
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is 
      totally, completely, entirely coincidental
      .
    

    
      1. Pilot
    

    
      "University!" Yanfei takes a deep breath once she steps out of the car, stretching and gazing at the campus far before them. It's as spacious as she remembers, a far cry from the high-rises she's used to in downtown Liyue. Far more green, too. She turns back to the car, waving energetically. "Ganyu, we're here!"
    

    
      A blue-haired woman climbs out of the car, lifting her backpack out with one hand. "Not quite, but it's pretty close. How do you feel, freshman?"
    

    
      "I can't wait to party all night and get wasted!" Yanfei laughs at the side-eye Ganyu gives her. "Kidding, kidding." She tilts her head thoughtfully, tapping her chin. "I think…I don't know…it's exciting! But a little bit scary. There's so much stuff I have to keep track of now…" She looks up at Ganyu. "I can ask you for help, right?"
    

    
      "Of course." Ganyu ruffles Yanfei's hair reassuringly. "I'll always be here."
    

    
      Covering her head with one hand, Yanfei bats Ganyu's hand away with the other, smiling. "Let's get our stuff — Xiao's been waiting for a while."
    

    
      Ganyu snorts. "We're only an hour late. He isn't going to be doing much else today, anyway." Regardless, she still pulls open the back, lifting her suitcase out.
    

    
      "What about, I dunno, second-year things?"
    

    
      "The term hasn't started yet. He's probably moping around the suite or at Starbucks." Ganyu observes the pile of boxes and suitcases still occupying more than half the trunk. "You're lucky that he already brought most of the bigger things we need. We might have to make multiple trips."
    

    
      "I tried! I have no idea how you only have a single suitcase."
    

    
      "You learn how to pack less when you move so often," Ganyu says shrewdly. She sighs. "I think I brought even more than you in my first year, actually."
    

    
      Once they unload all of Yanfei's things and Ganyu pays the driver, Yanfei dutifully stacks the boxes on top of each other, looking the pile up and down. "Hmm. Maybe this was a bit too much."
    

    
      "That's why we've got backup." Ganyu rapidly dials a number. "Xiao? We're here. Yes, right by the lobby. There'll be a lot of boxes. Yep. See you." She puts the phone back in her pocket. "He'll be down right away."
    

    
      Yanfei stares at the apartment which stretches upward at least twenty stories. "Which floor is ours again?"
    

    
      "Maybe make that five minutes." Ganyu reconsiders the boxes. "Let's start moving things into the lobby."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Five minutes later, a serious-faced turquoise-haired man pops out of the elevator, pushing a large black tub on wheels.
    

    
      Yanfei sets a box on the lobby floor, breathing heavily. "Xiao!" she calls, waving him over. Ganyu plops the last box on top, dusting off her hands. She nods at him.
    

    
      "Hey." Xiao wheels the big plastic tub over. "This should help."
    

    
      "Thanks!" Yanfei starts chucking the boxes into the tub. Satisfied she can handle it alone, Xiao turns to Ganyu.
    

    
      "No luck with the university?"
    

    
      Ganyu sighs. "It's impossible. They're 
      completely
       out of spots. I don't even know how they did it." She looks back at Yanfei. "I mean, I get it if I couldn't get a room, but they had to give Yanfei a thousand dollars to find housing." Quirking an eyebrow, her expression turns mischievous. "It's awfully convenient that you had three empty rooms. In this housing market, too."
    

    
      Xiao shrugs and folds his arms. "Kazuha and Cyno bailed last-minute. They're paying half their share of rent, at least." He glances over at Yanfei attempting to tip a particularly heavy box into the tub and gently lowers it into the box for her. She nods gratefully.
    

    
      "That's everything!" Yanfei declares, dusting her hands off. "Can we go to our room now?"
    

    
      Ganyu glances at her watch and pushes the elevator button. "Oh, your orientation is in a couple hours, right? We should hurry."
    

    
      "Orientation?" Xiao raises an eyebrow as he pushes the tub into the elevator. "You'll probably enjoy that. The arts orientation is cool."
    

    
      The elevator doors close. "Hm? What did they do last year?"
    

    
      "Some icebreakers. Lots of games and competitions. Then they split us by department, so I don't know what you'll be doing in polisci. The history profs hosted a trivia game show. That was fun." Xiao nods.
    

    
      "A trivia game show…" Yanfei's eyes light up. "That does sound fun — I'd totally ace that! What about you, Ganyu?"
    

    
      "Orientation…" Ganyu says wistfully, eyes unfocused. "That feels like so long ago. I'm in accounting, so on top of the regular arts activities, we sat in a circle and asked boring questions."
    

    
      "And on the business side? It's so weird, by the way, to have an 
      accounting
       and 
      business administration
       double degree. Sounds like a lot of extra work for no reason."
    

    
      "So you've said before." Ganyu chuckles. "I could only choose one orientation to attend, so I picked accounting."
    

    
      "A double degree… I think Xiao's right. Don't you ever regret choosing two degrees that are basically the same?"
    

    
      "She does. All the time." Xiao rolls his eyes. "You should hear her complain in the middle of —" Ganyu flicks his forehead. "Ow." Xiao rubs his forehead, scowling. He flicks her shoulder back.
    

    
      Ganyu's expression is calm and serene as she turns to Yanfei. "It's a little rough at times, but it's very manageable," she says cheerfully. "I would change my business degree to something more interesting, though, if I were to pick again. International relations was my second choice, and I've been taking some of those courses on the side."
    

    
      Yanfei looks between the two of them. "Yeah…" she says slowly. "Well, polisci has a bunch of courses like international relations. I think it's a pretty cool subject too!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Yanfei gapes when she steps into the apartment suite. "It's so much bigger in person than in your photos, Xiao!" Xiao stops the tub a bit past the room in the hallway.
    

    
      "Shoes off," Ganyu reminds her.
    

    
      Yanfei belatedly tosses off her running shoes and zooms around the suite. "There's a living room! With a TV! Oh, this couch kinda sucks… A kitchen! A 
      microwave!
       Hey, Xiao, which room is mine?"
    

    
      "She hasn't changed, huh." A small smile tugs at Xiao's lips.
    

    
      "Not at all." Ganyu sighs happily. "I'll start moving our things in. You can get her sorted."
    

    
      As Xiao directs her to a room, Yanfei continues rambling, "It's so much 
      bigger
       than I expected! Shinobu was telling me this morning about how she had to share a room with someone and how tiny her room was and how she had to share a 
      communal bathroom
       with twenty people!" She makes a face. "Imagine the toilets." She shudders.
    

    
      "The showers are worse." The memory of the horrors of communal bathrooms makes Xiao grimace.
    

    
      "What could people possibly do in the shower?" Yanfei's eyes are wide. So clueless. So naive. So innocent.
    

    
      Xiao decides not to ruin her day. "People do 
      weird
       things. Like rip up wet paper towel all over the shower floor. Tell your friend to make sure she has shower slippers." He pushes open the door to her room. "This one's yours."
    

    
      Yanfei blinks. "…Okay." Her gaze flits to the carpeted floor, then to the twin-sized bed with only a bare mattress, the desk and wall-mounted shelf, the full-body mirror, the open closet, and finally to the tiny window to the side. She steps inside. "It's…smaller than I thought," she confesses, stepping into the room.
    

    
      "That's what everyone says," Xiao nods. "At least you're only sharing your bathroom with Ganyu. Over here," he gestures at another door.
    

    
      "What about you?"
    

    
      "I have my own. It's two rooms per bathroom."
    

    
      "I see…" With a critical eye, Yanfei mentally tries different arrangements of her things. "How'd you decorate your room? Can I see?" She marches out of her room to see half of the common room filled with suitcases and boxes. Ganyu closes the front door behind her to join them. "Oh, thanks, Ganyu!"
    

    
      "You're welcome. Are we touring Xiao's room? I wonder…"
    

    
      "…I guess." The man in question pushes the door to his room open. "Knock yourselves out."
    

    
      Yanfei and Ganyu peek inside. "It's…pretty barren. You should put some interesting stuff in here," Yanfei says. "Except…" she points at his bed, "…what?"
    

    
      The blanket is pink. Not only is it pink, it also has a repeating pattern of fluffy unicorns. Not only does it have fluffy unicorns, the unicorns are dancing on rainbows. The searing colour is almost offensive in its design. "Hu Tao?" Yanfei guesses.
    

    
      "Hu Tao," Xiao grumbles. "I'm getting it changed tomorrow."
    

    
      Ganyu, meanwhile, peers at the plushies sitting on his shelf. "You still have this?" she says, patting a small slime plushie sitting on the shelf. The stitching is haphazard and uneven. When Yanfei pokes it, it falls backward lifelessly.
    

    
      "It'd be a waste to throw it away." Xiao shrugs. "Also, it reminds me of home."
    

    
      Yanfei pokes it experimentally with a finger. "That's adorable! Where did you get it?"
    

    
      "It was one of my first ones," Ganyu says.
    

    
      "I see. Cool!" Yanfei looks around some more. "Is there really nothing else here?"
    

    
      Xiao stares at her blankly. "You learn how to pack less when you move so often." He pulls out a box from under his head. "Even this box is extra," he waves at the cleaning supplies inside. "All I need here are my writing utensils and my computer."
    

    
      "It doesn't feel very homey." Yanfei frowns. "It's like you're living in a hotel all the time. Doesn't it ever get dull in here with nothing but bare walls and empty space?"
    

    
      "It's not like you'll be spending that much time here anyway. There are much nicer plgaces on campus."
    

    
      "Oh yeah?" Yanfei puffs up her chest. "We paid for the common room, so we're going to 
      use
       the common room! I'm gonna  go unpack!" She dashes out and starts pulling things out of her pile of boxes.
    

    
      "We should help," Xiao says.
    

    
      "I miss being first-year," Ganyu sighs.
    

    
      2. Unpacking
    

    
      Ganyu frowns as she pulls out a black leather straitjacket out of one of Yanfei's boxes. "Hey, Yanfei?" She holds it out in front of her. "What's this for?"
    

    
      Yanfei looks up from organising her hats on the shelf. "What do you mean? Obviously, you wear it…?" Her expression is puzzled.
    

    
      There's a small pause before the reply. "Never mind…"
    

    
      Xiao stifles a snort. "That's right, Ganyu. Use your imagination. What else could you possibly use it for?" The straitjacket flies toward his face. Chuckling, he catches it and tosses it back at Ganyu.
    

    
      "Nothing! I was confused for a second, that's all."
    

    
      Content with the layout of her desk and shelf, Yanfei meanders over to Xiao attempting to stretch out bedsheets. "Can I help?"
    

    
      "Yep. Take this corner for me." He hands her one corner and keeps the other one, moving opposite Yanfei to lay it down. "And pull… Oh. Wait, wait —"
    

    
      "Sorry! I'll fix it — oop, that made it worse — what about this?"
    

    
      "No, wait a minute, don't pull that —"
    

    
      "Agh! My arms are all tangled now…"
    

    
      "What are you two doing?" Ganyu pauses hanging up clothing to laugh at them.
    

    
      "I swear it's supposed to be like this! Xiao, stop pulling, I got this!"
    

    
      "You stop pulling!"
    

    
      "Stop struggling! You're going to get me stuck —"
    

    
      "I'm trapped! I'm gonna fall — 
      oomf!
      "
    

    
      Several minutes of struggling later, Xiao and Yanfei successfully install the sheets. She flops backward onto the bed and stares at the ceiling. "That was harder than it should've been."
    

    
      "A little bit," Xiao agrees. He turns to Ganyu. "Why didn't you help?"
    

    
      Ganyu shrugs. "It was funny. Now, if you guys are done pretending to be newlyweds, Yanfei, do you want to put up your pictures and decorations? Xiao, where do we keep snacks?" She pulls out several bags of candy.
    

    
      "I'll take them to the trash bin."
    

    
      Yanfei whirls around. "
      What?
       My Twizzlers!"
    

    
      "Kidding." Xiao cracks a smile. "I'll take them to the pantry." He peers inside, wrinkling his nose as he unseals the half-empty bag. "Twizzlers are for the weak. Red Vines are the objectively better snack."
    

    
      Yanfei makes a face. "Try one!" She pushes the bag in his hands closer. "Red Vines taste all plasticky."
    

    
      "They do 
      not.
       They're strawberry-flavoured."
    

    
      "Just like how grape candy is grape-flavoured? Ganyu, who's right?"
    

    
      Ganyu bears two sudden determined gazes and shrugs. "Eh. They're both okay. I'm more of a fuzzy peach girl. Like sour gummies?" she says dreamily, eyes unfocused. "The rough texture on the outside melting away to a sweet core is just…chef's kiss."
    

    
      Xiao chews on a Twizzler as he thinks it over. "She's got a point." He swallows. "You don't, though. This tastes like processed cardboard." Holding the candy away from him, he eyes it with disgust. "I could do everyone in this world a favour and incinerate this."
    

    
      "Your taste buds are just broken. If you're not even going to eat it properly —"Yanfei snatches the bag and half-eaten Twizzler from him. After ripping the top off with her teeth and spitting it out into a garbage bag, she sucks on it contentedly. Xiao blinks. "Seriously, who 
      chews
       liquorice…"
    

    
      Ganyu tosses a pillow from a box on top of the blanket she's just laid out. "Uh oh, Xiao. You might want to reconsider biting into Jolly Ranchers around Yanfei," she teases. "She'll roast you on a spit."
    

    
      Yanfei laughs while pinning pictures to the board on her closet. "The gummies get stuck on your teeth! But imagine chewing a hard — wait." Her eyes narrow as her expression suddenly stills. "You meant the soft ones, right?"
    

    
      Xiao looks away and proceeds to hang up a Drake poster.
    

    
      "You meant the soft ones, right?"
    

    
      "It's like a nutcracker going off every few seconds," Ganyu supplies.
    

    
      Yanfei stares at Xiao, who is decidedly 
      not
       looking at her. "How have your teeth not fallen out?"
    

    
      "Is there anything else we need to do?" Xiao says, not just sidestepping around Yanfei to survey the room from the entrance.
    

    
      "That's everything," Yanfei says. "For my room, at least."
    

    
      Ganyu observes the full shelf, the bed with as many stuffed animals Yanfei could practically sleep with, and the posters and pictures plastered all around the sides. "It's certainly homey. Okay! All that's left is my room. Xiao, you're helping. And the common room. And cleaning up." She evaluates the boxes piled all over he floor with her hands on her hips. "I think we can fit a bunch of these under the bed, but the rest might have to go into the closet…" Her eyes flick to the wall. "Actually, Yanfei, when's your orientation?"
    

    
      Yanfei glances at the clock and her eyes widen. "It's in fifteen! I have to go!" She upends her backpack onto her bed before shoving a few items back inside. "Thanks so much — I'll be back! Probably. I'll call you if I won't!"
    

    
      Ganyu waves her off. "We'll manage it ourselves, then. Don't worry — enjoy orientation!"
    

    
      "Bye!" Yanfei's voice trails off as she bolts out of the suite without closing the door. Ganyu does it for her. By the time she returns, Xiao's already kicked most of the boxes under the bed.
    

    
      "Done," he grunts, heaving the last empty boxes into the closet. "Now your room?"
    

    
      "Why, thank you for volunteering!" Ganyu beams. "I really appreciate it."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      They work in silence. Xiao hands Ganyu items from her two suitcases one at a time for her to arrange, most of which she places on her shelf. He leaves the clothes section well alone.
    

    
      The bed doesn't take long at all — the two even make pristine hospital corners.
    

    
      Xiao's rummaging through her backpack for her laptop and charger when his ears find a distinctive crinkling sound. "What kind of snacks did you bring?" His eyes light up. "Are those shrimp chips?"
    

    
      Ganyu slaps his hand away. "None for you. I've only got one pack, and it's for Keqing."
    

    
      "Oh. How are you two doing, by the way?"
    

    
      "Pretty great. We went out for dinner yesterday, and we actually have classes together this year: Accounting technologies, corporate structures, calculus —"
    

    
      "What's a BA and accounting major going to do with calculus?"
    

    
      "The differential equations in the tax code."
    

    
      Xiao stops. "Really?"
    

    
      "Yes," Ganyu says, completely serious. "Didn't you know? Some corporations have a special exemption equal to the antiderivative of their gross margin approximated by the Taylor series of a cosine — heh. You should see the look on your face — it's like you just discovered you have to take a math course as a history kid."
    

    
      Xiao places a heavy hand on her shoulder, shaking his head. "I'm sorry for your loss."
    

    
      "Math is cool! I 
      told
       you you should've taken history and business instead of specialising in war."
    

    
      "Nope. University math is not real math. There are no numbers."
    

    
      "History students…" Ganyu mutters.
    

    
      It's all smooth sailing with the experience they have. No tangled Yanfeis, no hijinks, just two people working together. Less than twenty minutes pass before they're done with Ganyu's room and are off to finish with the common room.
    

    
      "I'll be going out for dinner tonight," Xiao says as he chucks a pillow from one of Yanfei's boxes onto the couch. "There isn't much in the fridge."
    

    
      "Oh?" Ganyu dusts the common room table after finishing the TV.
    

    
      "There's some tofu. And some edamame. If Yanfei comes back, she can have the brisket."
    

    
      Ganyu checks her bag. "I brought some extra fruits, but that's not enough for a meal. We'll have to go grocery shopping soon. My classes start in two days — Yanfei's orientation pushes hers back a day, so I think she'll have to buy food. Yours are tomorrow?"
    

    
      "Yeah." Xiao winces. "We'll figure it out."
    

    
      "We'll figure it out," Ganyu agrees.
    

    
      3. Orientation
    

    
      Shinobu: yo are u coming? they're about to start
    

    
      Shinobu: like, in a minute.
    

    
      Yanfei: soonadfgs
    

    
      Shinobu: ???
    

    
      Shinobu: everything ok?
    

    
      "Auuuugh!" Yanfei sprints to campus, huffing and puffing to the main entrance. She has to stop to catch her breath and adjust a loose strap on her backpack. It's probably not doing so hot with all of the movement.
    

    
      Actually, if her sweat-soaked shirt is any indication, it's just warm.
    

    
      "Yanfei!" A familiar green-haired girl in a mask waves, running up to her. "Jeez, what happened to you?"
    

    
      "Shinobu! Unpacking…with…cousins." Yanfei gasps. "Did…I make…it?"
    

    
      "Just barely. You still have to check in, right? They sort people into different colours." Shinobu holds out her wrist. "Follow me!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "It's like high school in here," Yanfei comments. Students push past them in the crowded building, evidently just as late.
    

    
      "That's what we get for choosing an old-ass uni. 'Scuse me." Shinobu pushes back. "Coming through. Over there," she points at a small tent with tables on all sides.
    

    
      "Hi! Signing in to orientation? Can I see your TCard?" The receptionist takes the proffered card and swipes it, staring at her computer. "Alright. Yanfei, political science and business?"
    

    
      "Yep!"
    

    
      "Great. What's your shirt size?"
    

    
      "Uh…small."
    

    
      "Fantastic. Just gimme one second…" The receptionist rummages under the table and places a full string bag along with a pink tie-dyed t-shirt on the table. "Hold out your hand for me?" Yanfei dutifully allows her to click the pink wristband in place. "You're on pink team — hey, it matches your hair! ­— so you'll be sticking with them for most of arts orientation. Also, these are yours. There're a bunch of goodies in there along with a campus map. Any questions?"
    

    
      "Yeah, actually. Where do I go now?"
    

    
      "Oh, right. There's a schedule in your bag too." Yanfei quickly peeks inside and takes out a sheet of paper. "That one, yeah. Where and when your activities are should be listed on there."
    

    
      "Got it, thanks!" Yanfei takes the swag and returns to Shinobu, sighing as she stares at her blue wristband. "I'm pink."
    

    
      "Yes, you are." Shinobu gazes above her head, smirking. "I just 
      know
       your hair is going to be how you meet people."
    

    
      Yanfei groans, setting her bags down to pull her pink t-shirt over her head. "Noooo…you're probably right. Let's go find our teams. They're supposed to be out on the field beside the Varsity Stadium."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Hey, your hair's the same colour as your team!"
    

    
      Yanfei is told no less than eighteen times that her hair matches her team colour 
      before
       she meets up with her team.
    

    
      From the fifth time onwards, she just responds with a short, "Haha, I know, right?"
    

    
      From the fifteenth time onwards, she's all smiles. Only smiles.
    

    
      When she finally finds the swathe of pink among the rainbow in the stadium, her smiles becomes genuine. "Hey, Hu Tao!" she rushes to a bright-eyed brunette. "You're pink too?"
    

    
      "Not as much as you!" Hu Tao grins. "Yanfei! I'm so glad you're here — I thought I was gonna be stuck with this boring dude all orientation!" She jerks a thumb behind her to a boy with turquoise hair that clashes as much as Yanfei's matches their team colour.
    

    
      Yanfei gapes. "Wow. Xingqiu, that's…"
    

    
      "Don't say it," he warns.
    

    
      "Don't mind him," Hu Tao dismisses. "He's just grumpy because Chongie isn't here. Still, what a coincidence that three of us are on the same team!"
    

    
      "I am 
      not
       grumpy," Xingqiu grumbles. "The university simply beguiles all of us with their crude, second-rate attire, and I am expressing my discontent such that —"
    

    
      Hu Tao brushes him off, much to his displeasure. "Yeah, yeah, whatever you say, Wattpad Boy. You're living with your cousins, right? What's it like? How's Xiao doing? Did you look inside your swag bag yet? What do you think about the hat?"
    

    
      "It hasn't even been a day, Hu Tao," Yanfei laughs. "What hat?" She reaches into the bag and pulls out a fancy lawyer's hat. Turning it around, she appraises it intently.
    

    
      "Huh. Yours is really different from mine. I have, like, a doctor's hat."
    

    
      "It's probably because you're in psych." Yanfei shakes her head, putting the hat back in her bag. "Meh. I have a better hat in my room."
    

    
      "Say, if you're not gonna keep it, then —"
    

    
      "Pink team!"
       The sudden shout startles them, and they turn to see a man in a pink rabbit suit holding a megaphone. Yanfei's jaw drops. She's amazed she missed him in the first place. The chatter in their team stops. "Give me your attention! Excellent. Now," he says authoritatively, pacing back and forth, "during this orientation, I am responsible for you. You will not like me. But you will 
      learn.
       And you will understand, freshmen, that I speak for the university. From now on, you will only speak when spoken to. 
      Is that clear?"
    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    
      "You are to address me as 'sir.' When you respond, you do so with 'sir, yes sir' or 'sir, no sir'. 
      Is that clear?"
    

    
      "Sir, yes sir!"
    

    
      "I can't hear you!"
    

    
      "Sir, yes sir!"
    

    
      "Aye aye, captain!" Hu Tao shouts. Yanfei suppresses a smile. Quiet chuckles spread across their team.
    

    
      The rabbit man's mouth twitches but makes no comment. "Now, we head to the opening presentation. Do not lose me, or you will be severely beaten."
    

    
      "Like we could ever lose the giant pink bunny running around," Hu Tao whispers. Yanfei giggles, nodding in agreement.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The rabbit man leads them to the top floor of a theater that can comfortably seat almost five hundred people over its two floors, Yanfei thinks. She's routed to an aisle seat with Hu Tao beside and a small girl in a beige hoodie across her.
    

    
      She looks almost asleep, the way her head tilts over the armrest, followed by her shoulders, then her arms… Yanfei blocks her before she can fall over completely. The girl shakes her head and opens her eyes, staring quizzically at Yanfei. "Hm?"
    

    
      "Hey, you were about to fall over the armrest…I'm Yanfei, by the way! Polisci and business."
    

    
      "Oh, thanks…I'm Sayu. I'm in electrical engineering…" Sayu yawns. "I like your shirt. It matches your hair. I'm just a little tired, so don't mind me. Sleeeeeeeep…"
    

    
      "Uh, yeah, I get that. But maybe you should make sure you don't fall over next time…?"
    

    
      Sayu nods and tilts her body the other way to sleep. Within seconds, her breathing has steadied to a deep rise and fall of her chest. Yanfei's about to ask her more, but the lights dim and a spotlight illuminates a figure on the stage holding a microphone.
    

    
      "Good afternoon, freshmen!" she booms, and the chattering quiets down. "Thank you. I am your student union president, Ningguang. Welcome to the University of Teyvat here in Liyue! You will spend the next four to five years here. First, I trust that your team leaders have all treated you well on your way here? They are the best of the best," she says knowingly.
    

    
      Quick nods from all around as the well-dressed leaders glare around at them. Yanfei joins in.
    

    
      "Wonderful! To start off, we have a long tradition here at U of T. An old tradition that stretches back to the '80s. As you know, we have sister campuses in Mondstadt and Inazuma are very close to us, if not in distance, then at least through spirit. Every year, our first-years show each other which school is the best in the Freshman Cup. In fact, they should have a message coming through for us right…about…now. Let's listen a bit to what they have to say."
    

    
      The spotlight gradually fades to black as the screen behind Ningguang lights up. A blond woman in a suit sits seriously in front of a desk, hands clasped.  She nods stiffly."Hello, Liyue. My name is Jean, and on behalf of all of us here at UTM, I'd like to congratulate you on making your way to this room. You might be in the lead right now, but I assure you, we at UTM are working to make sure it will not happen again. Don't let your guard down."
    

    
      The screen fades to black before switching to feature a pink-haired woman who constantly wears a smug expression.
    

    
      "Hey there. I'm Miko, vice-president of UTSU here in Inazuma. You might be wondering why I'm here instead of the president. Well, she's very busy right now, preparing to…destroy you." Miko leans in, smirking. "Don't go around underestimating UTI, now," she winks. "You'll be in for quite a bit of pain if you do."
    

    
      "Oh, my. All that confidence." Ningguang cups a cheek with a hand, shaking her head. "Whatever shall we do?" She looks up into the audience. "Oh, wait," she reaches behind her, pulling out a large golden trophy. "They'll need it. Because 
      we
       have the Freshman Cup, and we intend to keep it! Isn't that right, first-years! Throughout orientation this week, you will compete against each other to build spirit against Mondstadt and Inazuma! If you can live up to our first-years last year…you win a 
      free
       pizza lunch."
    

    
      Immediately, the audience bursts into chatter. Hu Tao shakes Yanfei at the mention of food, eyes gleaming. "Free food! Yanfei, we're going to 
      try
      , got it?"
    

    
      Though she's not personally a huge fan of the dish, Yanfei still appreciates free food. "Of course we're gonna win." She pumps the air with her fist. "With free food as motivation, who could lose?"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "I can't believe that we lost!" Hu Tao groans. "My free pizza…"
    

    
      "Turns out that if everyone else has free food as motivation, they can't lose either," Xingqiu says dryly. It doesn't help with the hardened mud caked all over her.
    

    
      "I fell into the mud pit for nothing," Yanfei grumbles. "I 
      hate
       being dirty."
    

    
      Xingqiu consoles her by patting her shoulder. "It was a worthy sacrifice. Politicians drag their name through the mud, you know. That could have been me if I didn't listen to you — thanks for talking me out of choosing polisci."
    

    
      Yanfei just gives him a look.
    

    
      "Guys, do you want to get dinner together after this?" Hu Tao rubs her hands together. "Yanfei, I'll buy you something from the cafeteria, alright? I have a three-thousand dollar scam they made me buy — I might as well use it!"
    

    
      "After my shower." Yanfei's expression leaves no room for argument.
    

    
      4. Dorm Food
    

    
      Yanfei's mood is much improved after she's scrubbed herself down, and she cheerfully greets Shinobu, Hu Tao, and Xingqiu outside her apartment.
    

    
      On the way to the cafeteria, she's surprised by the number of small restaurants and stores popping out in an attempt to sell them food, but that pales to how Hu Tao's eyes pop out when she sees the prices of dorm food. "
      $2.29 per hundred grams?
      " she screeches. "Aiyaya, I could make all of this myself for half the price!"
    

    
      "You could get 
      Xiangling
       to make you something as good as that for half the price," Xingqiu corrects her. "You'd somehow manage to spontaneously combust half of your groceries and still only end up with a shriveled husk of lettuce." He shivers. "That poor lettuce."
    

    
      Hu Tao karate chops him on the head and he winces, rubbing it gently. "I am a perfectly good chef, thank you very much. Right, Yanfei?"
    

    
      Yanfei blanches. "Uh…" She scooches back. "You do make…food."
    

    
      "Does she?" Xingqiu mutters. Hu Tao chops him again. "Ow!"
    

    
      "Why don't we get food?" Shinobu suggests, saving them both from Hu Tao's continued pestering. "The other first years are going to start crowing the cafeteria soon." She grabs a plate and peers under the food warmer at the first row of food. "Hmm, this looks not bad." She piles on some oysters. "Yanfei, want me to get you some?"
    

    
      Yanfei's too busy flinging scoop after scoop of crab roe tofu into her bowl to look at her. "Nah, look at this — there's so much tofu! And no one's even touching it!"
    

    
      "There's probably a reason why no one's taking it. Maybe it's not that good."
    

    
      "But it's tofu!"
    

    
      Shinobu sighs. "You and your tofu." She continues walking around, occasionally adding to her plate as if she were at a buffet. "At least have some variety," she says, filling a second bowl with rice.
    

    
      "I have soup, too!" Yanfei holds out a bowl filled with hot liquid.
    

    
      "With tofu?"
    

    
      "Hehe… Tofu is best served hot, after all. Everything is better hot."
    

    
      "Agree to disagree. Want a drink?" Shinobu presses a cup against the fountain drink dispenser.
    

    
      "I'll just have water. No ice, thanks."
    

    
      Hu Tao hurries up to them, holding a tray packed full with a huge array of food. "Hey, guys! They have so much stuff here — and it's only for orientation! An upper-year said that normally they only have, like, six hot dishes normally. I got steamed fish! And dim sum! I can die happy now."
    

    
      Xingqiu meanders over to them as they make their way to the checkout area, holding a plate of steamed fish with rice. "Where. Are. The. Vegetables?" He shudders. "I only saw 
      boiled carrots
      ."
    

    
      They all look down at their plates. "There's napa in my 
      gyoza
      ," Shinobu says.
    

    
      "Tofu has beans." Yanfei offers. "Those are vegetables, right?"
    

    
      "What's a vegetable?" Hu Tao asks innocently.
    

    
      Xingqiu facepalms. "We're all going to get scurvy."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Yanfei's hand trembles as she lifts the golden treasure up to her lips. She closes her eyes in bliss and plunges the spoon into her mouth. It's firm and breaks apart at the slightest movement, the salty egg yolk accompanying it bringing nothing but joy. The tofu's absorbed the yolk to have just a hint of eggy flavour. A gentle movement of her tongue and the green onion garnish arrives to finish the scene, spicing up the rather whole mix up until now with a lovely crisp texture and burst of goodness. Yanfei swallows the gourmet delicacy and sighs, satisfied.
    

    
      "Wow," Xingqiu comments when she finally opens her eyes to take another spoonful of tofu. "It's that good?" He eyes her plate with envy. "It's not a vegetable, but…"
    

    
      "Want some?" Yanfei pushes her plate forwards. More converts for the Church of Tofu! "I've got lots!"
    

    
      Xingqiu carefully scoops and pokes it with a chopstick. It jiggles happily. "Not bad," he says, going for another spoon.
    

    
      "I want some too!" Hu Tao scrapes a quarter onto her plate. Her eyes widen "Oh, that's 
      good.
       It's just a 
      little
       bit sour — which really adds to the flavour. Shinobu, try some!"
    

    
      "Eh, I'll pass. Not a tofu fan."
    

    
      To Yanfei's dismay, her friends take nearly half of her tofu stash. "Hey, let me have some of yours, too!" She snatches one of Shinobu's 
      gyoza
      . It's nowhere near as good as the tofu, but that's an absurdly high bar to set. "Not bad."
    

    
      The dumpling is well made. The thin fried peel 
      crunches
       pleasantly when she bites into it, and the vinegar complements the heavy umami flavour inside from the pork. There is no napa cabbage, so she supposes that all of them are going to have salads tomorrow.
    

    
      Next, she looks at Xingqiu's steamed fish (and Hu Tao's, but Hu Tao has prawn dumplings and she wants some of those, too) and passes in favour of dumplings. "It's fish," she comments. "Nothing else to it. Xingqiu, you're so boring."
    

    
      "The natural fishy flavour gives it an appeal that is reminiscent of —"
    

    
      "At least complement it with prawn dumplings, like Hu Tao."
    

    
      "Who eats dim sum for dinner?" he scoffs.
    

    
      Yanfei reaches over to take one of the aforementioned dumplings. Hu Tao sighs. "They're just okay. Not as good as from home." She gloomily pokes one of her own before getting up. "I'm gonna get more tofu."
    

    
      Shinobu snorts. "Did you really expect university food to have good dim sum?"
    

    
      "It looked so good!"
    

    
      Yanfei tries to bite into the dumpling, but nearly gags. 
      It's so thick.
       The peel is much too thick. In fact, it's almost like she's eating raw 
      jiaozi
       wrapping. She nearly spits it out just to break it up, but eventually her teeth find their way past the shell. She readies her taste buds for the shrimpy goodness inside…
    

    
      …only to be disappointed by the cheap, rubbery texture of imitation crab. There is no coming back from this insult. Unacceptable! Repulsed, Yanfei spits out the half-chewed dumpling onto the edge of her bowl and shudders. "That was 
      not
       okay."
    

    
      "You looked like you just saw death himself," Shinobu observes.
    

    
      Hu Tao returns at that moment, empty-handed. "They ran out of tofu!"
    

    
      "What?" Yanfei whirls around in her chair, miserable dumpling forgotten. "But there was such a big tray out earlier!"
    

    
      "People must have taken it all." Hu Tao shrugs. "That was fast. Maybe they'll have more later." A stomach gurgles, and she chuckles. "I guess I'll have to get something else — wait. That wasn't me."
    

    
      "Bath…room…" Xingqiu's face is pale as he queasily stands, clutching his stomach. Without another word, he dashes off in the direction of the nearest restroom.
    

    
      "Huh. He always had a sensitive stomach. I guess the fish did him dirty. Wait," Hu Tao pales, "
      I
       also had the fish…" Another stomach gurgles, and she bolts after Xingqiu.
    

    
      "The chef must not have properly cooked it," Shinobu says. "Well, I'm pretty sure it's impossible to make rice give you food poisoning, and the fish was the only thing both of them ate."
    

    
      Yanfei's stomach gurgles and she reflexively looks in the direction Hu Tao and Xingqiu hurried off to. She pales.
    

    
      Shinobu snaps her fingers. "Oh, right. Also the tofu." She pats Yanfei's shoulder sympathetically. "Maybe you should catch up before it's too late. It'll come rushing out all at once."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      5. Interlude - The Dark Side
    

    
      (CW: Public bathrooms)
    

    
      Shinobu is a liar. It does not come rushing out all at once. Yanfei buries her face in her hands, butt planted firmly on the toilet seat as fluids intermittently fall into the toilet bowl. The yellow kind stopped falling long ago.
    

    
      "Yanfei," Hu Tao croaks from the stall next to her. "The tofu got you too?" She flushes the toilet, but Yanfei knows that she won't be getting up anytime soon.
    

    
      Yanfei empties her own bowl. It soon fills up again to accommodate the recent group of refugees from her body. "It's not the tofu," she insists weakly, squeezing her eyes shut. "It's 
      never
       the tofu." Tofu wouldn't cause her physical pain to stand up. Tofu would embrace her and tell her everything's okay, that her stomach isn't the one cramping out and vomiting in the wrong direction, that the mouth on her other end isn't retching gravy and spitting all over the bowl of chocolate soup.
    

    
      "I thought plants couldn't give you food poisoning!"
    

    
      It doesn't stop.
       A river is flowing through her body. She imagines all of the microbes going whitewater rafting to exit her system. Only the water is neither white nor water. And the raft has spikes on the outside, as if designed to cause her the most suffering possible. She grits her teeth. "Hu Tao."
    

    
      "Yeah?"
    

    
      "Shut up."
    

    
      "Gotcha."
    

    
      Yanfei supposes she might be an avatar of sorts. Earth. Water. Air. The three elements lived together in harmony, expelling themselves one by one, until the Fire Nation attacked. Now there is nothing but pain and chaos. She wills it to stop.
    

    
      Evidently she's still an avatar-in-training, because the elements don't obey her and continue to push past each other in a race to the finish line. Earth makes it first, but Air shoves right past it in a terrific blast of sound as Water tries to catch up.
    

    
      The bathroom door opens. "Oh, 
      god
       —" someone curses, and the bathroom door closes. She can't blame them.
    

    
      Yanfei loses track of time. Has it been five minutes? Twenty? An hour? The occasional sound of ripping toilet paper and toilet flushes breaks the monotony of collective discharge. She's ascended to a higher plane, she feels. It's freeing — until her stomach brings her back to reality with a cheerful 
      mrrgle
       as if taunting her.
    

    
      "Yanfei?" Yanfei doesn't respond. "Do you have more toilet paper?"
    

    
      There's a second roll inside the compartment, but she's already used up half of her current roll. "Yeah."
    

    
      "Can you…pass it over?"
    

