantically throws his other hand out behind him to break their fall, his palm scraping across the ice. His quick thinking keeps him from whacking his head on the ice, but something slams into his chest, knocking the air out of him. 

He lets his head fall gently back on the ice for a second, in an attempt to catch his breath. When he looks up, it feels like all the air has been punched out of his lungs once again. Xingqiu is on top of Chongyun, head pillowed on his chest. Chongyun freezes, hoping that Xingqiu can’t hear his pounding heartbeat. Letting Xingqiu hold his arm was a stupid enough idea, but this—this is the closest they’ve been in two years, and he’s acutely aware of every single centimeter of Xingqiu pressed up against him.

Xingqiu attempts to push himself up. Like this, his face is just centimeters away from Chongyun’s. Against his will, Chongyun’s eyes flick down to Xingqiu’s mouth, and then almost immediately, back up to meet Xingqiu’s eyes.

They both hang there, frozen for a long moment.

You broke up with him, Chongyun reminds himself sternly, even as he can’t bring himself to tear his eyes away from Xingqiu. You don’t deserve this.

“Aiya, that was a nasty spill. Are you two okay?” Hu Tao’s voice sounds from above them, shattering the silence. 

“I, uh,” Chongyun says, most of his braincells rendered unusable due to Xingqiu’s sheer proximity. He swallows. Tries again. “I think my bad track record with ice still stands.”

Hu Tao reaches down, pulling Xingqiu to his feet, and then helps Chongyun up. The redheaded man from earlier skates toward them, apologizing profusely. Once he’s gone, Hu Tao takes stock of the pointed distance between the two of them, the general awkwardness in the air, and says brightly, “Alright, I think that’s as good a sign as any that we’re done for the day!” 

“Anyone else need to use the restroom?” Yanfei asks, as they return their skates and make their way out into the mall.

“Ooh, me,” says Xinyan, and the rest of the girls chime in in agreement. 

“I’m okay,” Chongyun and Xingqiu say at the same time. They look at each other for a moment, startled, and then abruptly look away.

See, Chongyun’s brilliant plan had been to stay behind so he and Xingqiu wouldn’t have to talk about what happened on the rink. But, he supposes, Xingqiu had probably had the same idea.

“Okay, we’ll be right back.” Heedless of Chongyun’s internal panic, Yanfei starts power-walking toward the restrooms, and the other three hustle after her to catch up.

“Oh, in case you get picked up before we get back,” Xiangling calls over her shoulder, “you’re definitely invited to our Christmas party, Chongyun! Day after Christmas at my place, same as always!”

“Thanks,” Chongyun manages to get out, before the girls disappear around a corner.

And then it’s just him and Xingqiu, standing there by the rink’s entrance, waiting for their friends to come back.

Around them, the mall buzzes with the general panicked activity of shoppers one week before Christmas. But between them, no words are exchanged; the silence becomes awkward to the point where Chongyun actually considers opening his mouth to say something like so, uh, about what happened out there. 

But his phone vibrates with a text, as if the archons themselves are telling him Don’t do that, stupid. Gratefully, he fishes it out of his jacket pocket, hoping for a good distraction.


Jiějiě❄️



fyi your moms are cmas shopping rn so they said they’d pick you up



stop by karst cafe on your way back i want qingxin tea






Chongyun puts his phone back into his pocket, a sinking feeling in his stomach.

“You know, maybe I’ll, uh, go to the bathroom too,” he says, hoping to put some space between himself and Xingqiu before—

“A-Yun!”

—it’s too late.

“There you are, A-Yun—my goodness, is that Xingqiu?” Māma bustles over to the two of them. Niáng trails a few meters behind, laden down with all of Māma’s shopping bags. “It’s been so long! You’ve grown up so much since the last time we saw you.”

Chongyun pastes a smile onto his face, attempting to hide his clear distress. The thing about dating Xingqiu, his best friend since childhood, is that his mothers still think of him as a surrogate son, even after Chongyun broke up with him.

“It’s nice to see you two spending time together again,” Niáng says, because apparently his mothers are just out to embarrass him today.

“How have you been?” Māma asks. “What are you up to these days?”

“I’m still working at Feiyun Corp,” Xingqiu says politely. “I’ve been writing on the side, though. My first book got picked up by the Yae Publishing House, so I was actually just on a book tour in Fontaine for the past couple of weeks.”

Chongyun hadn’t known this—unbidden, Xiangling’s voice flashes through his head, You would know if you talked to us—but it’s not surprising. The snippets of writing Xingqiu had let him see while they were dating had been nothing short of incredible. “Wait, that’s—that’s amazing,” he says sincerely. “I’m glad your talent is finally being recognized.”

Xingqiu looks a little taken aback by the praise.

“And what does your father think about this,” Niáng asks. Her tone implies she already knows the answer to her own question. Xingqiu seizes onto it like a lifeline regardless.

“Oh, he hates it,” he beams, with just a little too much enthusiasm. “But as long as I complete all my work, he can’t complain.”

