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“Man Chai,” Gaming says, “I think we’re lost.”

Man Chai lets out a dissatisfied little mrrp, squinting through the bars of his pet carrier. Gaming squats down, poking a finger through the bars to give him a little scritch under the chin.

“What do you think, buddy? You got any idea where Spring Street is?”

Man Chai just yawns, which doesn’t do much to point Gaming in the right direction. Gaming stifles a yawn of his own, a wave of exhaustion washing over him. Maybe it’s okay if he doesn’t stand up for a little bit. He can just… keep squatting here. That should be fine, right?

In his defense, he’s got totally valid reasons to be lost and exhausted. Okay, so maybe moving cross-country on a red-eye flight (and one that got delayed by three hours, at that) wasn’t the smartest idea he’s ever had. But it’s a reason! So here he is, on a sidewalk in front of a still-closed restaurant somewhere in Chihu Rock, running on approximately two hours of sleep and one terrible cup of airplane coffee, with nothing but a phone that’s been dead for the past five minutes to guide his way. Definitely a first day in Liyue Harbor for the books, if nothing else.

“Young man, could I get past you?” a man’s voice asks. Gaming looks up to see an uncle-aged man, salt-and-pepper hair and wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, gesturing at the door that Gaming’s squatting in front of.

“Oh! Uh, yeah, sorry, Uncle.” Gaming jumps to his feet, flushing with embarrassment. “Let me move my stuff outta your way.”

The man takes in the sight of Gaming, and his backpack, and his suitcase, and his pet carrier with Man Chai burbling discontentedly inside, and then says as if he’s been sent by the gods themselves, “Would you like something to eat?”

Well. Gaming would be a fool to say no. The last thing he ate was a pack of gummy bears in the Yilong Wharf airport, and that was hours ago. So he waits as the man unlocks the door, then follows him inside, towing his suitcase and backpack and Man Chai’s pet carrier behind him.

“I’m Chef Mao, by the way,” the man says, over his shoulder. “Here, you can set your things down at that table in the back corner. Bathroom’s the second door on the right, if you’d like to wash up.”

He disappears into the kitchen. Gaming’s bladder pointedly reminds him that no matter how terrible the airplane coffee was, it is still in his system, and maybe a trip to the bathroom would be a good idea.

“I’ll be right back, buddy,” he says to Man Chai, who lets out a mournful meow in response.

True to his word, he’s back within a few minutes; he doesn’t want to leave Man Chai alone in an unfamiliar place for too long, after all. There’s a mug of hot water and one of those little foil packets of pre-sugared instant coffee on the table when he returns; the smell of something delicious wafts out of the kitchen, making his stomach grumble.

Gaming sinks into his chair, tearing the packet open and pouring it into the mug. For lack of a spoon, he takes a plastic chopstick from the basket on the table and uses it to stir his coffee, then takes a sip. Even if it’s just instant coffee, it’s way better than the airplane coffee, for sure.

With his brain a little less scrambled, he finally gets the chance to take a good look around. The restaurant isn’t too big, maybe fifteen tables or so all like the one Gaming’s sitting at: each is covered with a sheet of slightly sticky clear plastic and topped with a basket of plastic chopsticks, a little rack with a stack of soup spoons, a handful of seasonings, and a couple of bottles of sauce. The walls are decorated with photographs of various sites around Liyue, everywhere from Qingce Village to the Guyun Stone Forest; in pride of place on the wall closest to the door, there’s a framed article from what looks like the Liyue Steambird, although it’s far enough away from where Gaming’s sitting that he can’t make out what the headline says. It’s the kind of place where Gaming immediately feels right at home.

Chef Mao comes out with a bowl of congee and some youtiao, and a little plate of fish. He sets the bowl and the youtiao in front of Gaming, then holds out the plate of fish. “Would your cat like something to eat, too?”

Man Chai meows loudly and pitifully, as if he hasn’t been fed in days. Although this is the way he usually meows when it’s five minutes before dinnertime (or when he’s trying to gaslight Gaming into thinking the automatic feeder hasn’t gone off when it definitely has), Gaming decides they’ve both been through a lot today and Man Chai deserves a treat for his good behavior. He ignores his own rumbling stomach for a moment and takes the plate with a quick thank you, unlatching Man Chai’s cat carrier to put the plate of fish in front of him. Man Chai rumbles contentedly, diving into his plate of fish; Gaming returns to his seat and starts in on the congee so quickly, he nearly burns his tongue. “Thank you so much, Uncle! You really saved us both!”

”Just call me Chef, son. Everyone around here does. I haven’t seen your face before, though—what’s your name?”

“Oh! Sorry. I’m Yip Gaming! And this little guy is Man Chai. We just moved here, uh—” Gaming goes to check the time on his phone, then remembers it’s dead. He looks back up at Chef Mao. “Three hours ago, I think? It’s nice to meet you, Chef!”

“Nice to meet you too. There’s an outlet under the table if you need to charge your phone,” Chef Mao says kindly, and disappears into the kitchen again.

In between spoonfuls of congee and bites of youtiao, Gaming digs through his backpack, eventually resurfacing with his phone charger. He ducks under the table to plug it into the wall, plugs his phone in, and lets out a sigh of relief as his phone blinks back to life. He hasn’t missed much in its temporary absence: there’s just one unread message from the moving company, letting him know that the rest of his things (including his beloved wushou dance head) should arrive at his new apartment in a couple of hours. His music player is still open, paused halfway through the Xinyan track he’d been listening to when his phone gave up the ghost; his maps app is also still open, informing him he’s still a fifteen-minute walk away from his new home. Not bad. Good to know he’s already found a place to eat in the neighborhood.

As Gaming sits there, charging his phone and eating breakfast and generally getting his life back together, someone shoulders her way through the restaurant door, a reusable grocery bag cradled in her arms. He looks up, a spoonful of congee still in his mouth, as a girl (around his age, maybe?) bursts out, “Bàba, you will not believe what just happened. I ran into Uncle Dongsheng at Second Life just now and he asked me when I’m going to settle down. I’m only twenty-seven! What am I, some kind of child bride—”

Chef Mao pokes his head out of the kitchen, an amused smile on his face. “Xiangling, we have a guest.”

