
1. folly of the wild card

Notes for the Chapter:all my other wips got sidetracked bc of 2 women who have never interacted in canon. but joke’s on them canon never stopped me.
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// cw asphyxiation in this first chapter (but not the fun kind)




    
    Her grandfather told her this once:


   If there’s one thing fate and love have in common, it’s that they like to play games. And more often than not, they don’t play fair. 


Yelan is taught at an early age to never play fair either. Magic is not fair. Life is not fair. Why should the players be? A rather subversive ethos to embody, one might think, as citizens in a land governed by contracts.


   Love doesn’t play by the rules, always spontaneous and unpredictable. Fate, on the other hand, writes the rules and seals them in the stars, prudently spectating over the players who think they can outsmart it. Fate will rewrite the rules, flip the board, raise the stakes, because that is fate’s design. 


Her grandfather was a bit of a romantic, honestly. The thought and the memory of it still brings a smile to her lips.

 But sometimes, fate looks away,  he says.  So that chance slips right under its nose. 

Her grandfather owned a fancy card deck, a souvenir from a trip to Fontaine—one of the many things she inherited from him years later. Card tricks were her favorite, and her grandfather liked to show off. He pulls out one card and flips it to reveal the image of a Joker.


   Wild cards, little one. Be wary of what fate can’t touch. 


 


  ace of hearts


 

There is no snow in Liyue. But if Yelan knew where to look, she would find it.

Today, though, she follows the trail of a different kind of snow, deep into winding, ragged plains northwest of Jueyun Karst. The smell of gunpowder and frost. A chill in the afternoon wind.

She rarely works during the day. Avoids it, even. But she left the harbor the second she caught wind of her current targets’ whereabouts, trailing them under the guise of a messenger.

“A missive from my master.” Head low, arms outstretched with a forged letter in hand, she kneels before a group of Fatui officers. They reek of a scent Yelan has always associated with most Snezhnayans. Except with the Fatui, it is gunpowder, frost, and sometimes, the smell of blood.

One of the taller, stocky sergeants snatches the piece of paper. “If your master wanted to negotiate with us, I’m afraid he’s too late.”


   Oh? 


“It’s always  first  come,  first serve.” He tears the letter into shreds. “We already have a supplier. With a much better offer than what your master could ever afford to give us.”

 A much better offer.  Yelan does not rise, and keeps her head bowed.  Well, that narrows down the demographic  , she thinks.  The only guilds with enough resources to support Fatui operations discreetly are those that belong to— 

“Sir, on behalf of my master,” she presses on, slowly lifting her chin, but not high enough to meet his gaze. “Please reconsider his offer. He has prepared two well-secured bases—” Lies. “One in Dihua Marsh, right under the nose of Wangshu Inn, and another north of the Chasm, just right next to Fuao Vale.” Lies. Very enticing lies.

A short beat of silence. Of course, if their unknown supplier could top  this , then Yelan already has what she needs to know.

The sergeant shakes his head, chuckling, a very gravelly, distorted voice underneath that visor. “A tempting offer. But like I said, your master can’t give us anything better than what we already have. Why hide from the Qixing when we have a permit from the Ministry of Civil Affairs?”

 Called it. Yelan resists the urge to sneer. She can name a few figures within the Ministry who can make it look like the Fatui are operating legally—and ethically.

“Now get out of my sight,” he growls. “Tell your master we no longer need his services. If he’s smart, he won’t insist.”

Yelan bows even lower, the tips of her short hair nearly brushing against the blades of grass.  Guess my work here is done. Maybe I’ll have Shanghua pay a visit to the Ministry tomorrow. 

She has barely risen to her feet when she hears—and feels—a deep rumble bouncing off their stoney surroundings, followed by a stillness in the air. She freezes. And so do the Fatui, tensing up and gripping their weapons tighter by the hilt. Another deep rumble, this time shaking the earth beneath them, around them, throwing the soldiers off balance. Yelan canters backwards, scanning the environment. Her eyes fall on a nest shrouded by shrubs and rocks jutting out from the ground.  Shit. 

This is why she doesn’t work during the day. Her usually keen senses and sharp instinct are dulled by the blare of the sun, and her afternoon languidness. Or at least that’s her pretentious and roundabout way of saying she’s not a morning person.

 This area is usually crawling with monsters and bandits. But the one thing every adventurer must watch out for when galavanting the outskirts of Liyue are the—

Small boulders tumble down behind the Fatui, who move out of the way as two large, angry vishaps strike the ground above them, causing dust to drizzle over their heads. With a loud, guttural roar, they crash down into the center, shaking the ground beneath their feet yet again. Yelan grimaces, clicks her tongue as these wingless, hulking dragons close in on the Fatui. She did not rule in the possibility of being at the wrong place at the wrong time—what with her targets’ choice of a temporary hideout being the middle of the wilderness that was crawling with vishaps—and she should have.

But, on a day like this, being at the wrong place at the wrong time can turn out to be half the fun. The rocky platform above them quakes, a brittle growl as dust rains on Yelan’s hair and shoulders. She sprints backward just in time to see more debris come rolling down. But she doesn’t sprint back far enough to escape the incoming landslide; neither does she notice a blur of silver and white dashing across her periphery before she feels a cold force push her up and away from the danger zone.


   What the— 


One moment there’s a large boulder blocking out the sun, the next there’s a cold rush against her skin, the scent of qingxin petals, and, more strikingly, a pair of opalescent eyes that shine with an otherworldly flare.

Strong arms have carried Yelan over to higher ground, a safe distance from the scuffle below. Her unexpected savior puts her down and dives right back into the fray before Yelan can take a good look at them. She draws her bow and readies her aim regardless, Hydro coalescing at the tip of her arrow. Her eyes narrow, then widen slightly once she sees it. Or rather,  her .

A flash of light blinds her momentarily as frosty wisps of Cryo lash at the vishaps and Fatui, after a white-haired woman in their midst produces what appears to be a sigil. She strikes her polearm into the ground, hard enough to mimic the tremor caused by the vishaps themselves. Ice creeps over the ground from where her polearm hit, freezing them all over, and for a moment all is silent.

Until she strikes her heel against the Cryo-induced field. The ice shatters into sparkling snow dust—along with whatever’s left of her foes.

It is only when the woman looks up to meet her gaze that Yelan’s breath catches in her throat.

The woman springs up and lands in front of her, chilly wisps of Cryo still swirling along her form, and Yelan is almost convinced she was rescued by a divine adeptus by the looks of her.

But she is  not an adeptus. Yelan can say for certain, now that she’s standing up close.

“This part of the wilderness is dangerous,” the woman says, “even for adventurers.” She throws a glance back at the frozen ‘remains’ of the Fatui, all but shards of melting ice and disintegrating snowflakes. “These people camped out here, disturbing the vishaps in the area.”

Yelan is only half-listening. As for the other half, she gives her savior a not-so-subtle once-over, from the snow-white hair to the telltale red ropes tied around her body.

“You shouldn’t wander these parts,” the woman continues, seemingly heedless of the way beady aquamarine eyes drag up and down her toned figure. “I suggest you return and stick to the main road on your way back to the city.”

Yelan hums, tapping a finger against her lower lip.

There’s a new name on her Special Attention List, you see. And next to that name is an outline of second-hand intel, part-hearsay, part-legend, part-stories from Ningguang and their Outlander friend. All secondary. She has yet to gather information from the primary source.

“Divine Damsel of Devastation,” Yelan finally speaks, letting the syllables roll off her tongue in a drawl. “Your reputation precedes you. Must say, I didn’t really count the odds of meeting Liyue’s newest hero in the middle of nowhere on a regular Tuesday,” she doesn’t miss how the woman’s brow furrows at the mention of  hero , “but here I am. Rescued by none other than the divine damsel herself.”

The woman frowned. “My name is—”

“Shenhe,” Yelan offers her a knowing smile, “Thanks for the rescue. Things probably would’ve gotten uglier if you hadn’t intervened.”

Shenhe’s frown deepens. “No need to thank me. These soldiers had been camping rather close to Jueyun Karst, so I’ve been observing them ever since. I just happened to be patrolling this area when you arrived.”

Yelan turns her attention to the area where the Fatui stood moments prior, now glazed over with ice that had begun to melt.

“Speaking of soldiers… I think you just pulverized my marks…”

Shenhe followed her gaze. “Marks?”

“Mm-hm. Tracked them down here.” She shrugs. “Eh. No big deal though. I already got what I needed from them. I’ll just have to meet with their supplier a little sooner before they realize their clients are, well… no longer availing their services.”

Shenhe gives her a puzzled look. “Aren’t you a messenger?”

The look Yelan gives her is inexplicable. “I’m many things. Depends on the day.” Her go-to ambiguous answer. “Today, I’m just a damsel in distress rescued by a gorgeous stranger, whom I would’ve mistaken for an adeptus judging by her looks and her speech and her aura alone, had I not already known who she was.”

Shenhe’s eyes widen slightly, blinking. The brazen flirting caught her off-guard, with the way she stiffens, unsure of what to say or do.

“And… how do you know me?”

“Everyone knows you.”

The way Shenhe’s pretty, blank features only warp in befuddlement signals Yelan to tone down the mystique a few levels, for Shenhe’s sake, if not for the productivity of this exchange.

“I have friends in the city who think highly of you,” she says, clear of coquetry this time. “I’ve heard all about what you’ve done for the people. Liyue is indebted to you.”

Again, Shenhe frowns. “Liyue owes me nothing. I did what I did to protect my friends.”

Yelan hums. “Isn’t that something worth admiring?”

Shenhe goes quiet, and Yelan doesn’t break her gaze, hoping those brilliant opal eyes will divulge the thoughts that run through her mind.

But the only piece of information Yelan instantly gathers is that Shenhe is a mystery that cannot be deciphered at point-blank, so unlike other people she’s met.

She wears a pensive, somewhat aloof look on her face, devoid of feeling, of color, of spark—the kind of look so curiously, uncannily adeptus-like—even Yelan admits she couldn’t pull off in her disguises. Her frown from earlier has disappeared, yet Yelan would observe belatedly that that was the most emotion she’d get from this encounter with her.

“When you put it that way… I suppose protecting one’s friends is something people would regard with admiration.”

It takes a second for Yelan to catch herself staring. Another piece of information—relatively unnecessary, but fascinating nonetheless: her eyes. How could they reflect the colors of a thousand and one precious ores? How much light could be captured in a pair of eyes like that? And is it possible to gaze back without being rendered out of breath?

 Like moonstones , Yelan thinks. The corner of her lips pulls up at the thought.

And so it goes: fate looks away, chance slips in, and she is dealt with a wild card. Yelan likes to think—and some may be inclined to agree—that she’s a bit of a wild card herself. But rare are the times when she chances upon a wild card as curious as her white-haired savior.

Maybe that’s what makes it exciting.

“It’s getting late,” Shenhe says. Yelan follows her gaze and squints at the brilliant orange glow melting into the mountains, where the sun must be.

“Just take the main road back to the city, or wherever you came from.”

“Aren’t you coming with me?”

That earned Yelan no more than a single blink. But Shenhe did glance back at her.

“Come with you?”

“To the harbor,” says Yelan, motioning to the dirt path that led to the main road. “Can I buy you a drink?”

“Why would you buy me a drink?”

“‘Cause I owe you one.”

“But… why?”

Yelan chuckles. She gives her a light poke on the shoulder. “For saving my life, gorgeous. I gotta thank you properly. Least I could do.”

Shenhe glances down at the brief contact, then frowns. “I told you already. Don’t thank me.”

Flirting gets her nowhere with this one. That’s a first. Yelan shrugs. “Alright, if you say so.”

She takes one last look at the clearing that was now covered in puddles and melting frost over the boulders. No more signs of Fatui activity; it’s as if the forces of Cryo had cleansed the space the moment Shenhe hit the ground.

“If you’re ever in the harbor, do drop by Yanshang Teahouse.” Yelan pulls the hood of her disguise over her head. Pauses, then looks over her shoulder. “Oh, and… it’s Yelan.” She throws a wink her way, then jogs down towards the dirt path. It is only after she disappears into the trees that Shenhe spots a shiny blue object on the ground, pulsing with a gentle, ocean-blue glow.

 


 

Much of Shenhe’s local fame can be credited to the Yun-Han Opera Troupe’s highly acclaimed, reimagined  Divine Damsel of Devastation , and then, of course, the victory over Beisht. These are things Yelan knows, and couldn’t really care much for. It’s one thing to hear of these stories of grandeur; it’s another to see the heroine of these stories walking on the other side of the street one sunny afternoon. With a cold, standoffish look and a graceful gait, equal parts beautiful and intimidating.

Looking perfectly out of place as she strides up to Yanshang Teahouse.

Yelan did not anticipate her arrival. More amused than surprised, she delays the acknowledgement of her presence, prolonging the silence for a beat and a half. She downs the rest of her tea, the natural spice clinging to the walls of her throat, burning cold as she breathes.

She glances up beneath her lashes, twinkling aquamarines locking with rainbow-washed moonstones.

“Hey, gorgeous. Come here often?”

Shenhe now stands before her, all muted intensity and adeptal grace captured in her unmoving visage. Some other soul would likely be rendered frozen, in awe or in terror, or a tragic blend of both. Had Yelan a weaker heart, she could be.

Yelan watches her closely, looking for any twitch, any crease on her face. But it feels like staring at a lovely marble statue.

Then, finally: “I thought I might be able to find you here. I think you dropped this.”

She extends her arm and opens her fist, revealing a shiny die pulsing with a cool blue glow.

 Ah.  Yelan nearly wheezes, eyes crinkling at the edges. Why, she definitely would have dropped her die on purpose just to get Shenhe to see her again—that is, if she hadn’t actually lost her die that day.

“Huh. I’ve been looking for that thing. Thought I misplaced it somewhere.” She reaches out to pluck the die from Shenhe’s palm, their fingertips nearly touching. “You came all this way just to return this to me?”

“Yes.”

Yelan stares expectantly.

Shenhe only stares back.

So Yelan holds her gaze, tilting her head to the side. After a few long seconds of silence, Shenhe shifts her weight, breaking the gaze and looking elsewhere but Yelan’s face.

“Is… is there anything else I should say? Something I should do with… manners? After returning a lost thing?”

Yelan chuckles.  Cute.  “After returning a lost thing to its rightful owner, they should thank you, and you accept their thanks.” She motions to an empty seat. “So, if you would indulge me, let me treat you to our finest brew, as my way of saying thanks.”

And to Yelan’s delight, Shenhe wordlessly slides into the seat across from her. It is a while after Yelan has flagged down a server to take their order of tea that she speaks up again.

“What is it?”

“What’s what?”

“That blue glowing cube.”

“Oh, this?” Yelan holds it up. “It’s my favorite die. Custom-made.” She tosses it up and catches it between two fingers.

“What’s it for?”

Yelan hums. “This and that. Here.” Abruptly, she tosses the die to Shenhe, who catches it with both hands clasped.

“Throw it up, and I’ll catch it.” She pulls out a piece of paper and slides it across the table. “The number I get is equivalent to whatever’s written on this list.”

Shenhe stares at the little cube in her hand. Tentatively, she tosses the die high into the air. Then Yelan snatches it, lightning-quick, with a closed fist just inches from Shenhe’s face. She lowers her hand, opens her fist. Three.

“What does the list say?”

Shenhe squints at the piece of paper on the table, holds it up. “Hm… ‘Find the snitch.’” Her brow furrows. “‘Find the snitch?’”

Yelan’s lips curl. “Good roll.”

“What does it mean?”

“It means,” Yelan sits herself back down and raises her legs up on the edge of the table, one foot over the other. She gives the die one last toss before snatching it away. “Later tonight, I’m gonna hunt down a former subordinate of mine who’s almost revealed my identity to people who shouldn’t know. He’s defected only recently, and while he isn’t an urgent threat to eliminate, I suppose it’d be best to… tie up a few loose ends while I’m not commissioned for anything of a larger scale right at the moment.”

“What exactly are you going to do tonight?”

Yelan smiles wryly. “Wouldn’t you like to know…?”

Shenhe blinked once. Twice. “Yes… That’s why I’m asking.”

Yelan laughs, and Shenhe still stares blankly at her.

“You’re funny,” Yelan rests her cheek against her fist, studying the other woman closely. Shenhe raises a brow; that is all the reaction she fishes out of her before a server arrives with a hot pot of tea with a decadent fragrance.