“Sounds like Xinghua,” Niáng says dryly. Finally, she picks up on Chongyun’s distress, and smoothly transitions out of the conversation: “Anyway, we should get going, before someone burns the house down in our absence. Tell your parents we said hello.”

“Oh, before we go,” says Māma, who hasn’t picked up on Chongyun’s distress at all, “if you’re free on Christmas, you’re always welcome at our family party. I’m making har gow, your favorite!”

“Māma,” Chongyun groans. He turns to Xingqiu. “Archons, I—I’m so sorry about them. You don’t have to come if you don’t want to, I promise.”

“Aw, you don’t want me to come?” Xingqiu pouts. Chongyun’s heart stops entirely for what feels like five minutes, but is probably something more like five seconds. 

In the distance, he sees the girls coming back from the bathroom. “Xingqiu!” Xiangling hollers, waving her arms. “We’re gonna leave soon, are you ready to go? Hi Auntie Xiuying, hi Auntie Shufen!”

His mothers wave back at Xiangling. Clearly grateful for the exit, Xingqiu smiles at them and says politely, “Thank you for the invitation, Auntie. I’ll see if I’m able to make it.”


Xingqiu hadn’t meant to tease Chongyun—it just slipped out, seeing him so endearingly flustered by his mothers’ words. He’d spent the better part of fifteen years teasing Chongyun, after all. It seems there are some things he has yet to let go of.

In all seriousness, though, he’s not going to that party. Although he’d welcome the chance to escape from his family’s large, overwrought Christmas party, going to his ex’s family’s Christmas party doesn’t seem like much of an improvement.

His phone dings.



Gēgē!!



Just as a warning—Bàba and Māmā are inviting that boy they’ve been trying to set you up with to this year’s Christmas party.



Telling you so you can make your escape plans in advance!



You’re the best, gēgē!



I owe you one.



🥰🥰🥰



Okay but wherever you go, bring back alcohol. After tomorrow night, I’m going to need it.






It’s not that Xingqiu has anything personal against the boy his parents are trying to set him up with. He’s a very nice boy! He’s the CFO’s son and works in legal at Feiyun Corp, and he’s also just about as interesting as a blank sheet of paper. If he’ll be at the Feiyun Corp Christmas party, Xingqiu knows their parents will keep finding ways to push them together all night long. 

In the face of his own increasingly complicated feelings about Chongyun, that sounds like his own personal hell. There are a lot of emotions swirling about Chongyun’s return that Xingqiu has yet to properly process, especially regarding what happened at the skating rink. Despite the fact that the group chat has tried to make him talk about what happened at the skating rink several times, he has yet to find any words beyond What the fuck was that. It hadn’t been horrible, was the thing, but also Chongyun is his ex, but also it’d been really nice to spend time together again, but also he’d come dangerously close to kissing his ex—

Yeah, he’s kind of running in circles here. In an ideal world, he’d skip the company Christmas party and avoid Chongyun’s, but that’s not an option; all his other friends are spending the evening with their families and/or significant others, and his parents will absolutely drag him out with them if he tries to stay home.

He can’t avoid making a choice. So he’s faced with a decision: either choose one of the most boring evenings of his life with decent catering, or one of the most awkward evenings of his life with the best har gow he’s ever had (sorry, Xiangling).

Just thinking about the last time he tried to carry a conversation with the CFO’s son at the company Moonchase party makes him shudder. Perhaps there are worse places to be than Chongyun’s family Christmas get-together, after all.

So, for the first time in two and a half years, he texts Chongyun.



Chongyun



June 12th, 2019

hey



can you meet me at our spot tonight?



like around 8?



Of course.



I’ll see you later 💙



Today 7:07 PM

Hey Chongyun



Does that invite to your family’s Christmas party still stand?






The … marker pops up and goes down several times. While he waits for Chongyun to reply, Xingqiu rereads the last text he’d sent as Chongyun’s boyfriend, feeling a little pang of sadness. The Xingqiu of June 12th, 2019 had no idea what was coming.

Finally, Chongyun texts back.




yes but why



Well, your mother will be making har gow



You know how much I love that!



you’re trying to get out of your family’s christmas party, aren’t you








Xingqiu supposes he should have expected this. Chongyun has always known him all too well. One by one, he runs through a couple of possible responses: It’s the least you can do after all this time, or Aw, you don’t want to spend time with me? One by one, he discards them.

Eventually, he settles on something. 




Please, Chongyun. You’re my only hope.



… well if you’re sure about this



i’m sure everyone would love to see you








And that’s that.

The next couple of days go by in a blur, and then all too soon, Xingqiu’s on his way out the front door. As he goes, he pokes his head into the living room, where his parents and brother are idling; they’ll leave for the company Christmas party in about ten minutes or so.

“I’m on my way out,” he tells them, hoping not to face any questions.

“Oh?” His father looks up, an expression of faint dismay on his face. “Hm. You know Tailei will be disappointed not to see you.”

I could not care less, Xingqiu doesn’t say.