“Oh!” The girl flushes a bright, Jueyun-chili red as she notices Gaming for the first time. She bounces back within a few moments, though. Tucking her bag under one arm, she reaches out to shake his hand. “Hi!” she says, with a smile so bright and sunny that Gaming can’t help but grin back. “I’m Mao Xiangling. Head chef here at the Wanmin. Thanks for keeping Bàba company while I was out!”

Gaming swallows the congee in his mouth and shakes her hand. It’s very warm. “Yip Gaming! Nice to meet ya.”

“Nice to meet you too! Are you new in town? I haven’t seen you around before! Wait, oh my gosh, is this your cat, he’s so cute—”

“Xiangling,” Chef Mao cuts in, still sounding very amused, “let the boy finish his food. Here, give me your bag. You were saying Dongsheng implied you should become some kind of child bride?”

“Oops! Sorry. Go ahead and finish, Bàba’s congee really is best when it’s fresh,” Xiangling tells Gaming, and then spins to face her father. He takes her bag of groceries, leaving her hands free to gesticulate as she explains, “He’s just pestering me because Chongyun and Xingqiu finally set a date for their wedding, and now every auntie and uncle in the city is talking about it. Oh, we’re catering that, by the way!”

“I wouldn’t expect you to let them choose any other caterer.” There’s a note of pride in Chef Mao’s voice. They must be really close, Gaming thinks, and does his best to squish down the feeling of envy that squirms in his chest at the thought. “I’m almost done with prep for the morning. Keep our guest company until we open, would you?”

“Will do!” Xiangling chirps. Turning to Gaming, she asks, “Do you mind if I sit with you?”

“Of course not! It’s your restaurant, Chef!”

Xiangling laughs, sliding into the chair across from him. “My dad is Chef! Don’t call me Chef, too, you’ll get me all confused. Just Xiangling is fine!”

“Alrighty, Xiangling!”

She lets him get a few more spoonfuls of congee in, and then asks, “So, are you two new in town?”

“Yeah! Me and Man Chai just got here, like, four hours ago,” Gaming says, and launches into the tale of their cross-country move. Xiangling’s a great listener; she oohs and aahs in all the right places, and gasps in horror as Gaming recounts how the meal vouchers they got as compensation for their delayed flight only covered a pack of overpriced gummy bears at the airport.

The rest of his breakfast goes by in companionable conversation. At the end of it all, he goes fishing in his pocket for his wallet, then looks up to find Xiangling planted in between him and the cash register, her hands on her hips. Chef Mao stands behind the cash register, looking on in amusement. “It’s on the house today!” she insists.

“Aw, Xiangling, c’mon,” he insists, trying to sidestep her. If his hometown taught him one thing, after all, it’s how to put up a good fight for the bill. “You can’t just let me walk outta here without paying—”

“Nope! Consider it your welcome gift from us.” Xiangling bats his hand away, crossing her arms.

Chef Mao makes no move to intervene. “You can pay next time,” he says placatingly, when Gaming gives him his best pleading look. “Don’t be a stranger, son. And make sure you keep your phone charged!”

So, as the Wanmin’s first customers of the day begin to trickle in, Gaming finds himself back out on the street, armed this time with a fully-charged phone, better directions to his new apartment building (“your maps app will tell you to take the long way around, but you can cut through the alley behind Third-Round Knockout and that’ll take at least five minutes off your walk time,” Xiangling informs him), and, perhaps most importantly of all, a full stomach for both him and Man Chai.

His first day in Liyue Harbor may have gotten off to a rocky start, and he’s lost a fight over the bill before even spending a full twenty-four hours in the city. But still, he’s got a good feeling about this place. Like coming here was the right thing to do.

“You know what, Man Chai?” he says, hefting Man Chai’s carrier up to look him in the eye. “I think we’re gonna be okay.”

Man Chai lets out a very fishy-smelling breath and a satisfied purr.
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Summary for the Chapter:

“So, can we meet him?”


Xiangling, with some apprehension, introduces her best friends to Gaming.
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By virtue of working at the Wanmin Restaurant for as long as she can remember, Xiangling knows pretty much everyone in Liyue Harbor.

It’d be a little embarrassing if she didn’t—she’s been in the Wanmin her whole life, after all. The Wanmin’s customers watched her grow up, going from a toddler handing out menus to a young woman taking charge of the kitchen, and she in turn learned their faces and their names. Wherever she goes now, whether it’s in Chihu Rock or uptown in Yujing Terrace, the streets are full of familiar faces, smiling and waving.

But there are some people who show up more often, the Wanmin’s beloved cast of regulars. They’ve got a particular day of the week they like to come in, and an order that they’ll go for nine times out of ten. Xiangling knows these folks well enough to have their order on the stove when they walk in, and to make conversation with them when she brings their food out. She’s heard about everything from getting hired to getting fired, worries about kids to worries about parents, new relationships to break-ups. All part of the job, when you work someplace like the Wanmin.

Gaming settles in nicely as one of the Wanmin’s regulars, showing up every Thursday evening at seven-thirty on the dot. He’s a delivery driver for Liyue Express, Xiangling learns, but it’s mostly just to pay the bills; his real passion is wushou dance, and his brand-new troupe that he’s struggling to get off the ground. He always swings by the Wanmin after his practices, always orders a bowl of black-back perch stew that leaves him gasping for refills of his tea.

“You could always order something less spicy,” she points out gently one Thursday, trying her best not to laugh.

“But it’s so good,” Gaming protests, giving her an injured look. “The pain is worth it for such a delicious dinner!”

Xiangling can’t argue with that. She respects it. So, instead of teasing Gaming about it, she starts to have a pot of tea on the stove and ready to serve at seven-thirty every Thursday night.

Gaming always sits in the back corner, closest to the kitchen, where Bàba seated him on his first day in Liyue Harbor. From there, Xiangling can lean her elbows on the counter and chat with him when she’s not actively cooking; when it’s really quiet, she’ll pop out of the kitchen and slide into the seat across from him to to talk about Gaming’s wushou practice, or the dishes she experimented with today, or anything in between.

And then, suddenly, it’s the middle of November, and they’ve become friends somewhere along the way, swapping childhood tales and photos of their cats and phone numbers (to send each other even more cat photos, of course). Honestly, it’s hard not to become friends with a guy like Gaming; he seems to have woven himself into the fabric of Liyue Harbor with ease, greeting everybody from Auntie Xianyun (”she’s my neighbor, actually!”) to Dr. Baizhu when they come into the Wanmin. But still, it’s a little strange to have a friend outside her usual friendgroup. She’s known all of her best friends for years and years—some of them since kindergarten—and despite all the time that’s gone by, they still kind of live in each other’s pockets, all talking over each other, sticking their noses into each other’s business, and splitting their attention between three different conversations at once. Having a friend all to herself is an odd, but welcome, change of pace.

