
life goes on


    
    Sometimes, selfishness is a permissible offense. It is human to err, after all. Or—so Yun Jin tells herself. She has never been in love before, but it doesn’t feel anything at all like a mistake.

It just—

It feels like she would enjoy seeing Shenhe smile.

It feels like she wants to be the one to drag her around the harbor, to share her favorite spots, one by one, until bits of herself have made their way into Shenhe’s heart. It feels like she wants Shenhe to find her way herself, to be true to her heart, but Yun Jin—the inevitably human part of her—also wants to find her own space there, inside Shenhe’s heart.

(She says her feelings have dulled, but Yun Jin can see so much goodness inside her it hurts to look at for too long. Like the sun. Bright and so, so warm.)

Yun Jin is an artist, first and foremost.

When she spots beauty, it stabs her directly in the chest. Shenhe’s beauty is—undeniable. Undeniably captivating. Withstanding so much hardship, coming out of it and slowly learning to piece yourself back together, that is—that is true beauty.

Yun Jin can’t look away.

(Doesn’t want to.)

Yun Jin wants to take her hand. Yun Jin wants to keep Shenhe’s eyes on her. Yun Jin sings, and thinks of the girl who is finally, slowly starting to carve out a space to belong to. (Who has already carved out a space inside Yun Jin’s chest, even if she may not yet realize.)

It’s a challenge. For the first time in a long while, in a whole life of performing, of giving her soul to it, Yun Jin approaches a table filled with her listeners and feels—

Scared? Anxious? Terrified of finding something displeased in Shenhe’s gaze?

(All of those, perhaps.)

“I thought I sang rather well,” Yun Jin says, and waits.

Praise washes over her, and then Shenhe opens her mouth (her pretty, pink mouth that Yun Jin so desperately wants to see shape itself into a smile) and says—

“Thank you.”

Life goes on, she tells her, and means it. Means yours will go on wonderfully regardless, but I could stand witness to it too. Means it could go on with me.

Yun Jin is, perhaps, in too deep. But that’s what art does to you. Beauty hurts because being human hurts, because feeling hurts, but it is a pain that must be felt. The joy of being human. Of knowing humanity. The slowly-blossoming thing Shenhe has begun to discover.

It will hurt her, and the tears she will weep will be ones of joy.

Although—

If she’s being honest, Yun Jin wants simpler things. It’s Shenhe’s to discover, the terrifying beauty of being human. Yun Jin wants to help her find out about the smaller bits of it. The ones whose pain immediately turns to joy, without tears being shed. Wants to show Shenhe her favorite desserts, the spots where she most likes to go out for a stroll, wants to hand her a half-finished script still in her father’s sharp handwriting before the ink has even dried and ask her for help practicing.

(Wants, maybe, to taste her smile. Later.)

Wants to ask, firstly.

But—she stands there, and cannot bring herself to do so.

Shenhe had almost smiled, during her performance. Almost. A hint of joy had been present. Had been there. She’d seen it.

Yun Jin takes a deep breath. “Would you perhaps—”

“Yes?”

Another deep breath. “Would you perhaps allow me to show you?”

“Show me what?”

“Why, Liyue Harbor, of course,” Yun Jin says. “Companions are always of use, are they not?”

Something soft takes over Shenhe’s features again, for a flash. “Yes,” she says, “they are.”

Yun Jin smiles.

It is—

A beginning, and that’s all she needs.

A single chance to show Shenhe all that humanity could offer. (All that Yun Jin could offer, if allowed.)

“Great,” she says, and bites her tongue to keep from adding It’s a date, to keep from slipping. “I am honored to be your companion.”

Her father tells Yun Jin often that she rushes in. That underneath all the serenity of her appearance, tempests rage. She cannot deny the truthfulness of such a statement. Art demands storms to come alive. It needs to eat you up a little.

Shenhe is like that too, Yun Jin guesses. After a lifetime of restraint, she will need to take and take and take and take. Yun Jin doesn’t mind. She wants to give, wants to pour herself into Shenhe the same way she does with her performances. Wants to teach her the things she already knows about taking. That it’s okay as long as you pour a little of yourself back in. That it’s okay as long as you remember to give. That it can mean trust.

(That Yun Jin wants Shenhe to trust her. Wants it desperately.)

“You don’t have to worry about it,” Shenhe says. “I can manage on my own, if need be.”

“I know,” Yun Jin says. So unused to taking, still. “But you don’t have to. That’s what trying to fit in is all about, isn’t it? Finding your place? Counting on others in return?”

“I… I suppose you do have a point,” Shenhe says, bringing her cup up to her mouth and taking a prim sip, as if only to hide something.

What? Yun Jin wonders. What does the girl who shared all of her pain, laid it bare for them to see still have to hide? She can only think of one thing, and she does not wish to fall prey to her own longings and miss the mark quite that terribly.

Still—

Hope is a persistent thing. A light, winged thing that soars on the lightest breeze, and Shenhe is a gale. Pulls you in, in, in.

Yun Jin is still getting used to the ache in her chest that looking at her brings, is still trying to learn its shape in her mouth.

“See you tomorrow, Shenhe,” she says, and takes her leave.

“Tomorrow,” Shenhe affirms, and—

(Yun Jin does not dare hope, but)

—her face seems just a little redder than usual.

Yun Jin puts a hand over her own face even as she walks away, just to check for warmth. (To memorize it, because it means something. It will mean more, hopefully.)

Tomorrow can’t come too soon.
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