
they should call you sugar (cause you’re so sweet to me)


    
     

 

 

It starts with a simple question, at first; nothing more than a fleeting thought that crossed Shenhe’s mind.

After the return of the Jade Chamber, Shenhe found herself slowly spending more time in Liyue Harbor. She only returns to Jueyun Karst by the end of the day to rest in Cloud Retainer’s abode and resumes her training as usual.

Though she still doesn’t have an answer as to if she will ever fit in, it starts with trying. At least, that’s what she had learned during all that time.

The Traveler had left for Inazuma again, leaving her in Yun Jin’s company, for as long as she’ll stay in the harbor, and Yun Jin is more than happy to be a friend. In fact, Shenhe isn’t sure if someone as famous as Yun Jin should be this comfortable in allowing another into her space.

Yun Jin had just finished a performance, attended by many and loved by all, including Shenhe who eagerly attends every performance she’d put up. Each time, she puts up a wonderful show that always ends with great applause from the audience. And after, they would all drink their hearts out as chatters fill the space, while Yun Jin slips away from their gazes.

Each time, Shenhe would follow her backstage, with permission, and Yun Jin assures that she’d like Shenhe’s company after her shows. So it starts with a simple question.

“Yun Jin, are you familiar with other forms of dancing?”

She knows it might’ve come out of nowhere, but Yun Jin doesn’t show any sign of surprise from the sudden question, only turning over her shoulder to gaze behind at the taller woman seated as she’s taking off her headpiece.

“Outside of opera? Yes.” Yun Jin shows a slight smile with her answer, before turning back to the mirror in front of her, keeping her eyes on Shenhe’s reflection which stares back at her. “Actually, I’ve recently picked up a record of traditional Liyuen dances. Are you interested in learning?”

“No,” Shenhe says, curt. Her head tilts slightly down as she considers her next words, forming an unexpected lump in her throat. “I was just thinking, you’d… probably be good at performing anything.”

Yun Jin pauses, the hand combing through her hair coming to a slow stop. “Oh, I’m nowhere near that level of expertise,” she laughs shortly. Her expression is almost bashful when she turns around, eyes averted, to say; “But… if you are at least interested, I do know of a dance that requires two people that I always wanted to try.”

“If you need me, I’ll help.” Shenhe stands and takes two steps closer, as if ready to act on her words right at the moment. And judging by the way Yun Jin closes their distance, she would be right to do so.

“Thank you. I really appreciate your kindness, Shenhe,” she says softly, akin to a whisper.

“How does it go?”

“Can you give me your hand?” Yun Jin extends a hand for Shenhe to place hers in Yun Jin’s palm, as her fingers clench around the slim hand gently, and pulls her closer that way. “And you’d put the other around me…”

Yun Jin takes her other hand to place on her back, just above her waist. She places her own on Shenhe’s shoulder, but not gripping, only resting, and a tiny nudge forward has them falling closer than ever. The position is almost intimate, with how close they’re standing, though not touching, it only requires a little leaning forward to do so.

“Are we dancing right now?” Shenhe questions. “There’s no music.”

“The dance is most commonly performed by a man and a woman, but our heights should be perfect.” Yun Jin tilts her head up to meet Shenhe’s eyes with a look as gentle as the clouds over a blue sky. Shenhe blinks wide in return, but Yun Jin speaks again before she’s able to. “It’s called a waltz, and it goes something like this.”

As Yun Jin leads her into a spontaneous, somewhat clumsy dance, tip-toeing around one another, Shenhe wonders if there is anything greater than this; to be held close and dearly, as if they were something more than friendly.

Yun Jin hums an unfamiliar tune to their steps. Shenhe closes her eyes to only let herself feel.

And everything falls into place, as if finding belonging was as easy as a beloved company.

 

 


 

 

It always starts with a question.

Shenhe doesn’t know much of societal norms and customs, outside of what she had been raised into among the adepti. So when a question is extended, it is most often a matter of must-have answers, should she not make an enemy of Liyue’s laws that she had already threatened during her first visit.

Yun Jin normally explains these things to her, as most often than not, Shenhe is found by her side, the only person she could be around comfortably, everywhere around the harbor. It still happens, though, strangers passing by them and muttering words of Shenhe and her ‘adeptal aura.’

She pays them no mind, as she always had. But recently, the more common whispers are asking what is the relationship between her and Yun Jin. The opera star is a famous figure in Liyue Harbor, and yet Shenhe continues to be a mystery surrounded by rumors of the people spread from lips to lips.

Privacy is almost a blessing in this place for Shenhe, and she couldn’t be more glad that Yun Jin is truly accommodating in finding them a quiet space when they’re sat in Heyu Tea House, with two teacups placed before them. Yun Jin thanks the waitress as she walks off, and sits back relaxedly.