Of course, because her friends are her friends, things don’t stay that way for long.

To be fair, this is on her: she’s the one who lets her new friend slip to Xingqiu and Chongyun. They’re at the boba stall inside Second Life, a cartful of groceries sitting on either side of their table. These biweekly grocery trips are a holdover from their college days, when Xiangling wasn’t really convinced that either of them would eat vegetables otherwise. When they all went to the University of Liyue, she was the only one who never dormed on campus; it wasn’t really worth it, not when the campus was only half an hour away from home by train and the Wanmin waited for no woman to get her college education. But at least once a week, she’d drag Chongyun and Xingqiu to the campus grocery store before she took the train home in the afternoon, forcing them to buy actual food that they’d cook themselves (and not just live off takeout, like Xingqiu probably would’ve preferred). Even now, five or so years out of college, they’ve kept up the tradition. Even when Chongyun and Xingqiu broke up for a couple of years, and Chongyun moved out to Inazuma, Xiangling kept dragging Xingqiu out to Second Life every other weekend—it was probably even more important then, actually, so Xingqiu didn’t just wallow and buy too much ice cream like a sad romcom protagonist. Now that they’ve fixed things, and they’re happily living together and counting down to their wedding, it’s a nice little excuse to hang out every other week or so.

She’s halfway through an anecdote about testing out one of her newest dishes on Gaming last week when she notices Xingqiu’s frown. “What? Did they put too much sugar in your drink again? I keep telling you, if it’s too sweet you should go down to fifty percent—”

“Who’s Gaming?” Chongyun asks, slightly garbled by a mouthful of lychee jelly.

“The drink is fine,” Xingqiu adds. He punctuates his statement with a sip of his drink, a brown sugar pearl oolong tea latte. He complains at least half the time about how sweet the drink is, but stubbornly refuses to try asking for fifty percent sugar like Xiangling’s advised him to countless times. As he takes a sip, he screws his face up a little bit. It’s definitely too sweet again, but he’s already made his bed and decided to lie in it. Stubbornly, he powers onward. “But you made a new friend?”

“I have plenty of friends,” Xiangling protests, injured. “What do you mean?”

Chongyun swallows his lychee jelly and chips in, helpfully, “Friends who aren’t us.”

“It’s so rare for you to make new friends, Xiangling, we’re so proud—“

“Who are you, Bàba?” Xiangling grumbles, batting Xingqiu’s hand away as he tries to ruffle her hair. “No, I take that back, even Bàba isn’t this bad.”

Chongyun frowns. “Wait. Even Bàba isn’t this bad… And he’s tried your cooking… Does that mean he’s been coming to the Wanmin?”

“And often enough for you to start testing new dishes on him…” Xingqiu gasps dramatically as he puts the pieces together. “Your father met your new friend before we did?”

“Aiya, what are you so loud for,” Xiangling complains. A handful of aunties turn to look curiously in their direction. She smiles and waves at them, and kicks Xingqiu in the shins under the table.

Xingqiu lets out a little hiss of pain, making Chongyun look over at him in concern, and then concedes, “I suppose I deserved that.”

Ever the peacemaker, Chongyun gets them back on track. “Let’s quiet down, or the aunties will make sure all our parents hear about us making a ruckus at Second Life. Xiangling, you tried cooking something new?”

“Yeah, so I tried experimenting with some dried embercore flowers from Natlan…” Xiangling launches back into her tale, recounting her latest culinary experiment in detail.

At the end of her story, Chongyun whistles, impressed. “Wow, you told him it was an experiment and he actually ate it…”

“I wouldn’t feed a customer an experiment I thought was bad! Have some faith in me!”

“Oh, so you wouldn’t feed a customer that, but you’d feed it to us,” Chongyun mumbles plaintively.

Xingqiu just smiles brightly at Xiangling, which, in hindsight, should have been the first sign for Xiangling to take her groceries and run. He sets his drink aside and leans forward, resting his chin in his hands.

“So, can we meet him?”

There’s a moment of silence, punctuated by the quiet thunk of a foot making contact with someone else’s ankle, and then Chongyun adds politely, if a bit put-upon, “Please.”

This doesn’t strike Xiangling as a particularly good idea. But throwing Gaming to the lions and making him meet their entire friendgroup at once might be even worse. Better to ease him into it with Xingqiu and Chongyun, however ill-advised it might be.

She lets out a sigh. “Alright. He comes on Thursdays at 7:30. Don’t embarrass me, alright?”

Xingqiu gasps, a little affronted. “When do we ever?”

Xiangling crosses her arms. “Do you want the short list or the long?”

Chongyun attempts, very noisily, to slurp up the last of his lychee jelly through his straw. His attempt is unsuccessful. As he uses his straw to rip open the top of his cup, he points out very sensibly, “Qiu, we’re kind of embarrassing her right now.”

He tilts his head back, angling the cup so the lychee jelly slides into his mouth. Around the lychee jelly, he says, “Anyway, we should probably get going before my popsicles start melting. And your evening shift starts soon, right, Xiangling?”

Xiangling nods. Much more elegantly than Chongyun, she polishes off the last of her own drink, then stands up to throw her arms around her friends in a quick hug. “Bye, guys!”

“We’ll see you soon!” Xingqiu says brightly, and maybe a little bit ominously.


It takes a couple of weeks for Chongyun and Xingqiu to make good on their promise; Xingqiu’s department at Feiyun Corp is in the throes of their end-of-quarter crunch, which in practice means a lot more late nights at the office than either he or Chongyun would like. (I miss being an unimportant associate, Xingqiu mourns in their group chat. Why did I take this promotion to manager? Why did I have to be competent at my job?) Chongyun appears by himself periodically throughout those weeks, picking up takeout to drop off at Xingqiu’s office.

When they finally show up, it’s a busy evening at the Wanmin; Chihu High’s volleyball team is all there for a post-competition celebration, which means Chongyun and Xingqiu’s usual table has been pushed together with a bunch of other ones to seat a bunch of hungry high schoolers. Xiangling manages to get Gaming seated at his usual table, but misses Chongyun and Xingqiu’s entrance, stuck as she is in the back of the kitchen plating what feels like a thousand orders of honey char siu. By the time she emerges, balancing a fully loaded tray in each hand, she finds that the two of them have found themselves seats.