    
      Struggling to concentrate in her fevered state, Yanfei manages to unclasp the toilet paper roll holder with some effort. "I…can't. Do you think you can —" she gasps as more of her temporary tenants evict themselves, "— get one from the next stall?" Where do they all come from? There never was this much space in the housing market in the first place.
    

    
      "I can try." Hu Tao doesn't sound terribly enthused. "It…" she grunts, "it just doesn't stop…" A beat later, the stall door beside Yanfei's bursts open and she sees Hu Tao's shoes shuffle over awkwardly to the opposite stall. Her heart fills with dread when she hears a 
      drrbl
       in the midst of Hu Tao fiddling with the toilet paper mechanism. "No, no, no —"
    

    
      The stall door beside Yanfei 
      slams
       shut and Hu Tao gasps with relief when she throws herself back in the stall. She can't even spare several seconds, Yanfei despairs. She's going to be trapped here forever. Here, in this dungeon, against a dragon inside of her that constantly feels the urge to breathe fire.
    

    
      She hangs her head, resigning herself to her fate.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Hu Tao supports Yanfei after they wash their hands — thoroughly — and pulls them out of the women's bathroom. As they exit the bathroom together, Xingqiu stumbles out from the opposite door, eyes haunted. "I am never eating here ever again."
    

    
      "Xingqiu," Hu Tao's eyes well up with tears as she embraces him. "
      I understand
      . You've been through 
      so much
       alone."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      6. Grocery Shopping
    

    
      A fridge with nothing but exactly six eggs and a quarter slab of butter greets Yanfei one Saturday morning. And it's her turn to make breakfast, too… She settles for some good old toast and fried eggs.
    

    
      Six slices of toast, two fried eggs over well, and one sunny-side up later, the aroma of breakfast opens Ganyu's and Xiao's doors. "Is breakfast ready?" Xiao asks.
    

    
      "Yeah… There're only eggs and toast left, though. Are we going grocery shopping today?"
    

    
      Ganyu in an oversized purple hoodie sits down at the table, sipping a cup of coffee. "That's the plan. Thanks for breakfast, Yanfei. Will you be ready to head out after breakfast?" she says, spreading butter on her three toast slices.
    

    
      "Sure!" She glances at Xiao, still in his Pikachu pyjamas. "Xiao, are you coming?"
    

    
      Xiao looks to Ganyu, furrowing his brow. She smiles. "Yes," he says slowly.
    

    
      "Great!" Ganyu says, turning back to Yanfei. "Is it alright if I bring Keqing with us, too?"
    

    
      "Keqing? Definitely — I haven't seen her in ages!"
    

    
      "I'll let her know, then."
    

    
      "Where do you normally go grocery shopping?" Yanfei asks Ganyu.
    

    
      "There's a great market only ten minutes away that we can get to by streetcar. That's for produce only, though. If we want to buy anything else after, we could go to Metro."
    

    
      "Sounds good." Xiao finishes his single slice of toast first and goes back to his room to change.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      A purple-haired girl with a matching purple sweater leans against one of the pillars beside the apartment entrance. "Keqing!" Ganyu calls as they walk out of the automatic double glass sliding doors.
    

    
      The girl looks up. "Ganyu!" Keqing hugs her briefly before turning her attention to the other two. "And Xiao, Yanfei! How were your first days on campus?"
    

    
      "Why is there so much work! I have. Three. Tests. Next. Monday."
    

    
      "Yeah," Keqing nods. "It's always easiest the first two weeks." Ganyu elbows her. "Oh? I mean — it's really rough the first two weeks." Yanfei looks between the two. "Ganyu's also in business, so you could always ask her too."
    

    
      "You'll have fun, they said," Yanfei grumbles. "Lots of parties, they said. A flexible schedule, they said. More free time 
      my butt.
      "
    

    
      Ganyu chuckles, eyes unfocused. For some reason, Yanfei feels a sense of dread looming behind her — oh, that's just Xiao.
    

    
      Keqing takes Ganyu's hand and pulls her forward. "Let's go?"
    

    
      Xiao nods quickly. "The streetcar should be coming soon."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Ganyu's back to normal by the time they get on the streetcar. "I guess the coffee hadn't kicked in yet," Keqing says.
    

    
      "Are you that busy already?" Yanfei asks, leaning forward worriedly.
    

    
      "Oh, you know," Ganyu shrugs, leaning her head on Keqing's shoulder. "Secretary duties, third year, double degree, work…but I'm okay! Everything's done for this weekend."
    

    
      "I wish you'd take care of yourself more," Keqing says softly.
    

    
      Ganyu snorts. "Hypocrite."
    

    
      "Want to go watch a movie on Friday? After your club meetings."
    

    
      "Mhm."
    

    
      Yanfei looks on fondly.
    

    
      "
      Dunduss Street West at Danizen Avenue. Doors open on the: left.
      "
    

    
      "Oh, that's our stop," Keqing says. She prods Ganyu's cheek. "You have to get up now."
    

    
      "Fiiiiine."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Even in the morning, the bustling marketplace is packed as shoppers scramble for first pick at fresh produce. Street vendors line the roads, selling food and souvenirs to passersby. "Yanfei, do you think you'll be coming back to eat often?" Ganyu asks, inspecting a mushroom for blemishes. The sign above reads 
      50% off!
    

    
      "Not that often, I think. Maybe four or five times per week, excluding breakfast? Hu Tao said that she wants help clearing her meal plan, and I want to try all of the different restaurants here!"
    

    
      "Alright. How about you, Xiao?"
    

    
      Up until now, Xiao hasn't done much except for following them like a particularly gloomy cloud. "About the same as Yanfei. You don't need to make anything for me."
    

    
      "What do you plan on eating?"
    

    
      "…Instant noodles?"
    

    
      "You have to eat things that are good for you, Xiao. You'll die without meat or vegetables. How about sandwiches?" It's like she's lecturing an extra-picky child.
    

    
      "Sandwiches are too much work to assemble."
    

    
      Yanfei throws him an incredulous face. "
      Sandwiches
       are too much work? What isn't too much work, then?"
    

    
      "They're not worth it. You have to cut the toppings and put it all together, but it doesn't even taste that good." Xiao thinks it over. "Soup is not bad," he decides. "Almond tofu is superior to any other food."
    

    
      This is a completely new perspective for Yanfei. "But almond tofu is a dessert…" she shakes her head. "Okay, sure. Whatever."
    

    
      "Extra almond tofu. Pasta with mushroom sauce on Monday," Ganyu mumbles, placing various ingredients into her shopping basket as she inspects the signs. "Spaghetti squash on Tuesday. Tofu…in egg drop soup? on Wednesday. Tacos on Thursday…"
    

    
      Ganyu occasionally asks Xiao and Yanfei for their opinions on certain foods, but otherwise does most of the shopping herself. Keqing also occasionally asks Ganyu for her opinion on certain foods, but otherwise does most of her shopping herself.
    

    
      Yanfei considers the work she has to put in to do this every week. Then she turns to Xiao. "We should help!" she whisper-shouts. "I don't know anything about meal prep though…"
    

    
      "Neither do I," Xiao whispers back. "I just eat out a lot."
    

    
      "Maybe we could plan our own meals? Something simple. Like noodles. Not the instant kind," she hastily adds upon seeing Xiao's expression. "Maybe…soup noodles? They cook fast. And you can add anything to them. Even a little vinegar makes it good."
    

    
      "Okay." He shoots her a thumbs-up. "I don't know what else to put on it, though. I'll get the noodles, you get whatever you think will go well on it." He leaves to find noodles.
    

    
      "Noodles," Yanfei mutters under her breath. "Noodles, noodles, noodles…eggs!"
    

    
      "Are you getting eggs?" Yanfei jumps when Ganyu pops up beside her. "Oh, sorry for startling you. Can you grab an extra dozen? Choose one that's on sale."
    

    
      "Oh, yeah, sure!" Yanfei hurries off in search of eggs, but stops twice to pick up a batch of spring onions and fresh coriander, doubling back even more times on her way back to pick up ground beef and peppers.
    

    
      Ganyu surveys the very full shopping basket and nods approvingly. "Good work, guys. This'll do for the week."
    

    
      Keqing whistles. "All of that's for three people?" Her own basket is comparatively empty.
    

    
      "More like barely enough for two," Ganyu judges. "Xiao and Yanfei aren't staying often. Keqing, aren't you getting more for yourself?"
    

    
      "I'm buying most of my groceries from Metro."
    

    
      Ganyu raises an eyebrow. "That's a lot from Metro. The produce here is better, and just about the same price."
    

    
      Keqing fidgets with the basket strap. "I'm…more used to shopping there."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The silence of the frozen food section at Metro is disturbed by a sound reflective of pure suffering, like a cat inches away from a bird but a glass window separates it.
    

    
      "That's too much, Keqing."
    

    
      "Ganyu, I 
      need
       it!" Keqing wails. "Are you really going to deny your girlfriend the only thing she truly loves?"
    

    
      "It's not me?" Ganyu feigns a hurt expression. "No, Keqing, I'm doing this for your…own…" Her voice falters when she looks at Keqing's innocent eyes and hurt expression and she sighs. "Maybe five boxes is a little excessive?"
    

    
      "It's for the whole week!"
    

    
      "Each box has 
      fifty shrimp balls.
       Were you planning on 
      only
       having golden shrimp balls? Surely seven balls per day is more than enough."
    

    
      Keqing hesitates before she speaks. "What about…two boxes. For the next two weeks? They're 
      on sale
      , Ganyu!"
    

    
      "That's what you said last week. I know you still have two boxes in your freezer. If you have them so often, they won't taste as good anymore."
    

    
      "Impossible!" Keqing gasps.
    

    
      Yanfei sighs. "Keqing, you should just give it up." She makes eye contact with Keqing and winks, flashing a box she's hiding behind her back. "Ganyu's
    

    
      Keqing's eyes brighten and she slumps her shoulders, sighing exaggeratedly. "You win for now, Ganyu. I'll just get them tomorrow when you're not here."
    

    
      "We're together the whole day tomorrow. UTSU has their big early meeting, then it's our date, remember?"
    

    
      "Oh yeah. Must have slipped my mind."
    

    
      Ganyu eyes her suspiciously, but doesn't press farther. Yanfei slips the box into Xiao's hoodie pocket. "Hide this from Ganyu," she whispers.
    

    
      "Finally," Ganyu says, rubbing her head. "Okay. Meals, almond tofu, fruits, breakfast items." She ticks off a finger for each item. "I think the last thing on the list was snacks? What do you guys have in mind?" She looks to Xiao and Yanfei.
    

    
      "Chips," Yanfei says.
    

    
      "Candy," Xiao says.
    

    
      "Shrimp balls," Keqing says.
    

    
      Ganyu thinks it over. "Ah, it doesn't matter — I'm not your mom. Get whatever you want."
    

    
      Yanfei, Xiao, and Keqing immediately go for the snacks section.
    

    
      "Shrimp crackers!" Keqing holds out a red bag . "You should try these — they're 
      so good!"
    

    
      "Shrimp?" Yanfei wrinkles her nose. "I'm more of a tofu fan. You should try these dried tofu squares — they're 
      even better!"
    

    
      As Keqing and Yanfei debate the merits of snacks made from fake seafood or beans, Xiao squats to examine some gummy candies, taking a pack of peach slices and sour gummy children.
    

    
      "Why don't we just get both of them, then!" Yanfei takes an extra bag of shrimp crackers.
    

    
      "Fine!" Keqing takes an extra bag of dried tofu squares.
    

    
      "Also, while we're here," Yanfei adds, "I want chips."
    

    
      "Ooh, what flavour?"
    

    
      "Sweet chili heat."
    

    
      "…You're my new favourite person. Sweet chili heat is 
      objectively
       the best chip flavour, but Ganyu 
      hates
       spicy food," Keqing bemoans.
    

    
      "Right??" Yanfei enthusiastically shoves bag after bag of spicy corn chips into their shopping baskets. "I think that'll be enough. Actually, maybe a bit less. They have a three for $10 deal going on, so we can share?"
    

    
      "Great idea. I'll take one."
    

    
      "Xiao, do you like sweet chili heat?"
    

    
      "They're okay. Almond tofu is better."
    

    
      Yanfei opens her mouth, then closes it, then opens it again. "You're right, almond tofu is better, but that's only because it's 
      tofu
      . Well," she peers at their shopping baskets, "I'm sure Ganyu will love the stuff we got for her. Especially the qingxin — she loves those! It's a shame there weren't any at the market."
    

    
      Ganyu indeed does love the qingxin when they return. Her eyes widen. "Qingxin? Don't mind if I do —" She reaches out her hand, but Keqing slaps it away, waggling a finger in front of her face.
    

    
      "Nuh-uh. You have to pay for it first."
    

    
      "Right," Ganyu says sheepishly, rubbing the back of her head with the hand not holding all of their groceries. "Are we all done?"
    

    
      "Yep!" Yanfei holds up her basket. "Lots of chips here. Want any?"
    

    
      Ganyu grimaces. "It's spicy? You can have them. Also," she peers into their baskets, "you guys are paying for everything from here, by the way."
    

    
      Yanfei blanches. "Keqing?"
    

    
      "Yes?"
    

    
      "Do you want to put back the ten bags of extra snacks?"
    

    
      "…Yes."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      7. Cooking with Ganyu
    

    
      Ganyu ties the back of her apron, humming a quiet tune. "Xiao?" she calls. "You're the kitchen slave today!"
    

    
      "Yes, master," Xiao grumbles, turning off the TV and rolling up his sleeves as he enters the kitchen. "Whatever you say, master."
    

    
      Ganyu raises an eyebrow, one hand on her hip. "Do you have a problem with that?" Xiao warily eyes the frying pan she's holding up with her other hand and shakes his head. "Good. Yanfei, want to help?"
    

    
      "Ooh, what are we making?"
    

    
      "It's a staple called 'Universal Peace'. It'll go well with the leftover bean sauce from yesterday."
    

    
      "Sounds good!"
    

    
      "Xiao, can you put the glutinous rice from the counter onto the steamer?" Xiao dutifully lifts the lid of the steamer, which emits a cloud of steam. Ganyu pulls out a knife and wooden cutting board. "Yanfei, mind chopping these dried fruits and nuts? About granola-sized is fine."
    

    
      "On it!" Yanfei takes her place behind the cutting board and proceeds to mercilessly shred the poor plants. Ganyu observes for a few seconds to make sure she's doing it correctly, then moves on to her own task.
    

    
      "What do I do now?" Xiao asks.
    

    
      "Peel and slice these carrots. If you can, slice them into triangles about this big," Ganyu says, holding her thumb and index finger together.
    

    
      "The fruits and nuts are done!" Yanfei calls.
    

    
      "Thanks, Yanfei. Pass them over here?" Taking a bag of lotus seed paste from the fridge, Ganyu slices it open with the knife and squeezes its contents out into a bowl.
    

    
      Yanfei looks over her shoulder with the cutting board, curious. "What are you doing now?"
    

    
      "We're making filling. It'll add a bit of sweetness to the rice. I like it with qingxin, but I'm guessing you two don't —" Ganyu glances up at them and is validated by two rapidly shaking heads, "— so we'll be adding a bit less honey than I normally do." She scrapes the dried fruits and nuts from the cutting board into the bowl of lotus seed paste, then holds out her hand. Xiao places a bottle of honey in it. "Thanks."
    

    
      Shaking the honey bottle to get it out faster, Ganyu squeezes a small amount into the mix. "The honey moisturises the filling," she explains. "Xiao, you can stir it now. Gently," she adds as an afterthought. "It's supposed to be a paste, not a smoothie."
    

    
      Xiao slows his beating of the paste to a more gentle stirring until Ganyu deems it to be sufficiently mixed. "Yanfei, can you get the orange juice?" She bends down to pull out a cup of flour from the drawer, slowly pouring it into the paste until its colour lightens. "Slowly pour it in…that's enough."
    

    
      Yanfei pokes the dough, squeezing it between her fingertips. "Rice and flour? Interesting."
    

    
      "We're not exactly mixing the two together directly."Ganyu takes out a large metal bowl and lightly brushes its sides with oil. "Can you get our bowls?"
    

    
      Xiao beats Yanfei to the punch and immediately sets out three bowls for Ganyu. "Okay." She scoops the steaming glutinous rice into each bowl.
    

    
      "Now, we should still have some sweetened coconut milk. Aha." Ganyu taps a half-full carton and evenly pours it into every one of the bowls, making sure to cover as much area as possible. It soaks into the cracks between the grains of the glutinous rice, and Yanfei's mesmerised as it drains away deep inside the bowl. The light aroma of coconut milk blends with the rice reminiscient of some curries.
    

    
      "This is a pretty fancy staple dish," Yanfei comments, watching as Ganyu carves out a groove in the centre of each rice bowl, spooning out lotus seed paste mix in each one.
    

    
      "It's not as simple as plain rice, but it tastes so much better. It fills you up like rice, too." Ganyu fills up each hole with rice to restore the pristine surface once again. She takes a rice spoon and firmly presses down on each of the bowls before turning them upside down onto plates.
    

    
      The perfectly spherical dome practically shines from the water and coconut milk, the two slightly different shades of white blending to make it more appetising than ever.
    

    
      "Decoration time! You can put the different toppings on however you want. I'll start cleaning up," Ganyu says, turning on the tap while putting dishes into the sink.
    

    
      Xiao wrinkles his nose at the dried fruits and nuts out in small bowls set to the side. "Are any of these edible? Aside from the carrots."
    

    
      Yanfei shrugs. "I'm down. I'll take all of them." She places the carrot slices on all sides, but arranges the lotus seeds, dried cranberries, and a single dried apricot to form a small picture on top of her dish. "It's a scale! You know, to weigh good and evil. The apricot is the thing being weighed, see?"
    

    
      Xiao picks at the carrot slices and distributes them haphazardly over his own dish. "It's modern art. Abstract."
    

    
      "Very original."
    

    
      Xiao shrugs. "I do what I can." He picks up his plate with two hands and sets off to the dining room.
    

    
      When all of them finally sit down before the dining table, Yanfei peers over at Ganyu's plate — hers has the carrot slices arranged in the cardinal directions, while the berries alternate in a ring, framing the apricot in the centre.
    

    
      "Let's eat?" Yanfei raises her chopsticks.
    

    
      Xiao starts eating.
    

    
      The fragrant rice is smooth yet slightly sticky, whole yet slightly sweet. The tartness of the orange juice is heavily masked by the lotus seed filling, but it's still there just enough to bring something new to the dish. Yanfei sighs. "This is good! Almost like extra-fancy trail mix, but in a good way."
    

    
      "I'm glad you like it."
    

    
      She tries another bite with berries this time and finds it to be a delightful mix of sweet and sour. Yanfei finds that the perfect ratio of filling or fruit to rice is about one to five. It's a dish that always tries to be inoffensive to the palate, and Yanfei savours every bite, taking pride in her role in preparing it.
    

    
      It's a peace-full dish.
    

    
      8. Cat
    

    
      Keqing comes over to their apartment one afternoon, cradling a large Chantilly-Tiffany cat in her arms. "Ganyu!" she calls, slipping her shoes off. "I brought Morax!"
    

    
      "Mrow."
    

    
      Ganyu's door bursts open the same time as Xiao's as they both dash to Keqing.
    

    
      "Morax!" Ganyu says.
    

    
      "Morax!" Xiao says.
    

    
      "Morax?" Yanfei asks quizzically, looking up from her book on the couch. "Oh, I've only seen him in pictures!"
    

    
      Keqing chuckles. "Why don't I get this kind of attention when it's just me, huh?"
    

    
      "You're not as cute as he is," Ganyu shoves Xiao out of the way and takes Morax into her embrace, shoving her face into his fur. "You should bring him over here more often."
    

    
      "Hey!" Keqing pouts. "I come all this way with Morax and this is the welcome I get?"
    

    
      "Aw," Ganyu draws her into a hug, placing Morax for him to scamper onto the couch and onto Xiao's head. "You'll always be my favourite kitty cat, Keqing," she teases, batting one of her hair buns.
    

    
      Keqing looks away, blushing. "Ah…well. I suppose I can forgive you just this once."
    

    
      Yanfei approaches the dark-furred cat, staring into his piercing golden eyes. For some reason, it feels like he's reading her whole self. "So this is Morax. Hello! I've only ever seen you in pictures before. Can I touch him?"
    

    
      "You've never met him, right?" Xiao nods. "Go ahead. He doesn't bite." Morax continues to tangle Xiao's hair, making himself at home. Hesitantly, Yanfei lowers a palm behind Morax's scruff, sinking her hand into his thick fur.
    

    
      "He's so soft," she whispers. "I just want to pet him forever. Does he like cat toys?"
    

    
      Morax nuzzles Xiao's face, who leans in to the touch. "Yes, but good luck finding one that he likes. He only likes the best of the best."
    

    
      "Oh, please, Morax's just picky," Keqing says, but her tone is fond. "Whether it's actually high quality or not doesn't matter — you just have to pretend it is. He's always strutting around like he owns the place, never doing anything useful. Don't tell him this," she lowers her voice, "but half of his toys are second-hand."
    

    
      Yanfei giggles. "I thought Morax was your cat, Ganyu."
    

    
      "He is," Ganyu sighs, lifting Morax from atop Xiao's head onto her lap and stroking him, "but the landlord here doesn't let us keep pets. So Keqing's taking care of her for now."
    

    
      "For now? At this rate, he'll think 
      my
       apartment is home," Keqing jokes.
    

    
      Ganyu looks at Yanfei. "Did you know that Keqing used to hate Morax?"
    

    
      "Whaaaat?" Yanfei looks between the cat and Keqing. "Was he mean to you?"
    

    
      "Not at all," Xiao chortles. "He loved her. Kept begging for her attention instead of Ganyu's. She always tried to get away from him, though. This was before they started dating."
    

    
      "Not liking Morax is a non-starter," Ganyu says firmly, hugging him protectively. Morax just blinks, face inscrutable as ever as he stares directly at Yanfei.
    

    
      Yanfei stares back. "I think he's judging me."
    

    
      "Oh, he does that," Ganyu says. "Don't take it personally. He doesn't like Beidou, either."
    

    
      Keqing snaps her fingers. "Oh, yeah! Ganyu, Beidou said that she can make it today. We'll pick her up right after this."
    

    
      "Ooh, that's nice. We haven't worked out together since last semester."
    

    
      "Do you want to head out now?"
    

    
      Ganyu looks down at a curled-up Morax while she strokes his fur. "Just a second…" she says, lifting him and settling him on Xiao's lap. "Guys, can you look after Morax while we're out? We should be back before the end of the day."
    

    
      Yanfei makes a face behind Ganyu's back.
    

    
      Xiao nods. "Of course."
    

    
      Ganyu wags a finger in front of his face. "And no feeding him weird stuff again, alright? Cats shouldn't eat raw chicken — they can still get food poisoning."
    

    
      Yanfei jots down a mental note. "Huh." She looks to Xiao. "Did he —"
    

    
      "Not a problem at all," Xiao interrupts her. "Morax will have nothing but the best."
    

    
      "Good!" Ganyu smiles. "You better not kill my cat, Xiao."
    

    
      Xiao waves away her concerns. "Not a problem whatsoever. I care for him as much like I would my own son."
    

    
      Ganyu raises an eyebrow.
    

    
      "You worry too much."
    

    
      Keqing places her hand on Ganyu's shoulder. "You should trust him, Ganyu. I'm sure it'll be fine."
    

    
      "Okay…" Not looking entirely convinced, Ganyu lets Keqing lead her out the door.
    

    
      For the first few minutes, Xiao and Yanfei just sit there, occasionally petting Morax. He lounges about belly-up, allowing Xiao to rub his belly.
    

    
      "
      Mrow."
    

    
      "He must be hungry," Xiao deduces, glancing down at Morax. "We should feed him something."
    

    
      "Are you sure?" Yanfei knits her eyebrows together. "Didn't Ganyu say not to feed him anything?"
    

    
      "She said not to feed him anything he can't eat. There are plenty of things that cats can eat. Ganyu keeps a bag of cat food around here just in case," Xiao says, opening the fridge, "but we can give him something better. He deserves it." He takes out a can of tuna.
    

    
      "Uh…can he eat that?"
    

    
      "All cats eat fish," Xiao dismisses. "He's had caviar before. It'll be better than dry kibble, at least."
    

    
      "If you say so."
    

    
      "He's the best cat you could ask for," Xiao says, scooping the tuna into a small metal dish and places it by the cat's side. Morax sniffs it before he greedily laps it up. "He's so well-behaved. Doesn't even scratch the furniture."
    

    
      A minute later, just as he finishes the dish, Morax decides that he doesn't like the canned tuna and ejects the contents of his stomach onto the kitchen floor, before sitting up again and blinking at them. Yanfei can almost feel the waves of disappointment emanating from those wide eyes.
    

    
      "Morax!" she recoils. She looks to Xiao.
    

    
      "Such perfection…" Xiao says dreamily. He looks up to see Yanfei staring at him with a strange expression. "What?"
    

    
      Yanfei sighs. "Should I even be surprised?"
    

    
      "The tuna wasn't good enough, that's all. Would you like it if you ate something you hated?"
    

    
      "I wouldn't 
      vomit
       it on the ground!"
    

    
      "You would if it was bad enough."
    

    
      "I would not. I'd eat anything, even if I didn't like it. I 
      definitely
       wouldn't spit it out in a disgusting way like 
      that,
      " she gestures in Morax's general direction.
    

    
      "Oh, please. Morax does what he wants to do, and it's our job to let him do that in the best way possible."
    

    
      "No way. Do you worship him or something?" She looks down at the mess that's starting to smell. "…Are we gonna clean that up?"
    

    
      "Certainly." Xiao retrieves a roll of paper towel, wets it, and then wipes down the floor. Yanfei liberally applies disinfectant.
    

    
      Morax meows again. "He's still hungry," Yanfei notes. "I'll get the kibble." She drops the soiled paper towel into the garbage bin and makes for the cupboard.
    

    
      "What if we feed him fruits?"
    

    
      "What's wrong with kibble? Cats are carnivores."
    

    
      "Hm. I guess that's fine. Fruit slices would taste much —"
    

    
      Yanfei rolls her eyes. "Yes, Mr. I-Made-Morax-Vomit-By-Giving-Him-Tuna. I'm so telling Ganyu about this when she comes back." After briefly rinsing Morax's food bowl, she fills it with pellets from a half-full purple bag. Morax unenthusiastically bites away.
    

    
      "See? He doesn't like it nearly as much."
    

    
      Yanfei throws her hands in the air. "It's just kibble! It's fine, Xiao. You don't have to spoil him rotten like that."
    

    
      "Yeah, well," Xiao says, folding his arms, "I'm just trying to give him something different from what he usually eats. It's important to have a balanced diet."
    

    
      "Not for cats! They only eat meat in the wild."
    

    
      "And is he eating meat right now?"
    

    
      "No, but…"
    

    
      Morax 
      mrow
      s again, pushing away the food bowl with his paws and batting Xiao's leg. "He wants to play," he guesses.
    

    
      Yanfei pulls out a laser pointer and shines it at the wall. Morax's eyes focus on it, but he otherwise doesn't move.
    

    
      "Morax doesn't like those kinds of toys," Xiao says with the air of someone who really knows what he's doing, "he plays by watching other people do things. Sometimes he backseats."
    

    
      Yanfei gapes. "Backseats? What do you mean 'backseats'?"
    

    
      "You know. He instructs people how to do things better."
    

    
      "But how?"
    

    
      "Cats are smart," Xiao shrugs. "I'd say that Morax is even smarter. Sometimes it's like he's lived forever, with all of the experience he has." He rubs Morax's back affectionately. A phone pings, and he  "Oh, also, you'll have to take care of him now until Ganyu comes back. Something came up."
    

    
      "Wait, what? No, I have to know —"
    

    
      "Sorry, Yanfei. Kazuha's high again." Xiao watches another message come in. "I really have to go. Just make sure that he doesn't eat anything bad. And don't let him into my room. Morax won't do anything you don't want him to do. Isn't that right, Morax?"
    

    
      Morax tilts his head quizzically.
    

    
      "Great. See you." Yanfei watches helplessly as Xiao throws on a sweater and leaves the room.
    

    
      "Am I the only one who isn't crazy for you?"
    

    
      Morax 
      mrow
      s.
    

    
      9. Boring Lectures
    

    
      "Next week, we'll be looking at the case study of Sumeru — how the distribution of power meant that it was easy for Azar to take full control of the Akademiya. Make sure you do the pre-lecture reading!"
    

    
      The lecture hall is a flurry of motion as students get up to leave for their next class. Yanfei taps the boy sitting beside her with her pen. Eyes bleary, he raises his head from his arm pillow. "Heizou. 
      Heizou!
       The lecture's over."
    

    
      "Wha…" Heizou yawns. "Already? I don't think I slept that well." He rubs his eyes, peering at the lecturer a few rows in front of them. "Did we cover anything important?"
    

    
      "Yes! Professor Nahida talked about the Qixing-adepti power struggle in the 90s. She said that it'll be on the next quiz!"
    

    
      "Don't bother with him, Yanfei," Shinobu snickers from beside her. "The guy'll just 
      guess
       what the answer is. Our exams are bullshit. As long as you're halfway eloquent, you'll pass."
    

    
      Heizou stretches. "Exactly. What if I start skipping?" Yanfei's eyes widen. "All of the course notes are online, anyway." He  shrugs, slinging his bag over his shoulder. "It's so easy that I could do it by myself."
    

    
      "You're paying for all of these courses, at 
      U of T,
       and you're 
      skipping?"
    

    
      "I'm paying for my 
      degree
      ," he fires back. "If I don't have to go to class, why should I?" Heizou looks around. "By the way, where's our next class?"
    

    
      "Here," Yanfei says flatly. "Do you even know your schedule?" She takes out her water bottle and a chocolate snack. "Just another hour and we'll be done for the day."
    

    
      "You should pay attention for this one," Shinobu pipes up. "It's ARBUS — the business one?"
    

    
      Heizou groans, slumping back in his chair. "But business 
      sucks.
       Who takes business in political science? Fine," he huffs.
    

    
      "Apparently, you do. Business was an elective. If you wanted, you totally could have picked English."
    

    
      Ripping open the snack, Yanfei follows by twisting the bottle cap.
    

    
      It doesn't budge. She tries harder, straining her arms and ignoring the pain caused by the friction —
    

    
      "Hey baby, let me help you with that."
    

    
      "Hi, Yelan," Shinobu greets her.
    

    
      Yanfei looks up to see a woman in a designer fur jacket leaning over from the seat behind her, hand outstretched, confident smile on her face. "Oh, Yelan! Thanks!"
    

    
      Yelan takes the proffered bottle and firmly twists it.
    

    
      It doesn't budge.
    

    
      She tries harder, straining her arms and ignoring the pain caused by the friction, sweat beading on her forehead — "Heh, one second…" she plasters on a confident smile.
    

    
      Yanfei's grin grows. "Need a rubber band?" She holds out the plastic flexible taken from her backpack.
    

    
      "Not at all! Yeah, actually." Yelan takes the rubber band and with enough force, turns the bottle cap open. "There you go. Piece of cake."
    

    
      "Mhm. Yelan, actually, we were just talking about Heizou here." Heizou snaps his head up at the mention of his name. "What do you think about skipping classes?"
    

    
      Yelan stares at her blankly. "What about it? I do it all the time."
    

    
      "Huh? But…I never would have thought you…"
    

    
      Yelan rolls her eyes. "I can learn all of this way faster than some lousy old prof can teach it. It gets old, fast."
    

    
      "But think of the tuition!"
    

    
      "I'm paying for my 
      degree
      . If I don't have to go to class, why should I?"
    

    
      Yanfei blinks. "Woah! Deja vu."
    

    
      "See?" Heizou exclaims, pointing at Yelan. "She gets it! Yelan, right?" He holds up a fist. Yelan bumps it enthusiastically.
    

    
      "Think about it this way," Yelan explains, leaning back in her seat. "If I can get the same information in less time, what's the lecturer worth? Nothing."
    

    
      "I…guess so?" Yanfei struggles to find a flaw in their logic.
    

    
      "You should totally give it a shot!"
    

    
      "If you say so... Maybe I will?" Why not? If there are so many potential time savings from something as easy as skipping class, she'd be able to read 
      twice as much!
       Steeling her resolve, Yanfei nods a firm nod. "Okay! Starting tomorrow, I'll study by myself!"
    

    
      "Yanfei," Shinobu warns, "I'm not going to stop you, but you really should think it over some more. If you skip, you also don't get to socialise or network with other people in lectures. Ask some upper-years about what they think," she suggests.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Hey guys!" Yanfei slams the door to the apartment open, barging into the common room. "Should I skip class?"
    

    
      Xiao and Ganyu look up from the couch.
    

    
      "Skip class?" Xiao puts his book down. "All the time. The content was so easy, anybody could do it." He nods approvingly. "I'd recommend it. That way you don't have to stick around more people than you have to. Also, you have so much more time to explore campus and the city. You're in first year. Don't squander it."
    

    
      Ganyu takes off her glasses and folds them. "I had to overload first year, so I just couldn't go to some of my classes." She shrugs. "It wasn't that big of a deal. I think you're smart enough to catch up on anything you miss — but you should still have a good reason to skip class." She also shrugs. "You're only in first year once. Make the most of it."
    

    
      "So, as long as I have good grades, it doesn't matter?"
    

    
      "Yes," Xiao and Ganyu say.
    

    
      "Okay!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The next day, Yanfei peeks into the lecture hall. She spots the familiar flash of light green hair that is Shinobu and waves. Shinobu doesn't see her because 
      oh, right,
       she's not inside. Students stream in and out of the room, slowly dwindling as the lecturer starts to teach. Shouldering her backpack, Yanfei glances back one final time before trudging out of the building.
    

    
      Oh, yes. She's a 
      rebel.
    

    
      Excitement wells within her as she's 
      breaking the rules
       — well, technically, there aren't any rules about going to class, and she knows two people who skip all the time… But this is her first time! Yanfei takes a deep breath as she steps out into the sunlight. Today, the air even seems fresher.
    

    
      What should she do? The whole world is her oyster. There are so many possibilities.
    

    
      Too many possibilities. What 
      should
       she do?
    

    
      "Er…" As she ponders her options, her legs automatically begin to move, carrying her back to the place she knows best — her apartment. Somewhat mindlessly opening the front door, Yanfei supposes she could read a book or something. Or maybe do some chores!
    

    
      Chores aren't fun. She'll do those later.
    

    
      Yanfei pulls a book off the shelf and makes herself comfortable in the oversized beanbag chair she forced Ganyu to help her carry out of her house.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Five hours later, she finds Heizou at their normal math class in the afternoon. "What do you normally do when you're skipping?"
    

    
      "Hang out with people! My friends never have the same schedule as I do. Also, it's 
      so
       much nicer to sleep in instead of waking up at eight every morning for morning classes."
    

    
      Yanfei shakes Shinobu's shoulder. "Shinobu, hear that? You should skip with me! It's no fun skipping by myself."
    

    
      "Eh. Hm." Shinobu looks to the front of the lecture hall. "Maybe for just one class. Not this one, though. I'll join you during our polisci tomorrow morning?"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "So. I'm here. Not in class. What do you want to do?" Shinobu wraps a jacket around herself as she steps out of her residence to greet Yanfei.
    

    
      "We should go out of campus! You're skipping class. Don't you feel a sense of 
      adventure?
       Isn't it exciting?"
    

    
      "Well…it's okay, I guess. My next class is in," Shinobu says, glancing at her phone, "two hours. So it can't be anywhere too far. Have you been catching up on the lecture notes?"
    

    
      "I can do that anytime," Yanfei waves the matter aside. "How about the mall? It's only twenty minutes away."
    

    
      "Eaton?" Shinobu makes a face that Yanfei can barely see over her mask. "I suppose. Is it worth skipping class for, though? You can just go after class or on weekends."
    

    
      "But it's the 
      principle
       of the thing. Imagine! We're like two underdogs of the resistance, hiding from the evil oppressors that try to force us into brainwashing!"
    

    
      "More like two underdogs . I still think you. Are you prepared for the quiz tomorrow?"
    

    
      "Definitely! I'll cover the material tonight. I'll go back on Monday, don't worry."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Also, your marks have been released on Quercus. Most of you did much better on this quiz compared to the past ones. Expect to see content around this difficulty on your final exam."
    

    
      Yanfei stares at the large green number on her screen. 
      48%.
       "Huh."
    

    
      Shinobu peers over. "Oh, no. I thought you said…"
    

    
      "Woo!" Heizou pumps his fist. "80 again!"
    

    
      Yanfei gapes. "Wait, Heizou — how did you…"
    

    
      "Hm? Oh, did you…" He pats her back consolingly. "Well, in your defense, I have years of experience skipping class. You still have to study — a little more, even, because you're not here."
    

    
      "This quiz is only worth two percent," Shinobu offers. "It's not the end of the world or anything. You can still do well on the others."
    

    
      Yanfei only stares into the distance, severely contemplating all of her life choices. "I'm never skipping again."
    