 The eyes are windows to the soul , the old adage goes. And Yelan need only look her prey in the eye to find what she’s looking for, to know what makes them tick.

But in those distant, moonstone-colored eyes, Yelan sees nothing. She doesn’t know if she should be more suspicious than intrigued. And she’s  terribly intrigued.

They enjoy the tea in silence for the most part, seeing as Shenhe doesn’t seem like the type who’d be fond of small talk. Yelan doesn’t mind; though small talk  is an easy source of information, dull as it may be, her usual games may not apply to someone like Shenhe.

“I know it’s not as pure as the, er, fresh mountain dew the adepti are said to drink in Jueyun Karst,” Yelan begins, watching the stiffness on Shenhe’s shoulders slowly melt away after a few more sips. “But I can guarantee that the tea in this establishment is of the finest quality in the harbor.”

“I quite like it,” Shenhe says. “Tastes a little earthy, but it’s not too bitter.” She licks her lips, and Yelan’s eyes flicker momentarily toward the movement. Shenhe brings the cup to her lips. Pauses. “The hostess downstairs told me you were the owner of this teahouse. Is that true?”

Yelan titters. “Was it not obvious?”

“Not really, no. So you run a teahouse?”

“Mm-hm.”

“Then… What does hunting down your subordinate have to do with the teahouse?”

Before Yelan can reply, one of the staff approaches their table and hands her a slip of paper. She dismisses him with a flick of her wrist, then unrolls the slip. There is an address written on it, along with a time. Eleven o’clock.  Well, well. Back to work. 

“Like I’ve told you before, I’m many things. Depends on the day.” She rises from her seat and pockets the slip. “I’m afraid I’ll have to cut our little ‘date’ short. Places to be, secrets to unveil. Y’know. Typical teahouse stewardess stuff.”

She vaults over the railing onto the roof, then looks over her shoulder. That was a lie, she thinks at that moment. She doesn’t want the ‘date’ to end yet.

“Wanna come?”

Shenhe raises her brow, tilting her head inquisitively. She looks around, and no one seems to mind that the teahouse stewardess is standing on the roof, inches from falling. Her eyes narrow.

Yelan only smiles back.

 


 

Yelan is the most unusual teahouse stewardess Shenhe has ever met. What kind of teahouse stewardess tracks down their former employee, ties them to a chair, and strangles them?

Yelan’s captive gags on his spit, taking in ragged gulps of breath as Yelan loosens the thin, ocean-blue ropes that pulse with a familiar glow.

“Names. I need names.” She looks and talks like a completely different person now. Gone is that mysterious woman she had rescued in the wilderness. Gone is that teahouse stewardess who treated her to tea that afternoon. The moonlight casts a shadow upon her features; every edge and curve more sharply defined. In the dim light of this decrepit warehouse, beady aquamarine eyes gleam with danger. It’s the look of a predator, cornering her prey.

Shenhe knows this look. She knows it too well.

“You should have run,” Yelan says. She yanks the rope hard, strangling the captive once more, causing the chair to tip forward on its front legs. She tugs on another end, pulling the chair toward a desk.

Shenhe is no stranger to violence. She is no stranger to pain, to spilling blood. She wonders, though, what’s taking Yelan so long to just kill him and be done with it?

Yelan slides a ledger across the wooden surface of the desk. Shenhe doesn’t understand half of what’s scribbled on the pages, but it’s clear that there are names written on them.

“Let’s make this quick, then we can all call it a night, yeah? Tell me which of these names you snitched me to.”

“T-they—they… o-offered—” He croaked.

“I don’t care how much they bribed you with.” She adjusts her grip on the rope, and he breathes a little easier. Just a little. “Don’t waste your breath. Names.”

His answers are pushed out of his throat in pained wheezes: “Kolya… B-borya… Northland Bank… Hngk—!”

Yelan’s face hardens. Shenhe watches as she squeezes her eyes shut. When they open, the gleam in her eyes has faded—in its place, a familiar coldness. She leans down to look the man in the eye.

“Shanghua trusted you. And—by extension—so did I.”

She releases him, and he slumps face-first onto the floor, a heaving mess of coughs and wheezes. The chair topples over at his side. Shenhe is already staring daggers at him, impatient.

Yelan takes the ledger and throws one last glance at the man, before turning to Shenhe. She gives her a smile that’s a tad too saccharine for the circumstances.

“All yours, gorgeous.”

 Finally . Shenhe tightens the grip on her polearm and emerges from the shadows, stalking menacingly towards the man, who instantly quails as she approaches.

“W-wait! You s-said you’d let me go! I gave you their names—”

“I did say that, didn’t I? But you know the drill,” Yelan says, “No witnesses. No loose ends.”

A most unusual teahouse stewardess indeed. Clearly, there’s more to Yelan than she lets on, but Shenhe wonders why she seemed to have no qualms having invited her to join in on this covert mission. Wasn’t she a ‘witness’ too?

“You’re no ordinary mortal from the city.” Shenhe walks up to her moments after the job is finished. Yelan now stood outside the warehouse—or what’s left of it, at least—facing the tall trees that obscured this tiny clearing from the main road.

She chuckles. “Oh, thank goodness you don’t think I am.”

Shenhe keeps an appropriate distance from her, but peers over her shoulder still. She’s flipping through the ledger they took, mumbling  Northland Bank, Northland Bank… Borya… Kolya…  Upon closer inspection, Shenhe sees her thumbing through a list of what seem to be contacts under the header ‘Northland Bank.’ The ledger snaps shut. Yelan groans.

“Ningguang’s gonna  kill me.” A pause; then, she giggles, low and wicked. She looks over her shoulder, a lazy smile plastered on her face. “Well, I mean. Not if I kill them first.”

Shenhe merely raises a brow.

Yelan’s eyes flit somewhere behind her. She lets out a low whistle, taking a step forward for a better view, bumping her shoulder against Shenhe’s.

“Guess they don’t call you the ‘Divine Damsel of Devastation’ for nothing, huh?”

Shenhe turns around, seeing the destruction left in her frosty wake. It was a rickety warehouse anyway, so demolishing the whole place with a single Cryo-induced strike wasn’t too difficult. She could still see lingering wisps of frost swiping through the air, sending waves of chilly air their way.

“What are you going to do now?”

Yelan crosses her arms, humming. “If there’s one thing that slows down the Fatui, it’s layers upon layers of bureaucracy. Keeps them from acting fast. By the time they get a green light to act, I’ll already be ten steps ahead.” She tucks the ledger into a bag and slings it over her shoulder.

“I’ll deal with the folks at Northland Bank tomorrow. For now, though… Where are my manners?”

Yelan’s eyes meet hers once more, and that same gleam comes dancing across pure aquamarine once again. What a dangerous look.

“So you’ve helped me out twice in a row, yet I still haven’t bought you a proper drink.” She dares step closer. Another step and she might close the gap. Unmoving but never stiff, Shenhe meets Yelan’s half-lidded gaze.

A spicy, floral scent fills the space between them; she hadn’t noticed this until now. Yelan smells like orchids—the fragrance of which is stronger at night. Shenhe tilts her head slightly, and time seems to slow when Yelan leans in.

“I should go.”

Shenhe pulls away. Turns around, and walks off the opposite direction.

Yelan blinks, bemused. “Where are you going?”

“My master is expecting me,” she lies. Cloud Retainer doesn’t expect to see her anytime soon, though if Shenhe ever did turn up at Mount Aocang unbidden, the adeptus wouldn’t be surprised either.

It’s late, she thinks, and she must return to her master. At least, that’s what she tells herself she should do. On the contrary, her master  insists that she spend more time in the city. But Yelan doesn’t need to know that.

“Aw,” Yelan’s voice drawls from behind. “Aren’t you gonna walk me home? It’s quite a ways back to the harbor, and the roads are often dangerous at night.”

Shenhe stops, looks over her shoulder and scowls.  It’s clear to us both that you can very well take care of yourself out here.  Even so, her cold eyes drift beyond the trees, across the night sky. The Jade Chamber hangs over Liyue like a second moon, watching over all that glitters in the realm of mortals below.

She glances back at Yelan, who is at this point a bigger mystery to Shenhe than mortal life itself—and that’s saying a lot. Yet she is also every bit a bona fide specimen well-versed in mortal ways. Mortal affairs, mortal woes, mortal musings and idiosyncrasies… These things elude Shenhe. But Yelan’s face has both secrets and answers written all over, gleaming in her eyes, running along the curve of her mouth as Shenhe approaches her again.

Can she be trusted?

 Yes and no , Shenhe decides.

She hates contradictions, but a contradiction was all that made sense with Yelan. She doesn’t quite know why she follows her all the way back to Liyue Harbor.

 


  queen of clubs


 

The south wharf is quieter in the wee hours, bereft of its usual loud bustle during the day. Shenhe feels quite relieved that they seem to be the only ones heading down the docks. Yelan said she’d take her out for drinks, yet they’ve already passed by every dining establishment in the boulevard, in the plaza, and even her own teahouse. Yelan hadn’t stopped anywhere until here. They approach a stern-looking boatman, who at first throws Shenhe a suspicious glance, but straightens immediately after Yelan speaks to him. He motions to the small ferryboat in front of them.

“Come this way, please. Lady Yelan, and her honored guest.”

Yelan climbs in first, offering a hand to Shenhe. Her smile brightens when Shenhe takes it. She hops in, but the sudden, momentary imbalance of weight causes the boat to tip on one side. Yelan tugs her close, keeping them steady while the boatman stumbles. They are only inches apart and Shenhe is once again awash with the scent of orchids and spice, drowning out the smell of the sea.

“Where are we going?” she murmurs.

Yelan tips her head to the left. Shenhe follows her gaze to a large luxury ship in the distance. It is far more… colorful than most other boats docked in the harbor. Adorned with lanterns and glowing sign boards, decked with fiery lotus petals and jade clouds. As they are ferried closer, Shenhe spots finer details and floral motifs painted over the sides of the ship.

Onboard the ship is a sight just as opulent. It is different from other public spaces back in the harbor. Luxurious, yes, but not in excess. There is a discreet elegance to the people dining in the middle platform. There is chatter, but Shenhe wouldn’t call it noise.

She draws close to Yelan, looking over her shoulder. “Where are we?”

“Welcome to the Pearl Galley, esteemed guests.” A waitress approaches them with a bow. “This way, please.”

Yelan turns to her and winks, before following the waitress to a vacant table on the far right. Shenhe follows them wordlessly, taking a seat on Yelan’s left.

“I’ll have my usual,” Yelan says.

“A Fire-tongue Silver with extra Jueyun chili, Lady Yelan?”

 A what? Shenhe misses how Yelan steals a glance at her.

“Hmm… On second thought, I think I’ll just have a brandy,” she amends.

“Of course. And what about you, Miss…?”

Shenhe looks between the waitress and Yelan. Yelan takes the cue, clearing her throat.

“She’ll have the Lotus Moonsong,” she says.

The waitress nods. “Wonderful. Coming right up.”

“What’s a ‘Lotus Moonsong?’” Shenhe whispers after the waitress left.

“It’s sweet and a little minty. Has a bit of fruit in it,” Yelan says. “You strike me as a cocktail type of gal.”

Shenhe does not know what that means, but elects not to ask. Instead, “So you work for Lady Ning—”

A cold finger presses against her lips, silencing her. Yelan’s face is suddenly inches away from hers. Shenhe stills.

“I think we’re gonna keep many secrets together, Shenhe.” She traces her upper lip with her finger. “This is one of them.”

The scent of orchids and spice pulls her in. Shenhe was never particularly fond of flowers, not even the herbs she chews on in the mountains. All she could say about flowers was that they did not smell unpleasant; therefore, flowers are not unpleasant. But there’s something about orchids, something about the spicy, floral scent that fills her lungs when Yelan leans into her space, that she finds more than just tolerable, more than just  not unpleasant.

Shenhe discovers something tonight: orchids smell nice, and Yelan smells like orchids.

“Don’t worry. You’ll get your answers in time, as will I,” Yelan says with a wink.

Shenhe furrows her brow, but concedes, nudging Yelan’s hand away. “Fine. What questions can I ask then?”

“Anything that doesn’t make me have to kill everyone on this ship. Or you.”

Shenhe raises a brow.  And they think  I’m  violent. She steals a glance at the Pearl Galley’s unassuming patrons.

“But you’re fine with me knowing about them?”

“Eh, don’t worry about it. You’re good in my book.”

“You would trust so easily?”

Yelan lets out a low, throaty laugh, and Shenhe discovers a second thing she likes tonight. Granted, she doesn’t know if she’s even capable of  liking something; all she knows is she would like to hear it again.

It’s a different laugh, she notes, because Yelan’s eyes twinkle in the moonlight, the dangerous glint from hours prior virtually nonexistent, and in its place is something akin to wonder. Curious, genuine wonder.

“You don’t like to beat around the bush, do you?” Yelan rests her cheek on her fist, her lashes heavy, her grin soft. “Whatever it is you’re doing, keep doing it. ‘Cause it’s working.”

“I’m not doing anything,” Shenhe says, positively perplexed.

And then that laugh again, the kind of laugh that sends strange, warm little sparks dancing in Shenhe’s chest.  How strange… 

Yelan shakes her head. “Never mind.”

Shenhe frowns.  What a strange woman. 

The waitress arrives with a glass bottle of what Shenhe supposes is Yelan’s drink as she pours her a shot. She then serves a taller glass of this so-called  Lotus Moonsong —a creamy-white, foamy drink tinged with pink and orange whipped at the bottom. Shenhe sniffs at it, then scrunches her nose. It is rather fizzy.

Yelan raises her glass. Instinctively—and impressively, despite herself—Shenhe raises her drink and clinks it against hers.

Once she downs her shot, Yelan steeples her fingers beneath her chin, gazing up at Shenhe expectantly.

“Go on, try it.”

So Shenhe does. The sweet, fruity notes hit her palate instantly, the cream silky to her tongue. It’s the fizzy, minty aftertaste that feels like gentle, frosty firecrackers in her mouth.

“Well? How was it?”

Shenhe smacks her lips gently, the mint still fresh on her tongue.

“It’s… very sweet, and very refreshing.” She takes another sip, then another.

“Do you like it?”

Shenhe titters weakly. Funny. This might just be the third thing she discovers she likes tonight.

But before she could reply, Yelan reaches out to brush her thumb against the corner of her mouth, wiping away a bit of minty foam. Shenhe’s eyes follow Yelan’s thumb as she puts it between her lips, licking away the foam.

“I do,” she says, eyes certainly not on her drink anymore.

Yelan spends the next hour or so pouring herself shot after shot, entertaining any and all questions Shenhe has about this place; like what’s this ‘Connoisseur Catalog’ or this pearl necklace for? Or these flowers— Black Jade, Artful Spring, Intimate Rain  —that have such peculiar names, ones she’s never heard of before? 

“You see those girls over there?”

“Yes?”

“Every one of them is a flower, based on their description in this catalog.” Yelan holds up the pearl necklace, examining it. “If one of them strikes your fancy, all you have to do is walk up to them and put this around their neck.”

She does exactly that. Shenhe stiffens as Yelan clasps the pearl necklace at her nape.

“Then what?”

Yelan bats her dark lashes once, sloe-eyed. “Then she’s all yours all night.”

Behind her, Shenhe spots a patron hand in hand with a beautiful, flimsily-clad woman disappearing into a corridor. She wears a pearl necklace, identical to the one now resting delicately on her collarbone. Slowly, Shenhe reaches behind her neck and takes off the accessory, placing it back down on the table.

Yelan merely chuckles.

And every so often, she leans over Shenhe’s shoulder, whispers into her ear, and each inhale of spice becomes more intoxicating than the next… Now since when did Shenhe herself lean so close?

“Has anyone ever told you that your eyes are like moonstones in the dark, and your red ropes are like heartstrings?” Yelan inches closer, and she smells like alcohol, and mint, and spice, and orchids, and everything that overwhelms Shenhe’s senses. Everything zeroes in on long lashes and smudged pink lipstick.

 Is she drunk? Or am I drunk?  Absent-mindedly, Shenhe brushes away her fringe, cold fingertips against flushed cheeks.

“No one’s ever told me that. Just you. Why?”

Yelan lazily runs a finger down a red rope, humming. “Heartstrings just sound romantic. Plus it’s much tamer than the other word I had in mind…” She hooks a finger beneath the rope, tugging lightly—

“Which is?” Shenhe grabs her wrist before she can so much as lift the rope from the rest of her garb. A warning.  Why is she smiling? 