In the back corner.

Across the table from Gaming.

All three boys grin and wave at her. Xiangling doesn’t even have time to do a double take; that table full of hungry high schoolers will wait for no woman. She nods briskly at them and moves past them to drop off her trays of food.

“Heya, Xiangling!” Gaming says cheerily, as she makes her way back to the kitchen, empty trays in hand. “These guys said they were friends of yours, so I invited ‘em to sit here. It’s really busy tonight, huh?”

“Yeah, that’s our high school’s volleyball team,” Xiangling explains, gesturing at the set of tables pushed together and the high schoolers clustered together around them. “They beat Our Lady of Guili today, so they’re even more amped up than usual.” (At this news, a pleased grin spreads across Xingqiu’s face; Xiangling remembers, belatedly, that Our Lady of Guili was also one of Chihu High’s main debate and fencing rivals, so he’s probably just as excited as the kids a few tables over.)

“So, did you two introduce yourselves?” Xiangling asks pointedly.

It’s quiet for a second, and then Chongyun says a little sheepishly, “No. He just invited us to sit down when he saw us standing by the kitchen counter.”

“Where are your manners?” Xiangling scolds them, bopping Chongyun on the head lightly with her now-empty tray. He looks sufficiently abashed.

Xingqiu, incorrigible as always, just giggles. “I’m Xingqiu,” he says, once he’s pulled himself together, “and this here is Chongyun. We’ve been best friends with Xiangling since kindergarten.”

“Since kindergarten! Whoa!” The grin on Gaming’s face softens into a thoughtful look; he nods to himself a little as he seemingly puts the pieces together. “Ohhh, so it’s you guys! I’ve heard a lot about you. Nice to meet ya!”

“All good things, I’m certain,” Xingqiu says, reaching across the table to shake Gaming’s hand.

“I’m not so certain about that,” Chongyun mumbles.

“Xiangling-jiějie, Xiangling-jiějie,” one of the high schoolers yells from across the restaurant, “can we please get an order of Come and Get It for the table?”

“On it,” Xiangling calls back. As she turns to go back into the kitchen, she can hear their coach, old Mr. Yang, scolding them—At least flag her down, don’t just yell across the restaurant! “I’ll get the usual for you two,” she tells Chongyun and Xingqiu, and heads back into the kitchen.

Come and Get It is a dish that requires a lot of intensive preparation, and she can’t keep an eye on her friends while she’s cooking. But as she passes by their table, running back and forth between the Chihu High volleyball team and all the other customers in the Wanmin tonight, she can see them caught up in a lively conversation. Xingqiu and Gaming seem to be carrying most of the conversation; Chongyun’s quiet as usual, but chips in with a comment every now and then that has the entire table laughing. A little bit of tension goes out of her shoulders at the sight. It’s—relieving, to see them getting along. For all the apprehension she’d felt at the idea, maybe there was nothing to be worried about after all.


”Hey.” Gaming leans in, a little too close considering the card reader is on his side of the counter. He drops his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I tried to tell your friends dinner was on me, but they said they have a tab here? Is that for real?”

“Not technically.” Xiangling pulls up his order, swivels the screen of the tablet on the counter to face him. “But I do owe them one. They helped us redo our website a few weeks back—well, honestly, Chongyun did most of the work, but Xingqiu said he was ‘acting as a consultant’—so their dinner’s on the house tonight.”

Gaming nods in understanding. He punches in an 18% tip, generous as always, and swipes his card through the reader. As the little printer next to Xiangling prints out his receipt, he turns the tablet back to face her.

“But if you end up eating with them again…” She shoots him a grin as she tears the receipt off. Their fingers brush as she hands the slip of paper over. “Come see me before they do. I’ve got your back.”

“You’re the best, Xiangling!” Gaming grins back at her, pocketing his receipt. “I’ll see ya next week!” And in a flash, he’s gone, calling a quick “Nice meeting you guys!” back over his shoulder at Chongyun and Xingqiu.

Not long after Gaming leaves, the Chihu High team does, too. With their departure, the Wanmin’s Thursday evening rush finally dies down. Chongyun and Xingqiu, still taking their time with dinner, pointedly look her way every now and then. It’s pretty obvious that they want to debrief.

“Alright, then.” Once most of the customers are gone, and the remaining customers are caught up in conversations of their own, Xiangling slides into Gaming’s not-so-recently vacated seat. “What did you think?”

“I think he’s cool,” Chongyun contributes. “He was telling us about how he just moved here from Yilong Wharf a few months ago, and how he grew up in Qiaoying Village. That’s a long way away…”

“Didn’t you and Xingqiu drive up to Qingce Village, like, every other weekend in high school after you got your license?” Xiangling asks. “Remember, everyone thought you were going on dates, and then it turned out you were just shopping for books and neither of you even knew you liked each other… Anyway. It’s not that much farther to Qiaoying from there, is it?”

“It was once a month,” Xingqiu defends himself, “and the used bookstore in Qingce is just so much better—”

“And you thought Chongyun was interested in the used bookstore—”

Chongyun coughs. “Getting to Qiaoying takes at least a couple more hours of driving, ‘cause the only highway there goes through Jueyun Karst, remember? And Yilong Wharf’s even further out than that. But the point is, it takes a lot of bravery to pack up and move away from everything you know.”

Xiangling nods, accepting this statement. Of the three of them, Chongyun is the best equipped to make judgments on this, after all; he went to grad school all the way in Inazuma, while Xingqiu’s never lived outside of Liyue Harbor, and Xiangling’s spent her entire life in the same house.

“I didn’t realize I’d already seen him around before,” Xingqiu contributes. “He does deliveries for us sometimes. I didn’t realize he was your Gaming, though.”

Xiangling blinks. “Mine? What are you talking about?”

“Slip of the tongue!” Xingqiu says smoothly. “My mistake. Your friend Gaming.” There’s something a little weird about the way he says that, but before Xiangling can press him on it, he carries on: “Anyway! I also think he’s an upstanding person. Always very punctual with his deliveries, which is extra impressive considering he’s still learning his way around town. And it sounds like he treasures your friendship, as rightly he should! So there you have it! You have our approval, Xiangling. Not that you needed it, but isn’t it nice to have?”