    
      10. Pen Pal
    

    
      Village 1
    

    
      10 November 2022
    

    
      University of Teyvat Mondstadt, Teyvat
    

    
      Dear Eula,
    

    
      How've you been? I've heard that, not being in the city, UTM is a lot bigger than UTL. They say that you have much more freedom when you're in university. It's true! Though I suppose it's more true for the people who don't have morning classes every day. I can go to the library or the park or even take a stroll downtown! People also say that you have to do a lot more work in university, but I'm managing so far. We've had two assignments: one essay and one exercise on figuring out how governments are structured. I did pretty well on them, I think. Shinobu says that an 85 is near the top of the class, but how could she know? It's nice to hear, at least.
    

    
      I met this new kid, Heizou? He doesn't care about class. It's a little surreal, seeing someone casually dip out like that even in the middle of lectures. I guess he's just really smart, since he's almost doing as well as me. It sounded like he had a lot of extra time, so I tried it out for a week and a bit, but it turns out that I'm not someone who can work as efficiently as he can…
    

    
      Also, about the residence debacle I told you about last time, they never got around to getting me a place. Just gave me $1000 and my deposit back. I guess they have way too many first years this year… My cousins had to bail me out — luckily Xiao basically had an empty suite all to himself. I'll send pictures! They're nice and I love them and all, but I kinda wanted to meet new people, you know? At least other people my age. But I digress! UTM got everyone a spot in residence, right? How'd that work out for you?
    

    
      The food here is so bad. SO BAD. My friend Hu Tao offered us her meal plan dollars the first day during orientation, and I don't think I'll be forgetting what happened in the bathroom afterward anytime soon. Unless I absolutely have to, I never want to step foot in there ever again.
    

    
      Clubs and Societies Day for us was last week. Ganyu suggested I join the archery club, but I really don't think that's my thing. It sounds cool and I'll definitely try it out, but it seems like something I'd do on the side. Not like a hobby or anything. Can you believe that she can draw a 45-pound bow? I knew she was ripped, but wow… Maybe that's why Keqing likes her, hehe! I thought debate club was pretty cool, and Model UN, and rapping club! Next week I have tryouts for the volleyball team, so wish me luck! There are so many different clubs here compared to high school.
    

    
      Oh, yeah, I saw your school during orientation last week! Our UTSU president put UTM and UTI people on the screen. Do you know Jean? I'll be honest, she seemed like she didn't really want to be there. She said she was vice-president, though…
    

    
      Tell me about UTM! I want to read all about it.
    

    
      Sincerely,
    

    
      Yanfei
    

    
      P.S.: When can I visit?
    

    

    
      
    

    
      University College
    

    
      12 November 2022
    

    
      University of Teyvat Liyue, Teyvat
    

    
      Dear Yanfei,
    

    
      It is my pleasure to read about your exploits in the University of Teyvat in Liyue. The Mondstadt branch is indeed quite spacious — Mondstadt itself is not as developed as Liyue, after all. I have on occasion elected to visit the lowly citizens out in the city in their various habitats. The labours of academia have yet to concern me, and I have been enjoying myself most thoroughly. There passes not a day where I do not rest peacefully.
    

    
      Village 1 is most improper as a living space. I was given the liberty to select the person I would live with, and so was able to accommodate Amber's request to share a room. You may find enclosed several images of the sorry state of the room. As an aside, Amber greets you and wishes you well. The lack of space and utter disdain for decorum is borderline insulting. Vengeance will be mine! I tender my regrets for your loss. The incompetence of the University is quite impressive, if I may. I do not believe I have met this "Xiao" in the past. I will remedy that at the earliest available opportunity. You force my hand. I shall appear by your door within the week.
    

    
      I concur to the greatest extent that what the University deems "sustenance" to be "sus" indeed. It would barely be trough quality in the family home. My condolences for your stomach. However, I have become accustomed to such difficulties, thanks to the culinary skills of Amber, which have yet to meet their match in any food service.
    

    
      As you are aware, my social status does pose a barrier to my involvement in club activities. With great difficulty, I was admitted into the Dance Club, and they dared compliment my abilities mid-dance! I will have my revenge. I recommend that you proceed with archery due to its character-building features. Given that your skills in volleyball are untouchable, I see no need to confer any redundant "wishes" for luck.
    

    
      Regarding your query, I am, in fact, familiar with Jean. She is not only the vice-president of the Student Union here but also the residence don of my floor. Her workload is commendable but also a point of concern. I will heed your notice and act accordingly. Indeed, the orientation featured a number of personnel from other schools, including I believe, your president, Ningguang. Please disavail me of this notion should you feel the need to.
    

    
      I must ask if you have considered the possibility of exchange in the future, or of potential employment after the following term concludes, understanding that the first year of university is challenging and a significant shift from prior years.
    

    
      My utmost regards,
    

    
      Eula
    

    
      P.S.: You may choose to visit the University of Teyvat Mondstadt at your leisure.
    

    
      11. Schoolwork
    

    
      CW: Mild spoilers for S3E5, "Chicanery", of 
      Better Call Saul.
    

    
      "Ganyuuu," Yanfei whines, stretching her arms across the surface of the dining room table. "Please help meeee…"
    

    
      Ganyu sets down a thick textbook across the desk and sighs. "I hope you learned a lesson from all that. When Xiao and I told you it was fine to skip lectures, we also told you to make sure you wouldn't fall behind. Xiao has excellent rote memorisation skills, which got him through all of first-year history, while I put in effort outside of classes to make up for  the lost time."
    

    
      "This is your fault," Shinobu, in the seat beside Yanfei, shakes her head as she taps her pen on the wooden surface. "Even Heizou and Yelan study afterward to make up for skipping lectures. Heck, even 
      I
       looked at the lecture material when I was at Eaton with you."
    

    
      Yanfei pouts. "I was going to! I just…was occupied with something else!"
    

    
      "Would that 'something else' be watching ten episodes of 
      Better Call Saul
       the night before the quiz?"
    

    
      Yanfei blanches. "You heard that?"
    

    
      Shinobu looks amused without her mask. "You're still watching that? Is it good?"
    

    
      "Oh, it's amazing! When Saul planted the battery onto Chuck which triggered his electromagnetic hypersensitivity — though batteries don't have current flowing through them while they aren't connected to a circuit — and then he went on on a rant that totally ruined his case, it was… 
      muah!
       Chef's kiss! Not to mention —"
    

    
      Ganyu clears her throat.
    

    
      "…the acting was really good. And the setting." Yanfei finishes lamely.
    

    
      Ganyu taps the book. "So, which part were you stuck on, again?"
    

    
      "Here," Shinobu reaches over, drawing an air circle around the question in the book. "Question 8b."
    

    
      Sliding on her glasses, Ganyu reads the question aloud. "As 
      n
       approaches infinity, evaluate the limit of the 
      n
      th root of the sine of pi over two 
      n
       times the sine of two pi over two 
      n
      , all the way up to 
      n
       minus one pi over two 
      n
      …" she murmurs. "Okay. What don't you get?"
    

    
      Yanfei gives her a blank stare. "…Everything? What do I do first? I can't differentiate this or do any of the other tricks for finding limits."
    

    
      "I know how to start," Shinobu scribbles something in her notebook. "You're supposed to lawn both sides — since the root can be expressed as a power of one over 
      n
      , right? I got stuck after that, though. I think you're supposed to do something with the sines…"
    

    
      Ganyu nods. "You're on the right track. Notice how the sine pattern can be split into one over 
      n
      , two over 
      n
       and pi over two? All the way up to 
      n
       minus one over 
      n
      . It's basically ranging from zero to one, exclusive."
    

    
      "Oh!" Yanfei writes down a few more steps. "A definite integral!"
    

    
      "Yes. So you can express it as…"
    

    
      Shinobu finishes the variable substitution first. "Er… The definite integral from zero to one of the lawn of sine pi 
      x
       over two. And then we can solve from there."
    

    
      "Very good." Ganyu smiles. "Looks like you don't really need my help."
    

    
      Yanfei raises her hand. "What about the question after that, professor?"
    

    
      "Let 
      f
       of 
      x
       be the definite integral from zero to 
      x
       for 
      t
       minus three over 
      t
       squared plus seven. Find where: it increases, decreases, local extrema, and the interval of concavity." Ganyu glances up from the book. "Do you really need help for this one?"
    

    
      Shinobu nudges Yanfei with her shoulder. "Hey, this is just derivatives. I think we can do this one ourselves."
    

    
      "Yeah, I'm done up to the extrema part. What about concavity?"
    

    
      "Second derivative test," Shinobu says simply.
    

    
      Yanfei's face is blank. "Huh?"
    

    
      "Y'know. The thing where you take the second derivative and check both sides of the roots? The thing we covered last…week…when you weren't here." Shinobu sighs.
    

    
      "Ohh! I think I read up on that once I started studying. 
      That's
       how you're supposed to use it? Okay, so I'm supposed to expand this, chain that, remove that, divide that…? That's an ugly function."
    

    
      "You have to expand this part here," Shinobu points. "Chain rule."
    

    
      "Stupid chain rule," Yanfei grumbles, erasing and redoing the offending calculation. "How about now?"
    

    
      "No, you messed up again here, I'm not sure how you got that. Five plus two isn't seven, it's… Oh. Wait, it 
      is
       seven." Shinobu erases a part of her own paper, writing down a fresh version. "Yep, that's right."
    

    
      "So the question's done now?"
    

    
      Ganyu looks over their work, nodding approvingly. "It all looks good to me." She glances at her phone and swipes something away. "Do you think you still need more help? I have to get to Beidou's in about an hour."
    

    
      Yanfei skims over the rest of the problem list before nodding. "I think I'm good." She squints. "Wait, actually…no, never mind, I think I can do this. You should go and get drunk with Beidou."
    

    
      "Me? Get drunk?" Ganyu raises an eyebrow, stopping one foot out the door. "I'm insulted, let me tell you."
    

    
      "Does she get drunk often?" Shinobu asks.
    

    
      Yanfei snorts. "Oh, she tries. At this point, I think her alcohol tolerance is so high that she's the sober friend even when they're all drunk."
    

    
      A/N: let me sleeeeeeeeeep
    

    
      12. Cooking with Xiao
    

    
      "Yanfei, do you want almond tofu?" Xiao asks one day.
    

    
      "Tofu?" Yanfei's eyes brighten, and Xiao can see the infatuation in her eyes. "Yes! Where is it?"
    

    
      "We're going to make it." Xiao rolls up his sleeves upon stepping into the kitchen. "If you help, you can have some."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "So." Xiao places his hands on his hips, staring at the empty pot.
    

    
      "So." Yanfei places her hands on her hips, mimicking his flat tone.
    

    
      Xiao scowls. "Stop copying me. We have to make almond tofu."
    

    
      "Sure." Yanfei shrugs. "What do you do first?"
    

    
      Xiao pauses, thinking, before retrieving the box of tofu from the fridge along with a jar of almonds. "First, you have to take out the ingredients." After setting down the ingredients, he stares at them blankly.
    

    
      "Sure. Almonds and tofu. What about the other ingredients?" Yanfei prompts.
    

    
      "We don't need other ingredients," he decides. "Unless you have any ideas for things you want to add?"
    

    
      Yanfei squints at him. "Do you even know how to make almond tofu?"
    

    
      "…I was hoping you would," he admits.
    

    
      "I've never made almond tofu, either."
    

    
      "Don't you make many different types of tofu?"
    

    
      "Not almond tofu," Yanfei shrugs. "That's a cold dessert, and I don't make cold desserts. I'll find a recipe, then. Does that mean you 
      buy
       almond tofu each time? You love it so much, I thought you'd be an expert by now."
    

    
      "Sometimes Ganyu makes it for me."
    

    
      "That's sweet." Tapping away on her screen, Yanfei screens the various recipe sites for one they can make. She gasps. "Get this — did you know that almond tofu isn't actually made of almonds? Or tofu? It's supposed to be…" She squints. "Sweet apricot seeds? I've been lied to. Lied to, let me tell you!"
    

    
      "What?" Xiao scrabbles for Yanfei's phone, but she dances around, always keeping it out of his reach. "No, I can't believe this. What do you mean, no almonds?" Yanfei glances backward, startled to see his pupils rapidly shrinking and dilating. His breaths are shallow and quick, and there is a deep fear in his eyes.
    

    
      "Uh, I mean, there aren't a 
      lot
       of almonds in almond tofu," Yanfei says carefully, 
      tap-tap
      ping away on her phone. "Here's one we can use." Instantly, Xiao calms down. "I 
      think
       we have all of these. First, we prepare the syrup. Can you boil a pot of water?"
    

    
      Entrusting the water heating to Xiao, Yanfei reaches into the cupboard to inspect the bags of raw ingredients. "Dried goji berries, dried wolfberries, sugar osmanthus," she mumbles. "Why do we have such exotic ingredients?" She shakes her head.
    

    
      "The water's boiling," Xiao says, standing to the side of a bubbling pot.
    

    
      "That was fast! Add some sugar," Yanfei reads distractedly, her free hand handing Xiao the bag of berries, "and about half of these berries."
    

    
      but she peeks back in time to see Xiao pour in an avalanche of sugar. "Wait! Not like that!" She groans, palming her face. "You only need a couple of pinches."
    

    
      Xiao's blank face greets her. "How much is that?"
    

    
      Exasperated, she puts her phone down.
    

    
      "Okay." Yanfei sets her mouth. "Do you like sweet food?"
    

    
      "A little."
    

    
      "Well, whether you like it or not, you're gonna be eating all of this with me. Anyway, now you get to stir until all of the sugar melts. Gently! Good. Good, okay. Now, we have to…soak almonds in warm water for 
      eight hours?"
       Yanfei looks at Xiao. "You were going to
    

    
      Xiao frowns. "Ganyu said that she already prepared all of the ingredients and that it would be easy. She's just busy today."
    

    
      "Isn't she always?" Yanfei glances at the bag of sugar that was now half-empty. "Easy, you said," she says flatly.
    

    
      "Easy."
    

    
      Yanfei sighs, pulling open the fridge. "Well, if she said that it's already done," she peeks at the recipe again, "there should be soaked almonds in the fridge…here!" She takes out a metal bowl filled with water and floating almonds, the top sealed with plastic wrap. "And a note…
      Dear Xiao: Please do not let Yanfei burn down the apartment.
      " she reads. "Hey! What does that mean? If anything," she huffs, "
      you're
       the one who's going to burn down the apartment."
    

    
      "I would never," Xiao says unconvincingly.
    

    
      "Anyway!"Yanfei sets down the bowl of almonds and moves onto the next step of the recipe. "
      Grind almonds in water.
       How do we do that?"
    

    
      Xiao opens a drawer and takes out a mortar and pestle. "This?"
    

    
      Yanfei's eyes widen. "You're joking, right?"
    

    
      "Am I?" Xiao's expression is completely unchanged.
    

    
      Yanfei groans. "That'll take forever! There has to be a faster way… How about this egg beater?"
    

    
      Xiao eyes the handheld kitchen tool. "Are you sure that's going to work? The almonds are going to fly everywhere…"
    

    
      "Nah," Yanfei dismisses. "Do you 
      want
       to pound almonds by hand?"
    

    
      "Why not?"
    

    
      "Because it takes 
      forever
      , duh."
    

    
      "I have time."
    

    
      "No!" Yanfei crosses her arms to make an X. "I'm vetoing this. I still have to study for my three quizzes tomorrow."
    

    
      "Then…" Xiao looks around, opening and closing cabinets. "I think we have a blender. Is that better?"
    

    
      "
      Much
       better." Yanfei raises an eyebrow. "Why didn't you say so earlier?" She shakes her head. "What in your brain jumps to 
      mortar and pestle
       to grind almonds? You're not even taking chemistry."
    

    
      "It's traditional."
    

    
      "So are abaci."
    

    
      "You don't use abaci?" Xiao stops unraveling the power cord to the blender to stare at her.
    

    
      Yanfei blinks rapidly.
    

    
      Xiao's expression cracks into a tiny smile. "Kidding." He plugs in the blender and scoops steeped almonds inside with his hands, careful to leave out most of the water.
    

    
      "…You know, I almost believed you there."
    

    
      "Come on. I'm only a year older than you."
    

    
      "You don't act like it. Boomer."
    

    
      Xiao turns on the blender. "Come again?"
    

    
      Yanfei yells over the roaring sound of the blender. "I said, 
      you don't act like it, old man!
       Oh," she starts, observing the blender. "It should be done now. That looks like almond milk to me. I'll fire up the stove for the next step. You should sieve the almond milk ­— get all of the bits of shell and peel out."
    

    
      A sieve is obtained and Xiao obligingly pours the blended almond milk through the sieve into a new bowl. The texture is like moderately thick milk, punctuated by brown specks here and there that are all cleanly filtered out by the sieve. "Done."
    

    
      Yanfei's just finished boiling a mixture of whipped cream, sugar, and white jelly. A packet of gelatin sits by the stove, sitting in a bowl of warm water to let it heat up. "Great!" She turns the heat all the way down. "Pour it slowly into the pot?"
    

    
      As Xiao pours a steady stream of almond milk into the pot, Yanfei continues to stir, watching the the off-shades of white swirl and mix together. It reminds her of milk foam.
    

    
      Once she's satisfied that it's all evenly mixed together, Yanfei 
      plop
      s the softened gelatin into the pot, letting it all coagulate together. She takes a small spoonful of the half-formed jelly-like substance and tastes it. "It's good! Definitely on the sweet side, but still good!" She points the spoon at the pot. "For fake tofu, that is. Wanna try some?"
    

    
      "Sure."
    

    
      Yanfei fills another spoonful and observes Xiao's expression as he tastes the mixture. It brightens ever so slightly. "I think it's fine. It 
      is
       a little sweeter than what I'm used to, but I wouldn't say it's too sweet. Definitely not as bad as the syrup, at least."
    

    
      "That's your sweet tooth," Yanfei says wryly, turning the heat off. "Can you stir? I'll grab the square mould for the tofu."
    

    
      When Yanfei returns with the moulds, Xiao already has a scoop of heated almond tofu ready to pour.
    

    
      "Yep… Just like that — alright!" Yanfei claps her hands. "We're done! It'll be ready by night. But first — do you want this half or this half?" She gestures at the barely visible line with a knife.
    

    
      "We shouldn't take all of it," Xiao says, shaking his head. "I want to leave some for Ganyu."
    

    
      "Good idea," Yanfei nods. "That's pretty based."
    

    
      "Based on what?"
    

    
      "Nothing. You don't know? Something's based if it's good."
    

    
      Xiao thinks it over, then nods solemnly. "I see. So almond tofu is based."
    

    
      "Right!" Yanfei beams, an entirely, completely, definitely innocent expression plastered on her face. "Actually, there are other words you should know, since all of the first-years use them a lot…"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Did you make the almond tofu?" Ganyu says, slinging off her backpack as she steps into the apartment.
    

    
      Xiao continues to watch television. "Yes. Yanfei helped. Your recipe is quite based — there's more left in the fridge for you."
    

    
      Ganyu pauses. "Huh. Thanks. Nothing burned down, I hope?" She peeks around as if searching for scorch marks.
    

    
      "No. Yanfei almost tried to grind the almonds with an egg beater though. That was cringe and unbased."
    

    
      A few seconds pass in silence. Xiao looks up. "Ganyu?"
    

    
      Ganyu stares at him with an expression of unbridled horror. "W-what happened to you?"
    

    
      "Is there something that is sus? Yanfei taught me some common slang used by university students. That was very poggers of her."
    

    
      A quiet 
      thump
       resounds as Ganyu sits down heavily on the nearest chair she can drag over. Eyes unfocused, she gazes into empty space. "No — just —" She abruptly gets up. "I'm going to talk to Yanfei."
    

    
      "Kek-double-U," Xiao states.
    

    
      13. Overwhelmed
    

    
      The desk lamp on Yanfei's desk only manages to shine over her 
      tap-tap
      ing away on her keyboard, shadows dancing across its owner's face.
    

    
      Yanfei yawns, leaning backward in her chair and stretching to get rid of the kinks in her back. The clock on her laptop reads 02:00. Eyes drooping, she gets a couple more words down for her essay before deciding to take a break. She'll finish this tonight — or this morning — if it's the last thing she does. She's already been working for three hours past her normal bedtime — what's a couple more?
    

    
      As much as she'd like to hop right into bed and drop into a nice, deep sleep, instead she shuffles out of her chair and into the hallway. Glancing backward, a familiar 
      tap-tap
       sound from the door ajar beside hers catches her attention. Yanfei pours out two glasses of water in the kitchen, taking care to hold the top as to not burn herself. Xiao nods at her as he takes his own sip of coffee by the microwave, which is heating up food with a low, comfortable hum.
    

    
      Before returning to her own room, Yanfei bumps the other door with her foot because her hands are both occupied. "Ganyu?" Yanfei calls out softly.
    

    
      No response. Yanfei pushes the door open all the way and peeks inside the room.
    

    
      Ganyu sits slightly hunched in her wooden chair, eyes focused on her computer screen before her, occasionally flicking to a notebook to her side and a paper sitting on a stack of papers to her other side. The desk lamp is the only source of light, an Three empty cups with brown residue at the bottom line the back of the desk facing the wall, safe from any accidental knocks or jolts. "Ganyu?" Yanfei tries again, louder.
    

    
      In response, Ganyu straightens her back, finally noticing someone calling her name. Her head sharply raises to attention, then she glances at the door to see Yanfei in her pyjamas standing in the doorway, light from the hallway streaming into the room. "Oh! Good evening, Yanfei," Ganyu says.
    

    
      Yanfei notices with a frown that her eyes aren't as focused as she's used to seeing. "Morning, more like. Do you want some hot water?"
    

    
      "Yes, please." Gratefully holding out both hands to grasp the mug, Ganyu takes a long sip from the proffered drink, sighing lightly in satisfaction as the heat spreads through her body. "Thank you."
    

    
      "What are you working on?" Yanfei says, stepping inside and leaning over Ganyu's shoulder to peer at her computer screen.
    

    
      "It's a… It's student council stuff," Ganyu says, yawning.
    

    
      Dear President Ningguang,
    

    
      The requested budget documents have been revised and and checked over. Please ensure that these are sufficient for your needs at the next UTSU board meeting.
    

    
      Regarding the CWC event, I propose that we take measures to limit the number of people that can attend, much like last year — the writeathon tends to attract more attention than we expect every year and it is a good idea to implement a ticketing system so that we can tailor the event to better suit the number of people that will actually come.
    

    
      In addition, I would like to raise the following points to your attention to be discussed at the next executive meeting:
    

    
      	
        access for high school and elementary school student orientations,
      

      	
        renegotiating the contract we have with the TTC due to the recent rapid growth of the student population,
      

      	
        finish the essay for AFM 367,
      

      	
        complete co-op applications,
      

      	
        hold archery club executive elections,
      

      	
        buy Keqing's birthday present,
      

      	
        apples,
      

      	
        soy sauce,
      

      	
        rice (jasmine, glutinous)
      

      	
        lots of lettuce, spinach
      

      	
        canned black beans
      

      	
        dhuie wfjo sap
      

    

    
      Yanfei's brow furrows the farther down the list she reads. "What does 'dhuie wfjo sap' mean?"
    

    
      "Huh?" Ganyu rubs an eye with one hand as she squints at the screen. "Oh…I must have entered that wrong. Thanks…for letting me know. Let me fix that…" She reaches out a hand and fixes the line. Yanfei notices it tremble ever so slightly.
    

    
      "And, uh, are you going to bring up Keqing's birthday at the next executive meeting, along with the rest of your to-do list? And your…shopping list?"
    

    
      "That too." More items are crossed off of the list. Ganyu 
      tap-tap
      s away, continuin asg to write her letter.
    

    
      "You're tired." Yanfei thinks about it, then adds on, "More than usual, too. How many hours have sleep did you get?"
    

    
      Ganyu tilts her head left and right. "Um…" She counts her fingers. "Twelve."
    

    
      "In the last seven days?"
    

    
      "No," she shakes her head, "in the last week. Oh. Yes. Yes, in the last seven days."
    

    
      Yanfei gapes. "You should sleep — I know that 
      I'm
       dead tired and this is my 
      first
       night in uni staying up this late. How are you not unconscious on the ground?" she asks, half-amazed, half-horrified. "Put it away for tomorrow."
    

    
      "I can't," Ganyu says wearily. "These are due by morning," she yawns. "It's been a busy week, but I can handle it."
    

    
      "Huh. I…didn't notice." Yanfei looks around Ganyu's room more closely, this time looking carefully for the more unusual signs. Ganyu is normally well-organised, but it's only now that Yanfei spots the bed made with wrinkles, as if its occupant was rushing even more than they usually were. She notices the normally pristine shelf surfaces smattered with a small amount of dust. She sees the overflowing wastebasket, the hastily scribbled notes in Ganyu's binder, the open backpack tucked under the desk instead of in the closet where she knows Ganyu normally keeps it. "Is there anything I can do?"
    

    
      A knock on the door turns both of their heads to stare at Xiao in the doorway. "I heard Yanfei in here. Do you want a cup, too?" he nods at her, holding out to her a cup of steaming brown liquid, placing the other on the desk. Ganyu nods appreciatively.
    

    
      "I'll pass, thanks," Yanfei holds out a palm. "I won't be able to sleep at all if I have coffee this late."
    

    
      Xiao shrugs, taking the cup for himself. "Suit yourself."
    

    
      Ganyu turns back to Yanfei. "You have your own essay to do, don't you? I'm fine — thank you for your help, Yanfei, but I have a lot of work to get through by morning," she says politely. "Did you need me for anything else?"
    

    
      "I…" Yanfei closes her mouth. "Oh. Okay. I'll leave you to it, then."
    

    
      Xiao makes way for Yanfei to look back once before she gently shuts the door behind her and returns to her own room. "My fault for leaving the door open." He steps behind Ganyu to her bed, brushing the blanket to one side to make space for him to sit down. "I know that you've had a lot on your plate lately, but you're not going to be able to protect her forever, you know." The gaze that he gives Ganyu is patient, non-judgemental.
    

    
      Ganyu takes the fresh cup of coffee and sips it. "You don't say. But like I told Yanfei, I can take care of it."
    

    
      "All before morning?"`
    

    
      "Oh, yes, there's no problem. I've done it before. I can do it again."
    

    
      "Do you have to?"
    

    
      "Of course. I signed up for this — I knew what I was getting myself into. I'm 
      fine
      , Xiao." She catches his unblinking gaze. "Don't be like that. Don't you anything more important to do?"
    

    
      "I'm in honours history," Xiao deadpans. "I'm never busy. 
      This
       is important — don't change the subject." He pokes her shoulder. "You're tense."
    

    
      Ganyu rolls her shoulders up, back, and down. They don't go down all the way. "It's a temporary thing."
    

    
      "Are you sure?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "Ganyu," Xiao says, very gently. "Are you alright?"
    

    
      Ganyu doesn't move.
    

    
      "Yeah, for sure — am I alright?" She chuckles. "No," Ganyu slumps. "No, I…" She buries her face in her hands. "Why did I choose to do this, Xiao? Why am I taking an 
      accounting and business administration
       double degree? I 
      know
       it's useless. Why did I run for secretary?" Her voice turns harsher the longer she speaks. "How does that help me except cut a couple hours of sleep for me every day? Archery Club president? I barely make it to their meetings once a month. I've been here for three years and what did that do for me? 
      What is it all for, Xiao?"
       She looks at him, fresh tear tracks falling down her cheeks.
    

    
      Xiao lets her finish venting, listening intently. Hesitantly, he pats her back. "I don't know. But I think it was something important to you. Should I call Keqing for you?"
    

    
      "No. Not her. Not right now," Ganyu laughs bitterly. "I don't want to do this anymore."
    

    
      "I resigned. You could, too," Xiao suggests.
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      "Why not?"
    

    
      "Because…that would mean that I gave up. That I couldn't do it. That I didn't care enough."
    

    
      "Can you do 
      all
       of it?"
    

    
      "I can…" Ganyu stares at the pile of work in front of her as dread wells up inside her. "…'t. I…can't. Not without…without sacrificing more. I can do that, at least."
    

    
      "You don't have to do all of it. Or, even if you do," Xiao adds, "you don't have to do it all 
      alone
      . That's stupid. Do you want me to help you?"
    

    
      "It's my work. I've got it."
    

    
      Xiao stands up, making to leave. "I'll leave it in your capable hands, then." As he's about to pass her, Ganyu reaches an arm out to block him.
    

    
      "Wait. Can you…go shopping tomorrow for me?"
    

    
      "Certainly. Send me the list." Xiao sits back down on the bed, waiting expectantly.
    

    
      Ganyu's voice is sprinkled with undertones of relief. "Thank you so much, Xiao — again. And, uh… Can you review these numbers?" Ganyu hands Xiao about a third of the paperwork pile.
    

    
      "You owe me almond tofu for this," Xiao warns her, taking out a pen and sitting down at an adjacent side of the table.
    

    
      "Certainly. Add one to the tally."
    

    
      14. Interlude - I Found A Magical Fish While Fishing With My Cousin (In Another World)!
    

    
      WatSFiC x CWC contest submission
    

    
      A wooden rowboat drifted over a lake. Its two occupants sat facing each other on their respective benches, wearing matching wide brim hats as they relaxed in the bright summer sun. Two fishing lines were mounted on opposite ends of the boat, completely still in the water.
    

    
      All was quiet but for the light brush of wind ruffling their clothing, and the water gently lapping against the side of the boat. Yanfei tipped her head back, adjusting her cap so that it would sit over her eyes. "Thanks again for coming out with me, Ganyu. How's work, by the way?"
    

    
      "Oh, it's light right now, don't worry," Glancing at the rods floating around the water, Ganyu waved the matter aside. "I should be asking about you. I hear your legal consultancy has gotten a lot of attention lately."
    

    
      "Yup! Although," Yanfei sighed, "there's so much conflict between Vision-holders and the common folk lately. So many people are suing each other left and right… The divorce cases are the 
      worst.
       No one's ever always right, and 
      I
       have to be the one to…to… I wish society was more black and white," she said, slumping further back against the wall.
    

    
      Ganyu chuckled, her eyes darkening. "You don't say."
    

    
      "You've lived a lot longer than I have." Yanfei glanced up at Ganyu. "What do you think?"
    

    
      "Hmm…" Ganyu said. "Do you know an old book from Mondstadt written by wind-worshippers?
    

    
      "
      Lost Prayers to the Sacred Winds
      , right? It's supposed to be insightful — I've been meaning to check it out sometime. I wish I had one, though."
    

    
      "You should give it a read. It's not going to help you very much with dealing with people, but it's still a good book. Personally, I think experience is what helped me the most. Visit new countries, meet new people, throw yourself into very different situations…" Her voice trailed off as she stared into the depths of the lake. The murky water made it hard to see past a few centimetres, but the slight wiggling of the line sent unmistakable ripples through the previously still water. "Yanfei, do you see that?"
    

    
      "We got something!" Yanfei grunted, pulling hard on the fishing rod as she tried to reel it back in. "I…think this one's…a big one! Ganyu…help?"
    

    
      Ganyu reached over and effortlessly 
      yanked
       the fishing line up with her hands. A mossy treasure chest flew out of the water and landed perfectly in the centre of the boat, splashing lake water all over their shoes. More water continuously streamed out of the chest and onto the base of the boat. Ganyu wrinkled her nose as she turned on the Automatic Magic Canoe Water Drainer™.
    

    
      Yanfei stared. "How'd 
      that
       get caught on the line?" She poked the chest using the other end of the fishing rod.
    

    
      The chest did not poke back.
    

    
      "It's kinda heavy," Yanfei reported. "Maybe it has treasure! I'm gonna open it."
    

    
      "Are you sure? Something this old at the bottom of a lake would have a larger chance of being an evil creature that wants to eat your soul. Although," Ganyu mused, "if you're lucky, it could instead be some legendary magical weapon that has the power to freeze a whole ocean."
    

    
      The rusty silver lock on the chest was broken, inviting the two to pry it open for the mystical contents inside. With a lowly, mysterious 
      creak
      , Yanfei pushed open the lid of the chest. She and Ganyu stared inside. "Is that…a bow?"
    

    
      Carefully, Ganyu removed the large, shining archery implement, avoiding the sharp blue spikes along its body. As she ran a hand over its aged wooden frame, Ganyu inspected the glowing runes all around the grip and belly of the bow, giving it an experimental flex and draw. "It says…Polar Star," she read, squinting to make out the ancient language. "Seems like a good bow. I'll keep it."
    

    
      "Good decision," Yanfei nodded. "If you don't overflow on CRIT Rate, it's your best-in-slot in freeze teams. Second BiS in melt, too."
    

    
      "Huh?" Ganyu asked.
    

    
      "Huh?" Yanfei asked. "I mean, you're the archer girl, not me. I'm not gonna be able to use it. It's all yours."
    

    
      Turning the bow over one last time, Ganyu swung the bow behind her. Yanfei watched it disappear into pretty golden sparks into the secret dimensional subspace where all of them kept their weapons. "I think there was something else in the chest."
    

    
      Indeed, they heard a 
      flop-flop-flop
       coming from the chest. There was still one more item in the chest. Something…alive.
    

    
      Yanfei creeped closer, eventually poking her head over the lip of the chest to peek inside.
    

    
      An orange fish with bulging eyes and a mouth that looked like it was used to sucking bananas all day greeted her. Yanfei gaped. "It's so cute! Is this a koi fish, Ganyu? It's orange, so that means it has pyro powers, right? Oh, I'll name you…magic koi — Magikoi!"
    

    
      "Actually, I think it's a different kind of carp."
    

    
      "Oh. Magikarp, then. Come with me! I'll take care of you. You're going to grow up to be big and strong one day," Yanfei said gently, a warm smile on her face as she reached out with both hands to welcome the fish into her extended family.
    

    
      Evidently, the fish did not want to be a new member of Yanfei's family and 
      splashed
       out of the chest right onto her face.
    

    
      "Blergh!
       Get it off, get it off!" Yanfei batted the fish away as she turned her head out to spit fish water, 
      eugh
      , out of her mouth. The fish went flying toward Ganyu, who dodged it instinctively.
    

    
      "It's getting away! No, Magikarp, stop!"
    

    
      In one rapid movement, Ganyu drew an arrow from her quiver and fired, ice energy gathering at the arrowhead for a millisecond before she released it to trap the fish in a solid block of ice. It plummeted back to the bench beside where Yanfei was sitting.
    

    
      Once she felt sufficiently less unclean, Yanfei proceeded to take out a worn music notebook and rip out one of its pages to set it on fire. The ice around the fish promptly melted and returned to reveal a fish. "It's not dead," Yanfei observed. "I think it's just fainted. That's one hardy fish."
    

    
      Ganyu continued to aim the Polar Star at it. "Do you 
      want
       it dead?"
    

    
      Yanfei considered the idea. "Actually, do you mind holding off on that for now? I've always wanted to try something."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Ganyu and Yanfei stood on opposite ends of the small boat, which barely wobbled thanks to the Automatic Magic Boat Stabiliser™ 9000 that Ganyu activated. Yanfei thrust out her hand, kicking Magikarp out from beside her to take the field. "Go, Magikarp! I choose you!" she cried, waiting expectantly.
    

    
      Like a fish out of water, Magikarp flopped onto the floor pathetically.
    

    
      "Magikarp, you can do it!" Yanfei tried again.
    

    
      Like someone imitating a dead fish, Magikarp floundered on the floor uselessly.
    

    
      "Magikarp, I'm begging you! I'll give you snacks!" Yanfei pleaded.
    

    
      Like a child throwing a temper tantrum because they didn't want to eat fish, Magikarp wiggled on the floor pitifully.
    

    
      "I see. " Yanfei clenched her fist, staring down at the floor.
    

    
      Like a Water-Type being electrocuted by an Electric-Type but not really caring, Magikarp jerked about on the floor woefully.
    

    
      "I'm so sorry for not listening to you, partner," Yanfei whispered, falling to her knees.
    

    
      Like a student just seeing the second page of the midterm paper for the first time, Magikarp drooped onto the floor anemically.
    

    
      "It's my fault. I never treasured our bond enough," Yanfei said, squeezing her eyes shut. A single tear trailed down her cheek.
    

    
      Like a joke that went on for far too long and was reanimated several times, Magikarp lurched about on the floor feebly.
    

    
      Flames blazing around her to represent her determination, Yanfei fist-pumped the air, gesturing wildly before pointing at Ganyu. "I understand you now. Magikarp, 
      use Splash!"
    

    
      Like 
      it was the weakest and most pathetic
       fish in the world, Magikarp splashed about on the floor aimlessly!
    

    
      But nothing happened. Yanfei stood in silence for a few seconds. Ganyu returned from her fighting stance to a normal standing position, frowning. "How useless."
    

    
      Yanfei nodded agreeably. "Yeah, Magikarp kinda sucks. The only thing it does is splash around. Magikarp," she declared, "you have disappointed me for the last time. By the power invested in me by myself, I sentence you…to exile!"
    

    
      Ganyu pointed her bow at Magikarp.
    

    
      "Wait! Do it outside the boat." Yanfei tossed Magikarp off the edge of the boat. Before it could land in the water, the trail of a fully charged ice arrow 
      schoom
      ed past her and slammed into the fish, blasting it straight up. The fish comet left behind a beautiful trail of white that vanished as quickly as it appeared. "Nice shot."
    