Yelan crooks her other finger, beckoning Shenhe closer.

Against her better judgment, Shenhe leans in. Yelan’s hot breath tickles her ear.

“It’s something that warrants a little more privacy… away from these crowds. I can show you if you want.”

Shenhe doesn’t know who kisses who first. Doesn’t know how they ended up stumbling down a staircase into one of the guest cabins, whose hand grips whose waist, whose teeth snag on whose lips. All she knows is that Yelan pants faster against her mouth when she pins her to the wooden wall, with a knee lodged between her legs. And that a muted, tingling heat pools in her core when Yelan touches her.

She’s never  felt  anything like this before. It is overwhelming, and she  should feel overwhelmed.

But all she feels is hunger—the heated, greedy kind.

The rest of the night had been a hazy blur of mingling senses—the smell of spice and musk, the taste of sweat, the warm friction of skin against skin, nails and teeth printing on flushed pale canvases, the sounds of breathless grunts and debauched moans.

Shenhe never thought she could feel so much.

And when morning came, sunlight caressed the length of Yelan’s lovely bare form, red stripes and bite marks all over pale skin.

Shenhe felt her stomach drop into a pool of ice. She jolts awake, carefully inching away from the other woman. Instinctively, she clutches her sides, feeling the familiar texture of red ropes, haphazardly wrapped around her torso and neck. She’s naked save for these binds of red, she realizes. Well, she’s also covered in hickeys and red lines criss-crossed over her back, but panic prickles her insides more sharply than pain.  Fear  —shoots straight for the heart, sharper than any other blade.  Fear —is what overtakes her in this moment, as Shenhe stares at all the red on Yelan’s skin, all the marks she is certain were made by her own hands.


   I should go. What have I done? I should— 


Yelan stirs—stretches. And Shenhe stills, breath hitched.

Her eyes crack open slowly beneath uneven locks of dark hair. She  smiles .

“Hi.”

Shenhe can’t move, can’t blink.  Is that all you have to say? 

A faint yawn. “What time is it?” Yelan squints at the window behind Shenhe, grimacing. “Ugh. Close the window.”

Shenhe rises and almost mechanically pads toward the window to pull the curtains closed. When she turns around, she sees aquamarine eyes lazily sweep over her bare figure, blatantly drinking in the view.

The red rope slips off one shoulder. Shenhe pulls it back up again.

“Did I hurt you?” she croaked weakly, her voice small.

“What?”

“Did I hurt you?” she repeats, a little louder.

And that’s when Yelan sombers. She props herself up a little higher, shaking her head.

“You didn’t.”

“Don’t lie.”

Shenhe looks pointedly at her neck and collarbone. Yelan follows her gaze, her brows shooting up. “ Ah .”

And then she  laughs , low and raspy from sleep, but just as prettily as when she’d laughed the night before.

“Oh, believe me, I’m  more than fine…” A wink. “Thanks to you.” She sits up and pats the space next to her. “Here. Let me help you with that.”

Shenhe glances at her ropes, then at Yelan. Quietly, she returns to bed, eyes downcast.

Yelan shifts closer. “May I?”

Shenhe nods.

“You kept them on last night.” She carefully unwinds the rope from her neck. “You said you felt safer with them.”

“Yes, because without them, I could have hurt you. But I still did.”

Shenhe motions to the hickeys on Yelan’s neck. But Yelan shakes her head, chuckling.

“I don’t know about you, but I  thoroughly enjoyed it. Besides, it’s not like I didn’t do the same to you.”

Yelan reaches up to stroke the side of Shenhe’s neck; it’s only then that she feels a faintly pulsing ache along her jaw, her collarbone, her shoulders…

And as if sensing her lingering doubt, Yelan adds softly: “You didn’t do anything to me that I didn’t like.” She plants a kiss on her shoulder. “You’re good, heartstrings. You’re good.”

Shenhe doesn’t know why that sent something fluttering in her chest, like a butterfly’s wing-beat in a silent glade.

 


 

“I have never seen you wear that jacket.”

“She wears that jacket all the time, Keqing.”

“Yeah, but she never wears it like a normal person would.”

Yelan chuckles, her heels clacking against the polished floor as she enters the Tianquan’s office. She tugs at the fur-laced cuff of her jacket and nods courteously at Keqing, who crosses her arms as she approaches.

“Good morning to you, too, Lady Yuheng.”

“It’s four o’clock in the afternoon.”

Yelan pulls out a neat document binder, but pauses as she looks between the Yuheng and the Tianquan, who, as usual, is seated behind her long wooden table, back reclined and legs crossed.

Yelan’s professional smile turns devious. “Was I interrupting anything?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

Keqing shoots a pointed look at Ningguang, who pulls a drag on her pipe, before glancing up at Yelan.

“We weren’t finished—”

“It can wait,” says Ningguang. “I’ll look over the proposal after the next consultation. Now, if you will excuse us…” She extends an arm, palm upturned, and Yelan hands her the document binder.

The Yuheng sighs, but concedes. “Very well. I’ll need your approval before the week ends.” She glances at Yelan with a tiny nod, then turns on her heel and walks away. Yelan flashes her a too-wide grin, waggling her fingers as a wave goodbye.

And once she’s out of earshot: “Cute ass. Too bad you have  no game.”

“Rude. I am patient.”

“Patience gets you nowhere with a woman who works like she’s running out of time.”

Ningguang makes no comment as she thumbs through the binder, quickly disinterested by its contents as she appraises her friend instead.

“You’re glowing today.”

“Ew.”

Ningguang plucks a grape from a bowl of fruit and flings it at Yelan. Unperturbed, she adds:

“Like you’ve been… hmm, oh, I don’t know… touched by an adeptus, and perchance received their blessing…”

Yelan’s eyes narrow.  Ever so perceptive—and nosy, this one. 

“Shut up.”

Ningguang cocks her head, feigning ignorance. “Hm? I just said you’re glowing.”

Yelan doesn’t miss how scarlet eyes flicker at the jacket that conceals the love bites and scratch marks left by a certain white-haired adeptus’ disciple.

“Unless you have any information to trade with, hotshot, it’s none of your business.”

“But your business is my business as my business is yours,” Ningguang counters.

Yelan’s smile is saccharine, sardonic. “Your point?”

Ningguang’s eyes are alight with intrigue. The document binder lays open before her, completely forgotten. “Is it who I think it is?”

“You know we never get anything productive done when we talk about women,” Yelan deadpans.

“ You  started it.”

Yelan slowly raises a brow. A small sigh. “Why do I feel like you already know who it is?”

The Tianquan shrugs, pulling a drag on her pipe. “I just had a feeling you’d like her.” Scarlet eyes glint as she perks up. “And it appears I’m right.”

“Uh-huh. Guess we all believe what we wanna believe.”

“You should take her around the harbor, perhaps show her the nightlife.”

Yelan rests her hip against the edge of the table, arms crossed. “I was planning to, but she’s not a big fan of crowds. Or people, for that matter.”

Ningguang grins. “Use that clever brain of yours and get creative. It’s what you do best.” Then, somberly: “Miss Shenhe once asked me if she could ever fit in in Liyue Harbor.”

“And… what did you tell her?”

 


  six of hearts


 

The sun has already set by the time Yelan spots a familiar, snow-white head peeking out in the distance, walking down the pass along Mount Tianheng. She leans against the railing of the bridge at Chihu Rock, nonchalant and lackadaisical. Yet the moment Shenhe arrives at the bridge, she perks up immediately.

 Little too early for the butterflies, don’tcha think? But, eh, fuck it.  And she’s grinning. Like an  idiot .

“Hey, gorgeous. Come here often?”

“As often as I don’t want to.” Plain and straight-faced.

Yelan laughs (again, like an  idiot  ), then takes her hand. “Come on. Xiangling’s cooking tonight at Wanmin Restaurant. The food there is to  die for.”

“To  die for…? Why… Is the food poisonous?”

Yelan honestly doesn’t know the answer to that.

Wanmin Restaurant isn’t as jam-packed tonight as it usually is on weeknights, to Shenhe’s quiet relief; though Xiangling and her father are no less busy as people line up in front to order takeout instead. Yet the girl, bless her, ushers the two women in and personally takes their orders first.

Yelan orders Jueyun Chili Chicken, with extra dried Jueyun chilis, as usual.

Shenhe has a bowl of Dragon Beard Noodles. Not the most creative dish in Xiangling’s eccentric menu, but Yelan finds it rather fitting for her.

She is quiet. Not that she’s  never quiet. But she is especially pensive as she stirs her bowl of noodles.

Yelan still can’t read her. It is equally frustrating and intriguing.

“Something on your mind?” she tries.

Shenhe doesn’t answer just yet, opal eyes never leaving the plain noodle soup in her bowl.

“Do you not like the food?” Yelan murmurs lowly.

White lashes flutter. “I do. These noodles are really good.” Then, unexpectedly, “They remind me of simpler times. I shouldn’t—” She trails off, shaking her head.

Yelan says nothing, in some rare, uncharacteristic desire not to pry her open. Uncharted territory is her playground, by all accounts. But not with Shenhe.  Not this one,  she decides.

For the first time in a long time, Yelan doesn’t mind  not knowing.

 


 

Liyue Harbor glitters and sings, a cacophony of vibrance and sound in the night. Rain or shine, morning or evening, light will always touch every pavement, bleed from every window. Light and sound, chatter and buzz, movement and music.

Shenhe hates it, apparently.

There is a stiffness in her stride as they step out of the restaurant, into the streets. She never strays too far from Yelan, a brooding, chilly presence hovering behind her. Yelan can’t say she minds the proximity; it takes a lot more willpower than it should to resist the urge to lean into her—

“Where to now?” Shenhe’s surprisingly hot breath tickles her bare shoulder. Yelan suppresses a shiver.

“I said I’d show you around, didn’t I?”

Shenhe grimaces, eyes slightly narrowed at a loud group of drunk sailors stumbling past them, at three children chasing each other up the steps, bumping into the customers lined up at a stall. A large crowd has gathered around the plaza, watching a busker serenade one of the onlookers.

“Is there another pathway to your teahouse besides through the square?” She huffs. “What is it with Liyue Harbor and so many crowds at this time of night? I don’t—” A pause. “What are you doing?”

Yelan looks over her shoulder, blowing her fringe away from her eyes as they meet Shenhe’s down below. She’s halfway up a two-story bank across from Wanmin Restaurant, her hands carefully gripping a window’s edges.

“Who said we were going back to my teahouse? I’m gonna show you around the harbor.”

Shenhe stares up at her, blinking once, twice, glances at the people in the street, then back up at her.

Yelan resumes her ascent until she vaults safely over the roof. Peering over the edge, she sees Shenhe still craning her neck up.

 Come on,  she mouths, tipping her head.

With a final glance behind her, Shenhe twists on her heel and  leaps straight up, as if propelled by some invisible force, landing behind her without a sound.

Yelan breathes in the fragrance of qingxin petals as the wind picks up, the same petals they crush into pieces and press onto her body when it bleeds. It draws her in like a familiar balm, bitter and sweet.

“Huh. Guess you don’t need a wind glider then. I brought a spare one just in case you weren’t licensed.”

She turns and points to a tall building up ahead at Feiyun Slope, where red lanterns hang next to gilded eaves, where the overpasses criss-cross below jade rooftops.

“That’s our destination. Think you can keep up?”

“What?”

Emboldened and giddy, Yelan leans in until their noses brush, whispering: “Race ya.”

And then she’s flown over to the next building, just like that. Then another, and another, sprinting across the ridge, concealed and formless in her Hydro-induced state, swinging along the eaves with her trusty blue lifeline.

She lands upon a higher platform, turning to look if Shenhe had followed. A flash of white, a silvery blur of movement in the moonlight bounding across the rooftops, graceful and swift. Shenhe lands right in front of her, inches away from the edge, the impact soundless but hard enough that she wobbles back. Yelan grips her by the arms, pulling her flush against her instinctively.

Every puff of breath is hot against Yelan’s face.

“Hi.”

Shenhe’s heart thrums against her. Something dangerously small and tender swoops in Yelan’s chest when the corner of Shenhe’s mouth tugs upward ever so slightly. It was easy to miss, but it was there.

Yelan breaks away first lest she drown in that brief trance, climbing over a railing before springing up onto a lower eave. Higher and higher she goes, until she reaches the zenith now overlooking the boulevard. Yujing Terrace stretches out to her left, and people strolling through the northern wharf can be seen from up where she stands.

A light flush of chilly air tickles her skin. With a self-satisfied smile, she watches silently as Shenhe steps forward, mouth slightly parted as her eyes sweep over the entire view.

Yelan can’t tear her gaze away.

“Welcome to Liyue Harbor, heartstrings,” she tells her, a whisper in the evening breeze.

Shenhe slowly turns, meets her gaze, and Yelan forgets, briefly, the meaning of words.

The night sky is starless, yet the moon hangs low, peeking just above the mountains. But it casts its sacred light upon Shenhe’s opal eyes, moonstone for moonlight.  How unfair, that you would look at me like this and not catch a hint that—  Yelan swears she has never seen the moon love anyone like this.

“Well? What do you think?” she murmurs, slightly breathless. “Does it beat the view from the mountains?”

Shenhe huffs, a wan smile gracing her lips. “I always thought that nothing could compare to the beauty of the night sky when the stars are out.” Craning her neck up, she faces the starless, inky black heavens. “I guess… I can understand why people like it so much here, too. It’s hard to make comparisons.”

Yelan hums, tapping her finger against her chin, looking between the sky and the little realm of mortals right below them. Here she goes again, with her slanted eyes and impish grin.

“Hey. Wanna go see the  best view of the harbor?”

Shenhe raises a brow. “Oh… Is this not the best view?”

Yelan shakes her head. “Nope. Follow me.” She takes Shenhe’s hand before her mind could register the act.

 


 

“What if Lady Ningguang doesn’t approve?”

“Oh, Ning? Don’t worry about her.”

“What if she finds out?”

“She won’t.”

The open platform of the Jade Chamber is quiet and soulless, as opposed to the late-night bustle in the harbor way down below. Yelan saunters up to the center of the platform like she owns the place, while Shenhe’s slower stride falters, her steps wary and unsure.

“They say Lady Ningguang has eyes and ears everywhere,” she says, her voice low. “You can’t be too certain, more so as we’re trespassing.”

Yelan huffs out a laugh, and it rings clear across the open, tranquil expanse.

“First of all, we’re  not  trespassing, we’re  borrowing  the Jade Chamber. Second, who do you think are her eyes and ears?” Yelan taps her chin with the back of her hand twice.

Shenhe frowns at her.

“Oh, don’t give me that look. Come on. Up here.” She beckons her over, a safe distance away from the edge.

Liyue Harbor—the city of mortals in a sea of clouds—glitters like stars had been studded over the surface of the earth, hovering over the waters, blinking back at the sky as if to say,  we can light up our own stars, even as the heavens succumb to darkness. 

A welcome silence overtakes them both, as they gaze over the glittering city below.

“When you’re up here,” Yelan murmurs, mostly to herself than to her companion, “it feels like the world could fit in your palm, and you are king for the brief moments you spend up here.” She rubs her arms, the chilly night air brisk against her skin. She wonders, then, if Shenhe ever feels cold, if she ever shivers. If the Vision tied to her hair is cold enough to hurt, so that even the harshest blizzards feel like nothing?

“Do you think everyone could fit in a world like that?” Shenhe asks, barely a whisper.

When she turns, she finds Shenhe’s gaze on her. And it’s too bad Yelan isn’t as much of a romantic as her grandfather was; if she could only articulate how the moonlight paints Shenhe’s hair silver and pearl, how it shies along the edges of her face like brushstrokes. How opalescent eyes soften, and while Yelan still can’t pry her open, she knows melancholy when she sees it.

She fails to reply, and catches herself staring. Her first mistake.

Her honest answer is no. No, the world is so big but the world is not for everyone. The world is not fair; neither is she.

“You gotta carve out a piece of this life for yourself, mark it, claim it as your own,” says Yelan.

“Have you?”

“I try. I have my ways.”

“Does it ever scare you?”

Yelan huffs, her smile wide and mirthless. “If it doesn’t scare me, then what’s the point?”