“Both of you are so silly,” Xiangling sighs, but it’s hard to hide the fondness simmering just under her façade of exasperation. “What you actually need to approve is the draft menu for the reception I sent you. Did you get it?”

“Yep.” Chongyun holds up his phone to display the draft menu (which is perhaps a grandiose title for a menu Xiangling bullet-pointed in her notes app last night, screenshotted, and texted to the group chat she shares with just Chongyun and Xingqiu). “But isn’t it still kinda early for us to approve a menu? What if you invent a new dish in between now and then?”

Xiangling gasps. “Ooh, you have a point there. Especially since Moonchase is just a few months before your wedding.”

“Exactly!” Xingqiu nods sagely. “You’re going to take back your crown at next year’s Masterful Chefs, and then you can serve the winning dish at our wedding.”

This particular vote of confidence may not mean very much, coming from a man who’s spent nearly two decades forbidden from his future in-laws’ kitchen. (Auntie Xiuying and Auntie Shufen know that Xingqiu will go to great lengths to avoid even the possibility of a carrot touching his plate, and they’ve taken defensive measures. Xiangling has to respect them for it.) Still, it makes Xiangling smile anyway; she decides to humor him and play along. “And what if my prize-winning dish is spicy, and Chongyun can’t eat it without overheating?”

“The wedding’s still over a year away! We have plenty of time to build up his spice tolerance!” Xingqiu beams.

Chongyun casts a panicked glance at Xiangling in a thinly-veiled plea for help. She gives him a sunny smile, trying very hard not to laugh. When it becomes clear that neither Xiangling nor Xingqiu is on his side, he blurts out, “Let’s, uh. Let’s cross that bridge when we get there, okay?”

Neither of them answer Chongyun’s question. He flounders for a second, and then very inelegantly yanks the conversation back to its original topic. “Anyway. Um. I’m glad you’ve made a new friend, Xiangling.”

Xingqiu giggles. “So sappy, Yunyun.”

“Hey!” Chongyun protests. “I just think it’s nice. The way things are right now, sometimes I feel bad that you have to seventh wheel on the rest of us, you know?”

Once again, there’s the dull thunk of a foot (probably Xingqiu’s) making contact with an ankle (probably Chongyun’s) under the table. This time, Xiangling recognizes, it’s less about getting him to chip in on something Xingqiu’s saying and more about getting him to shut his mouth.

His worries feel a little unfounded, though. Xiangling’s never felt excluded from anything; her decades of friendship with most of them (sans Yanfei, who only joined their group when they were all in college) are strong enough for her to feel absolutely secure in her friendships. To her, being the only single person in her friendgroup is just a fact of life; it’s no real problem for her, especially since she always gets a room to herself whenever they go anywhere as a group.

She leans across the table, patting Chongyun on the arm. “I appreciate that you worry about me, really. But you know I’m fine on my own, Chongyun! And you have bigger things to worry about than little ol’ me. You’re the one getting married—” here, Chongyun smiles, a little sappily— “and after you finally make an honest man out of Xingqiu, everyone’s going to start asking when you two are going to, uh, carry on the family bloodline.”

Chongyun’s smile shifts, rapidly, to a look of mild panic. “Shh,” he hisses, looking around. “Don’t get anyone else started, my family’s already asking…”

“Sorry, sorry,” Xiangling says, trying not to laugh. Most people their age in Liyue Harbor can automatically count themselves out of the So, when are you having kids? conversations when they come out. Unfortunately for Chongyun, his mothers are proof that the conversation doesn’t always end there. She gives him a sympathetic look. “And I bet it’s worse ‘cause Auntie Xiuying was around our age when she had you, huh? Or wait, all our mothers were, actually…”

A brief moment of silence falls over their table, and then Xiangling picks up again. “Isn’t that so weird? I don’t know about you, but I don’t think I feel old enough to take care of a child.”

She skates neatly past her own mother, and neither Chongyun nor Xingqiu push her on it; for all their decades of friendship, Chongyun with his two mothers and Xingqiu with his one have never quite known how to approach the topic of Xiangling’s long-gone mother. Chongyun just nods in silent agreement, and Xingqiu says pensively, “I forgot to eat breakfast this morning. I don’t think I should be in charge of a child’s well-being at this point.”

“You should eat breakfast,” Xiangling scolds him. “It’s the most important meal of the day, you know!”

Chongyun casts a disappointed look at his fiancé. “You said when you left you were going to buy food on the way to the office.”

“I said I was going to buy coffee,” Xingqiu says loftily, “and I did!”

Xiangling opens her mouth to complain, something along the lines of What’s your fancy corporate job good for if you don’t even buy yourself breakfast, but Xingqiu cuts across her before she can even get a word out: “Anyway! The point is, Xiangling, you have our approval and that’s what matters!”

“For a new friend?” Xiangling asks dryly. “Thanks. How generous of you.”

Xingqiu raises his eyebrows, a faint, indecipherable look flickering over his face. The look’s gone as quickly as it appears, though, and he leans forward. “So, when are you going to introduce Gaming to everyone else?”

“When are we even going to all be in the same place? Yun Jin’s in rehearsals for her new show pretty much every night, and Xinyan’s on tour until next Lantern Rite, remember?”

“He deserves plenty of warning before you subject him to Hu Tao, anyway,” Chongyun says thoughtfully. “Meeting us is one thing, but meeting her for the first time is another entirely. And I bet Yanfei’d probably grill him, too…”

“Let’s cross that bridge when we get there,” Xiangling quotes back Chongyun’s words from earlier. “Now hurry up and finish your food! It’s definitely cold, and I have dessert waiting for you guys in the kitchen.”


Notes for the Chapter:
i think i’m gonna stick to the every-other-week update schedule, so no update for xingqiu’s birthday next week. in exchange, he gets to appear a lot this chapter and be sappy and in love, as he deserves. happy early birthday qiuqiu <3






3. December

Summary for the Chapter:

Gaming puts a spoonful of stew in his mouth, chewing thoughtfully. “Man,” he says, after a beat. “I wish my old man was like you, Chef.”


Gaming gets dinner at the Wanmin twice in one week.


Notes for the Chapter:note that this chapter and the next run in parallel to events in forever yours, faithfully, so they’ll make more sense if you have that context! (this mostly applies to the next chapter, though. gaming’s dealing with his own stuff right now.)