    
      "Thanks."
    

    
      The two shielded their eyes, watching and waiting for the fish to come back down. "That might be a little bit farther than exile," Yanfei commented after a while.
    

    
      "It's in a whole new world now," Ganyu said. "Nothing we can do about that."
    

    
      "Nope. Not a thing." Yanfei settled back on her seat, lounging as they waited for another fish to bite the hook. Snowflakes gently fluttered down around them, melting and sending ripples where they landed in the water. A slight fishy scent filled the air.
    

    
      "Snow in July," Ganyu observed. "That's new."
    

    
      Yanfei glanced up. "There's not a cloud in the sky, either."
    

    
      "Climate change, huh?"
    

    
      "It's gotta be," Yanfei agreed.
    

    
      15. Sleepy
    

    
      A/N: Originally this was supposed to be sleepy Yanfei but somehow it ended up being Ganqing fluff?? ngl it gets sappier than i imagined
    

    
      Keqing frowns when Ganyu plops her bag and then herself in the seat beside her. "Were you crying?"
    

    
      "Just tired," Ganyu yawns, squeezing out tears from the corners of her eyes. Keqing lets out an 
      ah
       of understanding. "Aiugh…" she groans, covering her mouth behind her hand as she yawns loudly. She wavers in her seat before laying it down to rest in the crook of her elbow. Whatever the lecturer's saying goes in one ear and out the other.
    

    
      "Care to share?"
    

    
      Ganyu slowly nods, stifling another yawn. "I was up until four last night finishing the assignment and filling out forms for Ningguang." There is none of her usual light pep or energy in her voice. "I'm never doing 
      that
       again."
    

    
      "You're lucky that we only have one class today. What do you want to do after? I suppose we won't be hitting the gym with you like this…"
    

    
      "Hungry. Then sleeeeeep." It comes out as a mumble. Ganyu looks up at Keqing, half of her face smushed against her arm. "I…don't think I can make it to the end of this lecture. Send me your notes after?" She promptly crashes against the pillow she regularly keeps in her backpack, snoring quietly.
    

    
      Keqing looks up at the professor — luckily, the guy sitting in front of them blocks his view of them, and she's pretty sure that he loves the sound of his voice too much to hear them, either. "Go to sleep, Ganyu," she whispers, rubbing Ganyu's back.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Ganyu's gait is unsteady and Keqing has to catch her more than once on the path out of their classroom. "Jeez, Ganyu. How did you get here in one piece? You'd pass for a drunk person, the way you're walking."
    

    
      "Xiao helped."
    

    
      "Why did you even decide to come to class? You should have stayed home to sleep more."
    

    
      "Attendance…marks…" Ganyu stumbles again, tripping over her words.
    

    
      "The 0.5% iClicker doesn't matter! That's it," Keqing says, exasperated as Ganyu collides into her for the third time. "We're taking you back home."
    

    
      "No," Ganyu sluggishly stretches out a hand. "I have work to do… I can do this. Just need some…tea."
    

    
      "Do you really think you'll be able to get anything done the way you are now? I'm carrying you all the way back to your apartment if I have to."
    

    
      "Give me a chance. I can totally…make it mysel — 
      oof!
      " Keqing yanks her away from walking straight into a signpost. "Thanks."
    

    
      "You were saying?" Keqing raises an eyebrow. "You haven't been this tired since the beginning of the semester. This can't just be from one night. Has it been that bad?"
    

    
      "A little bit…"
    

    
      Keqing sighs. "You didn't sound tired in our phone calls. I wish you'd tell me more about your problems, Ganyu…"
    

    
      "I'll try…if you do too. Hypocrite," Ganyu teases.
    

    
      "Me?" Keqing's voice cracks and she chuckles. "I do! Mostly. Often."
    

    
      "You always sound so confident about it. You have at least as much work as I do, but it's like you're never nearly as stressed…"
    

    
      "That's because we talk about it. Though," Keqing shifts her eyes, "I admit that sometimes I talk like I'm more confident than I actually am. How about this: If you promise try to talk to me more when you feel down, I'll promise to do that too."
    

    
      "…Throw in a cup of coffee?"
    

    
      "Deal."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Here we are," Keqing announces their arrival to the cafeteria, practically dragging Ganyu to a table in the corner. "You stay here. I'll get you some caffeine."
    

    
      "Don't worry…" Ganyu wavers in her seat, smiling serenely with half-lidded eyes, holding out a shaky thumbs-up. Keqing trusts the gesture almost as much as she trusts procrastination coming from her girlfriend. Two steps later, she hears a 
      thump
       and looks back to see Ganyu with her head on the table using her arms as a makeshift pillow, eyes closed but not quite asleep.
    

    
      Keqing knows exactly how Ganyu likes her coffee: Two milk, one cream, no sugar. With experienced hands, she assembles the drink in a glass mug with the equipment in the student cafeteria.
    

    
      "Coffee my beloved…" Ganyu murmurs when Keqing returns, her hands sensing the warmth and reaching out for the mug.
    

    
      "What about me?" Keqing says half-indignantly, pulling out her seat and moving it beside Ganyu.
    

    
      "Coffee keeps me up longer. But you're great too." Ganyu sips from the cup, then frowns. "It's not very strong…"
    

    
      Keqing sighs. "It's caf coffee. The crappy kind. It's like they don't want people staying up late at night."
    

    
      "Imagine." Ganyu drains half of the steaming cup in one go. Keqing thinks that she seems a little steadier now thanks to the hot drink. "Keqiiiing," she sighs, resting her head on the table with her arms outstretched.
    

    
      Maybe not as awake as she'd hoped. Keqing makes a face. "Get off that. The table's gross. At least let me wipe it down for you." She fetches a handful of napkins and sweeps away some of the crumbs from the students that were here before them. Reluctantly, when Keqing bumps her arm with the napkin, Ganyu shifts her position to rest where Keqing's already wiped down the table.
    

    
      For a good few minutes, Keqing's content with simply watching Ganyu drift in and out of sleep. She watches Ganyu's peaceful expression, free from the stre, and how sometimes her nose twitches as it picks up the aroma of food from someone walking by. That she can rest at all in this environment is astounding to her. She knows that she'd end up with nothing but a sore neck and the feeling that she hasn't slept at all if she tried to do it in a place like this.
    

    
      Then, well, she gets bored. And the cafeteria isn't the best place to get anything done. "Want to head back now?"
    

    
      "Mmm. Can I sleep here for a little bit?"
    

    
      "Don't you want to sleep in your bed?"
    

    
      "It's too far," Ganyu whines. "Don't wanna walk."
    

    
      "I could carry you back," Keqing says, sizing up her girlfriend. "Actually, scratch that. Probably not."
    

    
      Ganyu chuckles lightly. "Better hit the gym more. That way you'll be strong enough to carry me back to the apartment."
    

    
      Keqing makes a noise of protest. "Hey, 
      I'm
       not the Archery Club president here. Your upper body's jacked."
    

    
      "Your arms are lovely, too," Ganyu murmurs.
    

    
      "Shh!" Keqing hisses. She looks around at the people around them. A couple of them immediately lower their heads, and her face reddens when she hears faint giggling. "Ganyu, we're leaving." Ganyu makes a noise of complaint, but ultimately lets Keqing drag her outside.
    

    
      "Whaaaa…"
    

    
      "I'm not carrying you back, either."
    

    
      With Keqing's help, Ganyu manages to trudge into her lobby and into the elevator, wherein she nearly falls on Keqing. "Mmrphf."
    

    
      Keqing rubs Ganyu's head. "Almost there. Just a little more walking, then you'll be able to sleep all you want."
    

    
      "Thanks, Keqing."
    

    
      "Not a problem. Actually, it 
      is
       a problem. I don't want to see you out and about when you're about to fall over, got it? If you need sleep, go to sleep. This is incredible," Keqing says, shaking her head. "I still can't believe that you got to class alive."
    

    
      "Yes'm…"
    

    
      The elevator 
      ding
      s once they reach the final floor. As if she's sensing how close they are to their destination, Ganyu's able to walk in a straight line to their apartment suite without assistance from Keqing, though she does keep her elbow entwined with Keqing's.
    

    
      Keqing does Ganyu a favour and fishes the keys out of her backpack. She doesn't think Ganyu's hand-eye coordination is up to the task right now, so she unlocks the door and helps Ganyu inside. "Shoes off," she reminds Ganyu.
    

    
      "Yeah, yeah." Ganyu stumbles once — Keqing maintains a firm grip on her forearm and resolves to maintain it until Ganyu's safely in bed. Guiding Ganyu one step at a time, Keqing pulls her in the direction of her room, but Ganyu tugs on her hand as they pass by the common room.
    

    
      "You want to sleep on the couch? But your bed's way more comfortable."
    

    
      Ganyu tugs Keqing's hand a little more insistently. "You and me."
    

    
      "If you want to," Keqing says dubiously. She lets Ganyu guide her to one corner of the couch, placing her to the side of Ganyu that isn't the armrest. Her girlfriend sighs when she's sat on the couch, and she leans into Keqing's side. "Comfy?"
    

    
      Ganyu makes a contented sound against Keqing's shoulder and she snuggles in further. "Love you," she mumbles.
    

    
      Keqing tries to keep a stern expression, but a smile wriggles its way onto her face. "I love you, too." Perhaps a short nap would be good for her, she thinks, closing her eyes and leaning her head against Ganyu's. She pays attention to nothing but the way their breathing and heartbeats synchronise, then drift away again as Ganyu falls fully into sleep.
    

    
      16. Constipated
    

    
      It rains outside. Xiao stares out the window, resting his chin on his hand. An essay on the consolidation of power after the Archon War is partially written on his laptop. The cursor has been blinking in the same spot for five minutes now.
    

    
      Yesterday, it snowed, with a small hint of freezing rain. Earlier this morning, U of T announced that classes today would be cancelled. That's fine by Xiao — he's perfectly content to stay in his room to finish his essay. Better than slipping all over the ice. He sighs, eyes flicking to his bed. The pillow is crooked, and the blanket hasn't been made today.
    

    
      Actually, it hasn't been made in a week.
    

    
      Outside by the hallway, he hears someone turn on the kitchen fan and 
      clank
       pots onto the stove. Whose turn was it to cook today? Probably Yanfei. She's the energetic type who'd accidentally the pots down too hard. Maybe she'd even break the stove someday.
    

    
      Then she'd chuckle sheepishly, rubbing the back of her head while she apologises profusely. So many words to express something so simple. It's a waste of time and a waste of breath. Xiao doesn't understand Yanfei.
    

    
      He doesn't want to leave his room. It's nice. He knows where everything is here. If he wants, he could pop right back into bed. There isn't a single spot that he can't see from his position by his desk.
    

    
      Xiao contemplates working some more on his essay. It's due next week, but it's always a good idea to get things done earlier.
    

    
      He makes it five words at a solid one word per five minutes before he gives up and stares into blank space. The words swim at the back of his mind. What comes after? For some reason, he struggles to think of a good concluding sentence. Why 
      is
       he so insistent on finishing it now, anyway? He has loads of time.
    

    
      Xiao decides that he can do it later, closing the document for now to move on to something else. Some pop song plays through his headphones, cheerful and about love and how nice it is to have someone who understands the singer. Obviously. He shuts it off, leaving his world in silence. It's better that way.
    

    
      What else does he want to do? Xiao ponders it over.
    

    
      There's his business assignment for ARBUS. He could do that.
    

    
      There's also the article he has to write for his volunteering position at some history blog.
    

    
      There's also his bed. He could take another nap. It's been tiring lately.
    

    
      Or…he could play Zelda.
    

    
      The last idea sounds much more enticing than having to deal with people on the internet. Xiao slides the Joy-Cons out and powers on the console.
    

    
      "Lunch in five!" Yanfei's muffled voice calls out from the kitchen. A twinge of annoyance runs through him. Just when he's about to play. It's like she specifically timed it so that he'll have to stop right after he starts.
    

    
      Well, he doesn't care. He's still going to play, lunch be damned.
    

    
      A sense of satisfaction runs through him as the Lynel he's fighting is firmly knocked down by a combination of flurry rushes, mounts, and headshots. Not a single weapon broken, either.
    

    
      Right as he starts a quest to fetch some fish for some old man, he hears knocking on his door. "Xiao?" Yanfei says. "Lunch is ready!"
    

    
      Xiao 
      tsk
      s quietly. He'll finish this quest, then go.
    

    
      "…Xiao? Are you there? Can you hear me?"
    

    
      Archons, she can be so annoying sometimes. Can't she tell that he doesn't want to talk to her right now? That's why he isn't saying anything. Xiao pushes himself out of his chair and shuffles over to the door, pulling it open. "What?" he says flatly.
    

    
      Yanfei falters, and she glances past him to Link's avatar in the pause screen before turning her attention back on him. "Ah…I called everyone for lunch. Are you busy?"
    

    
      "No," he grunts. "I'll be out soon."
    

    
      "Okay." Yanfei hovers around like a fruit fly, her expression unsure. Xiao closes the door, sighing as he plops back in his chair.
    

    
      As promised, one rewarded gold rupee later, he leaves his comfy abode to meet Yanfei and Ganyu already at the dining table. He's not impressed when he sees today's selection: crab roe tofu with a side of rice and soup. Doesn't the woman know how to make anything else? This is the third time she's made it already.
    

    
      "Hey, Xiao," Ganyu greets him.
    

    
      "Hey."
    

    
      "Finally!" Yanfei says, picking up her bowl of soup. "Let's eat!"
    

    
      Xiao isn't that hungry — he's only had breakfast a few hours ago, but he drains the soup in record time and is halfway through his bowl before Yanfei starts 
      talking
       his head off.
    

    
      "So, school's cancelled," Yanfei says. "I thought U of T 
      never
       cancelled classes!" Of course they do. That's why they aren't in class right now.
    

    
      "I guess it was so bad that even we had to shut down," Ganyu shrugs. "It's supposed to be impossible to get around right now — the snow's nearly two metres tall. Even the TTC stopped running."
    

    
      "They cancelled our quiz!" Yanfei fistpumps.
    

    
      "Nice," Ganyu nods, smiling. "I also have a day off since everything's postponed by the snowstorm. Maybe we could do something together later today?"
    

    
      "Good idea! Er…Xiao, what about you?"
    

    
      "I don't have quizzes." Such a worthless question. Didn't they remember? It was one of the things he'd bragged about at the beginning of the year. Ganyu peers curiously at him.
    

    
      "Right! I nearly forgot!" Yanfei palms her face. "So? What do you think?"
    

    
      "I don't care. Do what you want." Xiao can feel a headache coming on. Maybe he should take some aspirin.
    

    
      Yanfei shares a glance with Ganyu. "…Okay. How about right after lunch? You guys wanna play cards?"
    

    
      "Sure."
    

    
      "I'm down," Ganyu says. "After the dishes, though. Whose turn was it to do the dishes again?"
    

    
      Yanfei watches Xiao carefully. "…Mine." Ganyu opens her mouth but closes it without saying anything.
    

    
      Xiao mechanically chews his food the whole time, listening. He's learned to efficiently minimise the time he has to spend eating so that it's faster to get out of the conversation. Taking advantage of that right now, he places his bowl in the sink and walks straight back into his room.
    

    
      "Xiao, we'll call you when we're ready," Ganyu says to his back. The door closes gently behind him.
    

    
      Finally. To think that people voluntarily want siblings — two suitemates is inconvenient enough as it is. A small spark ignites within him when he sees Link's avatar again, and he makes a beeline for his controller. Xiao tunes out the 
      clink
       of porcelain as Ganyu and Yanfei finish their meals and instead thinks about how he can optimise the speed of killing Thunderblight. Maybe if he can bait it to prevent it from running away… Or, he could just get a really buff sword. And that attack up armour.
    

    
      Before Xiao can implement his plan, his phone buzzes.
    

    
      kaeya: xiao are you dead
    

    
      Cyno: truuu it's been ages
    

    
      Cyno: u know, they told me that a mask was enough to get into the supermarket
    

    
      Cyno: they lied
    

    
      Cyno: apparently, u also need a shirt
    

    
      Xiao's expression remains unchanged.
    

    
      Xiao: cool.
    

    
      Cyno: its funny bc u expect a shirt to be on everyone in our culture
    

    
      Cyno: so the punchline
    

    
      Xiao: yep. cool.
    

    
      kaeya: hey man
    

    
      kaeya: sorry again about the group project, but you don't have to be like that still
    

    
      kaeya: get over it already
    

    
      Xiao: no. it's fine. i don't care.
    

    
      Kazuha: who stepped on lego today? and yesterday
    

    
      Xiao: no one.
    

    
      Xiao: just busy. gonna go work now.
    

    
      Xiao: don't message me. unless it's really important.
    

    
      Someone knocks on his door just as he turns off notifications on his phone. "Xiao?" Ganyu asks. "Yanfei's just finished washing the dishes. Are you ready to play cards?"
    

    
      That was fast. Xiao heaves a deep sigh as he pushes himself up and opens the door. "Fine."
    

    
      "Oh." Ganyu blinks. She looks back to the kitchen, then leans in, whispering in his ear, "Are you alright? You look a little bit…dead."
    

    
      "I'm fine," he says blankly. Why does everyone else think that something is horribly wrong, like he caught the plague? It's completely normal for him.
    

    
      "Mind if I drop by after?"
    

    
      "If you want to."
    

    
      Xiao follows Ganyu out into the common room, where Yanfei has already picked out a deck and set it face-down in the middle of the coffee table. "We have three people! So…how about Prez?"
    

    
      "Which ruleset?" Ganyu asks.
    

    
      "No burns, no overnuking, only twos and jokers are nukes, yes suits."
    

    
      Ganyu counts a finger for each rule. "No burns, no overnuking, only twos and jokers are nukes, suits matter." Does anyone even want to hear her speaking her mind? Everyone already has ears — it's so redundant. "Okay. Do you want to shuffle?"
    

    
      "After last time?" Yanfei snorts. "Not at all. Xia — Xiao was pretty good last time." She looks at him. "Wanna shuffle?"
    

    
      "Ganyu can do it." Xiao feels tired. It's only mid-afternoon. He supposes he should sleep earlier — perhaps six hours of sleep a day is 
      not
       enough. "She's as good as I am."
    

    
      "It doesn't matter to me," Ganyu says, accepting the deck from Yanfei and dealing cards out to each player. "Youngest goes first?"
    

    
      "Why, thank you!" Yanfei grins.
    

    
      This is such an advantage that it easily explains Yanfei's absurd win rate whenever they play cards together."Why not," Xiao says.
    

    
      When they pick up their cards, Yanfei's expression morphs into a poker face. "I go first. Four of clubs."
    

    
      Xiao studies his hand. "King of spades."
    

    
      Yanfei gasps. "That's so big!"
    

    
      "King…" Ganyu murmurs. She narrows her eyes at Xiao. "Why would you put a king down so early? Ace of diamonds." Xiao's the first one to break eye contact.
    

    
      "Pass from me," Yanfei says.
    

    
      "Ace of clubs." Technically, it'd be a better move to save his aces for a suboptimal full house, but at this point, Xiao's determined to come on top.
    

    
      "Ace of hearts."
    

    
      "Pass. Why are your cards so high!"
    

    
      "Skill issue," Ganyu says, still focused on Xiao. "Are you going to nuke it?"
    

    
      "No. Ace of spades."
    

    
      Ganyu sits thoughtfully. "Pass."
    

    
      "Pass," Yanfei sighs.
    

    
      The board is cleared. A new realm of endless possibilities. Xiao sets down a pair of sixes along with fives. "Five full house."
    

    
      "Ten full house."
    

    
      "Aha! 
      King
       full house! What do you say to that?"
    

    
      "Pass," Ganyu and Xiao say simultaneously.
    

    
      "Half-royal straight!"
    

    
      "Pass."
    

    
      "Diamond flush!"
    

    
      "Pass." Ganyu shakes her head. "This is excessive. Yanfei, are you sure you didn't stack the deck?"
    

    
      "You're the one who dealt it," Xiao points out.
    

    
      "I win!" Yanfei cheers, tossing her two last cards down onto the discard pile: a two and a queen of hearts.
    

    
      "Congratulations," Xiao says, standing up. "I'm gonna go back now."
    

    
      "What? It's only been one game!"
    

    
      "I have things to do."
    

    
      "C'mon," Yanfei pleads, looking at him imploringly. "Just one more?"
    

    
      Xiao hesitates, but he's already made up his mind. "No. This game is worthless. I have better things to do than lose every game because Yanfei cheats every game."
    

    
      Ganyu looks up sharply. "Xiao, you —"
    

    
      "Did something happen?" Yanfei interrupts her, concerned.
    

    
      "There's nothing wrong," he growls. "I'd much rather be alone right now, that's all. I don't need the two of you asking the same questions every time I step out here." He rolls his eyes. "I'm not going to die anytime soon."
    

    
      "You're not gonna die. Xiao," Yanfei says sadly. "I don't know what's happening with you. But I 
      do
       know that this isn't the normal Xiao. You — you can push us away all you want, but we'll always come back if you need us."
    

    
      Xiao grunts. "If that's what you believe."
    

    
      Disheartened, Yanfei does nothing as she watches Xiao trudge back to his room. "Ganyu, do you want to play Speed?"
    

    
      "Sorry, Yanfei," Ganyu says, staring at Xiao. "I have to force-feed some laxatives to my second-favourite cousin." She cracks her knuckles.
    

    
      "Aw. Good luck!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      As he runs around the mystical fantasy world of Hyrule, Xiao wishes that he could stay killing moblins and bokoblins forever without having to think about the real world.
    

    
      The door swings open. A surge of exasperation runs through Xiao. Doesn't anyone know to knock before they enter another person's room?
    

    
      "Hi." Ganyu locks the door behind her, then takes a seat on his bed, crossing her legs and propping herself up on her hands behind her.
    

    
      "Hey." He doesn't ask why she's in his room. He doesn't care, choosing to focus on smashing rocks.
    

    
      "Do you want to talk?" By which she means, 
      I want to talk and I'm going to stay here until we talk.
       Xiao sighs. Women and their 
      talking
      . Really, if you don't like something, you should just drop the subject and move on. It isn't worth talking about. It doesn't even affect her! He'll get over it within a couple days.
    

    
      "I'm busy."
    

    
      Ganyu takes in the screen. "After you kill the Talus, then?" Xiao curses that he ever showed her how to play the game.
    

    
      "Fine," he grumbles. "Whatever." He takes his time with the monster, killing it with his weakest weapon, but he can feel Ganyu's gaze boring into his back the whole time. After it falls over, disappearing into the shadow realm, he places the controller on his desk and turns his spinny chair to face Ganyu. "Spit it out."
    

    
      "You know," Ganyu says conversationally, "you didn't have to leave so abruptly."
    

    
      "I know," he says, a little more harshly than he means. "I was busy." He takes a deep breath, forcing himself to moderate his tone. "There are a lot of assignments due on Monday. I can't waste time doing nothing."
    

    
      "What not take a small break with us?"
    

    
      Xiao gestures at his screen, where Link's avatar plays its idle animation in the pause screen. "I 
      am
       taking a break."
    

    
      "Ah. I see. Then, is there…another reason why you're avoiding both of us?" Ganyu stares at him.
    

    
      "I'm not avoiding you."
    

    
      "Are you sure? It certainly feels like it these past couple days." Ganyu tallies on her fingers. "You're locked in your room more than I am, you leave the table earliest, you never talk to us anymore, and you'd rather play Zelda than cards with us."
    

    
      "I'm just busy. Like I said."
    

    
      Ganyu sighs, but there's no frustration in there yet. She tries a different angle of attack. "Are you stressed, Xiao?"
    

    
      "Not really."
    

    
      Ganyu raises an eyebrow.
    

    
      Xiao amends his statement. "Just a little bit. But it's really not a problem. I can handle it."
    

    
      "How was your week, actually? I forgot to ask on Friday."
    

    
      "Fine," he grunts.
    

    
      "A little more detail?" Ganyu prods. "Run me through Monday."
    

    
      "I had a couple of quizzes and a couple of lectures."
    

    
      "And after school?"
    

    
      "I bought bubble tea. Then came back here."
    

    
      "Okay. How were your lectures?"
    

    
      "Boring as usual."
    

    
      "How do you think you did on your quizzes?"
    

    
      "Fine. I studied for this one."
    

    
      "Sounds good. How about Tuesday?"
    

    
      "I didn't have classes. So I went shopping, like you told me to."
    

    
      "So I did," Ganyu agrees. "And you got everything I asked for."
    

    
      "You're welcome."
    

    
      "Thanks. How about Wednesday? You came back earlier than you normally do."
    

    
      "Lectures. One of my profs had to leave early, so we watched the World Cup."
    

    
      Ganyu looks mildly interested. "That's cool. "
    

    
      "I don't know. I left early. I'd rather watch it at home."
    

    
      Ganyu nods. "That sounds reasonable. And Thursday?"
    

    
      "Regular lectures. Then…" Xiao hesitates. "I was finishing up a group project."
    

    
      "You weren't back until past midnight that day," Ganyu notes. Drat. He was hoping Ganyu hadn't noticed. Then again, she was probably up 
      far
       past midnight herself. "Care to share? If it's something personal, you don't have to tell me."
    

    
      "It's not much — there was just a lot of work. We were very behind."
    

    
      "Normally you're pretty on top of things. Did something go wrong?"
    

    
      "I…I did my part. Some of my other group members were late, so I helped them finish."
    

    
      Ganyu makes an 
      ah
       of understanding. "I see. How did you take it? It must have been a lot if you were on campus that late."
    

    
      "It took more time than I expected," Xiao admits. "But I volunteered, so it was my responsibility by that point."
    

    
      "I see." Ganyu tilts her head. "What do you think about your groupmates?"
    

    
      "They're fine. It's just at the end they decided to slack off." Xiao shrugs. "It happens. I'm over it."
    

    
      "Mm. So you think that they didn't do enough work?"
    

    
      "No." Xiao thinks it over. "That I don't care about."
    

    
      "Then what about pushing it all onto you?"
    

    
      "That's okay, too. I wish they would have told me earlier, but it's not a big deal."
    

    
      "I suppose they were appreciative? Must have gone out for lunch to celebrate together or something."
    

    
      "…They did say thanks."
    

    
      "That's not a yes."
    

    
      "It wasn't a particularly sincere thanks."
    

    
      "Oh?"
    

    
      "It was like I was just someone they could call up to rush what they were too lazy to do themselves."
    

    
      Ganyu is quiet for long enough that Xiao looks over at her. She flops backwards onto his bed, eyes focused on the ceiling. "Has this happened before?"
    

    
      "Not exactly," Xiao says after a while. "But you know how bad group projects can be."
    

    
      "Well…" A small smile finds its way onto Ganyu's face. "Yeah. They don't cooperate, they argue about the best way to do the project, they're never done on time…"
    

    
      Xiao pushes his spinny chair over to the bed, causing Ganyu to sit up to face him. "Exactly."
    

    
      "Then why are you defending them?"
    

    
      "They —" Xiao swallows, "— they're not bad people."
    

    
      "Good people can do bad things, too," Ganyu says quietly. "It's okay to be frustrated. I'd feel the same way if I were in your shoes."
    

    
      Xiao stays silent.
    

    
      "But you should tell someone." She closes her eyes. "It's not good to keep resentment in your heart all the time."
    

    
      Xiao falls onto the bed beside Ganyu, taking a deep breath. It feels like something has shifted in his chest — then it all comes rushing out. "Venti and Kaeya are lazy idiots who've never worked a day in their life. Even when they mess up and almost cause us to lose thirty percent of our grade, they 
      still
       just laugh and joke around like it doesn't matter. And then 
      I
       have to clean up their messes. It's so unfair! When I sacrifice all of my time just to save their stupid asses, they have the 
      nerve
      , the 
      audacity
       to go all 'Thanks, Xiao! We'll be counting on you from now on!' like I'm their errand boy."
    

    
      "Right?" She runs her hands through his hair. It's comforting, and it reminds Xiao of the good old days — hen he would go over to her house and they would talk for hours about everything going on in their lives. He doesn't remember when it stopped.
    

    
      Xiao chuckles bitterly. "It's even worse. Their couldn't make their thanks any faker if they tried. The way they say it, it's like they don't appreciate the work I do. Like no one thinks it's important. Like my effort doesn't matter. No one 
      cares.
      "
    

    
      Ganyu closes her eyes. "That's not true. 
      I
       care. Yanfei cares. And if you would talk to your friends, I know that they would care as well." Xiao glances at the doorway, half-expecting Yanfei to barge in and say something encouraging. "You never talk to us, Xiao. We don't know what you're thinking."
    

    
      "You wouldn't want to," he says dryly.
    

    
      "That's wrong." Ganyu's voice leaves no room for argument. "If you're happy, we want to be happy with you. If you're upset, we want to be upset with you. If you're upset with 
      us
      , it's only going to get worse if you bottle it up without telling us. Talk to us, Xiao."
    

    
      "I…I'll try."
    

    
      Ganyu chuckles. "I guess that that's the best I could hope for. You don't have to be in control all the time, you know. You don't have to put on a mask around us. I know that a lot of guys have trouble when it comes to speaking their mind. You're free to be angry, or sad, or upset. You're also free to be happy! So say what you want to say — we love you all the same."
    

    
      "…Thanks."
    

    
      "Anytime. Really." Ganyu waits for a response, but with none forthcoming from Xiao, she makes to stand. Xiao tugs on her hand and she turns back, sitting back down.
    

    
      "Can you stay a little longer? Just for a couple of minutes."
    

    
      "Of course." She lies down beside Xiao, and they both stare at the ceiling fan going in circles together, rotating around and around and around.
    

    
      17. Bubble Tea
    

    
      Sometimes, Yanfei feels like she's dodged a bullet by living off-campus instead of on residence. Hu Tao has to share a room with someone else, has to deal with communal bathrooms, and contains a mandatory meal plan. She shudders, imagining the explosion in her gut if she had to live off of dorm food. Then the state of the communal bathrooms for everyone who has to live off of dorm food.
    

    
      Nope. She's 
      very
       glad to be living off-campus, actually.
    

    
      That doesn't stop her from visiting and laughing at Hu Tao's misfortune, though.
    

    
      "Want a passionfruit tea?" Hu Tao says, offering a straw along with the drink.
    

    
      Yanfei eyes the sealed plastic cup suspiciously. "Kung Fu Tea isn't open right now," she observes. "Neither is Suyin Tea. Or Chatime. Or any of the bubble tea places."
    

    
      "Right!" Hu Tao grins. "These are from yesterday! I got them from the fridge, wanna see?"
    

    
      "Definitely." Hu Tao takes the both of them to the tiny closet that holds space for a mini-fridge. Inside is row upon of row of large bubble teas, all aligned to maximise the number that can fit inside. Yanfei gapes. "Oh my archons. How many did you buy? How much was it?"
    

    
      "We bought enough for me and my roommate to last the week! It's about eight dollars per drink, but my meal plan more than covers that. It's waaaaay too much, and I have to spend it all before the end of the term so I don't lose it! A bigger scam than Wangsheng, really. Except that it gets me bubble tea, tax-free!"
    

    
      "Won't these go bad?"
    

    
      Hu Tao shakes her head. "Only if it's a topping like tapioca or has milk. We've found that coconut jelly and fruit teas last a long time. We're also testing how long grass jelly lasts right now. Just imagine having bubble tea first thing in the morning, or bubble tea late at night — all without leaving your room!"
    

    
      "I suppose…" Yanfei concedes with a touch of envy. She can only imagine the level of flex Hu Tao has by having the ability to hand out 
      bubble tea
       to people who come over.
    

    
      "Hey, how about this? When you come over to my res, I'll buy you a bubble tea or you can have one of these in the fridge. In exchange, you can feed me your cooking whenever I swing by your place!" Hu Tao beams. "That way, you get free bubble tea, and I get 
      real food
      !"
    

    
      "Aren't you used to dorm food by now? It's already November."
    

    
      "Do I 
      seem
       like I'm used to dorm food?" Hu Tao's eye twitches.
    

    
      "…Yes. I actually thought your cooking was worse," Yanfei admits. "Although you've never ruined my gut enough that it [REDACTED]."
    

    
      "Ouch — that's mean, Yanyan!"
    

    
      Yanfei clasps her hands together. "Forgive me, Miss Hu, for objectively stating that your cooking sucks. I wish you the best of luck in your future endeavours." She stabs the straw through the plastic film and sips. Her eyes widen. "Oh, wow. This is way better than I expected."
    

    
      "I know, right? Having a fridge is way better than some flimsy ice cubes to cool a drink down. We even have options!" Hu Tao gestures at the top shelf of the fridge. "There's grapefruit with coconut jelly, mango with coconut jelly, peach with coconut jelly, lychee with coconut jelly, and the one you're having, passionfruit with coconut jelly! That one's the most popular."
    

    
      Yanfei narrows her eyes. "What do you mean, 'popular'? Are you reselling these? Not like that's bad or anything. I'd scam Chatime if I could, too."
    

    
      "No, no!" Hu Tao quickly waves her hands in front of her. "Sometimes we give a couple away to our floor. But we restock a lot, too."
    

    
      "Isn't Chatime really far from here? How do you carry all of them back here? Don't tell me…" Hu Tao flexes her bicep. Yanfei palms her face. "How many at a time?"
    

    
      "Oh, only ten or so."
    

    
      "That's nearly ten kilos."
    

    
      Hu Tao flexes again. Yanfei raises an eyebrow. "You don't believe me?" Hu Tao says. "You're my workout buddy — surely you know I can lift a measly ten kilos."
    

    
      "Sure, on the bench, probably. But I carrying a bag with your fingers is much more difficult than gripping a bar from the bottom. The different muscles and conditions involved means that —"
    

    
      "
      Fine,
       I get Xiangling to help me sometimes. Spoilsport," Hu Tao sniffs.
    

    
      "That makes more sense," Yanfei says, unfolding her arms. "I don't even know how you'd 
      carry
       ten at once. The Chatime bags only carry four, so unless you're carrying multiple bags in one hand, which would probably cut the cups and cause them to spill all over, basically ruining everything."
    

    
      Hu Tao wrinkles her nose. "Yanyan, I think you're thinking too much about this. Have another bubble tea."
    

    
      18. Interlude - Pranks
    

    
      Prompt: in which two relatively smart people share exactly one brain cell whenever they're together
    

    
      Xiao blinks. The remote is gone. He looks around, a bewildered expression on his face.
    

    
      Hu Tao and Yanfei giggle from behind the couch. "Isn't he a riot?" Hu Tao whispers.
    

    
      "He's like one of those cats that gets super confused when literally anything happens."
    

    
      "You guys," Xiao says flatly, hands on his hips, but the slight twitch at the corner of his lips gives it away. "Hu Tao. When did you you get here?"
    

    
      Hu Tao raises her hand. "I came with Yanfei!"
    

    
      "Lovely. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'll be returning to my work."
    

    
      They finally leave their hidey-hole behind the couch as Xiao slinks back to his room.
    

    
      "You know how he really likes his video games?" Yanfei says thoughtfully. "What if we fake a blue screen?"
    

    
      Hu Tao's eyes unfocus in delight as she runs through the scenarios. She cackles. "That's 
      mean,
       Yanyan. I love it. So, here's the plan. After he leaves his room…"
    

    
      Five minutes later, Yanfei and Hu Tao peek in through the crack in the door to Xiao's room as he mashes his keyboard. "He fell for it!" Yanfei whispers. "Now wait for it…"
    

    
      Suddenly, in the middle of the fake update, the fake blue screen sppears.
    

    
      Xiao flinches, then scratches his head. "Uh…"
    

    
      Hu Tao sighs. "He's fun, but I wish that he'd show a stronger reaction. Get mad! Get scared! Get angry!" Xiao stares at his computer, his hands shaking. He's about to press his power button to surrender all of his unsaved work when Yanfei finally realises the potential consequences of her actions. Jumping into the fray, she slams his door open to warn him.
    

    
      "Wait, Xiao, don't turn it off!" Startled, Xiao presses the power button all the way. The monitor shuts off. Yanfei rubs her head sheepishly as Xiao stares at her in disbelief. "Ehe. It was…just a prank, bro?"
    

    
      "You're lucky Docs automatically saves my work," he sniffs. "Just don't do it again, please."
    

    
      "I didn't think you would actually turn off your computer," she says defensively.
    

    
      "What? What else do you do on a blue screen?" Xiao stares at her blankly.
    

    
      Yanfei stares back blankly. "Tao, what do you do on a blue screen?" she whispers.
    

    
      "I dunno," Hu Tao whispers back.
    

    
      "Why did we do this again?"
    

    
      "I dunno."
    

    
      Xiao shakes his head in disbelief. "Do you two share a single brain cell between you?"
    

    
      "It's trying real hard," Hu Tao says helpfully.
    

    
      "Maybe get it to try harder." Xiao says, closing the door in their faces.
    

    
      "Rude," Hu Tao grumbles, rubbing her nose as they return to the common room. "I wanna get revenge on him for that. Wait, wait. I have a great idea for a prank! Do you know Yun Jin?"
    