When she turns so their eyes meet again, it feels like falling into a trap she knew she couldn’t escape from. Her second mistake. But she turns to look her in the eye anyway because Yelan doesn’t shy away from danger and  oh, dear, was she in danger now. 

Unblinking, unfeeling, unperturbed, and untouchable, Shenhe softens. Her lips part, but no words spill out.

Yelan thought she’d be the one to make the first move, anyway. But she stiffens, helpless, when Shenhe leans forward, just inches away.

Yelan waits, eyes flicking to half-parted lips, waiting for words to come out.

But they never do.

Instead, cold, calloused fingers graze her cheek, freezing her in place. A palm under her chin, a thumb pressed gently on her lower lip.

Yelan still doesn’t move, doesn’t lean in, doesn’t take her in her arms to—


   “What did you tell her?” Yelan asks. 



   “Everyone needs a reason to stay,” says Ningguang. “So I hope she finds hers.” 



   ‘That includes you.’ Ningguang’s unspoken message rings silent and true when Yelan doesn’t react. 



   Because Yelan always has a reason to go out there, find answers, tread into the unknown, but never has there been a reason enough to tether her back to home. 


It goes like this:

On top of the world, underneath the moon, Yelan cares for nothing save for the soft lips on hers, save for the hand cupping her jaw, save for the fragrance of qingxin petals.

Her hands smooth over her chest, finding purchase in red ropes, pulling her closer.

On top of the world, underneath the moon, Shenhe kisses her too sweetly for her own good. Too soft, too small, too gentle, the traitorous little thing in her chest stumbles.

Surely,  surely , this isn’t what she thinks this is?

And now, for her third mistake: when Shenhe pulls away, Yelan grips the red ropes tighter and kisses her again.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          alexa play I Won’t Say (I’m In Love) (Yelan’s Version) purr

this was supposed to be a oneshot (cue clowning noises), but the first half turned out longer than expected T_T expect chapter 2 to be around the same length, or longer! :’) more shenlangst will come in the next chapter, my favorite part >:3 this somewhat romantic, meet-cute chapter was a needed buildup for what’s gonna happen further down the line. most of the rated e stuff will also be in the next chapter, so pls heed the tags as always!
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2. tethered to a ghost

Notes for the Chapter:as promised, shenlangst <3 enjoy 15k words’ worth of *shudders* angst and feelings and trauma and grief and introspection and violent urges and *gags* being in love and doing a poor job of processing/denying/hiding it. oh and fucking is involved.
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snow on the beach by taylor swift (ft. lana del rey)

i won’t say (i’m in love) by susan egan

stories of remote antiquity by yu-peng chen

the fading stories by yu-peng chen

// cw mentions of blood; asphyxiation (the fun, consensual, kinky kind!)




    
    Her master told her this once:


   The red ropes that bind you, bind also your curse. 


For there are ways with which to cheat fate—that is what the adepti told her, at least. When Shenhe runs her fingertips along the ropes, it puts her spirit at ease, and leaves her mind in awe. For just how much evil, just how much folly, could these red ropes hold back?


   Wear them always. Even as you sleep. 


Restraint. Control. Solitary star. Disastrous evil. The color of blood, bright and blatant, snaking around her form; the only thing keeping her from a fate she cannot escape.


   Relinquish all burdens. Forsake joy and sorrow. Come, child, walk this path with no regret. 


But if to be bound is to cheat fate, then is she truly free from it?

 


  six of spades


 

“We’re wasting time.”

Shenhe is met with silence, the gentle rustle of leaves being the only sound that follows.

“I can head in there, and finish the job myself.”

More silence. Yelan slowly raises a finger to her lips, sharp eyes fixed on the Fatui officers inside an abandoned warehouse—  Really, what is it with Yelan’s targets and their preference for dusty old warehouses? 

“Now, now… I can’t let you have all the fun.”

Shenhe huffs through her nose, shifting her feet in her crouched position. Her shoulder brushes against Yelan’s.

“Look.” Yelan points at one of the officers. “That’s Kolya. He’s mine.”

Shenhe nods. “And what of the rest?”

“Kill them.”

Yelan is a force to be reckoned with when she’s on work mode. Playful still, but  cold  . Driven. And for someone who can be so unpredictable, she is almost  never impulsive. Especially not under these circumstances. She is careful, but fearless.

She pulls out her notepad and begins jotting down words that don’t make sense to Shenhe, bits of information she didn’t think were relevant to the task at hand. Yelan’s gaze flickers between her notes and the Fatui officers; it’s like she’s seeing things Shenhe cannot. 

Absent-mindedly, she rests her chin on Yelan’s shoulder, her cheek brushing along exposed skin, as she peers at her notepad.

“Are you sure you don’t need to fish out information from any of them before I take them out?” Shenhe murmurs.

The scratch of her pen halts. As if only now noticing their proximity, Yelan turns her head until their noses bump.

“Don’t distract me, gorgeous. I’m working.”

She says that like she definitely wants a distraction.

Shenhe slips a hand between the almost nonexistent space between their lips, pushing her face away. “Okay. Then work.”

Yelan rolls her eyes. She rises slowly so as not to make a sound, and Shenhe follows suit.

“You ready?”

“Are you?”

“Always.” Yelan clutches Shenhe’s shoulders and gently pushes her toward the opposite direction. “I’ll see you inside. Wait for my signal.”

Shenhe jogs away, ducking under the overgrowth to remain hidden, her footfalls soundless and her smile small.

She’s been accompanying Yelan on her various missions more often now. Mostly upon Yelan’s invitation, but also because Shenhe finds that spending time with her is actually… tolerable. Agreeable. Pleasant, if she’s being generous. When Yelan calls, Shenhe finds her, almost intuitively, without hesitation.

She isn’t sure why—why it feels so easy to rest her chin on Yelan’s shoulder, to fiddle with the little braid in her hair, or to hold her by the throat where she feels most secure when they lie in bed.

And Yelan, for all her mystery and caprice, is never insincere. At least not with Shenhe. There is a gentleness she keeps secret, a twinkle in aquamarine eyes reserved for Shenhe alone. When Yelan stares at her when she thinks Shenhe doesn’t notice. When she puts her head on Shenhe’s lap.

Yelan is smart with words, but she can also understand Shenhe’s silence—the quiet in-betweens and wordless gaps that she fills with actions instead. Yelan never speaks about it. She flirts and dotes on her, but she never says it.

Shenhe doesn’t either, and yet she finds herself adoring her. She can’t put it into words.

So she etches her adoration onto Yelan’s skin with her teeth, her nails, her lips. Kisses away the guarded anxiety and rage from Yelan’s hard-set jaw when things don’t go her way. Presses her mouth and her tongue where Yelan wants her most—her way of saying,  Spending time with you is tolerable. Agreeable. Pleasant. I like spending time with you. 

Now, she takes one careful, soundless step after another atop the warehouse’s roof. Crouching down, she peers through a tiny crevice between worn roof tiles. It doesn’t help her much, but she can hear Yelan’s voice through it.

 She’s goading them,  Shenhe realizes, and rolls her eyes.  Typical. Yelan does love to play with her prey a lot, like a cat trapping a mouse by its tail, watching it squirm.

She hears a noise, then catches a bright blue arrow whizzing out through a window on the side—that’s her cue. Yelan shot it past Kolya’s ear, through the window behind him. The Fatui would look in that direction for that unseen danger, only for the danger to come from above.

Shenhe draws out a sigil. Opal eyes flash. The roof collapses on one side, burying everyone except Yelan and Kolya, who stand on the opposite end. Frost covers all the debris that has collapsed above the now-dead Fatui, sending chilly wisps lashing across the walls, spreading over the wood.

Shenhe wields Cryo so it manifests in the delicateness of fresh snow, so it pierces with the sharpness of eternal ice. Her power comes in explosive bursts, tempestuous, but bridled by ropes of red.

Devastation, clean and absolute.

It’s in instances like these, while she kneels atop a pile of rubble and dead bodies, with her polearm staked on the icy center, that they call her something she’s not.

Or is she?

Kolya’s face pales at the sight of her. He stumbles back and throws an accusatory finger at Yelan.

“You… you conspired with… with a  witch ? That’s how you found us here?”

The glint in Yelan’s eyes sharpens, and her smile turns both thinner and wider.

In one smooth motion, she summons her lifeline and ties the Fatuus by the neck, arms, and knees, disarming him completely. She tugs hard, and he nearly falls on his face.

“You speak as if you folks don’t have Cicin mages among your ranks. But I can assure you, at least, that  she’s  not—”

“I’m worse,” Shenhe mutters.

Yelan beckons her over, and Shenhe flips the polearm in her grip to finish the job.

“Wait, wait! You can’t kill me. You can’t throw away this opportunity—”

“I’m certainly not throwing away the opportunity to dispose of you.”

“To join us. To serve the Tsaritsa.”

Yelan raises a hand. Shenhe halts.


   Yelan, don’t— 


“Oh, this oughta be good.”

“Unbelievable.”

“Let’s hear him out, heartstrings.”

Shenhe groans quietly, but lowers her polearm.

“Your talents are  wasted  with the Qixing,” Kolya continues. “Aren’t you tired of rotting under their shadow?”

 Wrong. She relishes the shadows,  Shenhe wants to say.

“The Fatui will recognize your might and your wit. Her Majesty will honor you. You’ll get the glory and recognition you deserve.”

Yelan makes a face as if she is considering his words.

“What can the Tsaritsa offer me that Lady Ningguang can’t?”

“Glory,” he repeats. “Power. Prestige. And you will be seen and rewarded for your devotion, for your enterprise. You will not remain in the shadows, doing thankless work nobody even knows you do.”

Shenhe doesn’t know why it stings. Yelan, however, doesn’t even seem fazed. The Fatuus is smart for enticing her with promises of glory and power, instead of wealth. But still…

Yelan only wants one thing.

“Does the Tsaritsa recognize  your work then?” she asks.

Kolya opens and closes his mouth, trying to find the words. Yelan gives him a thin, unkind smile.

“Right. I thought so. The gods don’t look upon the loyal. They look upon the hungry.” She takes a step back, allowing Shenhe to step in between them.

“No, wait, wait—!”

Shenhe’s movements are swift, clean. Quiet. There is a light thump, then Yelan’s lifeline loosens from the lack of strain and resistance on the other end. She hears the faint crackle of rime creeping over the Fatuus’ body; not a single drop of blood spilt, but the ice shines crimson.

“Recruiting me into the ranks of the Fatui… I’m surprised no one’s ever tried to do that until now,” Yelan muses.

Shenhe turns around to look at her. Her blank, even expression betrays nothing.

“Would you have joined them if it meant finding the answers you’ve been looking for?”

Shenhe knows she’s asked a good question, because Yelan doesn’t respond. There’s an unreadable look on her face as she turns on her heel to leave.

 


 

“What Kolya said was not true,” says Shenhe when they make it back to Yelan’s office in Yanshang Teahouse.

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t do ‘thankless’ work.”

Yelan chuckles. “You’ve seen what I do. What do you think of it, then? That I do  good work?”

Shenhe takes a moment to think what ‘good’ means for someone like Yelan. “You do what has to be done no matter what. You don’t shy away from anything, even if people think it’s dangerous, or ugly, or… or wrong.”

Yelan leans against the desk with her arms behind her, grinning. “It’s what I do best.”

“So he’s wrong. Your job isn’t thankless and your talents aren’t wasted just because you work in secret.”

Yelan tilts her head, regarding her. She puts her hand out, palm open, a silent invitation. Shenhe takes it. Yelan pulls her close, looping her free arm around her waist.

“You’re upset,” she says.

Shenhe’s face betrays nothing still. She levels Yelan’s softening gaze with an even, steely one.

“What he said about you wasn’t true.”

“I know. I love my job.” Aquamarine eyes flash coyly beneath dark lashes. “I love it when you get protective.”

There’s always something so tantalizing when Yelan looks at her this way. Like she is waiting to be devoured.

With three fingers, Shenhe lifts her chin, her thumb teasing along her lower lip. Yelan likes it when she does that. Her lips curl when Shenhe cups her jaw with her fingers.

And just as she closes the gap, she murmurs: “You didn’t like it when he called me a witch.”

Yelan catches her lower lip between her teeth, before pulling away slightly, blinking. “Eh?”

“You seemed upset, too.”

“Because nobody insults you in front of me,” Yelan says, cupping a hand on Shenhe’s nape. Asserting what is hers. “So, yeah, I didn’t like it.”

Shenhe can count with one hand the people who’ve defended her. No one comes to her rescue, no one comes to her defense. That’s not how it goes.

But she can’t forget how Yelan’s voice glazed over with the thinnest layer of ice right after the Fatuus called her a witch. He probably didn’t notice the difference at all, but Shenhe did.

“No one’s gonna do you dirty like that, heartstrings. Not on my watch.” Yelan leans forward, and instead of a peck on Shenhe’s mouth, she drags her tongue up her lips, deliberately slow, like the real tease she is.

Shenhe blinks then, and, like a switch flipped, takes Yelan’s face in her hands and kisses her. Before she can pin Yelan against the desk, the other woman pushes them off the edge, letting them stumble into a chair. Shenhe falls into the seat; Yelan straddles her lap, a welcome weight above her. Shenhe’s hands smooth down her back, her sides, gripping her by the hips. Yelan is all over her, taking her, smothering her with spice on her lips and sweetness on her tongue.


   “Lady Yelan? Uncle Tian is here. He’s waiting upstairs.” 


A gentle knock on the door and the voice that follows causes them to break apart. Yelan groans, slumping her face into the crook of Shenhe’s neck, reluctant.

Shenhe can’t help herself. She lets out a weak, quiet giggle.

Yelan stills. When she pulls back slowly, there’s a look of surprise on her face.

“That was a pretty laugh.”

Another knock. “Lady Yelan?” 

“I’m coming.” Yelan leans down for one last kiss. “Wupei went out to buy more boxes of that minty Snezhnayan candy, the one you like so much. He should be back later to give it to you.”

Shenhe gives her a small smile. “Okay. Thank you.”

“See ya.”

With a wink, Yelan hops off her lap, takes her jacket from the coat rack, and heads out the door.

There is something warm, and fragile, and small—blooming in Shenhe’s chest. It slips past her ropes of red the way sunlight peeks into crevices in a dark cave.

 


 

“You are distracted.”

Shenhe’s eyes flutter open, the corners of her vision blurring back into clarity after a few more blinks. The sky is bright and blue. Wispy clouds drift over Huaguang Stone Forest like halos crowning the highest tips. The blades of grass brushing against her legs are soft, a little ticklish, as all five senses return from her meditation. She blinks slowly, before turning her head.

A divine crane towers over her, her sleek yet large form almost shading her from the sun.

“One senses much change in you, child.”

Shenhe swallows, furrowing her brow.  Change . That could be either a good or bad thing, depending on what her master is about to say.

The crane hums, but it comes as a deep, low croon in her long throat. “It is good.” She nods—or at least it looks like she is nodding. “Spending time in the harbor, reacquainting yourself with fellow mortals… it is good, yes.”

Shenhe shifts in place, unsure of how to respond.

“There is no need to resume this manner of training,” Cloud Retainer says. “One has been meaning to ask the true reason for your sudden return.”

After their last mission, Shenhe went home to Jueyun Karst and did not return to the harbor for almost a week. She wasted no time sliding back into routine: rising early to meditate, patrolling the cliffsides, munching on qingxin and violetgrass, lifting large chunks of amber and throwing them onto the winding dirt paths—and when Cloud Retainer asked her what in Rex Lapis’ name was she doing, she looked her master in the eye, shrugged, and said: “The mortals call it therapy.”

And though she really did try to do all that under the impression that it was ‘therapeutic,’ what she really wanted was a distraction, a means to get a certain someone off her mind.

But even while she distracts herself with this, she is still distracted with  her .

She has been loath to say the words aloud.

“Master?”

She waits for the crane to turn her head, to acknowledge her.

“Have you… ever, um…” she purses her lips, “fallen in love?”

The words still sound so foreign, so peculiar on her tongue.

It’s very hard to read illuminated beasts. They don’t give away much as far as facial expression or body language go.

But Shenhe has spent enough years by Cloud Retainer’s side to notice the slight stiffness in her legs, the tension along the curve of her neck, the short, white hackles rising. The shimmer in her bright glassy eyes.

“One begs your pardon?”

Shenhe stares at her closed fists on her lap, feeling shy all of a sudden.

“Er, sorry. Never mind that. I—”

“It is like asking if only mortals can forge contracts.”