December rolls into Liyue Harbor, bringing cloudy, overcast days with it. It’s a change of pace, compared to December in Yilong Wharf; up there, cold weather starts to drift in from Fontaine around October, and rainstorms periodically drift across the sea to pummel all of Chenyu Vale for days at a time. Down here in Liyue Harbor, though, it’s still balmy even though it’s overcast, still warm enough for Gaming to roll his sleeves up and his windows down on his usual delivery routes.

No matter where he is in Liyue, though, December remains a minor holiday season. Christmas isn’t big here, not in the same way festivals like Lantern Rite and Moonchase are. It’s just big enough to for folks to pause most activities from Christmas to Teyvatian New Year’s, and slow things down a little bit in the weeks just before. But packages must be delivered all year round, and this time of year, there’s way more than usual; Gaming’s delivery truck is stuffed to the brim with packages that he likes to imagine are gifts from family far away, with return addresses in Sumeru and Snezhnaya and Mondstadt. His delivery routes, in turn, take him through Liyue Harbor’s immigrant neighborhoods even more than usual. His favorite route takes him through Little Snezhnaya, up in Feiyun Slope, where the residents decorate their houses with Liyuen lanterns and Snezhnayan garlands. Almost every porch has a little table of snacks and water for delivery drivers, next to paper signs that read Thank you, Father Frost! childishly scrawled in both Liyuen and Snezhnayan.

Festive though the season is, it’s pretty brutal; wushou dance practice at night feels like his only reprieve from sitting on his butt inside the delivery van all day. But he puts his head down and pushes through the onslaught of packages, delivering packages by day and practicing wushou dance by night and visiting the Wanmin every Thursday, and finally makes it through Christmas.

The day after Christmas, the city’s about as quiet as it gets, and Gaming’s delivery routes are similarly quiet. Most businesses are closed, or at least on limited holiday hours, but the Wanmin’s still open. When Gaming pushes the door open and only Chef Mao calls out a cheerful hello from the kitchen, though, he’s a little surprised.

“Good evening, Chef!” he calls back. “Is Xiangling in tonight?”

“Oh, she’s out this evening,” Chef Mao says, poking his head over the counter. “She’s having a Christmas party with her friends. Happens every year. But come, sit, I may not be Xiangling but I can still make you a good meal! Black-back perch stew and a pot of tea, yes?”

“You know it,” Gaming grins. “Thanks, Chef!”

It’s quiet as he settles into his usual table. Gaming glances around to find he’s the only customer in the restaurant.

“You didn’t go home for the holiday?” Chef Mao asks, ladling out a bowl of stew. “I know it’s not all that big here in Liyue, but surely you must get the time off… or maybe not. It must be a busy time of year for Liyue Express, huh?”

“Yeah, lots of gifts to deliver,” Gaming shrugs. “You know how it is.”

“I’m sure they would give you time off to visit your folks if you asked for it, though. Unless your boss is mistreating you somehow?” There’s an almost-parental look of concern on Chef Mao’s face as he sets the bowl in front of Gaming.

“No, no! Work’s fine, Chef, nothing to worry about. It’s just… Things are, uh, complicated with my dad. He’s not really a fan of what I’ve decided to do with my life. He always thought I’d take over the family business.” He pushes a piece of perch around the bowl with his spoon, avoiding Chef Mao’s concerned gaze. “We end up arguing about it every time we see each other, so… I’d rather not go home just to spend the holiday that way, you know?”

Chef Mao hums in acknowledgment. He stands there for a moment longer, and then asks, “Do you mind if I sit?”

“Go ahead! It’s your restaurant, Chef, I’m just your guest!”

Chef Mao slides into the seat across from Gaming.

“I don’t know your father,” he says after a minute, “so I can’t speak for him. But as a father, all I really want for Xiangling is for her to do something that provides for her needs and makes her happy. Of course, I’m glad she wants to keep up the family business! But if she ever decided she wanted to do something else, I’d support her, too.”

Gaming puts a spoonful of stew in his mouth, chewing thoughtfully. “Man,” he says, after a beat. “I wish my old man was like you, Chef.”

Chef Mao smiles, a little ruefully. “Life’s too short for us to spend any of it fighting, if you ask me. It’s always been just the two of us, you know? Not long after she was born, her mother… Well.”

“Yeah,” says Gaming, around the sudden lump in his throat. “I get it. My mom, too.”

It slips out a little unceremoniously, but it’s the first time he’s told anyone here in Liyue Harbor about his mom. It’s not something that really comes up in everyday conversation, and it’s definitely not something Gaming himself ever wants to bring up—not when even now, all these years later, just talking about her makes his throat feel like it’s closing up.

Chef Mao lets out a quiet breath, dipping his chin in a nod. When he looks at Gaming, there’s no pity in his eyes, like Gaming’s come to expect—just a look of quiet understanding. “Then you know how it is.”

Gaming, not trusting his voice won’t crack, just nods.

“I won’t tell you to fix things with your father,” Chef Mao goes on. “Some people are best loved from a distance, painful as it is to say so. But if you’re all he has left… it might not hurt to try, son.”

His words hang in the air between them. Gaming doesn’t say anything in response. What can he say, to something like that?

Abruptly, the Wanmin’s phone rings, cutting through the silence. Chef Mao nods once again, then rises to his feet, stopping to give Gaming a pat on the shoulder. “I suppose that’s my cue. In any case, don’t let this old man bore you with his ramblings. If you’d like to say hello to Xiangling, she’ll be back in tomorrow.”

And then he’s gone, covering the distance to the counter with long, purposeful strides. “Good evening, you’ve reached the Wanmin Restaurant! …Ah, Yelan! The usual, then? Twenty minutes.”

He disappears into the kitchen. Left on his own, Gaming returns to his stew. He eats in a comfortable silence, only broken by the sound of his spoon gently clinking against his bowl, and the faint strains of Chef Mao’s old Liyuen music from the kitchen.

His phone buzzes loudly on the table, startling him. He half-expects it to be his father—speak of the devil and the devil appears, or whatever it is that Mondstadters say—but it’s a text from Xiangling.



Xiangling! 🌶️

HEYYYYY is this the famous Gaming ?




Alright, maybe it’s from Xiangling’s phone, but that’s definitely not her.



omg I’m famous? 😮

Xiangling! 🌶️

I’ll take that as a yes !