    
      "The second-year girl Xiao has a 
      huuuuuge
       crush on? Oh, I know 
      all
       about her." Yanfei smirks.
    

    
      "That's the one. I've actually got her number. So what we do is: we pretend to be Xiao, call her, and ask to meet up. Then we tell Xiao the same thing, then watch it get 
      really
       awkward."`
    

    
      Yanfei's eyes gleam. "Have I ever told you that you're the smartest person in the world? Let's do it! I can't imagine anything going wrong."
    

    
      Hu Tao puffs up her chest. "You know what they say. We might share a single brain cell, but that single brain cell is more powerful than all of the other brain cells combined!" She dials Yun Jin's number, letting the dial tone ring. 
      Ring…
    

    
      Yanfei frowns as she realises something. "Hu Tao?"
    

    
      Ring…
    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    
      "How will Yun Jin know it's from Xiao? Neither of us sound like him."
    

    
      Ring…
    

    
      "Uh…"
    

    
      "And won't Yun Jin know that you're calling her through your caller ID?"
    

    
      Ring…
    

    
      "…We didn't think this through very well."
    

    
      The call connects, and Yun Jin's voice comes through the speaker. "Hu Tao? What's up?" Hu Tao immediately ends the call.
    

    
      Yanfei facepalms. "Tao, you're so stupid."
    

    
      "Me? What about you? You also thought this was a great idea!"
    

    
      "At least tell her something random so she won't get suspicious. She'll be onto us!"
    

    
      Hu Tao's phone rings once again and she picks up. "Hu Tao? Did you call me?"
    

    
      "Yeah! Uh…" Hu Tao's eyes shift to Yanfei. Yanfei holds up a hastily scribbled sign that says 
      SAY THAT XIAO WANTS TO SEE HER!
       "I told Xiao about 
      The Divine Damsel of Devastation
       and he was saying that he'd really like to see you perform. Poor boy's too shy to tell you himself. Wanna meet him at Meet Fresh at, like, three?"
    

    
      "Oh! Xiao said that?"
    

    
      Hu Tao hangs up and pockets her phone. "You're a genius, Yanyan."
    

    
      "Your delivery was perfect! We're both geniuses. I'll go tell Xiao. Xiao!" Yanfei calls. "Yun Jin just called!" She chuckles as Xiao bolts out of his room and then suddenly restrains himself.
    

    
      "Yun Jin? What did she say?"
    

    
      "She said that she had something she wanted to show you." Yanfei winks at him. "And that she'll be waiting at Sugar Marmalade at three."
    

    
      "She did?" The look on Xiao's face beats even the time when Ganyu told him that he wouldn't have to live with anyone in university. Yanfei's starting to feel a little bad for him.
    

    
      "Yeah! You know where that is, right?"
    

    
      "Sugar Marmalade…" Xiao mumbles. "Yeah. It's the dessert place, right? In Dragon City Mall? Tell her that I'll be there."
    

    
      "Will do." Yanfei nods. When he goes back to his room, Hu Tao pops up from behind the couch. "The stage is set," Yanfei whispers. "Although, are you sure that this is a good idea? What if something goes wrong? What if they find out it was us?"
    

    
      "We covered our tracks beautifully," Hu Tao dismisses. "Who could possibly find out that it was us? Let's go spot the location and see what else we can do!"
    

    
      "Good point." Relieved, Yanfei and Hu Tao set off to Sugar Marmalade hours in advance to clear the future stage.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Xiao peeks at the heads at the tables of Sugar Marmalade. He's arrived ten minutes before their scheduled meeting time, and there are already so many people filling the tables. As far as he can tell, there aren't any empty booths or tables. Xiao winces. If he has to man a table by himself and clear out any stragglers, it's going to put a real damper on his energy level.
    

    
      Not that it needs any more dampering.
    

    
      Although, just to make sure, Xiao peers around to see if he can spot anyone he can recognise. He passes over a rainbow assortment of hair, including a rather familiar pink-haired girl with a brunette, their faces obscured by sunglasses, fake moustaches, and the menus. He frowns, but before Xiao can put his finger on why they look so familiar, his train of thought is thoroughly derailed when he spots Yun Jin tapping on her phone directly across and behind them.
    

    
      Xiao's mouth is drier than an unfluffed pancake as he slides into the seat opposite Yun Jin. "Yun Jin."
    

    
      Yun Jin looks up. "Xiao! Hi! You're early."
    

    
      "I could say the same for you. When did you get here?"
    

    
      Yun Jin glances at her phone. "Oh, about five minutes ago or so. You wanted to see 
      The Divine Damsel of Devastation
      , right? Here, let me show you the revised script." She reaches into her backpack. "Oh, actually, I also wanted to ask you about the group business investment project for ARBUS. D'you know how we're supposed to think of a topic about solving climate change? What exactly 
      is
       solving climate change? What's your topic?"
    

    
      "I asked one of the TAs about that. It's like…" Xiao looks to the ceiling, thinking, "anything, really, as long as it's related to climate change. So you could do something like a water tester because of ocean acidification because of climate change."
    

    
      "I see." Yun Jin nods, then flips open her laptop. "Do you have a partner yet?"
    

    
      "No…do you?" Xiao studies her.
    

    
      "Nope! Wanna be in a group together?"
    

    
      Xiao blinks. "Sure!"
    

    
      "Then it's settled. Anyway, as I was saying, you know 
      The Divine Damsel of Devastation.
       I got a lot of new inspiration from this girl in high school I met yesterday, her name's Shenhe —"
    

    
      "Shenhe?" Xiao's eyes widen. "Tall, whitish-bluish hair, alone, has a strong desire to murder people to get things done?"
    

    
      "Yeah!" Yun Jin raises an eyebrow. "Do you know her?"
    

    
      "She's…" Xiao tries to put Shenhe into words that make sense. "…Ganyu's friend. I think I might be partially responsible for why she's reserved. And into murder."
    

    
      Yun Jin raises 
      both
       eyebrows. "Do tell."
    

    
      "You see," he states plainly, "when she was younger, I encouraged her to go take anything she wanted and 
      may
       have emphasised that it didn't matter what other people thought."
    

    
      "That's not too bad."
    

    
      "Then I taught her how to use a spear. She liked using the spear."
    

    
      "Oh."
    

    
      Xiao shrugs. "But that's all in the past. She's much better now that she's surrounded with people her age. 
      The Divine Damsel of Devastation
       is a sad story about a girl who lost her parents and moved past it to become stronger." He pauses. "I can see how Shenhe would relate to it."
    

    
      "Right? So we talked a bit about opera, and then she told me her story. So I added this new section that I think really pairs well with the opening. What do you think?"
    

    
      Yun Jin passes across her laptop, waiting for his reaction. Xiao furrows his brow. "I like the symbolism of the red ropes and in cleansing the ocean. It's a pretty good metaphor for how restraint can have negative effects and how it takes another person to bring a fresh perspective. Have you thought of a transition between the first and second parts?"
    

    
      "
      Exactly!
       As for the transition…" Yun Jin chuckles sheepishly. "What do you think of me saying something like, 'This is a new section!'"
    

    
      Xiao hums thoughtfully. "If you can weave into the song — make it rhyme, give it some weight, I think that it'll work out pretty well. Something like… 
      Thus does the Divine Damsel's tale duly end…
      uh…"
    

    
      "
      But today a new tale I have to append / Which I shall now tell — if you shall attend!
      " Yun Jin finishes. "Yeah, that'll work."
    

    
      "Only while it's new," Xiao reminds her. "It's good — it's so cool how you managed to make it rhyme just like that, by the way — but after a while, it's not really 
      today
       anymore, isn't it?"
    

    
      "You're right." Yun Jin nods. "Thanks! I'll go with that for now, then adjust it when it doesn't make as much sense anymore." She looks around at the people around them all eating something as they talk. "Ah, we should probably order something."
    

    
      "Oh, yeah." Xiao sucks in air between his teeth as he pages through the menu. "Inflation's screwed up prices everywhere, huh? Want to…split a mixed golden sago?"
    

    
      "You're also a sago fan? Can we get the golden treasures one, since we're sharing anyway? It's a dollar extra, but it comes with extra aloe and yogurt."
    

    
      "For sure."
    

    
      "Cool — I'll place the order."
    

    
      "After this, do you want to go to my place to work on ARBUS? It's only a two-minute walk."
    

    
      "Good idea!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Yanfei's fake moustache falls off from how long her jaw has been stuck to the table. She pushes up her sunglasses, rubbing her eyes as if she can't believe what she's seeing.
    

    
      "I…honestly didn't think that he'd be able to pull that off," Hu Tao admits. "That was less awkward than I imagined."
    

    
      "
      That
       was Xiao? My cousin Xiao?" Yanfei shares an astonished glance with Hu Tao. "The grumpy Xiao that plays video games alone all day? 
      That
       Xiao? I've 
      never
       seen him look this happy!"
    

    
      "I mean, I totally get why," Hu Tao says dreamily. "Yun Jin's a real piece of eye candy. I just want to 
      bite
       into her pompoms! It's too bad she doesn't lean that way."
    

    
      "…What?"
    

    
      19. Game Night
    

    
      A/N: Please excuse Cyno / Kazuha characterisation (especially Cyno)
    

    
      "Welcome!" Yanfei guides Hu Tao and Shinobu into her apartment, waving at everything. Hu Tao covers her ears at the loud 
      whirr
       of the blender. "Shoes off, please. Here in my apartment, we've just got this new blender, so don't mind Ganyu being vegetarian over there. But you know what I like a lot more than materialistic things?"
    

    
      Yanfei points at the television. "Knowledge. And where else can you find more knowledge than in appreciating art?" She claps her hands. "So that's why we're gonna play Mario Kart! I read in a book somewhere that competition nurtures the mind."
    

    
      Hu Tao nods along like it all makes perfect sense. "So if I win, I get smarter?"
    

    
      "Damn," Shinobu says. "We're all gonna be geniuses by the end of this. Except for Hu Tao."
    

    
      "Hey!"
    

    
      "See? It all works out! I think that Xiao's friends are already here," Yanfei says, stepping around the corner. She strains her ears to listen into the conversations in Xiao's room.
    

    
      "
      The paper is wrong / Commentaries are not real / Fuck Professor Li.
      "
    

    
      Faint clapping. "Hey, that's pretty good!" says a voice that Yanfei doesn't recognise.
    

    
      "Yep," Yanfei nods, turning back to her friends. "Take a seat on the couch! Do you want popcorn?"
    

    
      Hu Tao makes a face. "Popcorn?"
    

    
      "Yeah!"
    

    
      "I'll take some," Shinobu says, pulling Hu Tao down on the couch beside her. She resists, choosing to sit in front and leaning against the couch.
    

    
      Yanfei busies herself with preparing a bowl of snacks for her guests. "Great! The Switch's on the table over there — Joy-Cons are first-come, first-serve."
    

    
      Hu Tao lunges for the Pro Controller, successfully snagging the only one. "Mine!" Shinobu hasn't moved at all, and leisurely takes the Joy-Cons attached to the side of the console for herself.
    

    
      Yanfei returns, setting the snack bowl in the centre of the coffee table. "Wash your hands after eating, please. Oily controllers are a pain to clean."
    

    
      Hu Tao nods her approval. "Of course. They're disgusting, too. I call Baby Peach!"
    

    
      Shinobu shudders. "Imagine the filth and grime that builds up over time from all of the different oils."
    

    
      "Exactly. I'm Pink Shy Guy!" Yanfei takes her Joy-Con from Shinobu.
    

    
      Hu Tao navigates the menus as player 1. "Which CC do you guys want?"
    

    
      "Not two hundred, please," Shinobu requests. "Or mirror. I hate mirror."
    

    
      "Aw," Hu Tao pouts. "Those are the fun ones!"
    

    
      "Only for you, Hu Tao. You're too good — let's do 150." Yanfei pauses. "Why does she have the good controller?"
    

    
      "Because I called it first! But since I'm so generous, Yanyan, I'll trade you for your Joy-Con." Hu Tao makes a face. "You should totally invest in better controllers."
    

    
      "Bring your own next time," Yanfei says, waving it aside. "Controllers are expensive."
    

    
      "I will," Hu Tao huffs. "Joy-Cons 
      suck.
       My fingers are gonna cramp after half an hour!" After selecting settings for the game, she launches them all into the course introduction for Rainbow Road.
    

    
      "Rainbow Road?" Shinobu says, dismayed.
    

    
      "Rainbow Road!" Hu Tao cheers.
    

    
      "Hey, what's with all the commotion — oh, hi Yanfei!" Ganyu steps in view. "Are you guys playing Mario Kart?"
    

    
      Keqing also pokes her head around the corner, eyes blazing. "Did you say they were playing Mario Kart?"
    

    
      "We have to go, Keqing." Ganyu nudges her shoulder. "You can play later."
    

    
      "But these are fresh first-years! I want to destroy them!"
    

    
      "Oh?" Hu Tao looks between the two of them. "Yanfei, these are your cousins, right? The third-year ones?"
    

    
      "Ganyu's my cousin," Yanfei says, nodding her chin toward Ganyu. Ganyu waves. "Keqing's her girlfriend." Keqing nods.
    

    
      "You guys are third years?" Shinobu raises an eyebrow. "What are you studying?"
    

    
      "We're both taking a double degree in accounting and business administration," Ganyu says. "Though we won't be staying long." She glances at Keqing. "Want to have quick round of Mario Kart before we leave? Just 
      one.
      "
    

    
      Shinobu blinks at "accounting and business administration double degree", but doesn't question either of them further.
    

    
      "Oh, yeah!" Keqing cracks her knuckles. "You guys are 
      not prepared
       for my sheer skill in Mario Kart."
    

    
      Yanfei looks at Ganyu skeptically. Ganyu chuckles.
    

    
      "You can have my controller," Shinobu offers.
    

    
      "Thanks!" Keqing sits on the couch armrest. "Are you Link? Mach 8 — not a bad pick. I've got this."
    

    
      "Even though you're in eighth place?"
    

    
      "Oh, yeah. You're all noobs, except maybe Hu Tao. She's pretty good." Hu Tao beams. "But I'm better."
    

    
      Hu Tao narrows her eyes, unpausing the game. "Catch up if you can, then!"
    

    
      "Oh, I 
      am,
      " Keqing grins, using a star. She speeds past fifth place before the boost runs out, but she picks up two sets of triple mushrooms in the process. Meanwhile, Hu Tao in first place has no tools to slow down Keqing, so she pulls away from the crowd further.
    

    
      Six well-timed mushroom boosts later, Keqing's right behind Hu Tao as the other girl desperately throws bananas and shells behind her to try to shake Keqing off.
    

    
      Hu Tao grits her teeth as they round a bend, crashing into the final row of item boxes. "Get…away!"
    

    
      "Too late," Keqing smirks, getting another slipstream and using the mushroom she's just gotten to speed past Hu Tao past the finish line. "Get destroyed, Walnut! Who else wants to challenge the queen?" Hu Tao stares at the screen, open-mouthed.
    

    
      "Not me," Yanfei shakes her head, amused. She's gotten a respectable but nowhere close ranking of fifth place.
    

    
      "I demand a rematch!" Hu Tao slaps the table with her free hand. "You jumped in the middle of the game!"
    

    
      "Oh?" Keqing raises an eyebrow. "But I was close to last. And 
      you
       were in first."
    

    
      A/N: I seriously considered calling her Kequeen here (these notes are only partially word padding)
    

    
      Ganyu claps to draw their attention glancing at her watch. "Keqing, Ningguang wants us there in 
      ten
      . If we're unlucky, we might not make it. Sorry, Hu Tao. Maybe next time?"
    

    
      "Fine," Hu Tao sighs.
    

    
      "Fine," Keqing sighs. "Have fun, guys!"
    

    
      Hu Tao still fumes after Keqing leaves. Shinobu her on the shoulder in consolation. "Here. If it makes you feel any better, she's two years older than you. She probably has more experience."
    

    
      Hu Tao twitches. "No. This is unacceptable! Yanfei, lose to me so that my ego hurts less!"
    

    
      "I'm 
      already
       losing to you."
    

    
      "Do it again!"
    

    
      Yanfei sighs as Hu Tao returns to the kart selection screen.
    

    
      "Woah, is that Mario Kart?" A white-haired boy says from Xiao's room's direction. "Guys, they're playing Mario Kart! Can we join?" he asks them.
    

    
      "…Are you one of Xiao's friends?" Yanfei asks.
    

    
      "My bad — I'm Cyno." Another white-haired man enters the common room along with Xiao. "This is Kazuha."
    

    
      "Hello," says Kazuha. Yanfei recognises his voice as the one who composed that lovely haiku.
    

    
      Xiao peeks at the television screen. "I'm down for Mario Kart."
    

    
      "What do you say?" Cyno asks.
    

    
      "That'd be fun! We don't have enough controllers, though, so maybe we could rotate? Hey," Hu Tao says, her eyes lighting up, "what if we hold a tournament? I'm in the mood to utterly 
      smash
       you guys."
    

    
      "Finally, a worthy opponent. Our battle will be legendary!" Cyno says, rubbing his hands together. "You don't have to share the single Joy-Cons — we have our own controllers." Cyno holds up a pair of Pro Controllers. "We were gonna play too, so we brought extras. A tournament sounds like a great idea — guys versus girls?"
    

    
      "You're on. I'm Hu Tao, by the way. This is Shinobu, and she's Yanfei." The girls shift over to make space for a couple of extra people. Cyno sits beside Hu Tao on the ground, giving Kazuha his other controller. "We still don't have enough controllers, though, so one of us each has to sit out. Unless you want to use a single Joy-Con."
    

    
      "I don't have to play," Yanfei says. "Shinobu can have my Joy-Con."
    

    
      Xiao raises his hand. "I'll stay out of this, too."
    

    
      "How do you want to play?" Hu Tao says. "Two hundred CC, six races, regular items for the normies?" She eyes Shinobu and Kazuha.
    

    
      Cyno scoffs. "What else?"
    

    
      "Awesome. Shinobu," Hu Tao whispers. "You have one job, okay? Stay at the back and collect lots of items. The more blue shells and lightnings, the better."
    

    
      "Kazuha," Cyno whispers. "You have one job, okay? Stay at the back and collect lots of items. The more blue shells and lightnings, the better." The two turn to glare at each other.
    

    
      "I can do that," Kazuha nods.
    

    
      Hu Tao starts the match. The introduction jingle sounds, revealing the first map. "Baby Park?" Cyno shouts indignantly.
    

    
      "Where's the skill in Baby Park?" Hu Tao agrees. "Shinobu, you're going to have to carry us, here."
    

    
      Yanfei pretends she's holding a microphone, commentating. "And blue team takes the lead! Cyno's boost was 
      just
       a hair longer than Hu Tao's, but it seems like she can slipstream her way out of it —" Cyno deploys his banana peel, forcing Hu Tao to swerve away, "— or not! It's a tight race, folks, and it's still anyone's game! Meanwhile, at the back, we have…" Yanfei sweatdrops, "…what appear to be the other two racers on opposite teams trying to race in the 
      opposite
       direction. Shinobu, just because you're the item box slave doesn't mean you're 
      trying
       to be last!"
    

    
      Xiao munches on the bowl of popcorn, nodding.
    

    
      "I'm 
      trying,
      " Shinobu grunts. "Those two are too fast. It's like the computer racers always follow them. Also, if I'm in front of Kazuha, he keeps throwing shells at me!"
    

    
      Cyno grabs a handful of popcorn and stuffs it in his mouth, then continues to lag in sixth place. Yanfei's about to pipe up about controller hygiene, but Xiao beats her to it. "Cyno, could you make sure you have clean hands before touching the controllers?"
    

    
      He holds his hands up in surrender, then realises he's not controlling his character anymore and hurriedly adjusts his position. "Sorry! I forgot — don't worry, I'll clean it after."
    

    
      Yanfei continues her commentary. "Here we see the racers have more or less split into their defined roles, with Shinobu and Kazuha firing off all of their items left and right as they get them. Things are a little more interesting at the front, where Cyno and Hu Tao have been competing for first place, but objectively speaking, Hu Tao has been in the lead for longer —"
    

    
      "Shut up, announcer!" Cyno shouts angrily.
    

    
      Yanfei goes on, cheerfully ignoring Cyno. "— so blue team will need to put in the work to catch up! Red team, how are you feeling about the race?" She lowers her pretend microphone beside Shinobu's mouth, whose eyes remain trained on the screen.
    

    
      "I think I've been getting worse items than Kazuha, in general. It's been fine."
    

    
      "Very elaborate. Would you say that your plan is going well?"
    

    
      "It's not 
      my
       plan. It's Hu Tao's plan."
    

    
      "Semantics. Would you say that 
      Hu Tao's
       plan is going well?"
    

    
      "Nope. It sucks."
    

    
      "I'm right here!"
    

    
      "Still sucks."
    

    
      "I see," Yanfei nods solemnly. "What do you say about your team, Kazuha?"
    

    
      Kazuha stares directly into your eyes. "I'd like to thank the Academy for their support, and tonight I wish all of our viewers at home happy holidays. My team has committed to providing quality content all year long with special videos coming out near Christmas, so if you would smash that subscribe button —"
    

    
      "Thank the Academy, indeed." Yanfei nods, pulling away her imaginary microphone. "Now, frontrunners, what's going on?"
    

    
      "Ha! Get clowned on!" Cyno says when he spots Kazuha activating a blue shell.
    

    
      "You wish. Take this!" Hu Tao gloats, activating her Super Horn to negate the blue shell. "Now, Shinobu!" Shinobu obligingly fires off the blue shell of her own.
    

    
      "Incoming — blue shell!" Cyno shouts. "Split up, split up!" His character tries to slow down, letting a computer racer on his team take the lead, but Hu Tao behind him bumps his kart forward.
    

    
      "Push them in!"
    

    
      The blue shell detonates, only ruining Xiao's team's lives. Hu Tao cackles, speeding past a pile of racers all shaking off the effects of the blue shell. "So long, suckers!"
    

    
      "Dammit!" Cyno pounds the ground. "You won't get away with this!"
    

    
      "I think I will…because I just won!" Hu Tao crosses the finish line with Baby Peach, decisively taking round one for her team.
    

    
      Cyno drops his controller, sighing.
    

    
      "We might have lost in Mario Kart, but you'll never beat us in Smash," Kazuha says.
    

    
      Hu Tao raises an eyebrow. "Oh?"
    

    
      Cyno nods fervently. "Our Mario Kart skills are nothing compared to our Smash skills. Kazuha actually knows how to play Smash."
    

    
      "What a coincidence. I happen to be an expert in Smashing, too. A master Smasher, if you will."
    

    
      Shinobu stretches her wrist. "As am I." She stares into Kazuha's eyes. "Are you sure you want to challenge 
      us?"
    

    
      He doesn't blink. "Certainly."
    

    
      In a single motion, Hu Tao ejects the Mario Kart cartridge from the console and swaps it with the Smash Bros cartridge. "Why don't we test that, then?"
    

    
      "And our contestants have roused themselves into a frenzy as the competition rises to a fever pitch!" Yanfei shouts. "Which team will prevail? Who will win? Find out after this message from our sponsor." She sits down beside Xiao.
    

    
      "Done with your commentary?" Xiao asks her.
    

    
      "Yep. It felt like a spur of the moment thing."
    

    
      "Fair enough," he nods. "Who do you think is going to win this one?"
    

    
      "No clue," Yanfei shrugs, taking some of Xiao's popcorn. "I didn't really play Smash with them. How about you?"
    

    
      "I know that Cyno is definitely better than Hu Tao. They're both way better than me or Kazuha, though. I don't know about your other friend."
    

    
      Yanfei considers this information. "We'll see."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Move, dammit, move!" Cyno abuses his controller stick, flicking it every which way. Kirby walks off the edge of the map, killing both him and Kazuha. "What the fuck?"
    

    
      "Nice one, Shinobu!" Hu Tao. "Now just let me clean up Byleth over here…" Byleth immediately runs away from Cloud. "Get back here!"
    

    
      Kirby huffs and puffs, but slowly plummets into the void as Steve jumps from the block he was standing on back into the action. "What?" Shinobu throws up her hands. "You can do that infinitely?"
    

    
      "That's why Steve's S-tier," Kazuha says. "Good luck next time."
    

    
      "One of them down!" Cyno says gleefully.
    

    
      "Share stock!" Hu Tao presses a button on Shinobu's controller, and a small orb moves from Cloud to revive Kirby.
    

    
      "Target the Kirby," Kazuha says. "She's the weakest one."
    

    
      "For sure. They're both on one stock, too, so it should be a simple two-on-one afterward. There!" Bowser jumps — only to be met with a 100-ton Kirby to the head, launching him off of the map.
    

    
      "Who uses 
      Down B?
      " Cyno says once his hand stops twitching after the game ends to Hu Tao's victory. "Down B is for amateurs!"
    

    
      Shinobu shrugs. "I guess we're both amateurs. Better luck next time."
    

    
      Hu Tao finishes her victory dance then turns to face Cyno. "That was fun," she says, shaking his hand. "Let's play when we meet again!"
    

    
      "Likewise. You're really good, too. Can I add you on Concord?"
    

    
      "For sure. Here — we should play some more sometime. Do you play any other games?"
    

    
      "Uh…Civ? Val?"
    

    
      "Hey, me too!" Hu Tao and Cyno chatter about gaming and all the games that they play.
    

    
      "Huh." Yanfei blinks. "I didn't expect that."
    

    
      "Neither did I," Xiao admits. "To think that it was 
      Smash
       of all games…"
    

    
      "Hey, Yanfei!" Hu Tao calls, striding up to the two of them along with Shinobu. "Wanna get dinner now? I'm a little hungry."
    

    
      "Sure!" Yanfei glances at Shinobu. "Any places in mind?"
    

    
      "You're so lucky to be living off-campus," Hu Tao laments. "I wish 
      I
       had a TV. I'd be able to play Mario Kart on it every day."
    

    
      "It's not as great as you think," Yanfei grumbles. "I have to commute over every morning. Also, there are benefits to having everything managed by U of T. Like having food available a minute away."
    

    
      "Shitty food."
    

    
      "Still," Yanfei insists.
    

    
      "And you can 
      cook!"
       Hu Tao bemoans her kitchen-less fate. "I wish I could make food whenever I wanted and get it out of my fridge. I just have lots and lots of bubble tea."
    

    
      "You'd burn down the residence if you could cook," Yanfei says flatly. "I think you dodged a bullet there."
    

    
      20. Birthday
    

    
      Xiao yawns in his bed. For some reason, his brain feels like it's forgetting something. So early in the morning?
    

    
      Oh, well. If he's forgotten about it, it must not be very important.
    

    
      When he steps out into the hallway to go to the bathroom, Yanfei and Ganyu jump out from around the corner. "Happy birthday, Xiao!" Yanfei blows a kazoo.
    

    
      "Wuh." Xiao blinks. "Oh. Thanks, guys. I almost forgot." He winces internally at the monotone way his voice sounds. They both remembered his birthday! How nice.
    

    
      After he freshens up a bit, Ganyu and Yanfei escort him away from the breakfast table and instead to the couch, where two wrapped boxes sit against the wall. His eyes widen.
    

    
      "Here, we got you presents, too!" Yanfei points at the larger box.
    

    
      "Oh, wow…"
    

    
      "You're twenty, now," Ganyu says. "It seemed like just yesterday when you were —" Xiao shoots her a warning glance in case she decides to go on for ages again about their childhood. "— going into your first year." She sniffs.
    

    
      "You're only a year older than I am," Xiao says with as much flatness as he means this time.
    

    
      "But still!"
    

    
      Ignoring her protests, Xiao proceeds to open Yanfei's present. Considering her careful thought that goes into half of the things she does, he has high expectations for her present. Maybe she's gotten him a new video game. That'd be nice. His expectations are sorely thrown out the window when he ends up unwrapping a body pillow of Link, from 
      The Legend of Zelda
      .
    

    
      "Yanfei."
    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    
      "Is there something you're not telling me about?"
    

    
      "Oh, loads of things! Nothing related here, though."
    

    
      "I see. Thank you for the…body pillow. It's very…fruity."
    

    
      "That's why I chose it!" She winks at him with the subtlety of a Link body pillow.
    

    
      Xiao sighs, moving onto Ganyu's present. He knows her much better — she wouldn't get him something mortifying like a 
      Link body pillow.
       Ganyu's box is smaller than Yanfei's, which is a strong sign that it doesn't contain a Link body pillow.
    

    
      Ganyu rubs her hands together with excitement. "I hope you like it! Yanfei helped me pick one out." Well, the odds of it being a 
      Zelda
       body pillow have dramatically increased.
    

    
      They are, however, a pair of Marill pyjamas.
    

    
      "I noticed that your Pikachu pyjamas were starting to wear out. You must have had them for 
      years
       now. So I got you another pair!"
    

    
      Xiao's eye twitches. But can he really fault them? It's not their fault that he always stays in his room, playing Nintendo games. "Thank you…for the Marill pyjamas."
    

    
      Ganyu beams. "You're welcome!" Hu Tao is going to roll on the ground and maybe send herself to the afterlife when she finds out about this. "We also made cake for you! Wanna have some with us?"
    

    
      "Cake? For breakfast?"
    

    
      "Why not? Cake is tasty."
    

    
      "Yeah, but…it's cold and it's really sweet."
    

    
      "There's only a little bit of sugar in it," Yanfei says.
    

    
      "Just a little," Xiao echoes.
    

    
      "Just a little," Yanfei confirms.
    

    
      "Sure." It probably has the equivalent of ten soft drinks' worth of sugar in there. Ganyu retrieves from the fridge a green cake frosted with and dappled with strawberries, peach slices, and blueberries. It's almost reminiscent of green tea cake, but with an ever so slightly darker shade. Xiao guesses it's a strong cake.
    

    
      "On three?" Yanfei nods. "One, two…"
    

    
      Happy birthday to you,
    

    
      Happy birthday to you,
    

    
      Happy birthday to Xiao,
    

    
      Happy birthday to you!
    

    
      "Are you one! Are you two! Are you three! Are you four!" Yanfei chants. She gets all the way to thirty-five before Xiao stops her. "Thirty-five?" She looks him up and down. "Yeah, that seems about right. Happy thirty-fifth birthday, Xiao!"
    

    
      "Make a wish…" Ganyu says.
    

    
      Xiao looks at the expectant faces of his cousins. Excitement for the future and fondness for the past. He clasps his hands together and, in a rather unusual act, prays with all his heart. 
      Archons, please.
       He knows that Ganyu and Yanfei are both wondering why it's so long, but he has to say it all in his head.
    

    
      Then, he blows out the candles to semi-thunderous applause.
    

    
      "Congratulations!" Ganyu cheers. "Here, you can cut the cake, too." She hands him a knife, just like the good old days.
    

    
      Because it's breakfast, Xiao decides to take an eighth of the cake, serving Yanfei and Ganyu a slice each of equal size before finally setting aside a slice for himself.
    

    
      "By the way," Yanfei says as Xiao takes his very first bite, "we knew you didn't want something too unhealthy for breakfast, so we tried out spinach as the main ingredient this time. What do you think?"
    

    
      Xiao turns a lovely colour of olive, rushing to the sink to release the contents of his mouth.
    

    
      "Hmm, that might have been too much spinach," Yanfei says. "Or is that the salt?"
    

    
      "Salt? I thought you were adding sugar!" Ganyu pales. "Oh, no… Sorry, Xiao! I didn't realise — Yanfei, you shouldn't add salt to sweet foods — especially not a lot!" she scolds. "Don't worry, Xiao, We'll make another one properly for you."
    

    
      "You don't have to." Xiao shakes his head vigorously. "You two…being here is good enough for me. Thank you."
    

    
      "Aw, Xiao." Ganyu hugs him tightly.
    

    
      "Hug? Hug!" Yanfei joins the embrace, attempting to wrap her arms around them both.
    

    
      After a beat, Xiao returns the gesture. "Although the body pillows were pretty weird. Do you really think I'm into those?"
    

    
      "Yes," Ganyu says, looking at him as if it's obvious.
    

    
      "Duh. You're a single, lonely man who plays video games in his room all day. I could 
      peg
       you as someone who watches anime, right?" Yanfei says, looking at him as if it's obvious.
    

    
      21. Extra Tire
    

    
      CW: Making out but weirdly
    

    
      "Where do you want to go?" Keqing leans against Ganyu on the couch to peer at her laptop screen.
    

    
      Ganyu peeks at the corner of her laptop. "Our train back to Liyue is in four hours — we have enough time to go wherever we want."
    

    
      The door barges open to reveal Yanfei standing in the doorway to their temporary apartment. "Guys! Am I late? When do we have to go?"
    

    
      "There's plenty of time, don't worry
    

    
      "Yanfei, do you want to pick where we go for dinner?"
    

    
      "Can I? Eula told me that there's this really good noodle place by the university plaza."
    

    
      "Do you remember what it's called?" Keqing asks, scrolling around the map. "There are a lot of noodle places by. Just going by the obvious ones, there's Yunshang Rice Noodle, Gol's —"
    

    
      "That one!"
    

    
      "Gol's Lanzhou Noodle?" Keqing reads. "Four point six stars. Sounds good!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      There's a small line inside the restaurant for the dinner rush, large groups of university students gathered to have a Sunday meal out. "Ooh," Keqing winces. "Did we have a reservation?"
    

    
      "They don't do reservations," Yanfei says. "Don't worry, the line's supposed to be pretty fast."
    

    
      Right on cue, a waiter comes down to the front of the restaurant, talking to each of the groups before them in turn. "Hello, are you a group of four or fewer? No? Alright, thank you, it'll be just a little longer. About ten minutes. Hello, are you a group of four or fewer? No? It'll be a little longer, then.
    

    
      He finally reaches Yanfei's group. "Hello, are you a group of four or fewer?"
    

    
      "Yep!"
    

    
      "Wonderful," he says, scribbling something down in his notebook. "Now, if you'll please follow me…" The waiter guides them to their table — it's a nice corner booth, the kind with the mushy seats that are connected and bolted to the ground. Yanfei moves to sit beside Ganyu, letting Keqing sit opposite her girlfriend.
    

    
      "Can I get you girls anything to drink?" the waiter says, handing out menus.
    

    
      "Just water is fine."
    

    
      "Water's good for me too."
    

    
      "And me. Could I get mine hot?" Yanfei requests.
    

    
      "Certainly."
    

    
      Ganyu riffs through the menu, knitting her brow as she flips the pages. "Do you two see any vegetarian options?"
    

    
      "Er… There's the vegetable chow mein," Keqing says, pointing at a picture of shiny noodles under even shinier greens. "I think that's the only one, though." She turns a few more pages. "Yeah."
    

    
      "It looks good, at least…"
    

    
      "Here is your water," the waiter says as he returns, placing glasses of ice water in front of Ganyu and Keqing, then carefully lowering a steaming mug of hot water for Yanfei.
    

    
      "Ah, excuse me?" Ganyu says. "I have a question about the menu — are any of these bowls vegetarian?"
    

    
      "I'm afraid not, but I can substitute the beef for extra vegetables and the broth if you'd prefer."
    

    
      "I see," Ganyu nods. "Thank you."
    

    
      "My pleasure."
    

    
      "I'm getting the traditional hand-pulled beef noodle," Yanfei declares, closing her menu.
    

    
      "That's what I was thinking," Keqing says, examining the picture of the dish. "Okay. Are we all set to order?" Nods from all around.
    

    
      Keqing raises her hand, and a waitress promptly comes over. "Hi, are you ready to order?"
    

    
      "Yep — can I get the vegetarian chow mein?" Ganyu says, closing her own menu.
    

    
      The waitress nods, tapping on her tablet and collecting Ganyu's menu. "And you, miss?" she nods at Keqing.
    

    
      "I'll take a traditional hand-pulled beef noodle, but vegetarian, please."
    

    
      "What size?"
    

    
      "Small's good."
    

    
      "Which noodle thickness would you like?"
    

    
      "Oh. What would you recommend?"
    

    
      "The number two is a popular first pick for those who want a good balance between textures."
    

    
      "I'll take that, then."
    

    
      "Coriander and chili oil?"
    

    
      "Just coriander, please."
    

    
      "Excellent. And how about you, miss?"
    

    
      "Er…right." Yanfei glances one more time. "Can I also get a small traditional hand-pulled beef noodle — number two thickness, with both coriander and chili oil, please."
    

    
      "Of course. Is that everything? Okay." The waitress leaves to send their order to the kitchen.
    

    
      At the table beside theirs, a server places a bowl of soup noodle larger than their heads down. The
    

    
      "That has to be the large."
    

    
      "Yanfei, maybe going for the pre-added chili oil was a bad move," Keqing says, pointing at the condiments tray on the table by the wall. "There's lots more here."
    

    
      Yanfei shrugs. "The more, the better. It can't be 
      that
       spicy."
    

    
      Ganyu looks dubious. "I don't know, that looks like it's pretty spicy to me," she says, gesturing with her chin to point out the man eating it gasping and sucking in air between his teeth.
    

    
      "Pssh. Says the person who can't even handle sriracha sauce. You underestimate my spice tolerance."
    

    
      Ganyu looks to Keqing for backup, but finds nothing but betrayal. "She's right, you know," Keqing says.
    