“Where are you going?” his mother asks.

“I’m going to Chongyun’s.”

A look of surprise crosses his mother’s face, but it’s soon replaced by a genuine smile. “Well, that’s lovely to hear. Tell his mothers we said hello.”

Not-so-subtly, she steps on his father’s foot. Sounding like the words are being wrenched from his chest, his father squeezes out, “It’s… nice to see you’re spending time with Chongyun again.”

His older brother, seated in a nearby armchair scrolling through his phone, raises his head for a moment just to wink at him. 

At that, Xingqiu wheels around in an attempt to hide the flush rising to his cheeks. “Anyway, I’m off!” he calls over his shoulder, and promptly makes his exit before anyone can imply anything else. 

A familiar tiny sedan greets him at the curb. Luckily, Shenhe’s not inside to glare at Xingqiu tonight; instead, Chongyun is in the driver’s seat. Xingqiu slides in, and they start the short drive over to Chongyun’s place. It’s quiet in the car as they drive; Chongyun is clearly confused by this turn of events, but he’s going along with it, the way he’s always gone along with Xingqiu’s plans. In the midst of the awkwardness that’s sprung up between them once more, it’s a little comforting to know that some things haven’t changed.

“So, uh,” Chongyun finally says, as they round a corner, “are you and your father arguing again?”

“Oh! No, we’ve been fine lately, actually,” Xingqiu says. “It’s just that he and my mother keep trying to set me up with the CFO’s son—”

Chongyun’s hands clench briefly around the steering wheel; Xingqiu notices a set of bandages wrapped around one hand, but the knuckles on the other hand go white for a second. The moment passes as quickly as it comes, though. He shakes his head, as if to clear it, and replies, “Oh. That, uh, that makes sense. Do your parents think you’re, uh, here platonically?”

“Yes,” Xingqiu says, a little too fast, even though the events of ten minutes ago don’t quite prove that point. “Yes, absolutely.”

They turn down Chongyun’s street. The houses here aren’t quite as opulent as the ones on Xingqiu’s street, but they’re still nice and large—big enough to fit the thirty-something relatives and their plus ones that crowd Chongyun’s house every holiday, anyway. Every house on the block is decorated for the holidays, and Chongyun’s is no exception, strung with glittering lights and lanterns. Xingqiu hasn’t been here in years, but the sight is still as familiar to him as ever. There’s the window they accidentally broke once when they sent a ball soaring through it, there’s that spot on the roof where he and Chongyun used to talk late into the night, and a little ways down the block, lit only by the Christmas lights surrounding it, is the park where they’d played as children and hung out as teens—the park where, two years ago, Chongyun broke up with him.

As Xingqiu stares out the window, lost in the memories, Chongyun carefully pulls Shenhe’s car into the long driveway, parking it behind a minivan whose bumper sticker reads My child is an honor student at Our Lady of Guili. He turns the engine off, looking over at Xingqiu. “If anyone… says anything weird tonight, you don’t have to answer, okay?”

Chongyun’s words yank him from his reminiscence. “What does that mean?” Xingqiu asks nervously. “Your family knows we broke up, right?” 

“Yes, definitely,” Chongyun says. Xingqiu tries to ignore the little stab of pain he feels at that. “But, um, if you’re here, they might, I don’t know. Ask questions about the breakup. You don’t owe them any information you’re not comfortable sharing.”

Unexpectedly touching though Chongyun’s words may be, they drive in a point that the group chat has made to Xingqiu several times over: he really didn’t think this through. There’s a bad feeling swirling in his stomach, but he gets out of the car and follows Chongyun up the driveway.

When they enter the house, and every head swivels to look at them, Xingqiu can almost hear Xiangling saying I told you so. 

Everyone goes absolutely silent for a moment, and then Chongyun’s grandmother rolls her wheelchair over to the door, beaming up at the two of them. “Well, if it isn’t Xingqiu! How wonderful to see you again. Did you and A-Yun get back together?”

Before Xingqiu can even open his mouth, it feels like the whole family bursts into excited chatter. Multiple aunties turn to each other, exchanging surprised little exclamations of Did you know? and What a nice surprise! Chongyun’s teenage cousins cheer, and one of them thumps him on the back. “Whoa, you got him back, gēgē! Way to go!”

Xingqiu had expected, at best, a chilly reception along the lines of his most recent interaction with Shenhe. This—being welcomed back with open arms, and everyone assuming that they just got back together—is far more overwhelming than anything he’d expected. It seems that Chongyun hadn’t expected anything like this, either; when Xingqiu glances at him out of the corner of his eye, he’s completely frozen in panic.

Thankfully, Chongyun’s mothers take the attention off of them, calling over the din, “Alright, food’s ready!” Almost immediately, everyone makes a beeline for the kitchen, leaving the two of them alone in the hall without so much as a backward look. It is a truth universally acknowledged within Chongyun’s family that nothing, not even the hottest of family gossip, can get between them and a good spot in the buffet line at family parties.