[Sent a video: karaoke.mp4]




The video is of Xiangling and someone vaguely familiar-looking, both singing karaoke together. After a few seconds, Gaming recognizes him as Chongyun; the cameraperson pans over to Xingqiu shouting along in the background, impressively tone-deaf, and that’s when it all clicks together.

He can’t help but grin at the video, ridiculous as it is. He saves it to his own phone, then goes to reply to the mystery sender.



looks like you’re all having fun!

tell Xiangling I said merry Christmas! 😄

Xiangling! 🌶️

[Sent a video: merryxmas.mp4]




Gaming taps on the video.

“Xiangling!” says someone, presumably the cameraperson. They zoom in on Xiangling, putting her microphone back on the stand and gathering something up into her arms. Just to the side, at the very edge of the frame, someone with long pink hair flips intently through what Gaming assumes is the karaoke songbook. “Gaming says Merry Christmas!”

Xiangling perks up and turns, grinning at the camera, Guoba cradled in her arms like a giant, twelve-kilogram baby. “Tell him I said merry Christmas!” And then, on the heels of that, realization dawning on her face: “Wait, how are you talking to him—is that my phone? Give that back, how did you even get in?!”

The camera shakes a little bit and the angle shifts, like the cameraperson is jumping to their feet, ready to make their escape. “Your passcode is so obvious, it’s—”

“Don’t tell everyone,” Xiangling cries, lunging for the camera with her arms outstretched. Guoba falls out of her arms and to the floor with an indignant mrrp, and with that, the video cuts off. In the time it took Gaming to watch it, the mystery sender managed to shoot off one final text; Gaming has to applaud their lightning-quick typing, although the message itself feels a little ominous.



Xiangling! 🌶️

Looking forward to meeting you next year !




A few minutes later, a final set of messages comes in:



Xiangling! 🌶️

omg i’m sooooo sorry 😭 that’s what i get for leaving my phone unguarded

merry christmas though!! see you next year!!





Contrary to Xiangling’s words, Gaming follows Chef Mao’s advice and comes back to the Wanmin the next day. She looks a little surprised to see him—it’s six-thirty on a Friday night, after all—but she waves him over to his usual table. “You might have to wait a minute for your food, sorry!” she calls over the counter. “Wasn’t expecting you today!”

“Also,” she says in an undertone, as Gaming settles into his seat, “sorry again about yesterday. Hu Tao stole my phone, I really gotta get around to changing my passcode…”

“No worries!” Gaming grins up at her. He taps his fingers on the plastic-covered table as he waits, glancing around to find the restaurant substantially busier than yesterday. Liyue seems to be picking up right where it left off before the holiday. Unfazed by the volume of customers, Xiangling flits between the kitchen and the tables with ease, serving up Gaming’s usual bowl of black-back perch stew alongside dozens of other orders. She greets everyone who comes in by name, all the way from Auntie Xianyun, picking up takeout with Yaoyao in tow, to the redhead at the next table over who stumbles a little bit on the pronunciation of his order, a Snezhnayan accent coloring the edges of his vowels.

It’s nothing short of impressive. Remembering the names and faces of every customer, in a city like Liyue Harbor, leagues bigger than even Yilong Wharf, is no small feat. And the effort she puts in doesn’t go unnoticed: from the redhead’s relieved smile when she serves up his dragon’s beard noodles to the approving nod Auntie Xianyun gives her when she takes the bag of takeout containers from Xiangling’s arms, it’s clear that she’s well-loved.

Once all the customers have served, and Xiangling finally has a chance to catch her breath, the sound of happy conversations fills the air, so different from the near-silence of yesterday. “Wow,” Gaming says, as Xiangling refills his tea, then slides into the seat across from him. “I feel like I’ve said this before, but you really know everyone, huh?”

“Bàba always says you can’t make a small town feel big,” Xiangling says wisely, “but a good dining establishment can make a big city feel a little bit smaller. And in a city as big as this one, it means a lot to be known, you know?”

“Yeah,” says Gaming. After three-ish months here in Liyue Harbor, he can definitely understand that feeling. Moving from Qiaoying Village, where his neighbors had known him since before he was born, to Yilong Wharf was jarring enough. But coming from Yilong Wharf to Liyue Harbor, the nation’s capital and its biggest city to boot—it really shows you, Gaming thinks, how easy it can be to disappear into a crowd. To move through your life day by day, surrounded by people and not knowing a thing about them. (Especially when you move across the entire country, and the only one you know in Liyue Harbor is your cat.)

But he’s got connections now, and he’s slowly making his own set of friends here in Liyue Harbor. For these first few months, though, where he’s just been trying to find his footing, having the Wanmin to come back to every week—a place where he’s known, and remembered, and they have his order ready most Thursdays when he walks in the door… Well. Xiangling’s right. It means a lot.

“Yeah,” he says again. “I get it.”

Xiangling nods, a little smile pulling at the corners of her mouth. “I figured you would. And it’s so cool, getting to know all our customers. They have so many stories to tell, you know? Like, some of these people might never come through here again. See table three, over there in the corner? They’re all here from Natlan. The youngest one there wants to major in geology. She’s thinking about coming to the University of Liyue for college, and her friends came along for the campus visit.”

Gaming follows the loose wave of her hand to table three in the corner, where a tiny high schooler, tan-skinned and ashen blonde, is chattering animatedly to her two much taller friends.

“There’s a chance that kid will choose a different school, and those three will never come back to Liyue again, much less the Wanmin. But some of the people here will come back again, and again, and again. Like you!”

Her enthusiasm is so contagious, Gaming can’t help but smile. Still, on the heels of his conversation with Chef Mao yesterday, he can’t help but think about how similar their circumstances are, and how differently the two of them turned out. Chef Mao’s words echo through his head again: All I really want for Xiangling is for her to do something that provides for her needs and makes her happy. The Wanmin is obviously a thriving business. And it makes her happy—there’s no doubt about that. Still, he can’t help but wonder—

“Gaming? You’ve been pretty quiet. Something on your mind?”

Gaming fishes for words for a minute. Finally, he asks, “I know you love working here, but… Did you ever feel like your dad was forcing you to do this? Like, I dunno, you felt like you had no other choice?”