She is not performing today, as far as Shenhe is aware. Rather, she picks a seat in the corner and takes out… a notebook?

Shenhe stares at it curiously as her eyes end up wandering the place, and eventually landing on the empty stage. The lights are not lit up as they would be with Yun Jin’s shows, and the muted chatter of other customers away from them has her wishing that she was listening to Yun Jin’s singing instead.

So it always starts with a question.

“Yun Jin, could you sing me a song?”

Slowly, she looks up from her notebook and puts down the quill she had picked up, turning her attention to her white-haired friend with a warm smile. “Of course. What song would you like to hear?”

“Whichever. One of yours, preferably.” Shenhe fumbles with her hands on her lap, turning away from Yun Jin’s gaze in diffidence.

The singer hums, chin in hand. Her eyes drift to the table and the untouched cup of tea before her.

“When you put me on the spot like that, I’m not sure,” she says quietly, almost as if expecting disappointment from the other. Then she looks up to Shenhe again, meeting her poised, temperate expression that she never seems to let down. “There is a song I’ve been thinking about, but it’s far from being completed. In fact, I’ve yet to write more than two lines.”

Shenhe places an index finger on her cup, circling the mouth idly. The tea’s surface is serenely still and she finds herself transfixed at the light reflected on its surface, ignoring the blooming feeling deep inside her. “Why is that?” She then asks.

“Perhaps I haven’t found the right inspiration,” Yun Jin says. The smile on her lips is becoming less natural, and more of a front for performance, even if Shenhe was her only listener at the moment. “Nevertheless, I should put on a good show for you, right?”

Shenhe shakes her head. “You needn’t do that, I just wanted to hear your voice.”

Yun Jin pauses, the hand bringing her cup up to her lips freezing. She stares at her friend in something akin to disbelief, eyes wide and mouth parted, before she’s able to retrieve her composure and takes a sip of the tea.

If Shenhe noticed the skip of her heart or the way Yun Jin’s cheeks grew ever so slightly warmer, she didn’t show it. Her reaction did make her curious, though.

“…Did I say something strange?” She voices with a genuine question on her tongue.

Yun Jin shakes her head this time, a bit too hastily. “No, but quite straightforward. I don’t dislike it.” A small giggle escapes her red-tinted lips as she puts the cup of tea down. “Nobody has ever said that to me.”

Shenhe sighs, to herself more than anyone. “Forget about it. You don’t have to sing right now, anyway.”

“Apologies, I don’t suppose I’m in the right mood, at least right now.” Yun Jin moves her free hand near Shenhe’s own, less than a whole centimeter away from touching, but neither of them makes the move. “I’ll put my all into my next opera, though, should you attend…”

“I’ll always watch you.”

“I know. I really appreciate you.”

 

 


 

 

She’s not asking the question, this time.

A cool gust of wind blows her hair as Shenhe slashes a combo of training dummies down with her spear in one fell swoop, and brings forth her Cryo to slash a line of them, very quickly after. They crumble to the ground as soon as her swing comes, and she exhales a hard breath as she grips her polearm a little tighter.

She supposes she was more fired up today, able to go with her routine training longer than usual. But this wasn’t due to her violent nature, harshly pushed down and restrained by the ropes that bound her spirit, even in combat. Rather, there was a certain something that plagued her thoughts.

Cloud Retainer created this abode with her own built mechanisms for Shenhe’s training. She can’t help but strike two, three, four more rounds of the training dummies down with quick and precise strikes of her spear. Each swing was becoming slightly more sloppy than the last, though.

This isn’t something that goes past Cloud Retainer, having trained her for over a decade, she has been supervising Shenhe’s improvement with the spear and her Vision, and she was certain that this wasn’t her student’s usual self.

Still, the adeptus knew her like her own daughter. She knows that this particular child requires a delicate approach, so it begins with a question.

“How are you getting along with your human friends, Shenhe?”

She doesn’t pause her swings and strikes, even to answer. “Just fine, Master.”

“Are you certain there is absolutely no matter bothering you?” Cloud Retainer inquires. “You seem rather… distraught, recently.”

Shenhe crushes five more dummies, eyebrows furrowed, before attempting to form a reply. “Bothering me? No, she’s not bothering…”

And then she finally stops for a brief moment. The words had spilled out of her rather spontaneously, past the adrenaline. She wouldn’t even have realized the mention of a person on her tongue if it were not for Cloud Retainer’s reaction.

“Oh? What is this?” The adeptus says, amusedly. “One senses that… you have been charmed by someone.”

Shenhe blinks. “…What do you mean by that, Master?”

“Lower your spear,” she commands. “Take a break, and let us talk.”

Abashedly, Shenhe complies. It ends with her sitting at one of Cloud Retainer’s leisure tables, as she thinks of the only way this conversation would go, knowing her master’s curiosity just as she would think she knows of Shenhe.