    
      "I can eat sriracha sauce!" Ganyu huffs. "I just like…the natural flavour of food more, that's all."
    

    
      "Sriracha is the natural flavour of sriracha peppers."
    

    
      Their conversation is interrupted by the waiter brandishing a tray of three bowls of noodles. "One beef house noodle?"
    

    
      Yanfei raises her hand. "That's mine. Thanks," she says, staring hungrily as the aroma of monosodium glutamate and meat wafts through the air. "That was fast!"
    

    
      Slices of partially raw beef are already turning brown in the soup as Yanfei mixes the whole thing together, the chili oil staining the noodles from the surface and the coriander and spring onion thoroughly being spread throughout the noodle bowl. A couple sticks of pickled turnip go straight into Ganyu's bowl. "Here you go."
    

    
      Keqing raises an eyebrow as she bites off the head of a pickled turnip from Ganyu's bowl. "You're not a fan?"
    

    
      "Pickled radishes and turnips suck," Yanfei states as a matter of fact. "Their flavour overpowers the delicate balance of the dish."
    

    
      "I like it. I think they add a kick to it," Keqing says.
    

    
      Yanfei shrugs. "Agree to disagree." The instant she sips some of the soup out of her spoon, her eyes light up, and it's like she was never feeling down. "Hey, this is really good!" She tries some of the noodle with the brisket, which only increases the hum of delight. "Archons, their noodles are 
      so good
       fresh! For something that isn't tofu, this is incredible!"
    

    
      The waitress was right. The number two thickness presents an excellent balance as the noodles are still firm enough to be chewed, yet not too firm that they're difficult or tough to get through. Yanfei can 
      feel
       that the noodles were recently made — the noodles have that certain texture that reminder her of fresh pasta, which is nearly as good. Though the coriander entirely coincidentalinfuses the soup and noodle with its sweet and fragrant aroma, the spring onion garnish tops it with a spark of that oniony flavour that is a classic in so many Liyuen dishes. Yanfei lets out a sigh of happiness after her third bite, reinvigorated by the pleasures of good food.
    

    
      Ganyu looks on amusedly, turning to Keqing. "I guess we should start too. Do you want to try some of mine?" she offers, holding out a chopstickful of fried noodles, taking care to avoid any of the colourful mixture of vegetables and noodle from falling out by holding her hand beneath it.
    

    
      "Sure," Keqing agrees readily, leaning forward to 
      nom
       the whole thing. She inadvertently misses some of the noodle, which causes it to fall onto Ganyu's palm. "Oop. Mmm. The bell pepper's really well done," she reports. "I like it." Yanfei averts her eyes and focuses on eating her noodles.
    

    
      "Keqing!" Ganyu laughs, popping the noodle into her mouth and wiping her hand on a napkin. Keqing holds back a grin as she chews. "Let me have some of yours."
    

    
      "Say 
      aaaah,"
       Keqing jokes, holding out a spoonful of soup with a pile of noodles bathing inside.
    

    
      Yanfei 
      slurrrps
       a noodle.
    

    
      Ganyu opens her mouth, letting Keqing guide the utensil into her mouth. "Aaaah…" She closes her mouth over the spoon, lost in thought while she processes the myriad of flavours from the noodles. "Ooooh. This is a great winter food."
    

    
      "Right? It just warms you up!"
    

    
      "Not as much as you do."
    

    
      Yanfei lets out a dramatic 
      sigh
      . Neither Ganyu nor Keqing take notice, the two too busy smiling sappily at each other.
    

    
      For the rest of her meal, Yanfei's salty noodles are thoroughly ruined by the addition of far too much sickly sweetness from around her. Even after putting a week's worth of sodium in her by drinking the soup until she's fit to burst, she feels like she has diabetes.
    

    
      "Ugh…" Keqing groans, prodding a small pile of floating noodles with her chopsticks. "I don't think I can finish everything. Ganyu, do you want the rest?"
    

    
      Maybe it's her imagination, but Yanfei imagines a spark of greed flash through Ganyu's eyes as she nods enthusiastically. "Of course!" Her intuition is proven right when Ganyu quickly polishes off the whole bowl, including the soup.
    

    
      "How…are you not exploding?" Yanfei asks her weakly, slumped back against the seat with her hand resting on top of her belly.
    

    
      Ganyu rubs her stomach. "It was tasty!"
    

    
      "The portions here…are too big." Yanfei groans as she shifts her position, also shifting the position of all of the noodle still digesting within her stomach. "Auuuuugh."
    

    
      "Anyone want dessert?" Keqing asks, tapping on her phone.
    

    
      Yanfei perks up. "Dessert?" She doesn't feel absurdly full anymore, and all of her eating inhibitions fade away. Her sweets stomach 
      is
       still empty, after all.
    

    
      "Yeah. Thoughts on Meet Fresh?" Keqing holds up her phone to the two, letting them swipe through the pictures.
    

    
      Ganyu licks her lips. "That mango milk shaved ice would really hit the spot right now. You're on. Want to share one between all of us?"
    

    
      "Ehh…" Yanfei's eyes flick back and forth as she assesses each of the desserts on the menu in turn. "I don't want a cold dessert. I think I'll get a tofu pudding for myself."
    

    
      "Keqing?"
    

    
      Keqing takes her phone back to peek at the dessert Ganyu's so enthusiastic about before she nods. "Sounds good!"
    

    
      "Great!" Ganyu claps her hands. She stands up and abruptly bends over, clutching her stomach and blanching. "Ooh…"
    

    
      Yanfei winces, slipping on her jacket as she makes way for Ganyu. "You alright?"
    

    
      "Yeah. I think I stood up too fast. I'll be fine in a moment." Slowly and with Keqing's help, Ganyu manages to slip out of the booth and is able to walk without Keqing's support by the time they leave the restaurant.
    

    
      "It's supposed to be just on the other side over here…" Keqing says, glancing down at the maps app on her phone every once in a while.
    

    
      "There!" Yanfei points as they round the second corner. "You know, when I first heard the name, I thought it was a joke about fresh meat. Like meeting fresh meat for the first time?"
    

    
      "I really think they just picked two random words that sounded good and were vaguely related to cafes," Keqing chuckles, pushing open the door. "Anyway, they're rated 4.2 on Google Maps, so they should at least be okay."
    

    
      The interior of Meet Fresh, to Yanfei's eyes, is like every other cafe out there but more boring. The tables and chairs are aligned in a regular grid-like pattern, the eating area is quite literally a square, and there isn't much to see except for the comforting wallpaper and off-centre television.
    

    
      Ganyu and Keqing pick another booth by the corner, but Yanfei sees an opportunity to finally free her ears from endless suffering, and 
      takes it.
       There aren't any tissue boxes around here, this time. "I'll sit over here," she says, claiming a table closer to the centre of the room that's still close but far enough that she hopes she can tune out anything she might not want to hear. Also, she's calculated that the distance is optimal for her to get to the bathroom should she overdose on the atmosphere or out the exit if the temperature becomes too much for her to handle.
    

    
      "Mango milk shaved ice, right?" Keqing checks with Ganyu. "Oh, cool, you order through this QR code. Why isn't it working?"
    

    
      Ganyu leans over. "Uh… Maybe it's because of your phone? Here, we can use mine, instead."
    

    
      Yanfei, being the genius with technology that she is, successfully orders her hot tofu pudding without hassle.
    

    
      Yanfei makes a light gagging sound. Unfortunately for her, Ganyu's and Keqing's voices drift over loud and clear across the air gap to her unwilling ears, so she focuses her attention on the television instead.
    

    
      It is by far the oddest advertisement she's ever seen. In fact, it's almost like…a movie? The volume's too low for her to hear, but the subtitles make it easy to follow along. And follow along she does, enraptured by the blatant product placement and the shamelessness of the portrayed romance.
    

    
      A girl and a boy sit in a Meet Fresh booth, its logo prominently displayed on the wall behind them. "Have a shaved ice," the girl whispers to the boy in the movie. "It's delicious. Made out of 100% fresh fruit. Just like me."
    

    
      A cube of tofu drops from Yanfei's spoon as she freezes.
    

    
      "Fresh fruit tastes the best," the boy says. Suddenly, he pounces on her, enveloping her in a passionate kissing scene, their heads moving every which way as they make out. By the way their cheeks bulge out, clearly there's some 
      movement
       going on inside, too.
    

    
      Yanfei averts her eyes until the subtitles stop saying 
      *SLURP SLURP SLURP*
      .
    

    
      "You taste like watermelon," the boy says, the thread of saliva between their mouths breaking.
    

    
      "Then don't you want to eat me out?" the girl says huskily, caressing his cheek. "Like you eat out Meet Fresh's watermelon shaved ice, only available here for $9.99?"
    

    
      "But isn't that expensive?" The girl gives him a look of utmost concern like he's just said that he's about to die.
    

    
      "Our love is worth it," he reassures her. "Just like how the taro red bean soup is worth the $5.99 at Meet Fresh." He pulls out the dish from behind him. It looks overly bright and shiny, almost exactly like the picture in the menu. "Wouldn't you like to try one?" The boy takes a sip, then holds it up to the girl, who lovingly meets his gaze as she eats the rest of the spoonful. Both of them sigh with joy in unison.
    

    
      Yanfei forces her eyes away from the screen. That's enough for her. She's managed to tune Ganyu and Keqing out so far, but now she glances over to see what's new with the couple. For some reason, she has a newfound tolerance for their antics.
    

    
      Ganyu savours the spoonful of the taro and mango shaved ice. "Oh, sorry Keqing! I took the last taro balls — there's a little bit here." She holds the spoon out for Keqing to lick the rest off.
    

    
      Yanfei buries her face in her hands. These people.
    

    
      A/N: Consistent characterisation? What do you mean, consistent characterisation?
    

    
      22. Interlude - Midnight (Adults Only)
    

    
      CW: i think it's called mutual masturbation because i'm not actually sure how to write two girls getting on with it even after conducting research
    

    
      All was silent in the apartment. Peace and quiet reigned as the occupants of the room made not a peep that could be heard from the common room.
    

    
      "You're sure no one's up, right?" Keqing whispers in the darkness, lying beside Ganyu and facing her.
    

    
      "Yanfei's definitely sleeping," Ganyu whispers back. "Xiao might not be, but he's on the other side of the apartment."
    

    
      "In that case…" Keqing snakes her arm under Ganyu's shirt, feeling the rise and fall of her stomach accelerate. "It's been a long day." She moves closer, tucking her head under the crook of Ganyu's neck. "Why don't we relax and take some time off?"
    

    
      Ganyu shivers as Keqing's warm breath spills over her skin. "I've been waiting for you to say that all night."
    

    
      Keqing presses her lips to her neck. "Have you, now?" she murmurs against her skin, and she brushes her lips along the curve of Ganyu's neck until her teeth catch on her nape. "How does it feel?"
    

    
      "Have I ever told you how much I love you?" Ganyu mumbles.
    

    
      "All the time." Keqing nibbles in a circle, rubbing Ganyu's breasts, and Ganyu leans into the touch.
    

    
      Keqing tugs Ganyu's shirt up, silently asking for permission. Ganyu obliges, pulling it off over her head. "My." Keqing traces circles on Ganyu's stomach, slowly shifting up to her breasts, stopping by her nipple. She gently rolls it with a finger, watching the brown pebble harden. "You look like you could use a little help."
    

    
      A hand cupping Ganyu's other breast, Keqing gives her nipple an experimental lick. Ganyu twitches as the sensation of a cold breeze passes by, enhanced by the saliva dripping off of the surface.
    

    
      Admiring her work, Keqing rolls on top of Ganyu, her bare thighs scissoring Ganyu's own. "Aren't we needy tonight. Of course," she says, wrapping her lips around the swollen nipple, "I'll be expecting a reward when I'm done."
    

    
      "Of course," Ganyu echoes. "Yes, please." Her legs lock around Keqing's own when she sucks the nipple, squeezing tight.
    

    
      Ganyu's breathing grows erratic, and Keqing takes advantage of her arousal to plant kisses all throughout her lower body, drawing closer to her most sensitive point. In response, Ganyu raises her hips to make it easier for her to access. Neither of them make much noise past wet kisses and quiet grunts to avoid disturbing the occupant in the other room.
    

    
      Keqing shifts her position, letting their thighs rub against each other. She pulls open the nightstand drawer and takes out a bottle of lube. "Are you ready?"
    

    
      "Always," Ganyu breathes, eyes glazed over.
    

    
      Coaxing Ganyu to spread her legs open, Keqing leans over Ganyu, the two sharing each others' body warmth. Slowly, she traces her fingers around the opening of Ganyu's clitoris, eliciting a gentle moan. Keqing continues to stroke around the edges, moving inward like she's wiping a wine glass with her fingers, occasionally finding an extra-dirty spot, smirking at  how Ganyu grips the sheets tighter. "Oh, you like this? And…how about here?" She slips her index finger inside to lightly massage the fleshy opening, making sure Ganyu's properly aroused before sliding it in all the way to her knuckle.
    

    
      She give it a little wiggle, pressing lightly against Ganyu's walls. Ganyu's hips twitch in response, prompting Keqing to go deeper, sliding a couple more fingers inside. She keeps her other hand stroking Ganyu's folds, wiping the fluid out as she goes.
    

    
      "Keqing…" Ganyu moans as Keqing brings her fingers deeper, tantalisingly slowly. "Keep going. I can still —" She 
      gasps
       as she's interrupted by Keqing's fingers 
      stretching
       out inside her.
    

    
      "Sorry, I didn't catch that. Come again?" Keqing says teasingly.
    

    
      "Shut…up…" Ganyu grunts. Keqing 
      spreads
       her fingers apart again like a pair of scissors, going as far as she dares, and she presses up against a part of Ganyu she's proud to know all so well.
    

    
      "There! Yes, there, Keqing. Almost…" Thrusting her hips upward, Ganyu ruts against Keqing's fingers. She doesn't have to tell Keqing that she's close.
    

    
      Keqing curls her fingers, dragging the pads of her fingers against Ganyu's ceiling, floor, all over the walls to leave her mark inside her body. She recognises the moment that Ganyu's body 
      tenses
       — how her hands clench tighter, how her abdomen muscles freeze, and how her legs twitch — right before her back arches, fluid streaming out, and she lets out a quiet cry of pleasure.
    

    
      Sighing, Ganyu lays back down on the bed, muscles shaky from the orgasm, and Keqing lies down beside her, fingers dripping with lube and love. She embraces her girlfriend, though she's also keenly aware of her own growing needs, hungry from seeing how well Ganyu ate.
    

    
      "Thank you — that was good," Ganyu smiles affectionately, kissing her collarbone, before her eyes shift downward. "Want me to take care of those for you?"
    

    
      Keqing looks down at her chest, noticing the beads standing out against the fabric of her shirt. "Ah. Why, thank you."
    

    
      Ganyu adjusts her position to straddle Keqing's legs. "Off, please." Keqing shrugs her shirt off and drops it to the side. When she turns back to face Ganyu, Ganyu's hungry lips attack her own, and Keqing reciprocates. The feeling of Ganyu's body on her own, her bare skin pressed against Ganyu's, it all sends bursts of pleasure around her body.
    

    
      Ganyu isn't one to stay in one spot, though, she moves down Keqing's face to her neck, and Keqing tilts her head to give easier access. Her lips graze Keqing's neck teasingly, sending warm 
      sensations
       down her spine, and Keqing gasps when she feels a small prick that is Ganyu nibbling her sensitive spots."Let me make you feel good," she whispers.
    

    
      Keqing's muscles all relax as Ganyu plants kisses all the way down from her collarbone down to her breast, each one sending faint happy signals and a slight cold from the wetness. Ganyu warms her breasts up with her fingers before moving on to her mouth. First her lips, then her teeth as she lightly pulls it back, hissing gently to let cool air breeze past the areola. "Ganyu," Keqing moans. "The other one, please…"
    

    
      "Just for you," she whispers huskily, giving Keqing's nipple one last suck before taking care of the pebble on the other side of Keqing's chest. Her fingers dance across Keqing's skin, touching and feeling Keqing's body. In response, Keqing grips the bars that are part of the bedframe behind her.
    

    
      Ganyu continues downward on her journey of kisses, getting dangerously close to Keqing's opening. However, Ganyu manages to 
      just
       avoid it, tracing a path down to Keqing's inner thighs instead. Keqing shudders, then more intensely as Ganyu rubs circles with her finger pads, spirally upwards to approach the target. She stops just short of Keqing's folds, and Keqing desperately meets her fingers with her hips.
    

    
      "My," Ganyu says amusedly, tapping the point just above her clit, "you're looking wet today. And 
      I
       happen to be quite thirsty." She licks her lips. "What do you think?"
    

    
      "I — 
      oooh…"
       They don't find out what Keqing thinks because before she can answer, Ganyu licks Keqing's folds, tacky fluid scooped out with her tongue's expert swirls and twirls.
    

    
      Ganyu feels the muscles in Keqing's thighs tense closer together, trapping her neck between Keqing's thighs. She steadies herself by grabbing onto Keqing's waist and moves in, the puffs of air from her breathing causing Keqing to freeze up, groaning with delight. "Please, Ganyu, just let me…"
    

    
      Stiffening her tongue, Ganyu plays around Keqing's entrance, prodding and licking up the fluids that gather around her entrance, making sure to swallow every last drop. Then it's time for the main course — burying her tongue deeper into Keqing, her moans filling the air. Keqing trembles, her legs spreading open even wider to let Ganyu bring one hand off of her waist to gently pull open Keqing's opening, grazing the edge to add an extra kick.
    

    
      By this point, Ganyu's face is dripping with Keqing's fluids, clear and sticky. "I'm gonna —" Keqing breathes, "almost…"
    

    
      Ganyu presses her tongue, stiffening it up inside Keqing against the place she knows will pleasure her the most. Keqing gasps — and her entrance is suddenly a river. Lapping up the burst of fluid from the orgasm, Ganyu tries to swallow all of it, Keqing thrusting into Ganyu's mouth until it finally runs dry.
    

    
      Once it's all over, Keqing sighs happily as Ganyu crawls up beside her on the bed, their bodies entwined together.
    

    
      "I love you," Ganyu says, staring into Keqing's eyes.
    

    
      "I love you too." Keqing meets her gaze in return, then snuggles in, placing her head by Ganyu's chest to listen to the rise and fall of her breathing. When she opens her eyes, she sees Ganyu's nipples standing on end.
    

    
      "Round two?" she smirks, looking up.
    

    
      Ganyu smiles.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Yanfei scowls as she stares at her laptop.
    

    
      The barely muffled sounds coming from the other room drift over to her ears stuffed with tissues. "Keqing…" Ganyu moans. "Keep going. I can still —" Yanfei taps on her keyboard.
    

    
      "Keqing…" Ganyu moaned, gripping the bedrests tighter as Keqing moved around inside her. "Keep going. I can still —" She jerked upward as Keqing suddenly
       twisted 
      her fingers, spreading them out as far as Ganyu would let her.
    

    
      "Sorry, I didn't catch that. Come again?" Keqing's teasing voice is loud and clear even through multiple layers of defense.
    

    
      Yanfei's eye twitches, and she reaches for the second tissue box to block her ears even as she uses her other hand to rapidly push down keys.
    

    
      "Sorry," Keqing said teasingly. "I didn't catch that. Come again?"
    

    
      Someone knocks on Yanfei's door, which opens to reveal Xiao. "Hey, Yanfei. Still awake? I'm going shopping," he says. "Do you want anything? Huh." He blinks. "Why do you have tissues sticking out of your ears?"
    

    
      "Noise cancellation," Yanfei answers flatly, expression perfectly neutral.
    

    
      "Hm? Cat got your tongue?" Keqing said, lowering her face down…there.
    

    
      "But there's no noise… What are you working on?"
    

    
      "Uni essay," Yanfei replies without missing a beat. Xiao squints from the doorway.
    

    
      "'Ganqing…lemon'? What's a lemon?"
    

    
      Ganyu shivered as Keqing's breath passed across her folds. "S-stop teasing, Keqing…"
    

    
      "Fruit. It's kinda sour."
    

    
      "Oh." Xiao considers the idea. "I think we're actually running out of lemons."
    

    
      "We are not."
    

    
      Xiao frowns. "I could have sworn…"
    

    
      "We are not."
    

    
      "Alright then. No lemons. Got it." He closes Yanfei's door and knocks on the other door. "Ganyu? I'm going on a midnight shopping tr…oh."
    

    
      The door slams shut.
    

    
      23. Lazy Morning
    

    
      It is a beautiful morning. Outside Yanfei's window, birds chirp cheerfully, drinking up the morning dew in the cool autumn weather. The sun sits high up in the sky, illuminating the world in all of its glory.
    

    
      One stray sunbeam so happens to fly in through Yanfei's window, ricocheting around the room before slamming onto Yanfei's face. The girl in bed groans, pulling her pillow out from under head to block the incoming radiation attack. Her head feels like it's swimming in Nutella.
    

    
      She should close the blinds. In her sleep-addled mind, the calculation doesn't add up — to close the blinds to go back to sleep, she has to get up, which will require her to expend energy.
    

    
      Error: Division by zero. Rebooting...
    

    
      Alternatively, Yanfei could ignore the issue and face away from the sun. That's a reasonable response. She executes the move, successfully laying on her side.
    

    
      But it's strange. The sun's never attempted to brutally stab her eyeballs before. Usually, her alarm would have gotten her up long before the sun rises this high.
    

    
      Yanfei supposes that daylight savings time has simply come one day earlier on a Saturday instead of a Sunday. Bugs and glitches happen all the time in computer software, don't they?
    

    
      Having concluded her reasoning to her satisfaction, Yanfei snuggles into her blankets and drifts off into a restful, dreamless sleep.
    

    
      Her eyes stay closed for nary a second before the striking responsibility of breakfast hits her. "Auuuuuuuugh…" Steeling her resolve, Yanfei buries her face firmly in her pillow until the lack of oxygen wakes her brain up. "Mmrrghf."
    

    
      It helps a little, she thinks, pushing herself out of bed and onto the wooden floor. Against all odds, Yanfei manages to shamble through her morning routine and is decent once she steps out into the hallway.
    

    
      Xiao sits on the couch in the common room, his head lying on Morax, who's curled up between his shoulder and the back of the couch. Xiao lifts his head up to greet Yanfei. "Hey." Morax also lifts his head, yawning, but sniffs when he spots Yanfei and goes back to sleep.
    

    
      Yanfei stares and her brain struggles to make words come out of her mouth. "What's with your hair?" Instead of the usual  beach boy masquerade, today Xiao's hairdo looks like Morax decided to play cat's cradle with it but got bored before he finished.
    

    
      Xiao points at her chest. "Your shirt is backwards."
    

    
      Not only is it backwards, it's also inside out. She sighs when she looks down. "Whatever. I'll fix it later. I'm not going out today."
    

    
      "It's your turn to make breakfast, by the way," he adds helpfully.
    

    
      Yanfei heaves out a sigh. "I thought so. Come over here and help."
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "Get in the kitchen, Xiao," Yanfei grumbles, along with her stomach. "Please. The archons let me live another day and I'm about to make it everyone's problem." She turns to the fridge, scanning the contents on the shelves. "I guess I could whip some eggs together, make an omelette or something," she mumbles. Her eyes light up as they settle on a glass bowl covered with plastic wrap. "Or… I could use 
      this…
      "
    

    
      They still have leftovers from last night. Curry with rice is a perfectly acceptable breakfast, right? She checks the time. 
      09:32,
       the clock reads. Heck, she could just consider it brunch and call it a day. Brunch at nine. Yes. It's perfect! "Never mind, Xiao! I don't need you anymore."
    

    
      Xiao sighs. "Make up your mind." He stops halfway to the kitchen and 180s right back to his spot on the couch, engrossed in the large wall-mounted screen.
    

    
      Although normally she'd make a more involved breakfast, Yanfei's 
      really
       not in the mood today and resorts to the tried-and-true, traditional method of cooking of unwrapping the bowl and placing it in the microwave. Another large bowl of leftover rice waits in line. Five minutes later, both bowls are steaming hot and she serves a generous helping of both ingredients for two, taking them to the common room along with two pairs of chopsticks. She sighs as the melting pot of spices reaches her tongue, tempered by the starchy grains of rice that absorb and balance out the meal.
    

    
      Ganyu opens the door, looking like she's had an even more restless night than Yanfei. "Fooood," she mumbles, stumbling to the kitchen.
    

    
      After getting hot food inside her, Yanfei's mood is markedly improved, so instead of feeling like how Xiao acts on a regular basis, she just feels lethargic. She plops down onto the couch beside Xiao, handing him his bowl. "Are we winning?"
    

    
      Xiao's eyes are glued to the soccer match on the display. "Nope. We're not even 
      in
       this tournament. Thanks," he says as he takes his breakfast.
    

    
      "So why are you watching it?"
    

    
      "It's interesting." Yanfei squints. "It is! Look." Xiao points at one of the figures kicking the ball. "It's competitive, and there's always a chance for any team to win. You missed it earlier, but Inazuma just kicked Mondstadt's ass, 2-1."
    

    
      Yanfei blinks. "I know that Mond's a lot worse than Inazuma in volleyball and badminton. Is it like that in soccer, but the opposite?"
    

    
      "It's 
      supposed
       to. But I've never seen a team try so hard to throw the match. Did you know that they're seeded number two this year?"
    

    
      "Are you guys talking about yesterday's match?" Ganyu pushes a cushion away and sits down beside Yanfei, bowl of curry rice in hand. One hand strokes Morax, who 
      purr
      s in pleasure. "Thanks for breakfast, Yanfei. Although I'm pretty sure this is more like brunch."
    

    
      "Yeah, I figured. I'll make something nicer next time."
    

    
      "No worries. We weren't up until 
      nine
       today. At least, 
      I
       wasn't." Ganyu glances over at Xiao.
    

    
      "I was up eight-thirty," Xiao says.
    

    
      Yanfei rests her head on Ganyu's shoulder. "I don't know about you guys, but I don't really want to do anything," she admits.
    

    
      Xiao stretches his arms and places his feet on the table. "I also support not moving."
    

    
      Ganyu yawns. "Then…I guess it's fine for a little while."
    

    
      They lie there, only half-watching the television men run around in circles trying to kick each others' balls without getting caught. "Oh hey," Ganyu points out. "the blue team scored a point."
    

    
      "Woo," Xiao says.
    

    
      "How much do you think they get paid?" Yanfei asks. "I know that obviously the more famous ones are paid more, but how much can you earn by playing a game?"
    

    
      "I think the top players are paid millions, but the average salary is about three hundred thousand."
    

    
      "Oh my archons." Yanfei's mouth drops. "What about…online sports — e-sports?"
    

    
      "Streamers are well-paid, too," Xiao says. "I think you can also get millions of dollars, but the vast majority of them make barely anything because there are just so many of them.
    

    
      "Streaming is more like entertaining," Ganyu says. "You're not being paid to play the game unless either you're really good at it or you're good at constantly making content. I wouldn't do it, Yanfei. It's a lot of effort, and you have to maintain a mask in front of an audience for long periods of time — I'd say you're a tad too open for that."
    

    
      "You sound like you're speaking from experience," Yanfei says slowly.
    

    
      "I am. I had a Twitch account. It was just a side gig for a little while."
    

    
      Xiao chokes on his curry. "
      You?
       Were a 
      Twitch streamer?
      "
    

    
      Stars whine within Yanfei's eyes. "Really? What was your username? Why did you start? What made you decide to stop? What games did you play? How many followers did you get?"
    

    
      A small smile appears on Ganyu's face. "Not telling — that's a secret. But just between us," she says, "I had 192 followers."
    

    
      "Whaaat!" Yanfei pogs. "That's so cool! I 
      really
       want to know your account, now. You sure you won't tell me."
    

    
      "Nope," Ganyu says. Xiao is still wide-eyed, frozen by this earth-shattering revelation.
    

    
      "You leave me no other choice," Yanfei declares. "Hey, Keqing," Yanfei whispers into her phone. "It's Yanfei. What was Ganyu's streamer name?" Ganyu smirks.
    

    
      "Ganyu streamed on
       Twitch?" The screech from the phone forces Yanfei to pull the phone away from her ear. "Put her on the phone, right now." Yanfei obliges, putting the call on speaker.
    

    
      "Keqing, you're on speaker."
    

    
      "Ganyu? When were you going to tell me that you 
      streamed?"
    

    
      "I wasn't planning to — it just came up. You'll never find it," Ganyu says matter-of-factly. "I used a voice changer and everything."
    

    
      "I'll buy you a month's supply of those qingxin snacks you like so much."
    

    
      "Hmm…"  Ganyu strokes her chin. "Tempting. But no."
    

    
      "Two months! A year!"
    

    
      "No, no," Ganyu says in a sing-song voice. "Give up, Keqing. It's over. I have the high ground."
    

    
      "Absolutely not. This is critically important information. Just you wait, I'll figure it out within the week," Keqing promises, then she hangs up the phone.
    

    
      24. Cooking With Yanfei
    

    
      Yanfei's stomach rumbles as she paces around the kitchen. "Xiao!"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Help me make tofu! I helped you with your almond tofu, so you have to help me with mine!"
    

    
      "Fine." Xiao meanders into the kitchen, watching as Yanfei takes out box after box of ingredients with the confidence of someone who actually knows what they're doing. "What should I do first?"
    

    
      Yanfei's already taken out the cutting board and drained the tofu from its container. She brandishes a knife. "Make a bowl of water starch," she says, cutting the tofu into perfectly shaped cubes.
    

    
      That
       Xiao can do. He obligingly pours water into a bowl of a handful of corn starch and stirs it, watching Yanfei scramble around to fry together lard, roe, and some orange powder, each ingredient added with utmost precision. She stir-fries the whole thing together until the faint aroma of crab reaches Xiao's nostrils, then pours out the thick, foamy sauce into the rectangular box she'd prepared beforehand.
    

    
      "Can I help?" Xiao says as Yanfei neatly places each tofu cube one-by-one into the box.
    

    
      "Uh…not right now." Yanfei glances up past him. "Actually, set up the steamer for me?" She brushes crab butter onto the canvas of the tofu grid. Then, taking 
      more
       of the crab roe and crab powder, Yanfei fries together another round of the crab mixture, at the same time keenly eying Xiao to make sure he doesn't somehow end up ruining the dish by placing it in the steamer.
    

    
      Once she's satisfied with the oil absorbance of the steaming tofu, Yanfei places it on the counter with the help of oven mitts, shooing Xiao away whenever he gets close. "It's almost done. Wait your turn," she scolds. "Go cut some green onion — actually, no, never mind, you'll mess it up."
    

    
      "I can cut green onion," Xiao protests indignantly. "Who do you take me for?"
    

    
      "It has to be 
      perfect,"
       Yanfei stresses, pressing puff pastry sheets on top of one another so that it goes straight through the golden centre of the roe mixture to form a facsimile of a coin. "Even the tiniest flaw in the will ruin everything."
    

    
      Xiao raises an eyebrow, but doesn't bother to question her.
    

    
      True to her words, Yanfei washes and meticulously chops the green onion into thin, uniform bits. She sprinkles them purposefully all around the "coin", nodding with pride at her completed dish. "See?"
    

    
      "It's good, but this isn't enough food for three people," Xiao says. "We might have to add an egg fried rice or something."
    

    
      Yanfei startles, giving her creation a once-over. "Oh, right! I'm so used to making it for myself, sorry!" She slaps her forehead. "Good idea, but we'll need to make rice — or is there leftover rice in the fridge?"
    

    
      "There's 
      always
       leftover rice in the fridge."
    

    
      Yanfei takes out the leftover rice, staring at it blankly. "It's a bit less than I thought. Oh well. Now, I have to admit… I've never made fried rice before."
    

    
      "Seriously? I'll do it, then." Xiao moves to take the handle of the pan, but Yanfei hip-checks him out of the way.
    

    
      "Shut! I wanna try it myself first." She leans past him to wash the oil and green onion stragglers off her hands.
    

    
      Xiao rolls his eyes but decides to let his younger cousin do what she wants. "I'll be here if you need help."
    

    
      "Help?" Yanfei scoffs. "Egg fried rice is 
      easy
      . Anyone could do it!"
    

    
      "If you say so."
    

    
      With slightly less confidence than she did while making her tofu, Yanfei unwraps the rice and takes things out from the fridge. "Do we have more tofu?"
    

    
      "
      Egg
       fried rice, Yanfei. No tofu allowed," Xiao says. A small smirk tugs at his lips.
    

    
      "Uhh…" Yanfei hesitates confidently, then takes out the carton of eggs. She ticks off items on her fingers one-by-one. "I need eggs, soy sauce, green onion… Is that it?" She glances back at Xiao. He stares back impassively. She looks back at the bowl. "Yeah. Okay! What to do first…"
    

    
      As interesting as this is, Xiao would much rather do something else. He makes to leave. "Get back in the kitchen, Xiao," Yanfei orders with the smallest hint of amusement. "You can crack the eggs." Xiao rolls his eyes — he begins to suspect that she likes ordering him around.
    

    
      "What if I say no?"
    

    
      "Then you don't get any fried rice."
    

    
      "Okay." He decides to test her a little. "How many eggs?"
    

    
      Yanfei's eyes flick between Xiao and the carton of eggs. "Six?" she guesses, watching Xiao's expression carefully.
    

    
      Xiao responds with an eloquent shrug.
    

    
      "Four?"
    

    
      Xiao responds with an identically eloquent shrug.
    

    
      "Seven? No, that can't be right. Four it is, then," Yanfei declares. "Yes. Four. One and a third for each person. You can never have too much egg."
    

    
      four eggs are thoroughly cracked. As a bonus, Xiao even beats them for her.
    

    
      "How do I fry rice?" Yanfei says to herself. "Whenever you or Ganyu make it, it comes out a little bit browned and dry," She rubs two fingers together with her brow furrowed. "It's like…a tofu stir-fry! But do you need water? Probably not," she decides. "Watch this, Xiao." Xiao folds his arms, leaning against the fridge as Yanfei cracks her knuckles. "You're gonna love my egg fried rice."
    

    
      "I hope so. You have to eat it." Xiao hides a smile. There won't be any problem because Yanfei hasn't found the 
      other
       leftover rice. It was a good idea to have a safety net. Unless Yanfei sets the house on fire, he's pretty sure he can save whatever she makes. If it all goes well, hey — all the more power to her. He'd rather not waste food if he can avoid it.
    

    
      "Of course I will!" Yanfei adds a liberal amount of oil into the pan, in Xiao's opinion, then turns the heat up. When she deems the oil to be hot enough, she scoops the rice in and breaks it up with the spatula, coating the grains in oily goodness.
    

    
      "Hm. I didn't think it would look like that."
    

    
      Now that she's reached the point of no return, Xiao feels like he can explain. "This way works too if you want to coat the rice with egg, but if you scramble the eggs before you put it in, you can make it look a bit prettier. And also have separate pieces of egg."
    

    
      Yanfei makes an appreciative noise. "Okay. So I can
    

    
      "Soy sauce, soy sauce," she mutters, wringing her hands. In Xiao's view, Yanfei drizzles an acceptable level of soy sauce onto the mixture. Maybe a little bit on the light side, but he'd eat it.
    

    
      Yanfei stares at the pot once all of the egg has coagulated. "It can't be done already, right? Don't I have to let it simmer or something? I know the green onion is a garnish, so it has to go in at the end."
    

    
      Xiao shrugs again. "No idea. Take your best guess."
    

    
      Yanfei peeks in the pot. "I think it's not dry enough," she decides. "I'll let the soy sauce dry off." She places the lid on the pot, watching the vapour forced out the small steam hole at the top. "Five minutes, maybe?"
    

    
      "How do you think you did?" Xiao strikes up a conversation in the silence otherwise filled by the kitchen fan.
    

    
      "Full marks! Here, smell it!" Yanfei waves him over. "There's no way this means I screwed up, right?"
    

    
      Xiao closes his eyes as he inhales deeply. "Not bad." It does smell similar to the egg fried rice he's used to, although there's a little something extra that he can't quite identify right away. "Good job."
    

    
      Yanfei beams.
    

    
      "Wait." Xiao frowns. Now that he thinks about it, that mystery smell… "Is it burning?" He plucks off the lid, and the light but sure aroma of scorched carbon is made abundantly clear.
    

    
      "Yeaugh!" Yanfei scrunches her face. "What do I do? What do I do?"
    

    
      Xiao proceeds to reach under Yanfei's flailing arms and turns off the stove, calmly moving the pot over to an unlit stove to let it cool. "Calm down," he instructs her. "Take a couple of deep breaths."
    

    
      Yanfei takes a couple of deep breaths. "Yeah. Yeah… Sorry about that. I panicked. I don't even know why!" she chuckles.
    

    
      "It's alright," Xiao nods. "Do you want to practice being less panicked?" he gestures at the stove dials.
    

    
      Yanfei gapes at him.
    

    
      Xiao chuckles. "Kidding. Even if it's a little burned, you did a good job." He pats her shoulder, then takes the spatula from her to push aside the rice on the top. "It's only the bottom layer, don't worry. Completely edible. It 
      is
       a good idea, though, to take it out and place it in another bowl before you put the garnish on."
    