Shenhe glances up.

“Is friendship an exclusively human thing? Is loss? Is strife?” Cloud Retainer has a habit of dodging her pupil’s questions without completely ignoring them. But the adepti do not lie.

“I… see.” Shenhe ought to tread carefully. “So… um, you  have fallen in love, then?” she hazards.

Cloud Retainer’s hackles rise—literally and figuratively. She unfurls her wings, beating them against the air.

“A most preposterous question! Why, child, one does not occupy oneself with superficial mortal concerns.”

Shenhe stares at her master, and bites her lip. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think the adeptus was flustered.

“Most preposterous…” Cloud Retainer says again. She cocks her head and turns her attention to her pupil. Shenhe does her best not to shy away from the adeptus’ gaze.

“What, pray tell, brought this on, child? Dare one hazard a guess that you have begun to develop and harbor feelings for another mortal, and have come to one for advice?”

Shenhe bites the inside of her cheek. “I don’t know,” she replies honestly.

Cloud Retainer gives her a long, unreadable look. Shenhe thinks the conversation will end there, but—

“One submits that if you fancy someone, you must tell them. Sooner, rather than later.”

Shenhe throws her master an inquisitive glance.  Now where did  that  come from?  She opens her mouth, then closes it, debating.

“How do I know if I fancy them?”

“Do you find their presence to be pleasant?”

“Yes…”

“Do you relish their companionship?”

“I do.”

“Then why are you here, and not with them?” Cloud Retainer asks.

Well. That just about answers it, then. Shenhe lowers her head.

“My apologies, Master. I came here because I was—”

“Uncertain?”

“… Yes. I was uncertain.” Shenhe nods. “I didn’t know what to do with this… this…” She stares at her open palms on her lap, as if she were cradling something there.

Cloud Retainer goes quiet for a beat. “Well, whatever that is, one thinks it is better to face it, rather than hide from it, no?”

Shenhe twists her lips. “I suppose.”

She feels a faint, cool presence behind her; the crane has leaned forward, scrutinizing. Shenhe straightens.

“Does one know this person?”

“… No.”

“Has one seen this person before?”

Shenhe shakes her head. “I don’t think so…”

The light chill leaves; her master pulls back, stretching to her full height as she takes a step forward.

“Orchids. Rainshower. A curious scent.”

Shenhe whips her head around. “How did you…”

“One smells them on you, child.”

Shenhe’s cheeks burn. Embarrassment has never affected her this much.

“A ghost…” Cloud Retainer says quietly, mostly to herself. “And a fickle one, at that. You must be careful, child.”

Shenhe furrows her brow. “What do you mean, Master?”

Cloud Retainer also has a habit of never elaborating when asked, and elaborating a little  too much when no one asks. This is a case of the former, when she raises her beak, maintaining that cryptic, faraway gaze, before slowly walking away.

Shenhe doesn’t get up to run after her, and instead watches as the crane’s tall, ethereal form disappears down the slope.

Her master’s words hang in the air. The wind carries the fresh fragrance of mountain herbs. The dampness of the grass still smells of morning dew, pure and light and lush—but it is petrichor Shenhe seeks. The pitter-patter of rain, the scent of orchids, the sting of spice.

So when she descends from the mountains the following morning, and sets out for Liyue Harbor once more, all she can think of is the way Yelan looked at her upon hearing her laugh.

 


 

“What do you mean  she’s gone ? Gone where?”

The three men before her shrug in unison.

“We’ve told you all we know, Miss Shenhe. Boss hasn’t given us an assignment since last week.”

Shenhe raises a brow.

“When was the last time you saw her?”

The one in the middle—Wupei—scratches the back of his head. He exchanges glances with the other two.

“Last… week?” he guesses.

“Where did you see her last?”

“Here. At the teahouse.”

That wasn’t very helpful. “Okay… Didn’t she leave you a message?”

They all shake their heads. Shenhe knits her brows. It isn’t like Yelan to leave her assistants idle. On the other hand, disappearing without a trace  is something she would do.

Shenhe glances at the two stern-looking guards standing at the teahouse’s front entrance, then to the receptionist at the far right. If Yelan’s own personal assistants didn’t know where she was, it was unlikely the rest of the staff here would know more.

“If anything, Miss Shenhe, we thought she must’ve been with you,” says Wenyuan.

Shenhe stares at him. “If she were with me, I wouldn’t come here to ask you.”

“Ah, right! Right, yes. Of course, I mean—”

Shanghua whacks him on the head.

“What Wenyuan means to say is we simply assumed she was with you this whole time,” he says.

Shenhe looks around, brow creasing. She tries to recall names of people in Yelan’s life.

 The girl at Wanmin Restaurant knows her favorite dish, but she doesn’t really know who Yelan is, does she? And what about that young man I saw her talking to once… Hmph. Chongyun also spends too much time around him and he’s always hovering over him like—  she grimaces.  Never mind. He probably doesn’t know her too well either. And Lumine’s gone overseas again, I doubt—Wait. 

She turns to face them again. “Where can I find Miss Yanfei?”

 


 

“Come in!” chirps a voice from inside the office.

Even from the other side of the door, Shenhe can sense a faint, thrumming power, a distinguishable scent, however dulled.

She takes a tentative peek through the doorway, before quietly letting herself in. Yanfei still has her nose in a book.

“Just one second,” she hasn’t glanced up yet, “I just need to dog-ear this page before…”

Shenhe hasn’t paid much attention until now.


   A xiezhi. Antlers aside, she looks so… 


“Oh! Miss Shenhe, hi! To what do I owe the pleasure?” Yanfei hops off her chair and prances over to her, extending a hand in greeting. “You’re lucky my next appointment got rescheduled. I’m free for the next, er…” She glances at the wall clock. “Two hours and sixteen minutes. Perfect. What can I do for you?”

 Human. Mortal.  Shenhe catches herself staring, blinks, then clears her throat.

“Yanfei, have you seen Yelan?”

“Yelan? Why would—” Big green eyes stare up at her. “Oh…  Oh  . So it’s  you —I mean—”

Yanfei tries—and fails—to hide her surprise and amusement. With fists on her hips, she leans forward conspiratorially.

“So  you’re the distraction…”

“The what?”

“This answers  so  many questions.” Yanfei nods with a mischievous grin. “Anyway, I hadn’t seen Yelan since about a month ago, actually. I’ve been so busy these last two weeks, but she still owes me brunch, so I told her she should bring  you along the next time we get dumplings at Third-Round Knockout!”

“Me?”

“Yes,  you  . You’re the  distraction  .” She huffs. “She’s been so tight-lipped about you and won’t give me any hints. I can’t believe I couldn’t guess it at the time, but it makes perfect sense! I mean, well, I guess it could’ve been  anyone .”

Shenhe blinks a few times, brow furrowing. “I… uh, okay… So, you don’t know where she is either?”

“‘Either?’ You mean she isn’t at Yanshang Teahouse?”

Shenhe shakes her head.

Yanfei hums. “ Well  —quite frankly—knowing Yelan, she could be  anywhere …” She taps her lower lip with a finger, before adding: “I doubt you’d have any luck, but you could try asking around at the Ministry of Civil Affairs. There should be at least one person there who knows her. Don’t ask for records though—you won’t get any. Just ask if they know her name.”

 The Ministry of Civil Affairs. Yelan did mention she works there.

“Very well. I shall look for her there. Thank you.” Shenhe turns and heads for the door. Stops.

When she glances over her shoulder, Yanfei is staring up at her with big, bright, curious eyes and a small, lopsided grin.

“You make her happy, you know.”

Shenhe’s face stays vacant and lukewarm, but something tugs at her chest right then. It aches.

“What do you mean?” And her voice is small; shy, almost.

“If you stick around, you gotta take care of her, okay?”

It must be habit, or just an odd sense of reverence when standing in the midst of one who carries the blood of an illuminated beast, that makes Shenhe bow her head slowly. As if she has been given an instruction from the divine.

“I will.”

 


 

She ignores most of the stares as she paces around the lobby of the Ministry of Civil Affairs. Out of place and antsy, she watches as three—and now,  four —people behind the concierge desk murmur amongst each other, shaking their heads.

“Um, apologies, miss,” one of them tells her, “but there is no ‘Yelan’ listed in our archives. Perhaps you’ve got a name mixed up? Perhaps misspelt?”

Yanfei did tell her  not to ask for records, but it was her last resort. After asking about a dozen and a half employees that had passed through the lobby, not a single one knew who Yelan was.

It dawns on her, right there and then, that many of Liyue Harbor’s citizens don’t even know Yelan  exists .

She sighs through her teeth. “Thank you for checking anyway. I’ll go look elsewhere.” And just as she turns around, she bumps into someone.

What she senses first is the similar thrumming power emanating from the other, shorter person.

And then she recognizes the horns.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, I wasn’t looking where I—Oh! Shenhe!” Paperwork clutched to her chest, Ganyu blinks owlishly at her, as though she didn’t expect to see  Shenhe , of all people, standing by the concierge of the Ministry of Civil Affairs. “What are you doing here?”

“Lady Ganyu.” A bow. “I’ve been looking for Yelan, though I’m starting to believe she isn’t anywhere in the harbor.”

“Yelan?” Ganyu peers over the taller woman to glance at the concierge. “Hmm… I see.” She shakes her head. “You won’t find her here, especially not at this time of day. She rarely clocks in for work here, as far as I know.”

Shenhe twists her lips.  Yelan, where did you go? “Do you know where else I could look?”

Ganyu glances around, then leans forward. “If there’s one person in the harbor who’d know what Lady Yelan is up to, it’s Lady Ningguang.”

 Oh. Of course. It hadn’t occurred to Shenhe that she could have gone straight to the Tianquan and asked, but then again, people cannot simply approach the Tianquan. She figured this was just one of those social rules that mortals have here.

“Here. Take this.” Ganyu hands her a slip of paper. It is scented; it smells like silk flowers, and is gilded around the edges. “Hand it to any of Lady Ningguang’s secretaries, and they’ll take you to her office. As the Qixing’s secretary, I can grant this special pass to anyone who’d need the Tianquan’s audience for any urgent reason.”

Shenhe flips the paper in her palm, her fingertips brushing along the gold print. “I wouldn’t call it ‘urgent,’ but…”

“It’s no trouble,” Ganyu says. “Go to Yuehai Pavilion and find Bu’yun. Here’s what you must say to him.”

 


 

When Shenhe sets foot on the open platform, her thoughts wander to the warmth of Yelan’s hand on her nape, the firmness, the pressure. That starless night. Something tugs at her chest again, something swells with warmth, tender and deep. If not for the ropes, perhaps it might have hurt.

Even as she is welcomed into the Tianquan’s palatial abode, ushered into the opulent corridors, her mind lingers outside, out in the open platform where the wind blows. For a ghost that only reveals herself when night falls.

“Miss Shenhe, it is a pleasure to see you in my halls once again.”

The deep, silken voice snaps her back to the present. Lady Ningguang stands next to a window, her back turned. She takes a drag on her pipe, never once looking over her shoulder.

“What, pray tell, is your business here?”

Shenhe takes a few steps forward, but doesn’t close the gap between her and the other woman, as if she shouldn’t come too close. She decides to cut to the chase.

“Where is Yelan?”

The Tianquan inclines her head. “Oh. I don’t know.”

“You don’t… know?”

“I don’t know,” Ningguang repeats, finally turning around to face her.

“You haven’t seen her then?”

“I haven’t seen her in a week.” Ningguang shrugs. Pauses. “I wouldn’t worry so much, though. She always comes back.”

Shenhe must have made a face, because Ningguang chuckles.

“What? I’m not keen on knowing her whereabouts all the time. She works  with  me, not  for me. And I haven’t given her another assignment just yet.” She takes another drag on her pipe, the smoke whiffing past her lips. She gives Shenhe a strange look. “She’s good at hiding, but she isn’t very hard to find… if you know where to look.”

Shenhe goes quiet. Then, just as sunlight spills and bleeds onto the polished wooden floor, touching the tips of Shenhe’s feet, opal eyes meet scarlet.

 Oh. “Why would she be down there?”

“As Yelan always likes to say,” Ningguang says, “it’s for her to know, and you to find out.”

Yelan had mentioned in passing that she works in the Chasm, but Shenhe didn’t pay much mind to that bit of information. Yelan went anywhere her work took her anyway.

And Shenhe had heard, both from her master and her outlander friend, of the disturbance deep in the Chasm. But it was outside her territory, and the adepti rarely paid attention to that area despite its history. So she never bothered to venture down there at all, as she had no reason to.

Until now.

“Huh. I suppose I’ll just have to see for myself.” Shenhe turns on her heel, spurred by restlessness and a renewed sense of direction.

“If you find her down there, do me a favor, would you?”

Shenhe stops. She glances over her shoulder and arches a brow, skeptical. “You want me to keep her away from danger?”

“Ah, no,” Ningguang scoffs. “That would be futile. Danger is precisely what she seeks, so… if you find her, I only ask that you stay by her side.”

 An unusual request. More often, people would ask her to rescue others. To keep them away from danger. To protect.

But Shenhe understands.

Yelan is a lone wolf. She prefers to work alone (or so she claims), but the unspoken melancholy is not lost on Shenhe. It takes one to know one.

But Ningguang’s words, Yanfei’s words, what they ask of her…


   Is to be by your side. 


A simple request. Shenhe wonders,  Do you know that they care about you this much? Do you know that you are not as lonely as you think? 

 


 

There is something both foreign and familiar about the Chasm.

Perhaps it is the dark. The darkness all-consuming. Perhaps it is the cold, stale air with an icky bitterness that coats her tongue after she inhales.

Exhale. The bitterness lingers.  It’s not from this world,  Shenhe muses.

As she treads carefully down the steep, rocky ridges lining the Chasm’s damp walls, her shoulders tense, and she feels the ropes tighten around her, like twin snakes coiling around her body.

There is something familiar about the Chasm, about the darkness bleeding from every crevice over her head where there should be light, about the foul energy surging through the otherwise still air. It licks against the walls, slinks away into the corner of her eye, yet it pulls at her. It draws her in. Draws her where?

She feels her mouth dry. Her heart twists. The ropes do not quell the anxiety; it feels like they only constrict her more.

Sometimes, she wishes she was just afraid of the dark. If only it were that simple.

When Cloud Retainer carried her out of that cave many years ago, Shenhe never set foot inside another one again.


   Center your breathing. Do not fight it. Let the ropes take control. Breathe, Shenhe. Breathe. 


Exhale. The bitterness trickles down the walls of her throat. Thicker than blood. Sharper than poison.

Shenhe wants to  kill something.

She tightens the grip on her polearm, quivering with violence at her fingertips. Its blade is covered in rime and dripping with dark, viscous matter that smells worse than the air tastes. The monsters she had encountered as she ventured deeper down were no match for her curse, bridled by blessing and frozen in ice.

What more if she were undone? What more if she takes off the ropes, and the ancient evil that has clung to her for this long comes alive? What more if—

A loud, gurgling screech breaks the dead silence as Shenhe thrusts her polearm straight into the cavern’s wall.

“I don’t think so,” she snarls.

Caught with her blade twisted into its heart, an Abyss mage flails and wheezes as its form crumbles into dark, ember-like matter. Ice spreads all over the rock. Shenhe struck and broke through its shield the moment it appeared out of thin air.

The ley lines flow rather erratically within the Chasm, she notes. There is so much noise in its hollowness. So much disorder, which can explain the monsters. But it is unlike the ley line interferences she normally encounters on the surface.

The disorder feels… confined within. Stuck in an endless loop and knotted too tight.


   What could Yelan be doing in a place like this? 


Shenhe follows the flow of water, and yearns instead for the sound of rain.

The shallow streams lead her deeper into narrow, winding tunnels. The twisted ley lines, the tight spaces, the clinging bitterness, the red ropes. They tangle and coil around her, pulled taut enough to suffocate. The further she goes, the stronger the foul energy simmers. And just as her vision dulls in the absence of light, just as she thinks the darkness will swallow her whole, the air clears, and she gasps.

The bitterness lingers.

But there is light.

She walks right into a vast and hollow cavern; it is not like the others she passed through on her way here. Rugged pillars of rock jut out from every corner like thorns.

The strange floating source of light can only hold her attention for so long.

Because the waters cascade and pool around the center, and Yelan is standing right below the strange pillar of light, unmoving.