“Who was the person you spoke of?” Cloud Retainer begins.

Shenhe looks down, unable to face her only parent figure at such an embarrassing moment for herself. “My… friend.”

“Friend, you say.” The adeptus repeats, then comes that amused tone again. “But one saw you fluster at the mention of ‘her.’”

“I did?” Shenhe’s eyes widen.

Cloud Retainer hums thoughtfully. “One is aware that you are at that age, and one has surmised that you have fallen in love.”

“…Love?” Shenhe furrows her eyebrows at the word, unable to make sense of how it felt to have her feelings broken down to her by her own master. “Me?”

“No need to fret, Shenhe. This one understands that you may be conflicted, deep inside, but rest assured that one shall support you through these trying times.”

“M-Master…”

“One has a suggestion. Take her somewhere nice, and profess your feelings by sundown. Your love shall bloom like the Glaze Lily of Mount Tianheng.”

Shenhe stands up.

“Yes, well, that’s enough training for today, then.” She keeps her head lowered to let her hair cover her eye as she bows curtly. “Um, pardon me, Master.”

Cloud Retainer watches her leave the abode and scoffs. “Hmph, one was only trying to help.”

Shenhe arrives at Liyue Harbor slightly flustered still, even as she makes her way past Feiyun Slope, the whispers of the people ever-present in her ears, and wishes she could drown it all in the only sweet voice she wanted to hear.

As soon as she steps into the main plaza, she spots Yun Jin sitting in Third Round Knockout as their eyes meet, and the opera star waves at her with a smile. It makes Shenhe’s throat tighten up and her heart jolts in all sorts of directions.

Matters of the heart are truly troublesome, she decides.

 

 


 

 

Mortal delicacies are truly delightful, Shenhe thinks.

She knows this, of course, ever since her very first visit to the harbor, trying all the food at all the restaurants she could find here. They were good; much, much better than the herbs she’s used to eating on the mountains of Jueyun Karst for years.

She didn’t realize that having company could make food taste even better, though, as she enjoys a bowl of Wanmin’s Dragon Beard Noodles next to her very dear friend, who had decided to treat Shenhe to a meal after her latest performance, digging into her own Lotus Seed and Bird Egg Soup.

Yun Jin is happily chatting away with the owner, a middle-aged chef, and her striking aura of one of Liyue’s most famous stars is unmatched in the modest restaurant just by the side of the road. She truly shines when she speaks, Shenhe thinks.

Shenhe may be the talk of the folk due to her appearance, but Yun Jin is the one who truly attracts the crowd with her presence alone. Fame and prestige spread quite easily within Liyue’s walls, and it happens that she is their star.

Shenhe can’t match up to her. She doesn’t dream of it.

So she reaches for what is tangible; a friend she could finally accept.

But is it so wrong of her to want more?

This time, there is an invitation. As they finish up on their food, Shenhe turns to her. “Yun Jin, I would like to take you somewhere.”

And of course, she agrees; gleefully, even.

The shades of the sky are turning a warmer hue by the time they arrive at Mount Tianheng. Shenhe hadn’t forgotten Cloud Retainer’s words, despite her hurried leave, and they had come just at the perfect time to watch the sunset.

Though she has climbed and traversed many mountains, bringing a most precious friend with you brings forth a new feeling, one that Shenhe would never imagine herself harboring. Even as Yun Jin takes the final step, following her up the peak close behind, she continues to ponder on the blooming warmth in her chest, like the orange hues of the sky surrounding Liyue’s horizon.

She wonders if words would even suffice, as she sits on a good patch of grass and Yun Jin joins her. Dazed by the romantic view, the singer sighs beside the white-haired girl.

Yun Jin’s eyes are closed when Shenhe looks to her side, lips pressed tightly into a content smile, only opening with the flutter of her lashes that could hypnotize her when she speaks, “This place really makes me nostalgic, no matter how many times I’ve visited.”

“Have you been up here before?” Shenhe asks, if only to make conversation.

“Once, with my father,” Yun Jin says with a nod. “This view will always be worth the climb. I’m feeling inspired enough to write a song right now.”

Shenhe pulls her knees to her chest and silence dawns upon the two, nothing but the sound of wind and distant chirping of birds to accompany them. Idly, Shenhe looks over her shoulder to find a single bud of an unbloomed flower, the blue color being unmistakable.

“The Glaze Lily of Mount Tianheng…” she muses out loud, and a hand reaches over to pick the lone blossom off its patch.

Yun Jin leans to her side to inspect the flower in Shenhe’s hand, mouth parting in a quiet gasp. “Oh, how beautiful.”

Shenhe quiets, and her gaze isn’t on the flower when she says, “I agree.”

She allows Yun Jin to take it from her hand while she twirls the stem between her fingers with a small smile, a floating thought of Cloud Retainer’s trivia passes Shenhe’s mind.