“Oh, archons,” Chongyun finally whispers. When Xingqiu looks back over at Chongyun, his face is completely red; he looks about thirty seconds away from crumpling on the floor out of embarrassment. “I am. So sorry. I can—I can tell them we’re not together, I don’t want to make this awkward for you—”

But Xingqiu, because he’s been in the habit of making stupid decisions for the past few days anyway, blurts out, “It’s fine.”

Chongyun stares at him.

Xingqiu keeps going. “I can’t in good conscience break all their hearts like that. Look how happy they are for you. You’re—you’re going back to Inazuma in a few days, anyway. We can pretend for a night, right?”

Chongyun keeps staring at him. “You’re… really okay with that?” he says after a long moment. “If it makes you uncomfortable, you don’t have to do this.”

“It’s alright, Chongyun,” Xingqiu says, trying not to think too hard about why this was the first course of action that came to mind. “Let’s do this. I refuse to let your cousins steal all the har gow before we get there.”

And to solidify it, he takes Chongyun by the hand and pulls him toward the kitchen.

He can feel Shenhe’s judgmental eyes on the two of them as they get in line for food. For once, he can’t disagree with her—this is probably on record as one of the worst ideas he’s ever had. When the group chat hears about this, they’re going to have a field day.

But the party’s not as bad as he’d imagined. Chongyun makes a good fake boyfriend—which makes sense, given that he’d been a pretty good real boyfriend, too. He’s never been one for public displays of affection, and that still hasn’t changed, but he always has one hand in Xingqiu’s, or on the small of Xingqiu’s back, guiding him around the party. They load their plates up with food, including a generous helping of Auntie Xiuying’s har gow, delicious as always; play a few Mario Kart races with the younger cousins; go back for another round of food. Chongyun smoothly steers him away from the more inquisitive aunties and uncles. Almost every one of Chongyun’s cousins congratulates them on getting back together, and almost every one of them not-so-subtly tries to push them toward the mistletoe. Chongyun smoothly steers them away from that, too.

They make it through a couple of hours, and then Chongyun asks in a low undertone, “Do you want to go outside?”

From there, it’s almost muscle memory to follow Chongyun up the stairs to his room and slip through the window. “Thanks for going along with that,” Xingqiu says, as they clamber up the side of the house to the roof. “I know it must be weird.”

“I should be thanking you.” Over his shoulder, Xingqiu catches Chongyun’s faint smile. “Well, I guess I can do it now. Thanks for not breaking my grandmother’s heart.”

“Of course. Anything for your grandmother.” With that, Xingqiu heaves himself onto the roof. 

They take a few minutes to settle in on the roof. From here, they can see straight downhill to the docks, and the lights of Liyue Harbor reflected upon the ocean. It’s cool and a little cloudy, but nothing they’re not used to. When they were younger, they’d had a whole routine for this; Chongyun kept extra blankets and snacks in a backpack in his closet, and he’d sling the backpack over his shoulder as they climbed up to the roof. But the blankets are presumably in Inazuma now, and Xingqiu has had so many har gow tonight that he probably couldn’t stomach a single bite more. It’s just the two of them, looking out over the waves rolling in below them.

Xingqiu scoots over a little, bumping Chongyun with his shoulder. “So,” he says, attempting to keep his tone light, “are you bringing anyone from Inazuma home to meet the family next year?”

“Oh, my friends want to visit Liyue, actually,” Chongyun says brightly, and then he’s off, describing the friends he’s made in Inazuma. There’s a whole bunch of them—a Mondstadtian-Inazuman who singlehandedly keeps them all fed, a grad student who loves tinkering and fireworks, a pair of siblings both studying business to take up leadership in their parents’ company, a guy who’s a bit of a stoner and writes fantastic poems. It sounds like he’s fond of all of them, but he’s not really giving an answer to Xingqiu’s question.

Maybe he needs to be more direct. When Chongyun comes to a pause, Xingqiu asks cautiously, “Are you… dating any of them?” 

It’s almost comical, the way Chongyun scrambles to gather himself. “Archons, no. They all treat me more like a younger brother than anything. Anyway, I’m… I’m not really there to date, you know? Just to get my degree.”

“Oh,” Xingqiu says, squashing down the small, jealous, satisfied feeling in his chest. Before his brain-to-mouth filter can activate, he blurts out, “I thought you broke up with me so you’d be free to roam in Inazuma.”

He’s trying to keep his tone lighthearted, but Chongyun still looks like he’s been punched in the gut.

“I was always going to come home,” he says quietly, after a long moment. “To y—to all of you.”

“If you were always going to come home, then why did you break up with me?”

The words hang in the air between them for a moment. The waves lap against the docks beneath them.

“You deserved better.” 

Xingqiu looks over at Chongyun, startled. Chongyun stares out at the ocean, watching the waves roll into the harbor. His shoulder is still warm against Xingqiu’s; he hasn’t moved away in all this time. “When I left, I knew I wouldn’t come home for a long time. With distance, and time differences, and so many things between us, I… I didn’t know if we would last, once I left. Everything was going so well between us, I wanted to break it off before things got bad. I never wanted to hurt you, but… I guess that didn’t work out the way I thought it would.”