She is staring at the ground. There is nothing there.

Shenhe opens her mouth, but the ropes hold her back. They glue her feet in place and cut off her voice. They don’t stop her heart from fluttering a little bit, though. Just a little bit, at the sight of her.

Yelan seems to be in a trance of her own, so as soon as Shenhe shakes out of hers, she makes her way down soundlessly, sliding down the steep, curiously smooth surface of rock.

One, two, three steps closer, silent and slow. Shenhe reaches for her hand—one, two, three steps more—

A cool sensation slithers around her neck and tugs, faster than she can think and hard enough to bring her face-to-face with wild, beautiful aquamarine eyes.

The thin blue cord tightens around Shenhe’s neck with enough pressure to hurt. 

“Heartstrings?” But it is Yelan who stares at her, breathless. She glances down at their clasped hands, then back at her face, wide-eyed.

Despite herself, the corner of Shenhe’s mouth tugs upward.

“How did you find me?” The blue cord falls from Shenhe’s neck. “And how did you get here? This is a danger zone.”

“Yes, this is a dangerous place,” says Shenhe. “But it should be safe to pass through the tunnels now. I’ve disposed of the monsters.”

Yelan stares at her. “Of course you have.”

And she stares at her still, in a way that makes Shenhe’s heart twist and tug.

“Did you… come all the way down here looking for me?”


   Why else would I be here? 


Yelan’s eyes flit over her face, searching. Her free hand tips Shenhe’s chin with one finger. Her lips curl.

“Has anyone ever told you that your eyes are like moonstones in the dark, and your red ropes are like heartstrings?”

And this is simply  not  the time. Shenhe pushes her hand away.

“Yelan, nobody knows where you went. Not even Ningguang. What are you doing here?”

“Come on, now. I’m just happy to see you—”

“Ningguang said she hasn’t given you any assignment.”

“Well, she’s not the boss of m—”

“You left your assistants waiting on your orders, but they don’t even know where you are.”

It wasn’t Shenhe’s intention to invoke guilt; she was simply stating facts. And she still wasn’t that good at reading human emotion at point-blank.

“I…”

But her words strike true, somewhere, she thinks. Yelan sombers, taking a step back.

“I make routine patrols here in the Chasm,” she says, clearing her throat. “They should know that by now. But I’m investigating reports of spatial rifts appearing in the area.” She motions to their surroundings. “Monsters appearing out of thin air, ambushing some miners. Luckily, there’ve been no casualties.  Yet . But if these spatial rifts keep coming, I’m afraid we might have to suspend all operations here… again.”

Shenhe glances around, then turns her gaze to the Chasm’s bed, which Yelan had been staring at. She steps closer to the edge, watching glimmering specks of light float upward.

The energy feels… tangled. And it’s pulling her in. The ropes hold her back.

“What about this? What’s down here?” she asks quietly.

Yelan moves to her side. “Answers. And more questions.”

Shenhe throws her a puzzled glance. Yelan only gives her a lukewarm smile that doesn’t reach her eyes.

“Come on. Let’s get out of here,” she says. “I know a place where we can rest for a bit before heading back to the surface. It’s a long way up from these depths.”

 


 

There is something about the Chasm that makes Yelan look more like the phantom she is.

“Better watch your step. You don’t wanna get your feet in the weird mud.”

Perhaps it is the dark. The darkness all-consuming. Or how the shadows warp and mingle underneath the false lights as Yelan leads them through tunnel after tunnel. On this sunless terrain, the false lights conceal her, and the shadows reveal every sharp curve and edge and glint.

She looks like she belonged here. She blooms in the dark.

“Are we close?”

“Almost.”

Shenhe glances around, squinting. “How can you tell? It’s too dark here.”

“Eh, I know this place like the back of my—”

Shenhe grabs her hand just as she feels the rock crack beneath their feet, hoisting her up securely in her arms. She backpedals as thick slates of stone crumble and slip off each other, falling into a wide, seemingly bottomless pit.

“How far down does it go…” Shenhe grimaces. “It makes me feel nauseous.”

“Mm, not a bad view from where I’m looking, I’d say.”

Shenhe purses her lips in disbelief, huffing. But when she turns her head, they lock eyes. Yelan’s face is just a breath away from hers.

“Ugh.” Huffing again, Shenhe rolls her eyes and walks around the gap. Yelan throws her head back and laughs, the sound of her voice echoing along the walls.

She loops her arms around Shenhe’s neck, all cheeky and snug in the other woman’s strong arms.

“I could get used to this.”

“And if I toss you off this ridge right now?”

“You wouldn’t.”

“I  could .”

“Aw, you wouldn’t. You’d miss me too much.”

Shenhe stops. She tears her gaze away from the ground she is carefully treading on to meet Yelan’s eyes. Wordlessly, she leans in to brush her lips against Yelan’s cheek.

“I’m just glad you’re alright.”

And it’s that, of all things, that silences Yelan. She blinks a few times, then turns to stare at her.

 Maybe I should do that more often if I want her to stop talking, Shenhe muses.

“Huh. Any chance I could get more of that in the future?”

“More of what?”

Yelan taps her own cheek with a finger.

“No.”

“Aw… what a shame.” Yelan idly traces a finger along Shenhe’s jaw, down the slope of her neck. Had she not been mindful of the steep ridge they were still walking on, Shenhe was certain she would’ve put her down and pinned her to the wall.

“Which way?” she asks instead.

Yelan extends an arm to point without looking, her face buried in the crook of Shenhe’s neck. “That way, then just follow the path up.”

Cool light welcomes her vision as the path leads them to yet another cavern.

Except grass crunches softly beneath her feet, and there are mushrooms growing along the corners of the pathway. She continues up the winding path, as per Yelan’s instruction—who still is in her arms until they reach their destination.

The first thing she sees is light. And then water. And then patches of green.

“Here we are.”

Yelan dangles her legs, pulling herself down from Shenhe’s hold.

“When I don’t make it back to camp in time, I just take my naps here,” she says.

This cavern looks nothing like all the other areas in the Chasm. The light streaming from above mimics sunlight on a cool afternoon, the water is surprisingly clear, and the large patch of grass at the center is dotted with strange, glowing flora. No other flowers or herbs growing in Liyue’s mountains look anything like these.

“Is this where you’ve been staying this whole time?”

“I come here often, yeah. It’s secluded, the water’s clean, and it’s quiet. Perfect for naps.” Yelan steps out of her boots, and shucks her jacket. She dusts her arms, flicking away thin layers of the dark, mud-like matter that have clung to her body.

Shenhe peers at her own arms, and only now notices dark smudges under the light.

“Better wash those clean,” Yelan says. “Vision holders aren’t too affected by it, but it’s still toxic matter.” She’s fiddling with the zipper on her lower back, bending to the side with a bit of difficulty.

Instinctively, Shenhe approaches her and places a hand just below her nape, right at the beaded clasp tying up the rest of Yelan’s bodice. Yelan stills. Her hands fall to her sides, welcoming the unspoken offer. A tug here, a flick there, and the rest of her garb comes undone, but Shenhe lingers on the zipper stuck at the base of her spine. There are silvery scars criss-crossed along the plane of Yelan’s back. Shenhe has seen them before, has traced them with her fingers. Every scar has its story. Some are grim, some are fascinating, and she knows every one of them by now. She sweeps her thumb over smudges of dark, viscous matter, wiping them off Yelan’s skin. And before she can register what she is doing next, she leans down to press her mouth on Yelan’s nape, then finally unzips the rest of her garb, letting it all slip off.

Yelan inclines her head, tilting her chin up, eyes fluttering closed at the sensation.

“Do you need help with the ropes?” she whispers.

Shenhe hums in agreement.

So Yelan turns and loops her arms around Shenhe’s waist, grasping for the knots and pulling them loose; slow, deliberately slow, and careful. Shenhe takes a deep breath, anticipating the brief, terrifying release when the ropes slink off her body, now clutched in Yelan’s hands.

She shucks out of her garments with little effort, nudging them away with one foot when they fall to the ground. Yelan then ties the ropes back the same way they once were, winding them around, over and under, front and back. And it is this strange reverence, this delicateness, that makes Shenhe’s heart swell in silence, unbound. Until the ropes are back in place, tight and snug against her bare skin.

Warmth blooms, still.

“Have you ever gone a day without these?” Yelan muses aloud, tracing the back of her fingers along the rope.

“Never.”

Aquamarine eyes flick up. “Never?”

Shenhe shakes her head. She partly anticipates a tease, a smirk, a bat of her eyelashes—maybe another joke about being tied up for good measure. But Yelan’s eyes soften instead, and a hand reaches up to cup her cheek.

“I’ll never ask you to take them off if it makes you anxious. But you don’t have to hold back with me, you know…”

Shenhe’s heart twists against her will. “If I take them off, you’d need to stay away from me. It was risky enough letting you untie them, even for just a minute.”

“That’s never stopped me.” Yelan shrugs. “I don’t care.”

Shenhe stares at her.

“You would stay by my side even when I am unbound?”

“Yeah.”

Then, softly: “But that’s foolish.”

“Then I’m one damn hell of a fool.”

She says that with a shrug and a smile that she probably thought would come off as charming, but Shenhe has been paying attention to her eyes. A look too soft for eyes so sharp. Yelan turns and dips her feet into the water, one after the other, slowly sinking into the pool. Her pale reflection warps and quivers with false light on the water’s surface. Shenhe shivers.

“Come on in.” Yelan beckons, already neck-deep in the water.

Wordlessly, Shenhe sinks feet-first into the water, feeling the coolness caress her tired skin. In the brief seconds her head plunges underwater, her heartbeat feels louder, sounds softer.

And when her head resurfaces, she captures Yelan’s lips in hers.

Yelan makes a little noise of surprise, but melts into the touch just as quickly. Eagerly. Shenhe’s fingers curl through her hair as she pulls her close. Yelan reciprocates the fervor, open-mouthed, whimpering, bending to Shenhe’s touch. She moans right before Shenhe breaks the kiss, a wet string of drool between swollen, half-parted lips. Yelan stares at her, smitten, pupils blown beneath heavy lashes. She leans forward to kiss Shenhe again, and again, then again, and again, with each brush of lips more heated than the next, yet still gentle enough to break apart over and over and over.

It isn’t enough. Shenhe wants  more .

Her hips press against Yelan’s, one leg hooked around her waist, one hand wrapped around her neck; there is no more room for diffidence, not like this. Not when red ropes fasten and coil, not when Yelan gasps as the hand on her neck tightens its grip, with just the right pressure Shenhe knows she likes.

And then another hand supporting the back of her head, fingers fisting into damp, dark hair. She holds her, so close that their foreheads touch and their noses brush.

“Oh, the things you do to me,” Yelan mumbles, out of breath. But Shenhe hasn’t done anything yet. A tiny burst of pride swells in her chest, quickly overridden by a rush of heat pooling beneath her stomach.

Yelan’s hands sweep up and down her back, with one snaking up to rest at Shenhe’s nape. But Shenhe takes it and guides it down between her legs.

Yelan blinks. Uncertainty and desire flicker across her eyes for a split-second. A question, even though she knows Shenhe is anything but unintentional with her actions.

Shenhe’s eyes crinkle at the edges, crescent-shaped moonstones that might one day break Yelan’s heart and stitch it up with red ropes forever. Her hand presses Yelan’s into the space between her legs. Then she leans in to lick at Yelan’s cheek and nose, causing the other woman’s face to scrunch up with a giggle.

“Someone’s a little frisky today.” Yelan’s hand slowly rubs against her, teasing her lips lightly. “Sure you can take it?”

Shenhe’s eyes darken. “Anything you can give, I will take. And don’t stop until I say your name.”

They have done this enough times before to know that Shenhe doesn’t reach her crest as quickly as most do. A challenge. Because Shenhe knows Yelan is competitive.

And committed.

“For you, heartstrings,” a finger slides along her lips, slow and electrifying, making Shenhe’s hips jerk, “how can I refuse?”

Shenhe prefers it rough. And Yelan was eager to deliver. She starts in slow, small circles, building up pressure and speed. Shenhe shudders against her, mouth parted in short pants. Yelan’s lips brush and suck along her neck, searing against the cool of the water.

She hadn’t understood what indulgence meant until now.

So as she rests her chin on Yelan’s shoulder, she dips her face and bites. Tender and hard. The cry that follows is music to her ears, another coal to the burning hearth.

How much of desire is restrained by these ropes? How much of it bleeds through?

Yelan picks up the pace. Her body trembles. The ropes loosen. Every huff of breath turns labored, ragged. Yelan doesn’t stop. Her fingers sink in and out, in and out… 

Shenhe rasps.  Yelan. Yelan. Yelan. 

Her hips buck and break the rhythm, every ripple of movement feverish and uneven. Yelan doesn’t stop.  Yelan, Yelan…  

Shenhe whimpers softly, and cranes her neck up. A low hum rumbles from Yelan’s chest as she nuzzles into her neck, then.


   Yelan, Yelan, Yelan… 


Yelan doesn’t stop. Two curled fingers continue to caress her hot, swollen core with a slower pace, rubbing her in circles, taking her to the edge.

 Yelan.  Her chest heaves. Her nails dig into Yelan’s skin as she holds onto her tighter than the ropes hold her own body.  Yelan! 

She can partly hear Yelan breathe out the words  you’re doing so good, heartstrings  but doesn’t bother to respond with words. Instead, she turns her head to smother Yelan’s lips in a sloppy, desperate attempt to subdue the sound of her own breathy moans that have been echoing through the cavern. Every steady movement sends ripples across the surface of the water, and every thrust sends delicate bolts of pleasure into her core, white-hot, fleeting.

With a broken, depraved cry, she stiffens against her with a shudder, clenching around her one more time—skin to skin, water and sweat and sweetness trickling down. When she utters her name, it comes out loud and undulated, free and unrestrained. And when she utters it a second time, it comes out softly, in a rasp; a small, broken whisper.

“Yelan.”

Yelan takes her through her crest with slower strokes, suckling her lower lip and kissing whichever part of Shenhe’s face comes closest to her mouth. Shenhe’s ragged breaths echo across the cavern, and the heart racing wildly against her own pulses in her ears. She goes limp against the other woman’s body, feeling momentarily weightless and numb between her legs.

When she pulls back to look at Yelan, there’s a positively smitten and self-satisfied grin plastered on her face. With flushed cheeks and devastating bedroom eyes, to boot. She holds up her two fingers, now covered in slick, and drags her tongue up and around them, deliberately,  painfully slow, obviously trying to get another rise out of Shenhe, who, on the other hand, is just waiting for her to finish making a show of sucking her own fingers. Impatient, Shenhe grabs her wrist to move her hand away, pulls her close, and kisses her hard.

Yelan moans contentedly, deepening the kiss, getting so caught up in it that Shenhe pulls her back to the edge, flips her, and pushes her up against the damp slope of stone.

“Oh,” Yelan breathes, backing up with her elbows until her back slides against soft grass. “Tired yet?”

“Hardly.”

“You sure? You look a little worn— oh—! ”

Shenhe pins Yelan’s hands above her head, hazy opal eyes raking down her bare figure, slowly drinking her in. Yelan doesn’t even try to suppress the excitement that shivers across her body.

And she must’ve stared for a little too long, stuck in her own smitten daze, because at some point Yelan’s chest rises and falls a little faster, her legs rise and wrap around her waist, and, softly, she pleads:

“Shenhe.”

Lightheaded, Shenhe finally leans down and kisses her. Kisses her chin, her neck, her chest; lips and teeth and tongue, lower, and lower, and lower…

 


  ace of spades


 

Her grandfather never mentioned this part.

How come no one ever mentions this part?

Her assistants once commented on how their boss tends to be in a better mood, and becomes much more amenable to extending their paid leaves when Shenhe is around. Uncle Tian says she smiles more—not that she rarely smiles, but that when she does, she looks different. She looks…

Happy. As if spending time with Shenhe has somehow warded off the loneliness Yelan didn’t notice was there.

And then Ningguang would always give her that smug, knowing look whenever she reports back to the Jade Chamber.

“Shut up.”

“Did I say something?”

“You were thinking it. Your thoughts are  very loud. Could you keep it down?”

“Since when did you become a mind reader?”

“I know you, Ningguang.”

“And I know  you .” The Tianquan leans forward, fingers steepled beneath her chin. “So why hide it?”

Yelan examines her nails, nonchalant. “Hm? Hide what?”