Xiangling tilts her head to the side, frowning a little bit. A moment goes by, and then she says thoughtfully, “Not really. It’s all I’ve ever known for sure. This table, where we’re sitting right now—Bàba used to have a crib here for me, and then a playpen when I got a little older. As soon as I could walk, I was handing out menus to customers. I did my homework at this table all the way from kindergarten to college. I’ve been in this restaurant my whole life… but I never felt forced to stay here, or like I resented it. It’s home, to me. I wanna make it better and better, for as long as I can.

“But it’s not the same for everyone, right? Lots of my friends are in line to inherit or at least work in the family business, but not all of them are as happy about it as I am. You met Xingqiu—he’s definitely not a fan of working at his family’s company, but he plugs away at it anyway, and his writing makes him happy. Another friend of mine, her parents own a shop in Chihu Rock, but she’s a literal rockstar now. Keeping up the family business is great for some of us, and not so great for others. It’s just the way it is.”

Gaming gets it. All the way from Yilong Wharf down to Liyue Harbor, Liyue is a nation built on traditions as solid as stone. Even in this modern day and age, a lot of children follow their parents down the same path that they followed their own parents down, and so on, and so forth, back to the very inception of Liyue as a nation, probably.

“That was kind of a pointed question, though…”

She leaves it there, not pushing him.

“Yeah.” He wraps his hands around his cup of tea, fumbling for the right words, and finally says, “I came in yesterday. I got to talk to your dad.”

“Oh! Yeah, he mentioned that you came in.” She doesn’t ask why he’s back again so soon, which is kind of a relief. He doesn’t know what he would’ve said, anyway.

“Did he… say anything?” he asks cautiously. “About what we talked about?”

Xiangling shakes her head. “He just said you and I are more similar than he thought, is all.”

They sit there for a minute, the Wanmin bustling around them, the sounds of other tables’ conversations a comforting buzz in the background. Chef Mao walks past them with a tray of food in hand, waving Xiangling back into her seat when she moves to get up. “It’s fine, it’s fine,” he says dismissively. “This isn’t the dinner rush anymore. I have it covered!”

So Xiangling sits back down. Gaming takes a sip of his tea, mulling it over, and then starts quietly, “My family… they’re tea sellers in Qiaoying. They’ve been in the business for generations and generations. My dad always thought I’d take over the business when I grew up, just like he did for his dad. But being a pro wushou dancer’s always been my dream, ever since I was a kid. Staying in tiny li’l Qiaoying, just selling tea like my dad and grandpa before me… I don’t think I could do what you do.”

“And that’s why you were asking me that, huh…” Xiangling goes quiet for a little while, picking at something stuck to the table’s plastic cover, and then turns his own question back on him: “So did you feel like you had no other choice?”

“I dunno. I just felt like the only way to get him to see my side of things was to do the thing, y’know. Go make a name for myself, and make him acknowledge that I wouldn’t be like him. My—”

His throat tightens, an all-too-familiar feeling. He takes a shaky breath and pushes through, fixing his eyes on his now-empty bowl of stew.

“My mom used to be able to get him to understand where I was coming from, but she’s… not around anymore.”

When he looks back up, there’s no pity in Xiangling’s eyes, either. Just a look of deep understanding, the same as her father’s.

“So that’s what Bàba meant,” is all she says.

She reaches out, silently pushing Gaming’s empty bowl to the edge of the table. Chef Mao wordlessly picks it up on his way back, disappearing back into the kitchen.

“I’ve been pretty lucky. I love the Wanmin, and I know Bàba’s always gonna support whatever I do, even if I did end up wanting to leave here someday. But I think that makes you way braver than me, honestly.”

Gaming looks at her, startled. A smile pulls at the corner of her mouth, and she goes on, “Family isn’t everything we’ve got, but going against them is still hard, right? And you’re doing so much to prove that what you chose was right for you. Like, I’ve lived in the same house my whole life, and you moved across the entire country to make your dreams come true! You might still be getting off the ground here in Liyue Harbor, but I’m cheering for you! You’re one of the most determined people I know. All that hard work’s definitely gonna pay off. Your dad’s gonna see that, too. He won’t have a choice.”

From the conviction in her voice, she’s not saying this just to make him feel better. She really does believe in him. A warm feeling—not the usual, vaguely heartburn-adjacent feeling from a good bowl of black-back perch stew, but something different—blossoms in his chest, and a smile spreads across his face, almost involuntarily.

“I hope you’re right.”

In the wake of their conversation, a large group of what looks like college students stream through the door, all laughing and chatting as they settle around the big table in the center of the restaurant. Out of the corner of his eye, Gaming catches Xiangling casting glances at them, and then back at her father, alone in the kitchen.

He’s probably monopolized enough of her time, even if she’d never admit it. He scoots his chair back, rising to his feet. “This was a good talk. Thanks again, Xiangling.”

“Don’t mention it! That’s what friends are for!”

She stands up, throws her arms around him in a quick hug, and then steps back, tilting her chin up to look him in the eye. “I meant what I said,” she tells him seriously. “Next year for sure, your dad’s gonna see. I’ll bet my bottom Mora on it! Also, don’t bother with that.”

Gaming looks up, wallet in hand, only to find Xiangling standing in between him and the cash register once again, just like that first day all those months ago. “It’s on the house today. Call it my Christmas present to you!”

Her tone invites no argument. Because Gaming is Gaming, though, he does his best to fight back anyway. “Dude, you didn’t even tell me it was your birthday last month, now I’m in double present debt—”

“It’s not about debt,” Xiangling protests, indignant. Behind her, Chef Mao watches them from the kitchen with amusement, offering Gaming absolutely no help. “Besides, the rest of my friends got a home-cooked feast yesterday. The least I can do for you is get you one bowl of stew, come on!”

Recognizing this is a fight he won’t win, Gaming lets himself be shepherded to the door. Pushing the door open, he pauses in the middle of doorway to inform Xiangling, “That means you have to expect a present from me too, okay? Just you wait. It’s gonna knock your socks off!”

“I’m looking forward to it! I’ll see you next year,” she grins up at him. “For real, this time.”


Notes for the Chapter:
this update is a couple of days late because i was at a con this past weekend. while i was there i found out my cousin got engaged (yay!) but it did drive in the real late-twenties panic of “what do you mean people my age are getting engaged and i’ve never even been in a relationship”

all that is to say i’m feeling xiangling in this au on an absolutely molecular level this week. they do say to write what you know!


Author’s Note:this is a chaptered fic, and updates will (tentatively) come out every other tuesday. we’ll see how that goes! as always, i’d love to hear your thoughts in the comments :^)