He draws his knees up to his chest, still avoiding Xingqiu’s eyes. “But you deserved the chance to find someone who could be there for you. Someone who could make you happy. Who was I to keep that from you, when I couldn’t even come home?”

There’s a lot of things Xingqiu could say to that. We could have tried, or I think we would have made it, or You made me happy. In the end, though, what leaves his mouth is a quiet, “I think that was our decision to make, don’t you?”

“You’re…” Chongyun slumps a little, but doesn’t make any attempt to move away from Xingqiu. “You’re right.”

A thoughtful silence stretches out between them as clouds roll in overhead. In the last disappearing beams of moonlight, Xingqiu catches sight of the bandages on Chongyun’s hand again.

Those bandages hadn’t been there when they went skating. He must have gotten himself hurt protecting Xingqiu from that fall at the rink. Xingqiu knows he should have fallen backwards, not forwards; should have walked away from the rink with a nasty concussion, if not more. But Chongyun had softened the landing for him, even when it meant getting himself hurt. Of course he’d do something like that.

Xingqiu thinks about all of that, and realizes—when Chongyun broke up with him, it hurt. He won’t deny that. But he can’t be angry anymore. Not when he sees, so clearly, what Chongyun was trying to do. What Chongyun felt, or maybe still feels.

Eventually, Chongyun asks, “Did you… find someone, while I was gone?” 

Xingqiu shrugs. “I dated someone for half a year. It didn’t really work out, but we’re still friends. He illustrates my book covers now, actually.” 

Chongyun opens his mouth, looking like he wants to ask more about that, but Xingqiu heads him off. Maybe he’s pushing the point too hard, but he just wants to know if he’s come to the right realization—“Really, though, you didn’t find anyone in Inazuma?”

For the first time, Chongyun turns his head to face Xingqiu fully. With their shoulders still touching, their faces are only a handful of centimeters apart. 

“Xingqiu, even if someone liked me, it wouldn’t matter. Not when I still—” 

A loud thunderclap resounds from above, cutting Chongyun off, and that’s their only warning before the clouds open up and unleash a deluge of rain upon them. As the rain continues to pour, a head of white hair pokes out of Chongyun’s window below them. 

“Hey, lovebirds,” Shenhe calls, the sarcasm in her tone carrying clearly. “I know you’re up there. Get back in here before the two of you catch a cold.” 


No matter what may be going on in the world, there’s one constant Chongyun can always count on: Xiangling’s cat, Guoba, will show love and affection to most people who pay attention to him, and to anyone who gives him food.

“I missed you, little guy,” Chongyun says to Guoba, holding out a piece of fish from his plate. Guoba delicately eats it straight from Chongyun’s hand, then settles all twenty-five pounds of himself into Chongyun’s lap, purring like a tiny motorcycle. His nice outfit will be absolutely covered in orange cat hair by the end of the night. Chongyun cannot bring himself to care.

It’s the day after Christmas, and the two of them are seated on the couch in Xiangling’s living room. It’s Chongyun’s first time at one of Xiangling’s day-after-Christmas parties in years, and so he settles into the couch, idly petting Guoba and watching the party unfold before him. 

The events of yesterday have been playing in a nonstop loop in his head since last night. Like. What was that? Of course he hasn’t talked to Xingqiu about it, because how do you bring up the fact that you’re still in love with your ex who you broke up with? 

So the chaos of the party is oddly comforting, in a way. Yanfei sits cross-legged on a nearby armchair, watching with active interest as Hu Tao and Xingqiu pore over a songbook, squabbling over which song they should start with. Xiangling is on the other armchair, overseeing Xinyan’s attempts to plug her karaoke microphone into the TV, and Yun Jin is on the floor leaning against Xiangling’s chair. 

Yun Jin takes a sip from her eggnog, which is absolutely spiked, because that’s just what Hu Tao does every single year. Helpfully, she offers, “I think the red goes in red, and the yellow goes in yellow.”

“Thanks, babe,” Xinyan says, with a fond smile. Despite Yun Jin’s less-than-helpful advice, she eventually manages to get all the wires plugged into the right places, and the words MAGIC MIC flash onscreen as Xingqiu and Hu Tao settle on a song. Punching the song number into the microphone, they immediately launch into a spirited rendition of “Last Christmas”; Hu Tao’s lovely, high voice is entirely offset by Xingqiu’s terrible, off-key warbling. By the time they’re one verse into the song, what’s coming out of their mouths is less singing and more yelling, but. Well. Chongyun isn’t surprised. He’s known them for the better part of nineteen years at this point, and pretty much every karaoke session with them has gone just like this.

“THE FACE OF A LOVER WITH A FIRE IN HIS HEART,” Hu Tao and Xingqiu chorus, clashing horribly. “A MAN UNDERCOVER BUT YOU TOOORE ME APAAART!!”