Ningguang rolls her eyes and begins to pour them each a cup of osmanthus wine. Yelan takes a swig, the warm, peachy flavor pleasant on her tongue, but not strong enough for her liking.

“At the very least,” Ningguang says, “she’s an upgrade from everyone else you’ve dated in the past.”

Yelan chokes on her wine.

“That is  low .”

“You have poor taste in women. The bar is already low, I’m afraid,” Ningguang states flatly, taking small sips from her own cup. “Though it seems you haven’t grown out of your attraction for emotionally unavailable women, I’d say Miss Shenhe surpasses them all by leagues.”

Yelan furrows her brow, then scoffs. “She’s not…” The words leave her mouth before she can filter them. “Shenhe isn’t like that. She’s authentic, and kind, and intelligent… and  awfully noble, it’s kinda cute. I mean, yeah, I know what her red ropes do to her, I sense their power; it’s the work of the adepti…” A pause. “But that doesn’t make her less human. As a matter of fact, I’d even say she’s way more human than most other people.”

When she turns, she’s met with a pair of sparkling scarlet eyes and a poorly held-back grin. Ningguang reclines into her chair with a small, cheeky smile, her eyes crinkling at the edges.

“Right…” Yelan drawls, eyes narrowed at her. “ Anyway , lovely chat. But if there’s nothing else, I gotta crash. See ya Monday.” She abruptly checks out of the conversation by feigning a yawn, then turns on her heel to leave.

Ningguang chuckles. “Whatever you say. But just so you know, you have my blessing.”

Yelan halts just by the stairs, then throws her head back with a wheeze. She glances over her shoulder. “Not that I need your blessing, but I guess it’s not everyday you get the Tianquan’s blessing, so… thanks, I guess.” She throws a lazy two-finger salute and climbs up the stairs before Ningguang can make another riposte.

 


 

 Love is like danger  , she supposes, partly in jest, partly in panic.  There are no warning signs the moment you fall in. 

If there’s one thing the people in Yelan’s life should come to terms with, it’s that they will never be able to get a hold of her for so long.

Not even the Tianquan, for all her power and influence, can fully rein her in.

Loyalty is what binds Yelan to anyone she calls ‘friend.’ That thin, elusive string that tethers her still to whoever she comes close enough to love.

It’s difficult work to love a ghost.


   Would you have joined them if it meant finding the answers you’ve been looking for? 


She has been mulling over this question for much longer than she should. How far is she willing to go to take what she wants? How much is she willing to endure to uncover the truth? Would she really betray the Qixing, the Tianquan, or her own kin—if it all came down to it?

Anyone who knows Yelan knows very well what she’s willing to risk, but if they were to talk about limits… even Yelan isn’t certain if her own limits exist.

She wasn’t raised to play it safe.

At the core of her heart, where both dreams and fears mingle, she knows the deep urge that flows in her veins—that ominous calling, that siren song—can never be put to sleep until it finds the truth it seeks. It can never be sated.

So perhaps she might risk it all. Perhaps she can and will betray the Tianquan one day. Perhaps she can and will betray her own clan, if she is dealt such cards.

But this ghost is tethered. Bound by formless, invisible things like love and loyalty and honor, a few little virtues among her many vices.

Once, after a mission, she looked in the mirror, half of her hair matted in blood that wasn’t hers, clutching some priceless, arcane artifact in one hand, and a crumpled, bloodstained parchment in the other. She would trade the artifact in exchange for someone’s silence, to protect the image of the Tianquan, to preserve her credibility. And in so doing, she also preserves what battered honor there was left in her clan—to stand side-by-side with Liyue’s guardians, be they mortal or adepti.

Because the Qixing were not perfect—gods aren’t perfect; what more can mortals expect from themselves?

Yelan looked in the mirror—the thrill of the hunt still dancing in her eyes, the rush of adrenaline still tingling beneath her skin—and she told herself she was not a good person. She cared, but that did not make her  good .

It only made her someone with something to hold onto, and something to pursue. She is neither proud nor ashamed of it; it’s just who she is.

So when Shenhe asked her that question that day, truthfully, Yelan could not find the words. The last time Yelan pursued the truth, she lost more than she gained.

Whether these consequences have stopped her from continuing on this dark path remains to be seen.

But one way or another, she pays the price, and she pays it the way she likes to:

Blood in the water. Knife to her neck. Her arrow to their backs.

“Lady Yelan, you can’t be serious.”

“I’ll be fine. I can buy you more time.”

“You can’t head down there alone—”

“Leave the machineries behind. Top priority is evacuating the area and reporting this to the Ministry  immediately .”

“But—”

Like a phantom under the veil of rainshower, she disappears into a dark tunnel in wisps of deep blue light.

 


 

There is something both foreign and familiar about the Chasm.

Perhaps it is the dark. The darkness all-consuming. Perhaps it is the cold, stale air with an icky bitterness that coats her tongue after she inhales.

Exhale. The bitterness lingers. It bleeds and spreads and smothers over.

There is static in the air. All that tangled energy, ready to burst.

Yelan draws her bow, unable to suppress the smile that pulls on her lips.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are…”

Her right heel sinks into viscous matter before her eyes can adjust to see the dull, purplish glow that pulses in the distance.

Her head spins. Instinct compels her to step away. Nature urges her to put her left foot in.

For the fun of it, as the sickening bitterness trickles down her throat.

Then, finally, a flicker of light splitting apart in her periphery. Then another, up ahead, stretching time and space apart to reveal a bottomless void.

She fires two arrows, one to her left, one to her front. The ghastly, skeletal creatures collapse and disintegrate as more of them emerge from the rifts. Their howls echo along the walls.

She fires more arrows, then sprints straight into four of them in her Hydro-induced state, stringing them together before releasing the lifeline. They tumble and fall, writhing, growling, snapping their teeth.

Another claws at her from behind, and she ducks and shoots an arrow straight into its ribcage.

She clicks her tongue. “Bad dog.”

A low howl from behind doesn’t warn her soon enough before claws gash her side the moment she turns. She trips to the side, grunting. The rifthound pounces on her, but she shoves the tip of her bow into the crevice in its neck, kicking its body off her.

The thing about being in life-and-death situations is that the adrenaline makes the body feel less of what’s happening to it, because the mind zeroes in on one thing:


   Survive. 


For Yelan, the thrill (unfortunately) dulls the sensation of pain in favor of relishing the dangerous circumstances she’s in.

But that’s why the Chasm is her favorite place. Her guilty pleasure. Because the bitterness lingers. The pain persists.

Her head spins. The bitterness clogging her throat trickles all the way down to the gash, prickly and sharp. She winces.

“Yep. Should’ve stressed first.” She pushes herself up and begins firing once more, ducking and dodging, weaving her lifeline through and between until they all crumble one by one.

The pain writhes beneath her skin in small, muted spasms that make her chest ache, like a drug. Keeping her alive and wild-eyed. Her vision blurs. Her chest heaves. Dark matter clings to her heels, up to her shins. The bitterness seeps into each scratch. Blood slowly blooms in her side, red on blue.

“Come now, that can’t be  all of you.”

A larger rifthound emerges from the last remaining rift, tailed by three scrawnier pups.

She smirks. “ That’s  more like it.”

The back of her head throbs. Her footing wavers.

The larger rifthound charges toward her. She could’ve easily slipped under and shot an arrow straight through it. She doesn’t.

It overpowers her, tackling her to the ground. The rifthounds hover and claw at her.

All this to brush elbows with death, to tug on that string of life and see if it quivers. To see just how far she can go before it snaps.

With a grunt, she fires an arrow straight into its gaping mouth, Hydro exploding and rippling through its bony shell, splitting it apart. The surge of elemental energy whips against the smaller pups, causing them to retreat.

The larger one lets out a strained, almost ear-splitting howl as its body gets suctioned back into another rift in the air, disappearing completely.

Yelan stands, one hand clutching her bow, the other clutching her bleeding side. Her eyes are alight and gleaming with exhilaration. The remaining wolves growl at her, visibly agitated.

“Come on,” she spits. “There’s only so much Corrosion that could kill a bitch.”

They pounce on her, taking the bait as she strings them together with her lifeline in one smooth motion, lightning-quick and phantom-like. The ensuing Hydro explosion fractures their shells, splinters and bone dropping to the ground and disintegrating into ember-like matter.

Blood and Hydro trickle down her temple. Her breath staggers, and her knees fold in.

Only the sound of her heart thundering wildly rings in her ears, filling the sudden silence.

Until—

A spark of light splits the darkness in her periphery, blinding her for a moment. The next thing her senses pick up is a strange, unnatural, prickly feeling: a knee-jerk reaction, and a sinking feeling in her stomach that follows.


   “Bow before the Abyss.” 


And then that voice… The sound of torrents, of tidal waves, hisses in her ears, drowning out what the voice says next.

She can’t tear her gaze away as she stares up, frozen and wide-eyed, at her new adversary.

Her heart drops.

The last time she had laid eyes on an Abyss Herald, a comrade fought him off so that she could escape.

So that she could  live .

And she recognizes this voice, this tremor, and the sound of wild and wicked torrents.

Rage and fear ripple through the sheen of her eyes, now glassy. But she can’t move a muscle.

He could finish her right there.

Her first instinct is to shoot a Hydro-induced arrow straight at the space between his helm; it is useless. Unfazed, he stalks forward.

“Foolish mortal scum…” he snarls. “You couldn’t break me.”

Yelan blinks, taking a quick glance up ahead. Her shoulders loosen. “Maybe I can’t. But  she  might.” She motions behind him.

The pointed end of a polearm covered in rime suddenly sticks out from the glowing space on his chest, causing him to tense up with a grunt. The ice spreads over his chest with a dainty crackle, before the polearm is pulled back swiftly, and he topples to the ground.

Beneath the false light of the Chasm, amid the darkness, the blood, the ice, Shenhe has never looked more beautiful.  Devastatingly beautiful.

She retracts her polearm with a deft flip and kneels down, meeting Yelan at eye level. There are scratches over her arms, and her snow-white hair is disheveled.

Yelan grins. “You look terrible.”

“So do you.”

“Eh, I’ve had worse.”

“Yelan. You’re bleeding. We need to get you out of here.”

Shenhe glances at the motionless Abyss Herald at her side and frowns. She pokes the butt end of her polearm at his helm twice.

“It’s not dead yet,” she mutters, glowering. “Come on.”

Shenhe’s arms loop around her waist and legs, lifting her up with ease. Yelan clutches her shoulders tightly as Shenhe takes a swift, single leap up to higher ground, just a safe distance away from the carnage of Abyss creatures below. Shenhe lowers her onto a smoother surface of rock, several feet away from the edge.

“You don’t look so good,” she says, brow knitted.

“How did you find me?”

“That doesn’t matter. Here.” Shenhe rips off a piece of cloth from her sleeve and haphazardly wraps it over the gash on Yelan’s side. “The bleeding must stop.”

Yelan groans, but waves her off. “I’m fine. How did you—”

“What were you thinking?” Shenhe hisses, her voice low and laced with a rare exasperation. “Charging in here alone?”

“I had it under control—”

Fiery opalescent eyes flash. The crease on her brow has deepened. Yelan swallows, despite herself.

Shenhe peers over her shoulder and huffs at the distant sound of rippling waves, followed by an enraged screech echoing along the cavern walls.

“We need to take him out,” Yelan rasps, trying to stand up.

Shenhe’s gaze sharpens. “ I  will take care of that. Stay here.”

“Like hell, heartstrings. I’m not leaving y—”

Shenhe grabs her face and kisses her.

“Stay here.”

And just like that, she’s bounding down the steep, rocky slope into the screeching depths, a chilly trail of sparkling snow dust swirling in her wake. 

Yelan’s head spins. She feels woozy. Her lips tingle. Her vision blurs.

It is only when pale light flashes from the depths in brief intervals that her vision clears, and the first thing she sees is red.


   Red. 


A pair of red ropes lay on the ground before her, uncoiled.

Her heart sinks.

“Shenhe,” she breathes. “No. No…”

Light flashes once more from below as sparkling wisps of Cryo twist through the air. The bellows of an enraged and wounded Abyss Herald do not cease.

Panicked, Yelan grunts, struggling to get up. One hand reaches for the ropes, the other clutching her bleeding side.

“Not you… Not you, you  idiot …” She hisses. “Shenhe!”

All-too familiar cries ring in the back of her mind, an ocean of stars and an endless void taking over her field of vision, figments of memory flooding in.

Her eyes burn. The lump in her throat rises.


   Not you. 


“Shenhe!” she calls out, but Shenhe doesn’t hear her.

Shenhe, unbound and unbridled, only sees  red . With a furious cry, she charges straight at the Abyss Herald, leaps up, and hurls her polearm down. It pierces his chest and hits the ground with a large, blinding burst of snow and ice.

Yelan feels the tremors in the ground beneath her, and she squeezes her eyes shut. The cavern goes quiet. When the dust settles, she sees an entire crater carved into the lower walls, all covered in gleaming ice. Shenhe stands atop it all, pulling her polearm out of the debris. Yelan squints. Perhaps it is the blood loss, or the poor light in the cavern, but the woman below seems to be glowing with an otherworldly aura—the kind that Yelan can only describe to be adeptus-like.

Shenhe turns around, slowly, then gazes up. They lock eyes. Opalescent moonstones, shimmering with light. She bounds over the rocks and makes her way higher up until she lands right beside her. Yelan feels a cool, gentle gust of wind at the impact. She forgets about the red ropes still clutched in her hand until cold fingers brush against her palm, taking them from her. Wordlessly, Shenhe puts them on again: over and under, front and back.

“Shenhe…”

And just like that, she is bound once more in red. Devastation, bridled.

Yelan’s head spins again, and her eyes flutter closed. The last thing she senses before passing out is the brush of cold skin against her cheek.

 


 

“Take a deep breath, Miss. This could sting a little.”

“Oh, it’d better. Why else would—  mmhngh —”

“Hold still… There we go.”

“You sure you don’t need any anesthetic, Miss?”

Yelan lifts a hand and waves weakly. Shenhe frowns at that.

They’ve bandaged all her wounds. No broken bones, and no damaged organs, thankfully. Still, Shenhe hovers over the nurses’ shoulders wordlessly, anxiously, watching them do their work. Her face doesn’t betray much, but her body language does.

A cruel, irrational thought troubles her, a little voice that whispers, mournful.


   My fault. This is my fault. She is hurt because of me. 


“Will she be alright?” she asks.

“Nothing a month’s worth of paid leave won’t fix,” comes a velvety, inflected voice from behind.

Shenhe turns, and finds a tall, lean man with green hair approaching them. The pale snake coiled around his neck and shoulders immediately catches her eye.

“Ah, Baizhu,” says Yelan, “Why do we keep meeting like this?”

“You tell me. So, what was it this time, hm?” he asks coolly, picking up a bottle of herbal medicine. “Pirates? Fatui?”

Yelan’s eyes briefly lock with Shenhe’s, before she says: “Rifthounds.”

Baizhu’s piercing, snake-like gaze turns to Yelan with what Shenhe can only identify as intrigue. “Oh? Pray tell.”

“I don’t know what the Abyss is up to in the Chasm, but I’m getting to the bottom of it. I need to go back. I need—”

“You’re not going back,” Shenhe tells her, staring her down.  It’s my fault you’re hurt. 

Yelan returns the steely gaze.

“That spatial rift came out of nowhere. And they’re getting more frequent. I’ll have to investigate—”

“No. You’re not investigating anything until you’ve completely recovered.”

“Heartstrings, there’s no time to—”

“Don’t ‘heartstrings’ me. You’re injured, and you should rest.”

Yelan opens her mouth, then closes it, as if she is about to call her ‘heartstrings’ again. She rolls her eyes and scoffs. “I’m  fine . Look at me, I’m all patched up and ready to go.”

“You are  not ready to go.”

“Shenhe. Now’s really not the time to be stubborn—”

“ You’re  being stubborn—”

“Actually…” Baizhu drawls, cutting them both off. He points at Shenhe. “… She’s right. It’s imperative that you take a few weeks off work for a speedy and effective recovery.  Really , Yelan, darling, you can’t engage in any more physically strenuous field work for the time being.”

Shenhe’s hard look doesn’t diminish as she crosses her arms and nods curtly, but she is secretly thankful that the green-haired doctor is on her side.

Yelan, apparently, isn’t used to getting one-upped, and  not getting what she wants. She exhales slowly through her nose, actively suppressing a sneer. She shrugs.