    
      "Okay! I can do that." Taking back the spatula, she serves the unburned rice into three bowls evenly, then sprinkles the green onion on top. "What do we do about this?" Yanfei looks at the blackish-brownish residue sticking to the bottom of the pot.
    

    
      "You get to wash it, of course."
    

    
      Yanfei sighs.
    

    
      25. Debate Club
    

    
      Deep in the halls of the University of Teyvat Liyue, angry shouts and back-and-forth discussions punctuate the activities of room 223. The Debate Club is in session.
    

    
      "Order in the court!" Ningguang taps her gavel against her court desk. "Welcome to the fourth meeting of the Debate Club. May we recognise that we are nothing but pawns to the great…Debate Club." She holds out a spiked metal bat to the skies.
    

    
      All of the delegates sitting in in a U-shape around the chair bow their heads. "Amen."
    

    
      "Let us begin the debate. My name is Ningguang, and as the Chair of the Debate Club, I shall be presiding over the debate." Ningguang sets the Debate Club lengthwise on her lap. "May the delegate from Fontaine present her argument?"
    

    
      Yanfei stands. "Certainly, your honour. Fontaine would like to argue against the trend most other nations are interested in and move for the support of waffles. Waffles present structure — they represent the potential for growth and the progress of humanity up until this point."
    

    
      Bzzt.
       Xiangling presses a button across Yanfei, lighting up the flag of Sumeru.
    

    
      "The chair calls upon the delegate of Sumeru."
    

    
      "Sumeru also supports Fontaine's motion in favour of waffles. Unlike pancakes, waffles bring structural advantages that make them way better than pancakes. I mean, they don't sog up nearly as much when I load them with slime condensate."
    

    
      Xingqiu presses his buzzer above the Mondstadt flag. "Objection. Relevance?"
    

    
      "Sustained." Ningguang nods. "Sumeru, please ensure that your statements address the topic at hand. Slime condensate is not directly related to the current debate regarding the superiority of pancakes or waffles."
    

    
      "Ah…" Xiangling verbally stumbles. "Uh…in that case, the waffles are round, which lends to their strength…?"
    

    
      "Objection!" Xingqiu points at Xiangling like he's in Ace Attorney. "Falsehood! Actually, two objections. First, it is not guaranteed that waffles are round. There are round, square, and even — archons forbid — 
      triangular
       waffles! Secondly, pancakes are also round! That means that the superiority of waffles is not related to its curvature!"
    

    
      Hu Tao bumps Xiangling aside. "Ling, I love you, but you're not very good at this. Let me try. Ahem. Sumeru apologises for the breach of conduct. In any event, Sumeru wishes to examine this image." She draws down the projector display, and a cartoon image of a furry man appears. "Ladies and gentlemen, this is Chewbacca. Chewbacca is a Wookie from the planet Kashyyyk. But Chewbacca lives on the planet Endor. Now think about it; that does not make sense!"
    

    
      "Objection!" Yanfei buzzes. "Chewbacca override."
    

    
      "Sustained. Sumeru, please be aware that the club formally forbade use of the Chewbacca Defense effective the 21st of November."
    

    
      Xiangling nudges Hu Tao. "Now what do we do?" she whispers loudly. "Both of our trump cards don't work!"
    

    
      "Uh…" Hu Tao shifts her eyes around. "Sumeru would like to highlight the…curves on pancakes?"
    

    
      Ningguang furrows her brow. "Does Sumeru mean to say that they switch their allegiance from the waffle faction to the pancake faction?"
    

    
      "No, we…totally switch to pancakes, yeah!"
    

    
      "Very well. The floor is open to debate," Ningguang says. Yanfei buzzes right away. "Yes, Fontaine."
    

    
      This is a conundrum. Yanfei realises that she didn't prepare nearly enough for this, but she has to take the advantage. She wishes Shinobu were here — she'd have a wider array of tactics to deal with the others' unorthodox motions. As such, she'll have to improvise.
    

    
      Yanfei spreads her arms. "Respectfully, Fontaine requests that the opposing counsel consider the implications of curves on pancakes. In reality, the inherent lack of structure 
      inside
       the pancake must lead to highly undesirable flopping, just like Mondstadt's tiny pp when he sees one!"
    

    
      Chongyun slaps the table, standing up and pointing at Yanfei. "Objection! Inadmissible evidence! The counsel from Fontaine…has highly exaggerated the size…of my colleague's…" Xingqiu practically drags him back down beside him, mildly red.
    

    
      "Mondstadt drops the objection. Please continue, Fontaine," he says, the smile twitching on his face. "Although I request that the counsel avoid discussing topics that are not relevant to the topic at hand. Much appreciated."
    

    
      "Granted," Ningguang says.
    

    
      If there's one thing that Yanfei's good at, it's switching contexts in the blink of an eye. "In that case, the structure of waffles gives them great credibility to double as wagon wheels! The thick, chiseled edges of the waffle make its surface impenetrable. In addition, it is said that the triangle is the strongest shape — but the cubes inside of waffles are made of 
      infinite
       triangles, granting them infinite strength!"
    

    
      "Does the pancake faction refute this point?" Ningguang asks after neither Mondstadt nor Sumeru speak up.
    

    
      "No…" Xiangling says glumly.
    

    
      "Nothing from us, either," confirms Chongyun.
    

    
      "One point to waffles, then," Ningguang says. Yanfei fistpumps. "Pancake faction, you may now start the next round with an opening argument."
    

    
      Before anyone can say anything, Xingqiu jumps up to state his case. "Pancakes are better because they have more 
      fluff."
    

    
      Finally. Yanfei smirks, taking out a thick binder. Now 
      this
       is what she prepared for. "Actually, are you aware that this so-called 'fluff' has never been proven in scientific studies? Not to mention that any softness they do have quickly degrades because, again, they flop and compress like Mondstadt's not-pp without extra support from constant heat or steam. Waffles require no such luxury, and much like their infinite strength, they can hold an infinite amount of syrup without becoming soggy in their well-engineered syrup vessels. By comparison, pancakes are boring, unoriginal, and without empathy." Right after she finishes her last sentence, Yanfei curses inwardly, immediately spotting the obvious opening of attack.
    

    
      Evidently, Xiangling also catches on. "However, their simplicity means that pancakes are much easier to prepare! Unlike waffles, no specialised equipment is needed to produce pancakes, making them more accessible around the world."
    

    
      Drat. Yanfei clenches her fist. She knew that it was always going to be difficult, having two nations against her. Even with her debate prowess, it was going to be a challenge taking on four other people simultaneously. But this is a cause that she truly believes in. And if you don't give it your all for what you believe in, when do you give it your all?
    

    
      "Does the waffle faction have a response?"
    

    
      "I…" Yanfei racks her brain for other answers. What could there possibly be? What has she missed? Her eyes light up. There is 
      one
       angle she can attack the pancake faction from. "Well." Mondstadt and Sumeru tense, as if they expect a scathing comeback. They're right to. Yanfei paces back and forth behind her stand. "You say that their boringness makes them easy to prepare. That may be true. However, one must also consider that their accessibility fundamentally ruins the food by introducing inconsistencies — waffles have far less variation. And what is the worst thing ever but biting into a pancake expecting perfection but disappointed by the cold, sad, dry, fluff-less dough?"
    

    
      The teams flinch. Exactly what Yanfei's hoped for.
    

    
      "Does the pancake faction have a response?"
    

    
      "I-I…" Xingqiu stutters. "None." He turns his desperate attention to Sumeru, but Hu Tao averts her eyes, slumping back in her chair, defeated.
    

    
      Xiangling casts her eyes downward. "No objection from Sumeru, your honour."
    

    
      "By my right as the Chair of the Debate Club, I declare that Fontaine is awarded a point! And the second point goes to the waffle faction. Congratulations, Fontaine, for winning this week's debate." Ningguang slams her gavel. "It is now official — waffles are superior to pancakes. This meeting is now adjourned."
    

    
      26. Genius Invocation TCG
    

    
      A/N: 
      Tales of Marshmallon
      , the sequel
    

    
      Inside Hu Tao's room, she and Cyno sit opposite each other by the desk they moved away from its original location. Cards of drab purples and yellows crowd the small desktop.
    

    
      "Hu Tao? Shinobu and I are here to return your —oh, hey, is that Genius Invocation TCG?"
    

    
      "Yep!" Cyno nods. "Do you two play?"
    

    
      Yanfei looks at Shinobu, who nods. "Not that competitively," Shinobu admits.
    

    
      "Not a problem — I will tailor my difficulty to your skill level."
    

    
      "I play a bit too!" Yanfei raises her hand. "Do you guys want to host a tournament? Elimination, singles?"
    

    
      "Did you say tournament?" Hu Tao sweeps up her cards and shuffles her deck. "Let's go!"
    

    
      Round 1: Shinobu v Cyno
    

    
      Shinobu examines her hand. "Set four, activate Wave-Motion, pass. You're on a clock, now."
    

    
      Wave-Motion Cannon
    

    
      Spell/Continuous
    

    
      During your Main Phase: You can send this face-up card to the GY; inflict 1000 damage to your opponent for each of your Standby Phases that have passed since this card was activated.
    

    
      "That's some nice backrow you've got there," Cyno smirks. "Would be a shame if something happened to it. Harpie's Feather Duster!"
    

    
      Harpie's Feather Duster
    

    
      Spell
    

    
      Destroy all Spells and Traps your opponent controls.
    

    
      "A real shame," Shinobu echoes in a monotone. "Negate with Judgment."
    

    
      Solemn Judgment
    

    
      Trap
    

    
      When a monster(s) would be Summoned, OR a Spell/Trap Card is activated: Pay half your LP; negate the Summon or activation, and if you do, destroy that card.
    

    
      	
        Shinobu: 4000 LP
      

      	
        Cyno: 8000 LP
      

    

    
      "Aha! But you've spent half of your Life Points to protect your cards! Now I only have to deal 
      4000
       damage! I activate Solar Recharge!"
    

    
      Solar Recharge
    

    
      Spell
    

    
      Discard 1 "Lightsworn" monster; draw 2 cards, then send the top 2 cards of your Deck to the GY.
    

    
      "I discard Ehren, Lightsworn Monk to pay its cost!"
    

    
      "One second…" Shinobu furrows her brow. "Okay, that's fine."
    

    
      Cyno resolves the effect, adding two fresh cards to his hand. "Then, I summon Lumina, Lightsworn Summoner!"
    

    
      Lumina, Lightsworn Summoner
    

    
      LIGHT/LV3/Spellcaster/Effect
    

    
      ATK/1000 DEF/1000
    

    
      Once per turn: You can discard 1 card, then target 1 Level 4 or lower "Lightsworn" monster in your GY; Special Summon it. Once per turn, during your End Phase: Send the top 3 cards of your Deck to the GY.
    

    
      "I activate Lumina's effect," Cyno declares, "discarding my Minerva to Special Summon Ehren!"
    

    
      "Cool. Anyway, flip Skill Drain?"
    

    
      Skill Drain
    

    
      Trap/Continuous
    

    
      Activate this card by paying 1000 LP. Negate the effects of all face-up monsters while they are face-up on the field (but their effects can still be activated).
    

    
      Cyno clutches his head. "Argh! How 
      dare
       you play this unfun card?"
    

    
      Shinobu shrugs. "I do what I have to to win."
    

    
      "There is no honour in winning with Skill Drain," he hisses.
    

    
      "But I still win."
    

    
      "Not yet. I activate the effect of Minerva in my Graveyard to send the top card of my Deck to my Graveyard!"
    

    
      Minerva, Lightsworn Maiden
    

    
      LIGHT/LV3/Spellcaster/Effect
    

    
      ATK/800 DEF/200
    

    
      When this card is Normal Summoned: You can add 1 LIGHT Dragon-Type monster from your Deck to your hand, whose Level is less than or equal to the total number of "Lightsworn" monsters with different names in your Graveyard. If this card is sent from the hand or Deck to the Graveyard: Send the top card of your Deck to the Graveyard. During each of your End Phases: Send the top 2 cards of your Deck to the Graveyard.
    

    
      "Would you look at that?" Cyno smirks, revealing a card. "I milled my Felis, so she takes the field in Attack Position!"
    

    
      Felis, Lightsworn Archer
    

    
      LIGHT/LV3/Beast-Warrior/Effect
    

    
      ATK/1100 DEF/2000
    

    
      Cannot be Normal Summoned/Set. Must be Special Summoned by a card effect. If this card is sent from your Deck to the GY by a monster effect: Special Summon it. You can Tribute this card, then target 1 monster your opponent controls; destroy that target, then send the top 3 cards of your Deck to the GY.
    

    
      "My monsters might not have very many attack points right now, but  that all changes if I perform a 
      Synchro Summon!
      "
    

    
      "Yeah, yeah. Go make your level 7."
    

    
      "Rider from the heavens, hear my cry!" Cyno gestures ritualistically. "I tune Felis and Lumina to release a monster from my Extra Deck. Come forth, 
      Michael!"
    

    
      Michael, the Arch-Lightsworn
    

    
      LIGHT/LV7/Synchro/Warrior/Effect
    

    
      ATK/2600 DEF/2000
    

    
      1 Tuner + 1 or more non-Tuner LIGHT monsters
    

    
      Once per turn: You can pay 1000 LP, then target 1 card on the field; banish that target. When this card is destroyed: You can target any number of other "Lightsworn" monsters in your Graveyard; shuffle them into the Deck, and if you do, you gain 300 LP for each returned card. Once per turn, during your End Phase: Send the top 3 cards of your Deck to the Graveyard.
    

    
      "Its effects are still negated under Skill Drain," Shinobu reminds Cyno.
    

    
      He scowls. "I knew that! You don't have to remind me."
    

    
      "On attack dec, Canadia?" Shinobu activates her Trap Card.
    

    
      Paleozoic Canadia
    

    
      Trap
    

    
      Target 1 face-up monster your opponent controls; change it to face-down Defense Position. Once per Chain, when a Trap Card is activated while this card is in your GY: You can Special Summon this card as a Normal Monster (Aqua/WATER/Level 2/ATK 1200/DEF 0). (This card is NOT treated as a Trap.) If Summoned this way, this card is unaffected by monster effects, also banish it when it leaves the field.
    

    
      "That was pretty good," Cyno nods at her, flipping his monster face-down. "I'll set one card face-down and end my turn."
    

    
      "In your End Phase, I'll activate two Reckless Greeds. Then I'll Chain Canadia from my Graveyard, Chain Link 4 activate Olenoides targeting your most recent Set card."
    

    
      Reckless Greed
    

    
      Trap
    

    
      Draw 2 cards and skip your next 2 Draw Phases.
    

    
      Paleozoic Olenoides
    

    
      Trap
    

    
      Target 1 Spell/Trap Card on the field; destroy it. Once per Chain, when a Trap Card is activated while this card is in your Graveyard: Special Summon this card as a Normal Monster (Aqua-Type/WATER/Level 2/ATK 1200/DEF 0). (This card is NOT treated as a Trap Card.) If Summoned this way, this card is unaffected by monster effects, also banish it when it leaves the field.
    

    
      "How does that work? Do you skip your next four Draw Phases?" Cyno says.
    

    
      "Just two." Shinobu picks up four cards from her deck. "Draw for turn." She shuffles her hand. "I'll activate a second Wave-Motion Cannon and set one card. Your turn."
    

    
      "Just in time. I activate Mystical Space Typhoon, of course targeting your Skill Drain!"
    

    
      Mystical Space Typhoon
    

    
      Spell/Quick-Play
    

    
      Target 1 Spell/Trap on the field; destroy that target.
    

    
      Shinobu moves her Skill Drain to the Graveyard to signify that it's destroyed.
    

    
      "Now, I flip Michael up 
      one  more time
      , and activate his effect to target your Wave-Motion Cannon!"
    

    
      "Yeah…I can't let that happen. Chain Strike?"
    

    
      Solemn Strike
    

    
      Trap/Counter
    

    
      When a monster(s) would be Special Summoned, OR a monster effect is activated: Pay 1500 LP; negate the Summon or activation, and if you do, destroy that card.
    

    
      "Aw, man!" Cyno complains. "You're no fun. I use Michael's effect to shuffle the other Lightsworn monsters back into my Deck, and gain 900 life points! Your turn!"
    

    
      	
        Shinobu: 2500 LP
      

      	
        Cyno: 8900 LP
      

    

    
      "Draw. Turn two on Wave-Motion. Activate Pikaia to draw 2, chain Olenoides in grave."
    

    
      Paleozoic Pikaia
    

    
      Trap
    

    
      Discard 1 "Paleozoic" card, then draw 2 cards. Once per Chain, when a Trap Card is activated while this card is in your Graveyard: Special Summon this card as a Normal Monster (Aqua-Type/WATER/Level 2/ATK 1200/DEF 0). (This card is NOT treated as a Trap Card.) If Summoned this way, this card is unaffected by monster effects, also banish it when it leaves the field.
    

    
      "Overlay for Toad. Hit for 2200?"
    

    
      Toadally Awesome
    

    
      WATER/RK2/Xyz/Aqua/Effect
    

    
      ATK/2200 DEF/0
    

    
      2 Level 2 Aqua monsters
    

    
      Once per turn, during the Standby Phase: You can detach 1 material from this card; Special Summon 1 "Frog" monster from your Deck. Once per turn, when your opponent activates a Spell/Trap Card, or monster effect (Quick Effect): You can send 1 Aqua monster from your hand or face-up field to the GY; negate the activation, and if you do, destroy that card, then you can Set it to your field. If this card is sent to the GY: You can target 1 WATER monster in your GY; add it to your hand.
    

    
      "Oof." Cyno winces. "But I still have thousands of Life Points more than you!"
    

    
      "Mhm. Go ahead."
    

    
      "My turn! It's turn one on Reckless, so I don't get to draw. But I did get 
      four
       new cards to work with off of them. And I drew Raiden, Hand of the Lightsworn! I'll summon him to my field, and he'll mill two cards out of my deck!"
    

    
      Raiden, Hand of the Lightsworn
    

    
      LIGHT/LV4/Warrior/Effect
    

    
      ATK/1700 DEF/1000
    

    
      During your Main Phase: You can send the top 2 cards of your Deck to the GY, then if any "Lightsworn" monsters were sent to the GY by this effect, this card gains 200 ATK until the end of your opponent's turn. You can only use this effect of "Raiden, Hand of the Lightsworn" once per turn. Once per turn, during your End Phase: Send the top 2 cards of your Deck to the GY.
    

    
      "Sure."
    

    
      "Because I milled Wulf, just like Felis, I can Special Summon him!"
    

    
      Wulf, Lightsworn Beast
    

    
      LIGHT/LV4/Beast-Warrior/Effect
    

    
      ATK/2100 DEF/300
    

    
      Cannot be Normal Summoned/Set. Must be Special Summoned by a card effect. If this card is sent from your Deck to the GY: Special Summon it.
    

    
      "You might have stopped Michael, but can you do the same with my 
      other
       boss monster? I tune Wulf and Raiden to Synchro Summon Stardust Dragon!"
    

    
      Stardust Dragon
    

    
      WIND/LV8/Synchro/Dragon/Effect
    

    
      ATK/2500 DEF/2000
    

    
      1 Tuner + 1+ non-Tuner monsters
    

    
      When a card or effect is activated that would destroy a card(s) on the field (Quick Effect): You can Tribute this card; negate the activation, and if you do, destroy it. During the End Phase, if this effect was activated this turn (and was not negated): You can Special Summon this card from your GY.
    

    
      Shinobu frowns. "On summon, I'll activate Dinomischus, targeting Raiden, and chain Olenoides in my grave."
    

    
      Paleozoic Dinomischus
    

    
      Trap
    

    
      Target 1 face-up card on the field; discard 1 card, and if you do, banish it. Once per Chain, when a Trap Card is activated while this card is in your GY: You can Special Summon this card as a Normal Monster (Aqua/WATER/Level 2/ATK 1200/DEF 0). (This card is NOT treated as a Trap.) If Summoned this way, this card is unaffected by monster effects, also banish it when it leaves the field.
    

    
      Cyno sighs. "Another monster gone. How rude. In that case, I'll set four cards and end my turn!"
    

    
      Shinobu hums, finally considering the game state somewhat seriously. "I didn't take you for a backrow player."
    

    
      Cyno waggles his eyebrows.
    

    
      "Okay, then. Let's see what how we can push through. Draw. I'll use Toad during my Standby Phase to Special Summon a Frog?"
    

    
      "Aha!" Cyno brandishes one of his face-down cards. "You've activated my Trap Card! I activate Infinite Impermanence, turning your Toadally Awesome into Toadally Negated! Not to mention that your set card in this column is also negated!"
    

    
      Infinite Impermanence
    

    
      Trap
    

    
      Target 1 face-up monster your opponent controls; negate its effects (until the end of this turn), then, if this card was Set before activation and is on the field at resolution, for the rest of this turn all other Spell/Trap effects in this column are negated. If you control no cards, you can activate this card from your hand.
    

    
      "Oh my archons. You actually play 
      good
       cards? Yeah, uh… I'll negate with Toad."
    

    
      "Ohoho. That's what you think. But what will you do when I activate… Called by the Grave! There shall be no frogs on this sacred field!"
    

    
      Called by the Grave
    

    
      Spell/Quick-Play
    

    
      Target 1 monster in your opponent's GY; banish it, and if you do, until the end of the next turn, its effects are negated, as well as the activated effects and effects on the field of monsters with the same original name.
    

    
      "Didn't expect that, I'll be honest. Yeah, that's fine. Activate Reasoning?"
    

    
      Reasoning
    

    
      Spell
    

    
      Your opponent declares a monster Level from 1 to 12. Excavate cards from the top of your Deck until you excavate a monster that can be Normal Summoned/Set, then, if that monster is the same Level as the one declared by your opponent, send all excavated cards to the GY. If not, Special Summon the excavated monster, also send the remaining cards to the GY.
    

    
      "Oh, a classic." Cyno rubs his hands together. "I'll call…two!"
    

    
      Shinobu reveals the top card of her deck. "Oh, hey, a Trap. And another one. Another one. Who could've thunkin'?? Oh, there's Swap Frog. I'll activate his effect, pitching Ronintoadin. Then I'll bounce him to hand and Normal him again, sending another Swap Frog."
    

    
      Swap Frog
    

    
      WATER/LV2/Aqua/Effect
    

    
      ATK/1000 DEF/500
    

    
      You can Special Summon this card (from your hand) by discarding 1 other WATER monster. When this card is Summoned: You can send 1 Level 2 or lower WATER Aqua monster from your Deck or face-up field to the GY. Once per turn: You can return 1 monster you control to the hand; you can Normal Summon 1 "Frog" monster during your Main Phase this turn, except "Swap Frog", in addition to your Normal Summon/Set. (You can only gain this effect once per turn.)
    

    
      "Ronin in grave to Special itself?" Shinobu looks at Cyno for permission.
    

    
      Ronintoadin
    

    
      WATER/LV2/Aqua/Effect
    

    
      ATK/100 DEF/2000
    

    
      Cannot be used as Synchro Material. This card's name becomes "Des Frog" while on the field. If this card is in your GY: You can banish 1 "Frog" monster from your GY; Special Summon this card.
    

    
      "I don't have a second Called By," Cyno grumbles.
    

    
      "Nice. Then I'll overlay for another Toad and poke you for twenty-two, then set two pass."
    

    
      	
        Shinobu: 2500 LP
      

      	
        Cyno: 7700 LP
      

    

    
      "I do not draw! Because of turn two on Reckless." Cyno peeks at his Graveyard. "Oho. Well, my dear Shinobu, I'm afraid that you have just lost the game! Because I have four or more Lightsworn monsters in my Graveyard, I can Special Summon the almighty 
      Judgment Dragon!"
    

    
      Judgment Dragon
    

    
      LIGHT/LV8/Dragon/Effect
    

    
      ATK/3000 DEF/2600
    

    
      Cannot be Normal Summoned/Set. Must be Special Summoned (from your hand) by having 4 or more "Lightsworn" monsters with different names in your GY. You can pay 1000 LP; destroy all other cards on the field. Once per turn, during your End Phase: Send the top 4 cards of your Deck to the GY.
    

    
      "How scary," Shinobu says. She checks her backrow. "Are you gonna do anything with it?"
    

    
      "Of course! I cannot activate my Judgment Dragon's effect while your Toad is on the field, so I will attack into it!"
    

    
      "I'll flip Canadia to set JD. Chain Dinomischus in grave."
    

    
      "Fine. You may have your turn. Mark my words, I am not yet defeated!"
    

    
      "If you say so. Draw. I'll activate Toad's effect to Special another Swap Frog. Swap Frog sends Dupe Frog from deck to grave, then Ronin banish to Special. I'll overlay all three of my level twos to make this guy."
    

    
      Cyno squints. "How do you pronounce that?"
    

    
      Shinobu shrugs. "I dunno. But I'll activate its effect to pop your set JD."
    

    
      Paleozoic Anomalocaris
    

    
      WATER/RK2/Xyz/Aqua/Effect
    

    
      ATK/2400 DEF/0
    

    
      3 or more Level 2 monsters
    

    
      This card is unaffected by other monsters' effects. Once per turn, if a Trap Card(s) is sent from your Spell & Trap Zone to the Graveyard (except during the Damage Step): You can excavate the top card of your Deck, and if it is a Trap Card, add it to your hand. Otherwise, send it to the Graveyard. Once per turn, during either player's turn, if this card has a Trap Card as Xyz Material: You can detach 1 Xyz Material from this card, then target 1 card on the field; destroy it.
    

    
      "I'll poke with both of these directly."
    

    
      "Aha! I activate my Trap Card, Magic Cylinder! If you don't negate this, you'll be at 100 Life Points!"
    

    
      Shinobu thinks. "…Sure. Main Phase 2, I'll make Zeus on top of Toad."
    

    
      	
        Shinobu: 100 LP
      

      	
        Cyno: 5500 LP
      

    

    
      "Draw!" Cyno glances at his new card and cackles. "You might have destroyed my first Judgment Dragon, but what will you do against my 
      second
       Judgment Dragon! Go, dragon of heaven!"
    

    
      "On summon, I'll Zeus the board."
    

    
      "What does that do?"
    

    
      "Oh, you don't know?" Shinobu chuckles. "It kills your JD."
    

    
      Divine Arsenal AA-ZEUS - Sky Thunder
    

    
      LIGHT/RK12/Xyz/Machine/Effect
    

    
      ATK/3000 DEF/3000
    

    
      2 Level 12 monsters
    

    
      Once per turn, if an Xyz Monster battled this turn, you can also Xyz Summon "Divine Arsenal AA-ZEUS - Sky Thunder" by using 1 Xyz Monster you control as material. (Transfer its materials to this card.) (Quick Effect): You can detach 2 materials from this card; send all other cards from the field to the GY. Once per turn, if another card(s) you control is destroyed by battle or an opponent's card effect: You can attach 1 card from your hand, Deck, or Extra Deck to this card as material.
    

    
      Cyno's eyes bug out of his head. "Bwuh…
      bwuh?"
    

    
      "My Paleo stays on the field because it's unaffected," Shinobu adds. "I think you lose now."
    

    
      Climbing onto the chair, Cyno falls to his knees in defeat. "You're…you're too powerful… I will admit my defeat."
    

    
      "Good game. Nice playing with you." Shinobu gathers her cards. "You two are next?"
    

    
      "Yep!" Hu Tao tosses Cyno off the chair and he slams into the wall, unconscious. "Yanyan, let's go!"
    

    
      Yanfei takes Shinobu's spot. "Singles, right? I'll go with this deck — it should be just enough to destroy you."
    

    
      Round 2: Hu Tao v Yanfei
    

    
      "I believe ya," Hu Tao nods. "What've you brought today?"
    

    
      Yanfei whistles appreciatively at her hand. "Oh, you are going to 
      lose.
       Normal Summon Aluber?"
    

    
      Aluber the Jester of Despia
    

    
      DARK/LV4/Fairy/Effect
    

    
      ATK/1800 DEF/0
    

    
      If this card is Normal or Special Summoned: You can add 1 "Branded" Spell/Trap from your Deck to your hand. If a face-up Fusion Monster you control is destroyed by battle, or leaves the field because of an opponent's card effect, while this card is in your GY: You can target 1 Effect Monster your opponent controls; Special Summon this card, and if you do, negate the targeted monster's effects until the end of this turn. You can only use 1 "Aluber the Jester of Despia" effect per turn, and only once that turn.
    

    
      Hu Tao stares at her hand and sighs. "Not this again. Go wild."
    

    
      "Hey, if it works, it works. You should be thanking me for not playing Tear. Search Fusion and activate Fusion?"
    

    
      Branded Fusion
    

    
      Spell
    

    
      Fusion Summon 1 Fusion Monster that mentions "Fallen of Albaz" as material from your Extra Deck, using 2 monsters from your hand, Deck, or field as Fusion Material. You cannot Special Summon monsters from the Extra Deck, except Fusion Monsters, the turn you activate this card. You can only activate 1 "Branded Fusion" per turn.
    

    
      "Yep, that's fine."
    

    
      "I'll use Fallen of Albaz and Tragedy from my deck to Fusion Summon Lubellion."
    

    
      Lubellion the Searing Dragon
    

    
      LIGHT/LV8/Dragon/Effect
    

    
      ATK/2500 DEF/3000
    

    
      1 DARK monster + "Fallen of Albaz"
    

    
      If this card is Fusion Summoned: You can discard 1 card; Fusion Summon 1 Level 8 or lower Fusion Monster from your Extra Deck, except "Lubellion the Searing Dragon", by shuffling Fusion Materials mentioned on it into the Deck, from your monsters on the field, GY, and/or face-up banished cards. For the rest of this turn, this card cannot attack, also you cannot Special Summon monsters from the Extra Deck, except Fusion Monsters. You can only use this effect of "Lubellion the Searing Dragon" once per turn.
    

    
      "Chain Link 1 Tragedy, Chain Link 2 Lubellion?"
    

    
      "No response."
    

    
      "I'll grab Ad Libitum and make Mirrorjade."
    

    
      Mirrorjade the Iceblade Dragon
    

    
      DARK/LV8/Fusion/Wyrm/Effect
    

    
      ATK/3000 DEF/2500
    

    
      "Fallen of Albaz" + 1 Fusion, Synchro, Xyz, or Link Monster
    

    
      You can only control 1 "Mirrorjade the Iceblade Dragon". Once per turn (Quick Effect): You can send 1 Fusion Monster from your Extra Deck to the GY that mentions "Fallen of Albaz" as material; banish 1 monster on the field, also this card cannot use this effect next turn. If this Fusion Summoned card in its owner's control leaves the field because of an opponent's card: You can destroy all monsters your opponent controls during the End Phase of this turn.
    

    
      "Mirrorjade effect, sending Albion. I'll banish the Aluber. During the End Phase, I'll use Albion to set Branded in Red and pass."
    

    
      Albion the Branded Dragon
    

    
      LIGHT/LV8/Fusion/Dragon/Effect
    

    
      ATK/2500 DEF/2000
    

    
      "Fallen of Albaz" + 1 LIGHT monster
    

    
      If this card is Fusion Summoned: You can Fusion Summon 1 Level 8 or lower Fusion Monster from your Extra Deck, except "Albion the Branded Dragon", by banishing Fusion Materials mentioned on it from your hand, field, and/or GY. During the End Phase, if this card is in the GY because it was sent there this turn: You can add to your hand or Set 1 "Branded" Spell/Trap directly from your Deck. You can only use each effect of "Albion the Branded Dragon" once per turn.
    

    
      "Okay, okay. Here me out." Hu Tao leans over the board, grinning. "That's a nice board you've got there. Would be a shame if…I activated Mystic Mine now, wouldn't it?"
    

    
      Mystic Mine
    

    
      Spell/Field
    

    
      If your opponent controls more monsters than you do, your opponent cannot activate monster effects or declare an attack. If you control more monsters than your opponent does, you cannot activate monster effects or declare an attack. Once per turn, during the End Phase, if both players control the same number of monsters: Destroy this card.
    

    
      "It would suck." Yanfei thinks. "Which is why I'll CL2 Mirrorjade, CL3 Branded in Red to clear my board. It's not amazing, but it'll have to do. I'll summon a Masquerade with Tragedy and Mirrorjade and let Mirrorjade banish it."
    

    
      Branded in Red
    

    
      Spell/Quick-Play
    

    
      Target 1 "Despia" monster or "Fallen of Albaz" in your GY; add it to your hand, then you can apply the following effect.
    

    
      ● Fusion Summon 1 Level 8 or higher Fusion Monster from your Extra Deck, by banishing Fusion Materials mentioned on it from your hand or field, but it cannot attack directly this turn.
    

    
      You can only activate 1 "Branded in Red" per turn.
    

    
      "Sure you will. Anyway, Numeron Network?"
    

    
      "You're stupid," Yanfei enunciates. "Your deck sucks."
    

    
      Hu Tao sticks her tongue out at her. "I'll send Calling off of Network to Special Summon my 4 Numeron dudes. Battle Phase?"
    

    
      Numeron Network
    

    
      Spell/Field
    

    
      During your Main Phase, send 1 "Numeron" Normal Spell Card that meets its activation conditions from your Deck to the GY; this effect becomes that Spell's effect when that card is activated. You can only use this effect of "Numeron Network" once per turn. "Numeron" Xyz Monsters you control can activate effects without detaching material(s).
    

    
      Numeron Calling
    

    
      Spell
    

    
      If "Numeron Network" is in your Field Zone and you control no monsters: Special Summon up to 4 "Numeron Gate" Xyz Monsters with different names from your Extra Deck, but banish them during the End Phase, also you can only Normal or Special Summon once for the rest of this turn.
    

    
      "This is only 4k," Yanfei says, furrowing her frow. "Are you just making Avramax?"
    

    
      "That's what you think." Hu Tao lowers her voice. "
      Damage Step?"
    

    
      "Oh, screw you." Yanfei sighs, already picking up her cards.
    

    
      "I activate Limiter Removal!" Hu Tao gleefully plays the card from her hand. "For a total of 8000 damage!"
    

    
      Limiter Removal
    

    
      Spell/Quick-Play
    

    
      Double the ATK of all Machine monsters you currently control, until the end of this turn. During the End Phase of this turn, destroy those monsters.
    

    
      "Who still 
      plays
       that card? It bricks all the time!"
    

    
      "Yeah, well, it still sucks losing against 
      Numeron.
      " Yanfei places a heavy hand on Shinobu's shoulder. "Beat her for me."
    

    
      "Yes, boss. You can go first." Shinobu nods at Hu Tao.
    

    
      "Me go first, huh. I'll just pass." Hu Tao's poker face is unbreachable, impervious to detection. She's not giving a single thing away here. What could she have? What could she do?"
    

    
      "Okay… Draw. I'll set five and pass."
    

    
      It starts as a giggle. Hu Tao "You fool! You've fallen for my trap! I activate Harpie's Feather Duster!"
    

    
      "I saw that coming, which is why I'll flip Judgment here."
    

    
      	
        Shinobu: 4000 LP
      

      	
        Hu Tao: 8000 LP
      

    

    
      "But did you see 
      this
       coming? Lightning Storm!"
    

    
      Lightning Storm
    

    
      Spell
    

    
      If you control no face-up cards: Activate 1 of these effects;
    

    
      ● Destroy all Attack Position monsters your opponent controls.
    

    
      ● Destroy all Spells and Traps your opponent controls.
    

    
      You can only activate 1 "Lightning Storm" per turn.
    

    
      "It's almost as if this is a scripted game." Shinobu shakes her head. "How does she keep winning?" She sweeps all of her face-down cards into her Graveyard, then grins. "Or does she? I activate Waking the Dragon to Special Summon Avramax!"
    

    
      Waking the Dragon
    

    
      Trap
    

    
      If this Set card in its owner's control has left the field because of an opponent's effect, and is now in the GY or banished: You can Special Summon 1 monster from your Deck or Extra Deck.
    

    
      "Oh, that's bad." Hu Tao frowns. "How do I out Avramax?"
    

    
      "Got another Lightning Storm?"
    

    
      "No, but I 
      can
       actually do this. I'll Network into Calling —"
    

    
      "Of course you are."
    

    
      "­— and bring out my four guys. Then I'll make the Chaos Gate to nuke the field! And you'll die next turn if you can't do anything to my Network, which you can't because your deck's all Trap Cards!" Hu Tao crows. "So long, sucker!"
    

    
      Number C1: Numeron Chaos Gate Sunya
    

    
      DARK/RK2/Xyz/Machine/Effect
    

    
      ATK/2000 DEF/1000
    

    
      4 Level 2 monsters
    

    
      You can also Xyz Summon this card by using "Number 1: Numeron Gate Ekam" you control as material. (Transfer its materials to this card.) If this card is Xyz Summoned: Banish all monsters on the field. Once per turn, during your next Standby Phase after this card was banished: You can Special Summon this banished card, then if "Numeron Network" is in your Field Zone, inflict damage to your opponent equal to the combined ATK of all banished Xyz Monsters.
    

    
      "You're so annoying. I actually do play two Twin Twisters, so if I draw one…"
    

    
      "That's impossible." Hu Tao brushes the matter aside. "That's, what? Three in thirty-four? Actually, that's still possible."
    