As Xingqiu continues, “NOW I’VE FOUND A REAL LOVE YOU’LL NEVER FOOL ME AGAAAIN,” Hu Tao gives Chongyun a significant look. Chongyun tries not to overthink the lyrics, and fails miserably. 

All in all, Hu Tao and Xingqiu’s performance wouldn’t even get them through the entry rounds of Liyuen Idol, but by the way everyone cheers at the end, it could almost be mistaken for one of Xinyan’s concerts. As they bow very theatrically, Xiangling waves at him frantically from where she’s paging through the songbook. “Chongyun! C’mere, sing something with me!”

“I can’t get up,” Chongyun protests, gesturing to Guoba, nestled snugly into his lap. “Do you want me to displace him?”

Guoba chooses this moment to get up and pad over to Xiangling, butting up against her ankles. Little traitor.

“Come on,” Xiangling pleads. The eggnog has clearly done its job on her already; she’s definitely tipsy. “One song!”

“One,” Chongyun concedes, because he can never deny Xiangling anything. She beams, pushing the second mic into his hands, and the music begins, a simple piano melody. The song is one of those overdramatic breakup-around-Christmas songs, but it’s one Chongyun knows well; back in college, before Xinyan had really gotten big in the music scene, Chongyun had played drums for her cover of this song. It’s probably still on YouTube somewhere.

Everything about the song is all very melodramatic, but he finds an embarrassing amount of sincerity seeping into his words when he sings, “Like some drunken Elvis singing, I go singing out of tune, Saying how I always loved you darling, and I always will…”

He tries, and fails, not to look at Xingqiu when he sings those lines, and then abruptly goes silent out of sheer embarrassment. Xiangling carries them through the next few lines, elbowing him in the ribs when he doesn’t chime back in by the instrumental break.

He forces his attention back to the song, trying not to look over at Xingqiu. By some miracle of the archons, he and Xiangling make it through the rest of the song, and the system plays a cheerful fanfare before announcing their performance received a score of 72. 

“Only 72? Abysmal.” Hu Tao shakes her head in fake disappointment, taking Chongyun’s microphone. “Me and Yanyan are gonna show all of you up with this next one.”

“You and Xingqiu only got a 97 on ‘Last Christmas’ because the Magic Mic cares more about how loud you are than how in tune you are,” Xinyan shouts from where she and Yun Jin are curled up on the couch.

“I’ll make you eat those words!” Hu Tao calls back.

“Anyway, 72 percent is a C! Cs get degrees!” Xiangling huffs, handing her own microphone off to Yanfei. “C’mere, Chongyun, I need some help bringing the rest of the food out.”

Chongyun follows behind her with some confusion—they’d eaten a literal feast earlier, how is there still more food to bring out? But the reason for going to the kitchen becomes clear as soon as they enter, when Xiangling grabs him by the shoulders and hisses, “What the hell was that.”

When Chongyun opens his mouth, the entire story spills out, everything from ice skating to the Christmas party to what Shenhe had told him. Xiangling just stands there, patiently listening to it all.

“And it’s so stupid,” Chongyun finishes miserably, “I’m not even going to be in Liyue four days from now, and all I can think is how do I tell the ex I broke up with that I’m still in love with him.”

A long moment goes by as Xiangling processes everything she’s just heard. From the living room, Chongyun can faintly hear Hu Tao and Yanfei crooning their way through the ending of “Baby, It’s Cold Outside”.

“Okay,” Xiangling says finally, grabbing him by the shoulders again and looking him straight in the eyes. “First of all, don’t tell me that, I’m not the one who needs to hear that first. Second of all, you owe the rest of us so much in emotional reparations, do you know how much sad Taylor Swift we’ve all been subjected to since 2019? I know every lyric to ‘All Too Well’ by now. Not the ten-minute version, but still.”

She’s shaking him a little bit by the time she finishes. With some trepidation, Chongyun asks, “Is there a third part to this?”

Xiangling lets go of him and grins. “Yeah. It’s that Xingqiu said pretty much the same thing in the group chat.”

“Huh?” 

“Alright, get back out there!” Xiangling picks up a plate of cookies from the counter, shoves it into his hands, and shoves him out the kitchen door. As he reenters the living room, something brushes the top of his head. 

He looks up. 

It’s a piece of mistletoe, hung on a string just long enough that it would brush the top of Chongyun’s head as he walked by. Since he’s the tallest of their friends, though, it would go unnoticed by literally anyone else.

When he looks back down, Xingqiu is in front of him.

“Hey, Hu Tao sent me over to grab the cookies from you—” He looks up, following Chongyun’s previous line of sight. “Oh.”

Heat rushes to Chongyun’s face. He looks away, avoiding Xingqiu’s eyes; a quick glance around shows that everyone else in the room is also looking away, almost pointedly giving them the space to talk. Even Yun Jin and Xinyan have gone quiet where they’re supposed to be singing, the cheerful notes of the “Santa Tell Me” karaoke instrumental the only sound in the room.