“Oh, whatever. Doctor’s orders.”

 


 

“You didn’t have to carry me all the way here.”

“I thought you liked being carried like this.”

“Not when you’re mad at me.”

Much of her pigheadedness from earlier has vanished, perhaps from exhaustion, Shenhe thinks. Now, Yelan’s arms are loosely draped around her shoulders as Shenhe walks up a few more steps toward a quaint, two-story wooden cabin. Shenhe has never set foot in this part of Liyue before. The distant chirping of crickets and birds. The rush of water cascading down steep cliffs. The cool, chilly wind that doesn’t so much bite as it does refresh. Qingce Village is a far cry from the vibrant, bustling chaos of Liyue Harbor.

Shenhe enters the cabin to find a sparsely furnished, dimly lit little foyer with only a desk and two chairs. She frowns.

“Where can I put you down?”

“Upstairs,” Yelan murmurs, nuzzling further into the crook of her neck.

It is half past midnight, and it’s been a long day. Shenhe practically princess-carried Yelan out of the harbor, all the way up north to Qingce Village, where Yelan said she lives. She never thought someone like Yelan would make a home for herself somewhere so remote and so… quiet.

When they reach the second floor, Shenhe gingerly lowers her down onto a four-poster bed at one end of the room. She takes a few steps back, standing awkwardly, opal eyes sweeping across the contents of the room, flitting from one item to the next: scrolls, artifacts, paintings, fans, cards, folding screens. A large cabinet on one end, a set of table and chairs on the other. Shenhe always thought Yelan simply lived in Yanshang Teahouse, for some reason. But seeing her here, seeing each little piece fitting nicely into every little nook, in a quiet little hideaway tucked away into the highest slopes of northernmost Liyue… Shenhe finds it ironic, and a little charming, to see a daredevil with a death wish like Yelan coming home to a place like this.

“You can sit down, you know.” Yelan’s voice reels her out of her thoughts. Her attention returns to the woman in bed, who pats the space by her side, beckoning Shenhe over.

Her heart twists. A lump rises in her throat.

Solitary star. Disastrous evil. Bind, control, forsake.  Flee .

 My fault. Shenhe shakes her head. “You need to rest.”

“What about you?”

“You need to stay away from me.”

Yelan blinks. “What?”

“It’s my fault. For being around you too much. And now you’re—I—”

Shenhe’s voice wavers. The lump in her throat rises, something broken and burning threatening to spill. The ropes do not hold it back.  Why aren’t they holding it back? 

The open window behind Yelan is the only source of light, letting moonlight stream into the room, dimly illuminating half of things: half of the creases on the bed, half of the wooden surface of the walls, half of the bandages wrapped around Yelan’s side.

“I’m cursed. And you’re hurt because of it.”

Yelan stares at her, unblinking. Her face is obscured in shadow, the light behind her illuminating Shenhe’s features instead. Even here, the moon and the darkness cling to their favorites. 

“It’s just as my father said,” Shenhe says bitterly. “I am a cursed child. There is no undoing it. So maybe Master was wrong. Maybe I should never have returned to Liyue Harbor. I’ve been around you too much for longer than I’ve been with anyone and now—”

“But the ropes—”

“I’m only able to control it for so long because of endless training and meditation, all of which I owe my Master.” Shenhe strokes her finger against the rope tied around her shoulder. Her voice goes quiet. “But they can only hold back so much. The curse is never truly gone.” She softens. “And I don’t want to risk that. Not anymore. Not on you.”

Yelan is silent for a beat. Her tired, but intense gaze locks Shenhe in place, never breaking away contact. Shenhe waits for her to speak, but she doesn’t.

Until she tries—more like  struggles —to sit up. Shenhe is torn between helping her or keeping her distance. Carefully, Yelan props herself up, letting her legs dangle off the bedside, palms resting against the mattress on either side to support herself. Then, she raises her chin and meets Shenhe’s eyes once more with a hard-set jaw.

“Not to downplay the powers that be, or  fate  or  destiny  or whatever the gods use to keep us mortals in place…” she frowns when she says, “but a  ‘cursed child’ ?”

There’s a familiar sharp glint in her eyes, and when she speaks, it is through grit teeth. “First of all, that is a  fucked up  thing to say to your own daughter.”

Shenhe blinks.

“Cursed or not, you don’t deserve the treatment your father gave you all those years ago. Second—” her voice wavers, “your resilience… does not undermine the fact that you were neglected.” The glint in her eyes quivers. “That’s just  unfair. ”

Shenhe can’t swallow the lump in her throat, can’t let go of the breath she’s been holding. She can’t do anything, not when Yelan looks at her like that. Like she is on the verge of falling apart—the kind of look that would break Shenhe first.

“Third—” Yelan grunts as she tries to sit a little straighter. She cranes her neck up again, meeting Shenhe’s gaze. Laced in her voice is that same smallness, that quiet anguish, that Shenhe saw in her eyes back in the Chasm; it trembles. “I’m sorry. I was rash. I thought I could take them. But none of this is your fault. You hear me, heartstrings?”

Shenhe frowns softly, unconvinced.

So Yelan extends her arm. Palm up.

Shenhe stares at it, visibly conflicted.

But then she reaches for it, feeling the familiar scars and calluses of Yelan’s hand once more, and… ah. Right. Yes… these fingertips have bled, more than once.

Yelan tentatively pulls her down, prompting her to kneel. And once their faces are inches apart, Yelan’s hand comes up to stroke her cheek.

Shenhe stiffens.

“Let me tell you something. With or without you,” Yelan shakes her head, “it doesn’t matter. If being with you brings me,  what , bad luck? Danger?” She grins ruefully, shrugging. “It’s not as if I don’t put myself in danger on purpose anyway. Why do you think I do what I do? Heh… That’s not exactly comforting, but I’m telling the truth.” A pause. “You asked me if I’d ever join the Fatui if it meant getting the answers I want. I probably would. Maybe I’d turn on Ningguang, maybe my whole clan too.”

She turns her wrist and trails a finger along the jade bracelet she always wears. It pulses with a soft glow in response, though it no longer shines as brightly as when she’d worn its pair.

“I’ve disappointed them enough anyway.” Her voice softens. “You’re right. I’d do it, if it meant finding the truth. I’m many things, but a good person isn’t one of them.”

Shenhe stays quiet, unsure of what to say. Something delicate tugs at her chest, curling in on itself, a tenderness that borders between painful and warm. Her hands reach up to cup Yelan’s face, and glimmering aquamarine eyes flick up to meet hers, instantly entranced.

“I never said you were,” she says.

“You treat me like one. Why?” Yelan’s thumb brushes her cheek, slow and delicate. “You’re kind and selfless and protective and honest and—” She pauses. “You’re so much more than a cursed fate and red ropes.” Her expression sombers as she lets out a huff of breath. “Archons, no one deserves you, heartstrings.”

Shenhe tilts her head. “ You  don’t?”

Yelan shakes her head slowly, her smile small and tepid.

Shenhe swallows. “I don’t know what to say…”

“You don’t have to say anything.”

“What… do I do then?”

“Forgive me.”

“For what?”

“For, er, making you cry…?” Yelan supplies, uncharacteristically shy, her hand faltering a few inches away from Shenhe’s face, unsure.

Shenhe touches her own cheek and stiffens. Her fingertips sweep across her skin, already wet with tears. She makes a little jolt, blinking a few times, which only causes another tear to fall. It isn’t natural. Oftentimes, the red ropes were enough to impede strong emotions; they are fastened tight, keeping anything from bleeding through. The warm, delicate thing in her chest threatens to break, twisted and wound taut as if it will shatter should it release itself.

She stares at her damp fingertips with a soft ‘ oh .’ Her heart begins to race, the lump in her throat rises once more, and the tears brim and blur her vision.

Neither of them dare speak yet, as Shenhe continues to stare blankly at her fingertips.

“You just made me cry,” she murmurs breathlessly, finally meeting Yelan’s gaze. “No one’s ever done that before.”

Yelan grimaces, visibly guilty. “Oh, baby, I’m so—s—”

Shenhe leans in and wraps Yelan in an embrace, resting her chin on her shoulder, looping her arms loosely ‘round her waist, mindful of her injuries. Yelan blinks. Freezes, then slowly melts into the embrace.

 


  nine of hearts




Every so often, Shenhe would be instructed to bring out two pairs of chopsticks, two bowls, and an empty wine jar and set them on the round stone table just outside her Master’s abode. Once, she asked the adeptus:  Did you sign some sort of contract with Rex Lapis for this?  To which her master replied,  No, one did not. 

There were names engraved on each stone chair. She knew who they were, what they’d done, where fate had taken them.

She was quite convinced her master was under a contract of some nature that would obligate her to faithfully lay out empty bowls at an empty table every single day. It only made sense. What other reason would the adeptus have?

She knew the value of contracts, their binding power, their sanctity. In the land ruled by the Lord of Geo, there is nothing more sacred, nothing more powerful, than a contract: that which even bound Rex Lapis himself.

So when Yelan asks her—

“Have you ever made a contract with anyone, heartstrings?”

—Shenhe’s thoughts wander to the empty table at the center of Mount Aocang, remembering how, at some point, she had come to realize on her own that her master never made a contract that would explain the empty bowls. Cloud Retainer would instruct her to take them away and wash them clean in the evenings, only to take them out once more when morning came. Every day. Shenhe isn’t sure when this little routine came to be.

“I’ve never made one. Why do you ask?”

Yelan doesn’t answer her for a long beat, humming to herself as she stares out the open window. The dark sky is tinted with cold, faded blues, the final remnants of the night bleeding away; dawn has yet to break. Behind her, Shenhe wraps fresh new bandages around her waist.

In about a month and a half, some of her smaller injuries have healed, but recovery is far from over. When the news reached the Tianquan, she sent a private physician over to Qingce and granted Yelan paid leave until she fully recovered. Some areas of the Chasm were sealed off once more, restricting access to all unless given a special permit by the Ministry. It wasn’t long before a certain blonde outlander eventually arrived at the Harbor, and accepted a commission to investigate the Chasm.  Typical , was all Yelan said when one of her spies reported the news to her, though the relief was visible on her shoulders. Shenhe could share in that relief. Were she not looking after Yelan (and making sure she didn’t do anything stupid or borderline self-destructive), she would have come to the outlander’s aid. But it was enough knowing the situation was in good hands for the time being.

Yelan never had a particularly excellent physical constitution, so she was not to be sent on another intelligence mission until her doctor said otherwise—to which Yelan didn’t protest; she enjoyed napping and lazing around anyway.

And being coddled. By Shenhe.

“Do you wanna make one?”

“A… contract?”

Yelan looks over her shoulder. “No, a baby,” she deadpans.

Shenhe’s eyes widen.

“Yes, a  contract ,” Yelan huffs, rolling her eyes fondly. “With me.”

“With you…” Shenhe echoes. “What’s the contract for?”

Yelan shrugs. “Anything under the sun.”

“Such as?”

In Liyue, there is a saying that a contract signed is as good as a fate sealed. There are contracts that last a short time, up until given conditions are met, or until their objectives are fulfilled. Some contracts can last a lifetime, even beyond death. Some may last forever.

“I want you to think about it,” says Yelan. “It’s your very first contract, after all.”

What Yelan asks of her is something more sacred—something more binding than a pact, more delicate than a promise. Shenhe ties up the last of the bandages neatly, before her hands drift to the small of Yelan’s back, rubbing small circles with her thumb.

“Anything?”

“Anything.”

Yelan shifts her knees around on the bed so she faces her, expectant.

Shenhe’s mind goes blank. Neither of them are particularly articulate with feelings, but with Shenhe there is always an extra step to be taken, an extra nudge. But the painful tenderness has subsided. Yelan is alive, in front of her,  safe . Yelan wants to make a contract with her, and one doesn’t simply make a contract just because.

Shenhe already knows what she wants, and if it is to be written in a contract, then so shall it be.

She sucks in a breath, and lets the fragile, delicate thing from deep in her chest finally unfurl.

“Would you swear to find me if I call for you? No matter what, we must find each other. So if you call for me, I’ll—”

“You’ll find me.” Yelan whispers.

“I’ll find you.” It isn’t enough for Shenhe. “I’d follow you to the Abyss and back.”

Yelan titters weakly, and then her gaze drifts off somewhere else. “Huh. You know I once had a team who followed me to the Abyss.”

Shenhe cocks her head curiously.

The look on Yelan’s face is unreadable. She doesn’t say more.

Still, Shenhe recognizes that look—an awareness of what no longer is; a hollowness, unspoken and buried deep—and she wonders,  Is this what your grief looks like when you hide it? 

She can’t fully grasp the nature of her own grief—how it stirs, how it stings. Or, perhaps more accurately, how it numbs.

To Shenhe, grief is her master’s daily routine of laying out the same bowls and chopsticks on the stone table every day—a table for three that is always empty. The memory that lingers with habit, or perhaps the inability to let go.

Grief is that odd sense of loathing she would feel whenever she remembers something pleasant from a faraway past. The quiet, bitter rage that simmers before the heartache, when she would remember a familiar warmth from a nondescript bowl of noodles. The grief that comes with the devastating reminder that she was loved.

Grief is the look in Yelan’s eyes—those intense, sharp eyes that now quiver, and soften. It’s her silence, the hollowness that fills an impossible gap because it eats away at her. Grief is a series of  what-if’s  and  if-only’s , a lover of regret. Grief is the question Yelan asks her:

“What if I go where you can’t follow?”

“Then I probably shouldn’t leave your side before we reach that point,” Shenhe says.

Yelan chuckles weakly. “We’re kind of already joined at the hip, don’t you think?”

“I mean it.”

“I know.”

“Do you really?”

“I do. Really.” Yelan softens. “It’s a deal, then. Let’s do it, this contract.”

The fragile thing in her chest swells. Shenhe smiles.

“Okay. How do we start?”

“Er, we’ll need paper. Ink.” Yelan glances around the room. “Or we could use a printing press. One of the neighbors here owns one.  Or —we could set our contract in stone in true ancient Liyue fashion. But all of that’s gonna take a while.”

“Oh… so, we can’t sign a contract today?”

“Well, we could also make a verbal contract,” Yelan explains. “There’s no one traditional way of making contracts and binding yourself to them.”

Shenhe hums. “Alright, then what do you suggest we do?”

Yelan gives her a strange look. A surprisingly tender one. “For you, heartstrings, I’d sign our contract through  every  means possible. I’d bind myself to this contract and swear before the gods and my ancestors. I’d carve it on every pure jade in Liyue. But  also  , that’s gonna take  ages and I’d rather just swear myself to you right here, right now.”

Shenhe’s eyes widen slightly. “Here?”

“Uh-huh.”

“ Now? ”

“If you’ll have me.”

Shenhe is beginning to suspect that this ‘contract’ they’re making feels vaguely similar to something else, something akin to a marriage proposal although it really isn’t. She secretly wouldn’t mind that either though.

“So we just… say it?”

“Yeah.”

“And that’s okay with you?”

“A contract is a contract,” Yelan assures her. “How a contract is made doesn’t make it any less or more special than another.”

“Okay… so, um,” Shenhe trails off, unsure of why she suddenly feels nervous. “Uh… could you speak first?”

It goes like this:

Two wild cards sign a contract. Fate bends. A contract seals. A series of choices redefined by the contract they now honor. Where fate isn’t fair, a contract promises.

This is the sanctity of contracts. This is the Lord of Geo’s legacy and will.

Shenhe’s first contract tethers her to a ghost. It binds them both to one another, that should either of them call, the other would find them.

And Shenhe would come running. Always.

She’s come to terms with never belonging solely to one place: she has outgrown the haven in the mountains, and the harbor bustling with mortals houses illuminated beasts that talk and walk like humans much more than she ever could. Stuck in limbo, in a seemingly endless search for home.

But dawn has broken and unfurled the colors of the morning sky, fate begins another cycle, and Yelan stifles her third yawn in the past thirty minutes. She smells like orchids still, though the sweet spice that clings to her has faded. She smells like qingxin flowers too, because of the petals that were crushed into paste and spread over her bruised body.

Yelan leans forward to rest her forehead against Shenhe’s, their noses brushing.

“Has anyone ever told you that your eyes are like moonstones in the dark, and your red ropes are like heartstrings?”

Shenhe’s lips pull into a small smile. “So I’ve been told.”
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