“These are very ancient, a rare sight in the wilds nowadays. But legend has it that the flower will open at the sound of pure, beautiful music…” She doesn’t even attempt to fight off her thoughts directing her into a particular person plaguing her mind at the say of ‘beautiful music,’ and instead returns her attention to the girl humming and nodding.

“I wonder how a single lily ended up on this peak,” Yun Jin muses. “It must be lonely.”

Another silence comes between them as Yun Jin puts the flower down, and Shenhe averts her eyes to avoid staring. Yet not even five seconds pass until the singer speaks up again.

“Shenhe?”

Shenhe turns at the call of her name. “Yes?”

Yun Jin pauses for a moment, lips slightly parted before it’s forcibly closed with a swallow that doesn’t go unnoticed by the taller girl. “Nothing, I thought you looked rather sad for a moment, so I was concerned.” Then, comes another question, spoken softer. “Do your memories bring sadness to this place?”

The answer isn’t difficult to come to at all, and it’s one accompanied by the shake of her head. “No. As I’ve said before, I feel nothing at all. It’s in the past.”

Yun Jin nods sagely at her response. “I do admire that perspective. It would be great if people could simply leave bad things in the past, but I’ve heard many tales of revenge because one just couldn’t make peace with their grudges.” She offers a shrug and a smile before continuing, “Perhaps it is with this consideration that the tale of the Divine Damsel of Devastation interested me so.”

“Sorry that reality isn’t in line with the opera,” Shenhe says. “You thought very highly of it, and even admired the protagonist. So I didn’t want to break it down to you until… Mm, well, I suppose it’s all happened already.”

“Very true, and don’t be sorry. In fact, I think I like the true story just as much.” Yun Jin brings a hand to her chest with the confession. Pink dusts her cheeks over the setting sun, framing the opera star in a gorgeous light; one that Shenhe is too fortunate to be able to witness firsthand. “I wouldn’t be here with you if we met through other means, and I like the girl as she is in reality.”

A very slight blush comes over her unconsciously as well. “You couldn’t be talking about me, out of all people…”

“But I like you, Shenhe.”

“I…” Shenhe trails off, unable to find it in her to say anything but, “I like you too.”

Neither of them could resist what happens next, as Yun Jin leans up to press her lips to Shenhe’s, and it’s the gentlest gesture she would ever receive at this moment; from the only girl she wants to experience this love with, and feel it blossom as it consumes her, returning the kiss with fervor to satiate this newfound feeling.

It’s love that tells her: nothing matters but this.

It’s love that tells her: this is where you should be.

She would not try to deny it even if she could.

The moment ends much too quickly, though, as Yun Jin pulls away mere seconds after Shenhe could return the kiss, leaving the girl glazed over with question and Yun Jin shrinks, shy after the impulsive bold move.

“O-Oh, forgive me. I don’t know what came over me,” she stutters, breaking the perfect composure of Miss Yun, Liyue’s most famous star, and Shenhe could be one of the first to witness her in this manner.

Fortunately, she is far from shy, leaning down to nearly tower over the shorter girl to whisper, “Do it again.”

And as if they knew it would happen, it happens again. They didn’t even realize as the Glaze Lily put aside had come into full bloom as the sun sets and brings twilight over the skies above them.

Shenhe can’t match up to her, no.

But being by her side is more than enough.

 

 


 

 

Over time, it gets easier.

Nightmares continue to haunt her now and then. Though Shenhe was never a stranger to them, it doesn’t make the experience any more pleasant.

In the darkest of her dreams, she ends up in that place again; small, cold, alone. The most suffocating place to be is to be completely alone, with no one to help even as you waited and waited, no matter how hard you screamed or cried, there was nobody around.

As she wakes with tears streaming down her eyes, Shenhe can’t truly find it in her to sob. It always goes like this, yet never any less haunting. So she wipes the tears away, taking deep breaths that come out in whimpers.

And somehow, she knows it goes like this too, as she ends at Yun Jin’s as they embrace indefinitely; through the night, if they must.

It’s in this way that she comes to her reality. She doesn’t wish for seclusion, away from the society that once rejected her. She doesn’t wish for stillness, away from all mortal joys and woes. She only wishes to live her life as Shenhe, as a girl whose tale would be told through the passing of the times.

She’s just most fortunate to have the one she loves to walk this journey with her, with friends in arms, those who understood her and wanted to be around her.

She won’t listen to the voices of her past anymore.

In the present, there is only this.

“Can you sing that song I like?” Shenhe whispers. “I want to hear your voice.”

Yun Jin replies in a way she always would, never once letting go. “Of course.”

Just like this, Shenhe realizes that the nights become easier in the arms of someone you love.

 

 

 

 

 

  
Author’s Note:title from sweet / i thought you wanted to dance - tyler the creator
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