“Xingqiu, I, uh,” Chongyun stammers, at the same time Xingqiu clinically presses the back of his hand to Chongyun’s cheek and says, “You’re bright red, Yunyun.”

The old nickname catches both of them by surprise. Chongyun sees Xingqiu freeze for a minute, mortified that he’s let it slip out, but then he pushes onward. “Have you had the eggnog? I don’t want you to do anything you’ll regret tomorrow morning—”

“Come on, Xingqiu,” Chongyun cuts him off gently. “I know Hu Tao spikes the eggnog every single year.”

A moment goes by, and then nervously, he asks, “Wait, have you had the eggnog, though? I don’t want you to do anything you’ll regret tomorrow, or well, I mean, we don’t have to do anything if you don’t want to—”

“I,” Xingqiu interrupts him, “am only going to regret this if it’s not for real.”

At some point, they’ve both leaned in, maybe subconsciously. Their faces are mere centimeters apart; their lips almost brush together when Chongyun says quietly, “I still love you. I’m willing to try again, if you are.”

He doesn’t do anything else. He knows he’s hurt Xingqiu; it’s not up to him to make the first move. It’s up to Xingqiu to decide if he’s willing to do this again. So he hovers there for a moment, then starts to take a respectful step back.

As he does, Xingqiu’s hands come up, cradling his face and pulling him back in, and suddenly, there’s a pair of lips pressed to his, the taste of peppermint hot cocoa lingering on them.

From there, it’s muscle memory: Chongyun winds one hand into Xingqiu’s long hair, places the other on the small of his back. Closes his eyes. Kisses back.

It’s been two and a half years since the last time he did this.

Kissing Xingqiu again gives him the same feeling he’d had glimpsing the lights of Liyue Harbor from the airplane window or seeing his family again for the first time in years. It hurts, but in a good way. It feels, more than anything, like coming home.

The room goes dead silent for all of twenty respectful seconds, almost like everyone else is collectively holding their breath, and then erupts in a cacophony of loud whistles, whoops, cries of “Fucking finally”, and hollers of “Get a room!”

“Shut up, all of you.” Yanfei sounds pained. “Leave them alone.”

“It’s a Christmas miracle!” Xiangling cheers, completely ignoring Yanfei’s instructions. “Now pay up!”

Xingqiu pulls back from Chongyun to ask indignantly, “Wait, were you betting on us?”

“Of course,” Xiangling grins, unapologetic as she collects a handful of thousand-Mora bills from the rest of their friends. “Good to know I still know you two best!”

Xingqiu flushes, clearly embarrassed; Chongyun feels his own face turning red, too. But after a second, both of them burst out laughing, and their friends follow soon after. When Xingqiu finally catches his breath, he smiles at Chongyun. 

“Let’s try again, Yunyun.”

By this, Chongyun thinks Xingqiu means their relationship. Seconds later, he realizes Xingqiu also meant that kiss under the mistletoe. 

He’s not complaining.

“Archons above,” Hu Tao yells, mock scandalized, “get a room.”


“Take care of him,” Shenhe tells Xingqiu, through the car window. He’s parked on Chongyun’s driveway, ready to drive him to the airport; a handful of meters away, Chongyun is hugging his mothers goodbye.

“You know how A-Yun is. He gets in his head, he won’t open up, he thinks that he can solve things without making it anyone else’s problem. If you’re back with him for good, just… make sure he’s doing alright. I worry about him. We all do, obviously.” She gestures to the tangle of Chongyun and his mothers. It looks like at least one of them is crying. Xingqiu bets it’s probably Auntie Xiuying.

“If you don’t. Well. I’ve dropped A-Yun off at your house enough times.” She stares at him, leaving the faint threat hanging there. Even though Xingqiu knows she lives and works in Jueyun Karst, and probably won’t drive all the way down just to murder him, he can’t help but feel a brief spike of fear.

“Jiějiě,” Chongyun interrupts, having finally extricated himself from his mothers, “are you giving Xingqiu the shovel talk again?”

“Of course.”

“You gave that to him already. Within maybe thirty minutes of us being a couple.”

“That was, what, six years ago? I think he could use the refresher,” Shenhe says matter-of-factly. “Listen, I’d only put in this much effort for you, A-Yun.”

Chongyun rolls his eyes, but throws his arms around his cousin for a goodbye hug anyway. Their voices are pitched low enough that Xingqiu doesn’t quite catch the conversation they have, but he does pick up Chongyun’s sincere thank you at the end of it.

When they pull apart, Shenhe smiles at Xingqiu, which is somehow even more jarring than the vague death threat she’d made minutes earlier. Chongyun finally hops into Xingqiu’s car, waving to his mothers and Shenhe and anyone else who stood on the driveway for long enough to watch them leave, and Xingqiu begins the thirty-minute drive to the Liyue Harbor International Airport.

Conversation comes easily to them as they drive, a welcome change from the awkwardness that seemed to characterize their earlier interactions. Chongyun drums his fingers along to the music playing on the radio, and Xingqiu easily navigates the streets of Liyue Harbor as they talk about everything and nothing.