    
      "That's right." Shinobu closes her eyes, placing her hand on her deck. "Draw!" She slumps. "I didn't draw it. Sorry, Yanfei."
    

    
      "It's okay. It's not actually losing if you lose against Numeron."
    

    
      "Come on, what's with all this slander! I won! What's my prize, huh?" Hu Tao says, eyes filled with expectation.
    

    
      "The shame that you beat everyone with 
      Numeron,
      " Yanfei says flatly. "Here are the papers we came to drop off. Come on, Shinobu. Let's go play against people who play 
      real
       Genius Invocation TCG."
    

    
      27. Morning Walk
    

    
      It's a weekday morning and Yanfei's buttering her toast at the dining table when an unexpected Ganyu comes out of her room. "You're up late," Yanfei comments. "I thought you had class at 08:30 every day."
    

    
      Ganyu yawns. "It's a special exception for today. I'm going to my ARBUS at 09:30. What about you?" She pops two slices of bread into the toaster and sets the jar of raspberry jam onto the table.
    

    
      Yanfei starts. "I also have ARBUS at 09:30! Do you want to walk to class together?"
    

    
      "Sure! Where's yours? I have mine at RT."
    

    
      "Me too!" Yanfei beams. "Oh my archons, we 
      never
       have any classes together!"
    

    
      "I 
      am
       in third-year, you know," Ganyu reminds her, chuckling. "I'd be worried if I 
      did
       share a class with you." The toaster finishes its toasting, and Ganyu takes the seat by the side adjacent to Yanfei.
    

    
      "Still, it'd be nice if I 
      could
       walk with you to class." Yanfei finishes her 
      crunch
       of her last slice of toast. "Shinobu lives on the opposite side of campus, and Hu Tao's always canoodling with Xiangling."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The cold winter air blows through their hair once they step outside. A layer of snow 
      crunch
      es behind Yanfei when she steps onto the sidewalk in her boots — the snowplow hasn't gone over the sidewalk yet. A light smatter of snowflakes falls from the sky around Yanfei, and she's glad to have decided to wear a scarf today — she can see her breath fog up in front of her.
    

    
      "Let's go through Whitby," Ganyu suggests. "It's less noisy than the main road, and the pavement should be wider."
    

    
      "Lead the way!"
    

    
      In spite of the drab gray sky, the sun has already risen enough that all of the trees are easy to see gently swaying back and forth. Some of them are even evergreen, though they all look dull in the cloud cover. Compared to the main road, Whitby Walk is somehow more taken care of. At the very least, they can see the cobbled stones sometimes through the snow. Old stone buildings surround them, constructed long before the apartment that Yanfei lives in.
    

    
      Along the path, they stop at an intersection with four benches at the corners. A couple of geese sit on one of them, poking at something between the cracks with their long necks. Yanfei points at them. "They're so cute! I thought that the geese migrate south in the winter."
    

    
      "Not anymore. Too many people feed them, so they hang around nearly all year now." Ganyu slowly reaches out with her hands palm-up to show that she means no harm. The geese back away, hissing. "Hi, Mr. Goose," she says softly. "I'm not going to hurt you."
    

    
      The goose asserts dominance by spreading its wings and flapping them, its back against the back of the bench.
    

    
      Ganyu sighs and backs away. "They're all so aggressive now."
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "We don't have food. You used to be able to hold onto them, like this." Ganyu demonstrates, her arms out like she's holding a heavy basket from the bottom.
    

    
      "That's a shame. I've always wanted to hug a goose."
    

    
      They continue walking, their footprints masked by dozens or hundreds of other footprints that have walked this path before them. Occasionally, Yanfei points out an animal or an odd snow pattern in the empty space off of the main path. One time, she even stops to stare at a the last browned leaf that has yet to fall off of its tree.
    

    
      "How long do you think it'll stay there?"
    

    
      Ganyu shrugs. "It's already dried and shriveled. If it hasn't fallen off in this weather, who knows how long it'll hold on. It might even make it through winter."
    

    
      They don't meet many people at all along the path. A person waves at them as they pass by. Ganyu and Yanfei wave back. "Did you know them?" Yanfei asks.
    

    
      "Not at all."
    

    
      "People are so ni — hey, what's that on the ground?" Yanfei squats down beside a fuzzy black thing moving in the opposite direction they're walking in. "It's so cute! Can I touch it?"
    

    
      "It's a…" Ganyu squints. "wooly bear caterpillar? I'm surprised that it's out and about moving in the winter. People used to believe that more black on the caterpillar would mean that the upcoming winter could be colder. They get pretty big, but they're harmless. You can even pick it up!"
    

    
      Yanfei cups both hands around the caterpillar, raising it to her face. It shivers when Yanfei blows on it. She looks up at Ganyu. "Can we keep it?"
    

    
      Ganyu hesitates.
    

    
      "It's gonna die out here in the cold!"
    

    
      "It's also going to die at our home." Ganyu puts her foot down. She stares at the tiny thing. "It's its own fault that it didn't make it through autumn. We won't be able to help it."
    

    
      "But we can at least do something to make it happier. We could keep it warm and feed it something like lettuce. Is it a good idea to do nothing at all?"
    

    
      "Is it?" To Yanfei's surprise, Ganyu asks the question with a different tone in her voice. "If you have the capability to do something that could help or hurt someone, is it a better idea to do nothing at all?"
    

    
      Yanfei thinks it over. "I…don't know what the right decision is all the time," she says slowly. "If you don't know if it'll make it better or worse. But I think…I'd always 
      try
      . That way, even it makes it worse, that way I'd know that I did my best."
    

    
      "But what if you don't have all of the information you need? Maybe it's not your place to get involved. Maybe you should let someone else take care of it because they know better. What if I made the 
      wrong decision?
      "
    

    
      "I see. Then…even if that's the case, there is no wrong decision." Yanfei nods, assured of herself.
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      "If you acted, you acted with good intentions." Yanfei nods, assured of herself. "You did what you could to the best of your ability. If you didn't act, you also had good intentions. You thought that you might do more harm than good. Sometimes you'll be wrong. And that's okay, right? Xiao always tells me that indecision is the worst decision. And I like to think that he's right, so if I see someone who needs help, who I think I 
      can
       help, I'll do my best to do 
      something
       that makes it better."
    

    
      "I see…Xiao said that," Ganyu murmurs.
    

    
      "Okay. I don't know about you, but as much as I'd like to help my little buddy here, I don't think I can." Yanfei grins cheekily. "I can't exactly take him to class, can I? Ultimately, you're right — no matter what I do, no matter what 
      anyone
       does, he'll die." Yanfei watches it freeze in her hands again, then she returns it to the ground. It scurries away through the snow. "And I'm cruel," she admits. "It's just an animal to me."
    

    
      Ganyu doesn't say anything, lost in thought. They continue walking.
    

    
      "Hey, it's a soccer field!" Yanfei points at an empty space that is only recognisable by the two goals opposite each other.
    

    
      "You're already in badminton. Do you also want to join soccer?"
    

    
      "Nah." Yanfei shakes her head. "Soccer's not really my thing. How about you?"
    

    
      "I used to play soccer," Ganyu says, looking up at the sky, "but then university came, and didn't have enough time to play more than one sport. Soccer was too much running, anyway."
    

    
      "So you stuck to archery." Yanfei nods. "That makes sense. I ditched it too. Badminton also has a lot of running, but it's like a different kind of running, you know? More precision, less straight-out sprinting."
    

    
      The empty space between the path and the trees shrinks as they near the exit so that they line up right beside it. Yanfei hears the road at the end of the path before she sees it. "Is that the end?"
    

    
      Ganyu nods. As they pass under the last tree before the road, a sudden gust of wind forces Yanfei to block her face with her arm to avoid hundreds of snowflakes slamming into her face. "Whew!" she says when the wind stops blowing. "That was st —"
    

    
      The pile of snow caught by the tree above them falls onto their heads with a 
      whump
      . "Aiya!"  Yanfei brushes it off of her head and jacket, thanking her lucky stars once again that she decided to wear a scarf this morning. She glances over to Ganyu, who's not nearly as fortunate. Her face is brushed red from the cold and her shoulders are tensed.
    

    
      "Snow got in my jacket," Ganyu says sheepishly. "Smart of you to wear a scarf." She glances at the tree above them that carried so much snow. She empties the back of her jacket by reaching behind her and shaking it back and forth. Several bunches of snow along with a a few drops of water fall out. "I guess I didn't expect that a truckload of snow would fall on my head today."
    

    
      "Do you want mine?" Yanfei offers.
    

    
      "It's alright. Whitby ends right by the cube, so we're out of the woods."
    

    
      True to her word, a cube of glass and metal meets their eyes once they round the corner. Yanfei takes off her scarf when she steps through the double automatic sliding glass doors. "Which room are you going to?" Ganyu asks.
    

    
      "Uh…2312."
    

    
      "That's rather far from mine." Ganyu peers at the map. "I guess we'll split here, then?"
    

    
      "Okay!" Yanfei nods. "Hey, actually, when do your classes end?"
    

    
      Ganyu gives her a look. "Six."
    

    
      "Ah." Yanfei winces. "I probably won't be walking back with you, then."
    

    
      "That's alright. If our schedules ever match up again, I'd love to walk with you again."
    

    
      "Me too!"
    

    
      28. Studying
    

    
      Yanfei groans, setting down her pencil and planting her face into the dining table. "I hate university."
    

    
      "I hate university, too." Shinobu says, scribbling away at a mock final from previous years.
    

    
      "I want to study law!" Yanfei throws her hands up in the air, her pencil clattering against the surface of the table. "Why am I studying 
      business?"
    

    
      "To gain perspective. Also so U of T can charge you more money."
    

    
      "It's always money." Yanfei slumps down to let her face rest in her arm. "Politicians, corporations, institutions…they all just want money! We should totally stop giving them all that money"
    

    
      "Yes, but you already spent that money," Shinobu reminds her. "Don't you want to get something out of it?"
    

    
      "'Course I do. Shinobuuuu," Yanfei grabs Shinobu's sleeve. "Can I have your answers?"
    

    
      "Then what's the point of studying?"
    

    
      "To make myself feel better."
    

    
      "You can do it. How many do you have left?"
    

    
      Yanfei thinks over the amount of content that she still has to review.
    

    
      Yanfei stops thinking about the amount of content that she still has to review. "Too much," she mumbles.
    

    
      "No, I mean for this practice final."
    

    
      "Oh." Yanfei peeks at the page number. "I'm on the fifteenth page."
    

    
      Shinobu glances at her watch. "That's not bad, actually. You still have an hour forty-five to finish the last ten. Come on," she says, patting Yanfei's back, "just a little further."
    

    
      Yanfei moans, but she eventually acquiesces and picks up her pencil again with Shinobu's encouragement. "I don't know how I'd do this without you, Shinobu."
    

    
      "I don't know either," Shinobu whispers under her breath.
    

    
      "What was that?"
    

    
      "Nothing! I said that if you don't know, I'll help you with the questions even if I don't tell you the answer."
    

    
      Yanfei glomps her. "You're a livesaver! Here, what do I do for this question?"
    

    
      Shinobu blinks "That's not a business question."
    

    
      "It isn't," Yanfei agrees. "But I was stuck on this one."
    

    
      "Ah." Shinobu checks her own work. "I see why you were stuck on this one."
    

    
      "Everyone keeps talking about differential equations in the tax code, but I think they're lying to me."
    

    
      "They are. For this question, you're supposed to apply IBP twice. See how you can rearrange it with 
      u
      -substitution to make negative 
      x
       squared with 
      e
       to the negative 
      x
      ? That leaves you with another integral of negative 
      e
       to the negative 
      x
       by two 
      x · dx
      . Then by doing IBP again, you end up with this negative 
      e
       and a quadratic."
    

    
      "Integration By Parts — more like — Irritable Bowel Pain," Yanfei grumbles. "I'm gonna fail this course."
    

    
      "No, you aren't."
    

    
      "You're right, I'm not. But I'm not gonna do well."
    

    
      "Not with that attitude. Come on, Yanfei. At least try for me?" Shinobu look to her with a pleading expression. Yanfei's own blank expression tells her that she isn't convinced.
    

    
      "What about for me?" A voice says. Shinobu turns around, and Yanfei looks up, beaming at the sight of the newcomer.
    

    
      "Oh, hi Ganyu!"
    

    
      "Hi, girls. Mind if I sit with you?"
    

    
      "Not at all." Shinobu shifts over to make space, but Ganyu takes an empty side to sit down at instead.
    

    
      She takes out a notebook and pencil. "Is that integration?"
    

    
      "Yes. Help meeeee…"
    

    
      "Shinobu seems to be doing a great job with that. Don't be stubborn, Yanfei. If you finish  To Yanfei's dismay, Ganyu starts drawing in her notebook instead of doing anything close to helping her with the dastardly integration problems.
    

    
      "What are 
      you
       doing?" Yanfei asks.
    

    
      "I'm sketching this plant here. Let me know if it ever becomes too distracting." Ganyu gestures at the houseplant.
    

    
      "Don't worry, Shinobu will. What about studying for your finals?"
    

    
      Ganyu hums. "It's not like I haven't been studying. I just finished one set of all my practice exams, so I'm taking a small break."
    

    
      Yanfei stares. "How do you have time for breaks? You have way more work to do than I do!"
    

    
      "Taking breaks is actually good for getting more work done," Ganyu says, wagging her finger. "It's important to stop and change your environment every once in a while. Of course, what helps most differs from person to person. I find that sketching or going on walks helps best for me."
    

    
      "Shinobu's been working me down to the bone!"
    

    
      Shinobu holds up her hands defensively. "She asked for it. At the beginning of all this, she told me to keep her accountable. I told her she could take a break after she finished this exam."
    

    
      "When did you start?"
    

    
      "Three! Right after class!"
    

    
      "You've been studying nonstop for three hours? Maybe you should take a break, too. I can't concentrate after working that long, either."
    

    
      Yanfei 
      whoop
      s. "I'm free! Free from the shackles of Shinobu!"
    

    
      "Of course, I expect you to continue after you feel sufficiently refreshed," Ganyu reminds her.
    

    
      "Yeah, yeah. What to do, what to do…ah! Bye guys — I'll go watch YouTube!"
    

    
      "Don't say it like that," Shinobu mumbles. "Ganyu, we're gonna have trouble bringing her back here."
    

    
      "I have faith in her," Ganyu says simply. "Shinobu, you should also relax a bit."
    

    
      "I can keep going."
    

    
      "You won't be able to for much longer if you push yourself that much. Let your mind recharge. It's like a battery. If you drain yourself all the way, you won't be able to concentrate as much as you used to be able to even after a break. So don't drain yourself."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Yanfei?" Shinobu calls, knocking on the girl's door. She glances at the clock on the wall. "Yanfei, it's been nearly half an hour. Don't you think that's long enough of a break?" No response. "Yanfei, I'm coming in."
    

    
      Shinobu slowly opens the door.
    

    
      Yanfei's eyes are unfocused as she watches a playlist of dog videos on her laptop.
    

    
      "Yanfei, I know you want to turn your brain off, but watching mindless videos like these isn't really taking a break."
    

    
      Yanfei snaps out of her confusion! "No. I want to watch dog videos."
    

    
      "It's been half an hour."
    

    
      "And I still feel tired!"
    

    
      "Your work ethic is going to suffer if you keep procrastinating, you know."
    

    
      "I'd take a good work-life balance over an amazing work ethic."
    

    
      "Is this really life, though? Dogs chasing their tails in circles over and over again?"
    

    
      Yanfei nods firmly. "It is the very pinnacle of life. The epitome of all we strive for."
    

    
      Shinobu sighs. "Ganyu, can you help me out here?" she calls. "I'm not getting through to her."
    

    
      Ganyu also pops in the doorway. "Oh, not again. Yanfei, next term is going to 
      destroy
       you if you don't have good time management skills. First semester is always a warm-up."
    

    
      "La la la, I can't hear you!"
    

    
      "It's no use," Shinobu says miserably. "She's in denial. It's all my fault. If I hadn't pushed her so hard…"
    

    
      "It's alright, Shinobu. I still have one more trick up my sleeve." Ganyu marches over beside Yanfei and cups her hand over her ear. "After your exams, if you do well," she whispers, "let's go take some time off at Blue Mountain."
    

    
      Yanfei stiffens, then bounds off of her chair, speeding past Ganyu and Shinobu back to the table. She scrambles for her pencil and furiously scribbles down answers on her practice exam sheet. Shinobu looks at Ganyu. "What did you say?"
    

    
      "I gave her an incentive," Ganyu smiles.
    

    
      29. Winter Sports
    

    
      "Whooooooo!" Yanfei's voice becomes loud then quiet as she speeds by Ganyu and Xiao on her skis. Ganyu narrows her eyes, then snaps her goggles down over her eyes.
    

    
      "Oh, you're on." She presses her ski poles to her sides, slowly gaining speed down the slope to catch up to Yanfei.
    

    
      Behind her, Keqing continues on her snowboard at a relatively leisurely pace with Xiao. "Those two," she shouts over the wind. "I don't know about you, but I'd rather not crash into a tree or someone else!"
    

    
      Xiao nods in response, making S-shapes with his own snowboard. "We'll let them go at their own pace," he calls back.
    

    
      Yanfei and Ganyu bicker at the bottom beside the line up the chair lift. "I totally beat you!" Yanfei says. "Didn't you see me zoom past you on the way down?"
    

    
      "I caught up!" Ganyu argues. "I was right behind you, didn't you see?"
    

    
      "You both won." Keqing interrupts them by pushing them apart from each other. "Consider it a tie!"
    

    
      "A tie?" Yanfei says slowly.
    

    
      "A tie?" Ganyu says slowly.
    

    
      "Yes!" Keqing rolls her eyes.
    

    
      Yanfei raises her poles. "Bet you can't beat me the next hill we go down."
    

    
      "I'll take that bet. Winner buys the loser lunch."
    

    
      "Deal." The two of them stare into each others' eyes as they firmly shake hands.
    

    
      Keqing sighs and shares a look with Xiao. "Let's just get on the chair lift."
    

    
      To separate Yanfei and Ganyu, Keqing gets Xiao and herself to sit in between them. She regrets it less than a minute into the chair lift.
    

    
      "I'll take you on a black run," Yanfei calls them to Ganyu.
    

    
      "Double-black," Ganyu dares.
    

    
      "Fine. You can even pick the trail."
    

    
      "Are you up for glades?"
    

    
      "Anytime."
    

    
      "Yanfei," Xiao says, trying to calm her down. "Reconsider. You could have a relaxing —"
    

    
      "Xiao, I love you, but 
      don't
       get in the way of my free lunch," Yanfei hisses.
    

    
      "Please don't kill yourselves…" Keqing facepalms. "Ganyu, you should calm down —"
    

    
      "Keqing, I love you, but 
      don't
       get in the way of my free lunch," Ganyu hisses.
    

    
      Xiao and Keqing sigh together in unison.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Are you ready?" Ganyu grips her poles more tightly.
    

    
      "Wait." Yanfei holds up her hand. "If it's close, how will we know who wins? We're just going to argue again."
    

    
      Keqing's mouth drops at this sudden increase in sense.
    

    
      "Keqing!" Ganyu beckons her over. "You go to the bottom and referee."
    

    
      "That's not fair!" Yanfei cries. "She's your girlfriend, of course she'll be biased toward you!"
    

    
      "I would never let that cloud my judgment —"
    

    
      "UTSU lottery report," Yanfei reminds her.
    

    
      Keqing's face flushes, and not from the cold. "That was a one-time thing!"
    

    
      Yanfei ignores her. "Xiao, you go instead."
    

    
      "That's fine by me," Ganyu nods firmly. "Pick whoever you want. I'm still going to win."
    

    
      Xiao dutifully skis down the hill without complaint.
    

    
      "He says he's ready." Yanfei pockets her phone. "Keqing, do you want to count us down?"
    

    
      "Certainly. On three…"
    

    
      Yanfei and Ganyu assume an athletic stance.
    

    
      "Two…"
    

    
      Ganyu pulls down her goggles. Yanfei follows suit.
    

    
      "One… Go!"
    

    
      Yanfei pushes herself forward on her poles. Ganyu launches herself forward with her skis.
    

    
      Both of them aren't stupid enough to streamline themselves and comet down the hill in a straight line — they would lose control much too fast. Instead, they carve tight turns into the snow, minimising the turn radius to maintain as much of the downward trajectory as possible.
    

    
      Slowly but surely, however, Ganyu pulls ahead. Yanfei curses her light weight. She should have eaten more! The wind pushes back against her, dragging her back away from Ganyu. Her baggy snow pants compared to Ganyu's leggings don't help, either.
    

    
      Does she resort to the tried-and-catastrophic go-down-the-hill-in-a-straight-line option? It's risky, but it's certainly faster than having to make turns. Is her pride worth slamming into someone on the way down?
    

    
      Deep in her heart, Yanfei knows the wrong answer, and she bows her head. It's no use. Ganyu is already a clear three ski lengths ahead of her. There is nothing she can do from this point. She sighs, dodging a slow snowboarder traversing the slope ahead of her.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah… Hot chocolate is so good!" Her hands warmed from holding the mug with both hands, Keqing idiot sandwiches her face. She sighs as her warm hands meet her cold cheeks.
    

    
      Yanfei reluctantly hands over a box containing a veggie burger and fries to Ganyu. "You won, fair and square."
    

    
      "Thanks." Ganyu smiles. "You were faster than I expected, even though you were wearing snow pants."
    

    
      "If only I wasn't wearing pants!" Yanfei vents. "Next year. Next year, I'll beat you for sure! I'll train all winter to beat you!"
    

    
      Ganyu's eyes twinkle. "I'll hold you to that."
    

    
      "Hey, Xiao," Keqing says, nudging the snowboarder in question.
    

    
      "Hm?" Xiao bites into his own burger.
    

    
      "Do you want to race after lunch? Not in speed — how about number of turns?"
    

    
      "Good idea. How does a blue hill sound to you?"
    

    
      "Perfect."
    

    
      30. Reflection
    

    
      "University." Shenhe takes a deep breath once she steps out of the car, stretching and gazing at the campus far before them. It's as spacious as she remembers, a far cry from the high-rises she's used to in downtown Liyue. Far more green, too.
    

    
      A blue-haired woman climbs out of the car, helping a pink-haired woman out too. "What do you think of campus, Shenhe?" Ganyu asks.
    

    
      "Is it bigger than you thought?" Yanfei asks.
    

    
      "It's huge."
    

    
      "It gets smaller the longer you stay here," Yanfei says knowingly. "Let's start at residence!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "So it's kinda nice!" Hu Tao says, leading them through her dorm room. "You share a room with your roommate — I know that some people can't stand that, but if you're okay with it, then it's all cool."
    

    
      Shenhe points at the fridge with a paper that lists various fruits on it, some of them crossed out. "Does it come with the fridge?"
    

    
      "This baby? Nah, you have to bring your own fridge. Honestly, some of the other residences are way better, but it's really up to the luck of the draw. Even if you're here, though, you should take it. The housing market's in shambles right now, and you might not have a cousin who happens to have extra room available for you because his roommates dipped on him." She winks at Yanfei. "By the way," she turns back to Shenhe, "do you want some bubble tea?"
    

    
      Shenhe blinks. "I guess."
    

    
      "What flavour would you like? We've got passionfruit, mango, peach, lychee…"
    

    
      "Peach is fine."
    

    
      "Peach for the young lady!" Hu Tao fetches a refrigerated cup of bubble tea and passes it along with a straw to Shenhe. "We've only got large with coconut jelly, 30% sugar, no ice. Take it or leave it."
    

    
      "I see." Shenhe examines the cup. "So this comes with your meal plan?"
    

    
      "Yup!" Hu Tao nods vigorously. "It's like the 
      one
       benefit of the meal plan — tax-free bubble tea!"
    

    
      Shenhe pops her straw through the plastic film of the cup. "What about the cafeteria?"
    

    
      "Do you 
      want
       to try dorm food?" Yanfei says from behind Shenhe. For some reason, a shiver runs down Shenhe's back.
    

    
      Hu Tao pokes Yanfei. "Yanyan, don't scare her. Dorm food isn't that bad! We just got unlucky the first day. I had a sandwich the other day, and I didn't even throw up!"
    

    
      Yanfei shudders. "Please don't say it like that. Never again."
    

    
      "Come on! I've got more than a hundred bucks left to burn on my meal plan, anyway. I'll get you something nice!"
    

    
      Shenhe nods. Yanfei closes her eyes and prays for their continued health.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      At the end of the school term, there aren't many people in the cafeteria. Yanfei easily finds a table for all four of them, holding it for them while Hu Tao buys food for everyone else.
    

    
      "What did you guys get?" She peers at their plates.
    

    
      "This is not a very good fish," Shenhe says, chewing on with most of it hanging out of her mouth. When she finally manages to break it off, she visibly swallows the smaller chunk. "It's quite tough. And rather chewy. Also, it doesn't taste that good, either."
    

    
      "Except for the rubberiness, I thought it was okay…" Hu Tao says.
    

    
      Yanfei shakes her head. "Tao, you have no standards when it comes to food. Something that rubbery should be automatically disqualified."
    

    
      Ganyu nibbles on a carrot from her stir-fry and makes a face. "I haven't had anything this greasy since Yanfei tried to mae fried rice."
    

    
      "Hey! Actually, that's fair. I 
      did
       put way too much oil in there."
    

    
      "I think that I will skip the meal plan if I can," Shenhe decides.
    

    
      "Good decision." Yanfei nods sagely.
    

    
      Ganyu puts down her chopsticks. "Hu Tao? Do you want the rest of the stir-fry?"
    

    
      "Can I?" Hu Tao's eyes widen. "Yes, please! Give me all of your fatty, greasy food!"
    

    
      Shenhe obliges.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Hu Tao clutches her stomach, forcing a smile as she waves goodbye to them from her dorm room.
    

    
      "I told you so," Yanfei chides her. "That much oil can't be good for your digestion."
    

    
      "I'll…keep that in mind," Hu Tao grunts.
    

    
      "Here, I'll show you where you can get 
      real
       food near campus if you don't have a meal plan." Yanfei guides Shenhe away. "Normally, we'd take the TTC because our student cards get us discounted passes, but since you don't have one, it's still only a twenty-minute walk or so. There's a convenient streetcar that runs down this road."
    

    
      Shenhe nods wordlessly. During their walk, Yanfei acts as tour guide, pointing out the various educational buildings in downtown Liyue that are part of the U of T "campus". Ganyu looks on fondly from the back, occasionally pitching in something of her own.
    

    
      Yanfei gestures grandly at the metal and glass cube she's used to entering twice a week. "This is the Rotman School of Management! We call it RT for short sometimes. It's a super modern building compared to everything else, and the university 
      loves
       to pour even more money in here because it looks pretty and everyone wants to come here."
    

    
      "You'll actually be coming here quite often, won't you, Shenhe?" Ganyu interjects. "You're taking commerce, after all, and this is 
      the
       commerce building."
    

    
      "Right." Shenhe looks the building up and down more intently. "Will most of my classes be here?"
    

    
      "At least half of them, if not more," Yanfei says. "Your program is so big that you'll meet so many new personalities. I met lots of new people in my program — some helped me more than others." Yanfei smiles ruefully. "Unless you know what you're doing, Shenhe, you 
      shouldn't
       skip classes."
    

    
      "Understood."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Yanfei continues to lead them all around to the places that she's grown to know and love.
    

    
      "So, if we round this corner here, we should arrive at our destination — this is Kensington Market! They have all sorts of high quality produce here. Their fresh tofu comes in every Monday, so be sure to come in early to get the first pick," she advises Shenhe, who nods studiously.
    

    
      "Tofu is good. Fresh tofu is even better."
    

    
      Yanfei beams.
    

    
      "And this is Metro! I love Metro. They're reliable and cheap
      er
       than Kensington at least, although nothing beats Liyuetown. Come here if you want the regular stuff that's 
      okay
       but not amazing. Basically, whenever you don't have that much time and just want snacks or something frozen you can heat up at home."
    

    
      Ganyu nods approvingly. "If you want cheap produce, Liyuetown is 
      the
       place to get it. I go there every week to meal prep for ourselves."
    

    
      "Lastly," Yanfei says, walking backwards through the hallways of a building, "there are lots of clubs at U of T! I'm in the debate club, the volleyball club, the Genius Invocation TCG club, the badminton club, and the creative writing club! I dunno about the other ones, but you should join creative writing. We get together and write lots of stories!" She pauses. "At least, Xingqiu and I do. Hu Tao writes these flowery poems, and Chongyun writes song lyrics, I think? Or maybe they're also poems. Anyway, it's a super cool club that we started to get UTSU to fund our snacks!"
    

    
      Ganyu laughs. "They get $70 per term for their allotment, and they spend it all on snacks. In my opinion, Shenhe, you should also check out the archery club."
    

    
      "Here's the debate club room!" Yanfei gestures inside a classroom, letting Shenhe poke her head inside.
    

    
      "Is that an actual club?" Her eyes have zeroed in and focused on the Debate Club.
    

    
      "Oh, yeah! That's the Debate Club. It's our mascot. It's for debating. If you're ever losing a debate, you pull up the Debate Club and boom! The other person instantly comes to your side. Isn't it amazing?"
    

    
      "That's rather impressive." Shenhe nods. "I think I will check out the debate club next year."
    

    
      Ganyu frowns. "Since when have you guys had an 
      actual weapon
       as your mascot? Should I report this?"
    

    
      "Ningguang is the Chair of the Debate Club." Yanfei raises an eyebrow. "I thought that since she's also UTSU President in Liyue, UTSU was fine with it…?"
    

    
      "We don't allow 
      real weapons
      ," Ganyu says weakly. "What was she thinking… I'll talk to Keqing about it."
    

    
      "Alright." Yanfei claps her hands. "I think that wraps it up for our quick campus tour. Do you want to explore a bit on your own, Shenhe?"
    

    
      Shenhe nods. "I think I do. Is it alright if I call you when I'm done? It might be a couple of hours."
    

    
      "For sure! Although, are you sure you don't want one of us to stick with you? We could show you how to get to places more quickly or point out places we know."
    

    
      "I'm certain. Thank you."
    

    
      Ganyu and Yanfei look at each other, then shrug. "If you say so," Yanfei says. "We'll head back to our apartment, then?"
    

    
      "Sounds good," Ganyu confirms. "Call us if you need anything, Shenhe!"
    

    
      Shenhe nods distractedly, attention glued to the Debate Club.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Xiao greets them at the apartment door. "How did it go with Shenhe?"
    

    
      "Pretty well!" Yanfei says. "We took her around campus, toured a couple of lecture halls, went to residence, and got her some food, but she wanted us to leave her alone for the next couple hours — I hope she'll be okay." She sighs. "It's kinda nostalgic, seeing someone new to U of T."
    

    
      "Speaking of," Ganyu says, "it's the end of your first term! What do you think, Yanfei?"
    

    
      Yanfei tilts her head. "University was more exciting than I thought. At the beginning, I thought that since I was living with you guys — no offense —" she looks at Xiao.
    

    
      "None taken," Xiao says, only slightly disgruntled.
    

    
      "— that it was gonna be a quiet day every day since I wasn't living in residence. But now I think that maybe it's better to live with people I know. I heard from a couple of my friends that their roommates are messy and don't clean up, or even worse, 
      slobs.
       Especially for those living in double rooms, like Hu Tao." She shivers. "I can't imagine having to have to deal with communal bathrooms."
    

    
      "You get used to it," Xiao reminds her.
    

    
      "I hope so. But I'm grateful to have people like you in my life. You two are like family to me."
    

    
      "We 
      are
       your family," Ganyu says, confused.
    

    
      "Oh right." Yanfei blinks. "But not immediate family. I mean…" she gestures wildly. "I love you guys, you know? Even when we fight sometimes, or if it feels like I'm a kid to you guys… Still. I trust you." She sniffs.
    

    
      "Aw. We love you, too, Yanfei." Ganyu opens her arms, and Yanfei jumps into the hug, knocking Ganyu back a little with an 
      oof.
       Ganyu glances over at Xiao, tilting her head as an invitation.
    

    
      Xiao almost sighs but restrains himself. "That's right." He joins the embrace, squeezing tight. "Thank you for sticking with us, Yanfei. I like having you around, too."
    

    
      They hold the gesture for nearly a minute, comfortable in each other's company.
    

    
      Xiao's the first to release himself from the hug. He turns away to wipe something off of his face before returning to face the other two. "By the way, Yanfei, Ganyu. I know that you have to search for housing next year. We have a two-year lease for this apartment. Do you want to live here next year, too?"
    

    
      "Why not?" Ganyu smiles.
    

    
      "Yes!" Yanfei says.
    

    
      THE END
    

    
      Acknowledgements
    

    
      Another year, another NaNoWriMo — but this time, it was less a novel and more a collection of short stories! In hindsight, that was a 
      horrible
       decision.
    

    
      A small secret: For each of the past four years, I've been trying to write characters that are close to each other. Closer than I am to many people. You can see this reflected most in 2020 with Siava and Selene, and again in 2021 with Savan and Mesa. This year, since character relationships were the main focus (especially between the main trio), I think I did a much better job showing little things that bring them together, that show that they trust each other. In a sense, because of the much greater number of more meaningful characters and distinct relationships, I consider this a victory just from that alone.
    

    
      The second secret success: The female characters in U of T are 
      much, much
       better than the ones in prior stories. At least now they have distinct personalities and motivations. Dear Lord, I 
      sucked
       at writing women.
    

    
      I think I say this each year, but it feels like writing gets harder every year. This year in particular was 
      brutal
       thanks to a combination of a different writing style, the less plot-focused nature of U of T, and of course, university. When I was facing a 16 000+ word deficit, I wondered if this year would be the year that I wasn't able to finish. It was so bad that it surpassed even 
      Barin
      , which infamously required an absurd 13k words in three days.
    

    
      Hey, apparently I 
      can
       write 7 000 words in ten hours!
    

    
      As per usual, the completion of this personal project 
      would not have been possible
       without the help of numerous people. Although I write for myself, these people have encouraged me, pushed me, motivated me to continue on with finishing NaNoWriMo this year, even if they didn't know it. I would like to express my extreme gratitude to all of them, in alphabetical order (because I 
      hate
       showing favouritism):
    

    
      	
        Angelina Zhou, for introducing me to NaNoWriMo, as well as 
        daring
         me to write the Midnight chapter of this story, which severely broadened my horizons to light I never wished to see again;
      

      	
        Annika Yang, for pushing me back to 
        Pokémon
         with the release of 
        Pokémon Scarlet and Violet
        , often forcing my mind away from thinking about this project for something new;
      

      	
        Christopher Lam, for being the best roommate I could ask for, often tolerating my late-night / early-morning frantic keyboard hammerings without complaint;
      

      	
        James Su, for letting me bounce crack ideas off of him, often reacting in a way that made me want to make more of it happen;
      

      	
        Jessica Su, for her ever-persistent encouragement that always came at the best time in the best way, never failing to cheer me up and push me forward;
      

      	
        all of the members of "Uni Suffering", who provided an occasional outlet to say whatever I wanted to say;
      

      	
        and the many writers on Archive of Our Own who planted ideas, developed relationships, and helped grow Yanfei, Ganyu, and Xiao in my mind, including, but not limited to: chuminder, yuehaipavilion, TheSummerTriangle0707, and arsonide.
      

    

    
      See you next year!
    

    
      
        [image: ]
      
    

  GoogleDoc/images/image1.png
MYOVERALLPROGRESS | Ll BB

50K

a0k

30k

20k

10k

Nov1 Novo Nov 30

MY DAILY WORD COUNT ﬁm B

. [

ax

2

o
2022.11:01 20221109 2022-1130





GoogleDoc/nav.xhtml

    
      
        		
          NaNoWriMo 2022
          
            		
              1. Pilot
            


            		
              2. Unpacking
            


            		
              3. Orientation
            


            		
              4. Dorm Food
            


            		
              5. Interlude - The Dark Side
            


            		
              6. Grocery Shopping
            


            		
              7. Cooking with Ganyu
            


            		
              8. Cat
            


            		
              9. Boring Lectures
            


            		
              10. Pen Pal
            


            		
              11. Schoolwork
            


            		
              12. Cooking with Xiao
            


            		
              13. Overwhelmed
            


            		
              14. Interlude - I Found A Magical Fish While Fishing With My Cousin (In Another World)!
              
                		
                  WatSFiC x CWC contest submission
                


              


            


            		
              15. Sleepy
            


            		
              16. Constipated
            


            		
              17. Bubble Tea
            


            		
              18. Interlude - Pranks
            


            		
              19. Game Night
            


            		
              20. Birthday
            


            		
              21. Extra Tire
            


            		
              22. Interlude - Midnight (Adults Only)
            


            		
              23. Lazy Morning
            


            		
              24. Cooking With Yanfei
            


            		
              25. Debate Club
            


            		
              26. Genius Invocation TCG
            


            		
              27. Morning Walk
            


            		
              28. Studying
            


            		
              29. Winter Sports
            


            		
              30. Reflection
            


            		
              Acknowledgements
            


          


        


      


    
  