Eventually, as they draw closer to the airport, Chongyun asks, “What did my cousin say to you? Besides the death threat, I mean. Sorry. You know how she is.”

“She told me,” Xingqiu says carefully, exiting the highway and searching for the lane that will take them to the international departures terminal, “that you think you can solve things without making it anyone else’s problem, but people worry about you. So she said to take care of you.”

After a very long moment, Chongyun mumbles, “I guess she’s not wrong.”

Xingqiu has to laugh a little, at that. “Since we’re trying this again, you have to tell me what’s on your mind. Especially if there’s problems. Also, you should text back faster,” he adds as an afterthought.

“You know I’m not that great at either of those things,” Chongyun says ruefully. “But I’ll do my best for you.”

Xingqiu pulls the car up to the international departures terminal, and both of them hop out. Xingqiu retrieves Chongyun’s suitcase from the trunk, and then they stand there on the curb, facing each other.

“Have a safe flight,” he says, not really sure how to handle parting again after they hadn’t been back together for that long in the first place. 

“I’ll miss you,” Chongyun says, taking his suitcase from Xingqiu. Suitcase in hand, he pulls Xingqiu in for an awkward one-armed hug. Then, reluctantly, he pulls himself away and makes his way through the crowd toward the airport doors. Xingqiu stands there, watching him go. 

But when he reaches the doors, Chongyun abruptly whirls around. He sprints back, suitcase in tow, and wraps Xingqiu up in a hug like he doesn’t want to let go. His suitcase clatters to the ground, unheeded by both of them. Xingqiu doesn’t think about it when he surges upward, cradling Chongyun’s face in his hands and kissing him like they’ll never see each other again.

After a little while, the human need for oxygen (and the honking from other cars waiting for a spot at the curb) forces them to separate for breath, pulling back to lean forehead to forehead. Ridiculously, Xingqiu feels himself tearing up at the prospect of separating again. When he looks up at Chongyun, his eyes are shiny with tears, too. But he reaches up one hand, wiping the tears from Xingqiu’s eyes with his thumb. “Hey,” he says quietly. “We’re gonna be fine this time, okay? I’ll come back home to you. I promise.”

“I love you,” Xingqiu blurts out, realizing suddenly that he’d never said it back the first time Chongyun told him.

Chongyun just smiles. “I know. I love you, too.” He picks up his suitcase, squares his shoulders, looks back at Xingqiu one last time.

“I’ll see you later.”



Good evening, everyone. Once again, thank you for choosing Waypoint Airlines to take you from Narukami to Liyue Harbor today. We’ll begin our initial approach into Liyue Harbor in a few minutes. Please make sure your seatbacks and tray tables are in the upright and locked position… 


In all honesty, this year’s flight from Inazuma has gone far better than last year’s, with none of the storms or turbulence that plagued Chongyun’s journey last year. But somehow, this year’s flight has seemed to be interminably longer than last year’s, perhaps because Chongyun has spent every minute of this eight-hour flight thinking about what awaits him on the other end. 

He’s a man on a mission, and even the beauty of Liyue Harbor’s glittering lights can’t distract him this year. Once the plane lands, he retrieves his suitcase, makes his way down the jetway, and makes a beeline for the baggage claim. 

There, out of the corner of his eye, he spots hair a familiar shade of ocean blue.

And this year, instead of walking past, he goes toward it.

“Hey, loverboy!” Xiangling hollers, cupping her hands around her mouth. “Behind you!”

Almost as if in slow motion, Xingqiu spins around, sees Chongyun, and starts running. 

The speed and grace with which he sprints toward Chongyun, dodging families and suitcases and pet carriers and more, is absolutely breathtaking. When he launches himself toward Chongyun, Chongyun drops his suitcase to the ground with a clatter, and catches Xingqiu in his arms.

It almost feels too good to be true: Xingqiu real and solid in front of him after a year of texts and video calls, Xingqiu’s arms draped over his shoulders, Xingqiu’s legs wrapped around his waist. But they’re finally back together, and it feels natural as anything to tilt his head up and fit his mouth neatly to Xingqiu’s.

Faintly, behind them, he can hear their friends whistling loudly and hooting in the background, cheering “Yeah, get it!” His eyes are closed, because that’s the polite thing to do when you’re kissing someone, but he’s sure at least two of them are filming this on their phones. If Chongyun weren’t so happy to see Xingqiu again, he’d probably combust from embarrassment on the spot.

But when they pull apart for air, Xingqiu just grins at him, and everything else fades away.

“Welcome home, Yunyun.”


Notes for the Chapter:if you enjoyed this, consider sharing the holiday spirit with your friends by retweeting the promo tweet! if you’re really feeling the spirit of the season, tell me what you thought in the comments below!

i’m on twitter @tadhanastar constantly thinking about xingyun and also now shenhe.

wishing you all merry and bright winter holidays. i’ll see you in the new year! ✨





