
A Character Study



Meditation was never this hard.

She breathes in and out, she uses her soul to recite the mantras and sutras taught to her by Cloud Retainer. Her posture is perfect, in a way that allows her to put her mind, body, and spirit at peace. She focuses on purging her mind of worldly matters, but it all for naught. Whenever she closes her eyes, she sees a mix-match of red ones staring back at her. One looks at her with hatred and hunger, the other looks at her with something akin to wonder. They both want something from her, but one would rather take, and the other waits patiently for her to have the strength in her to give.

In the middle of her musings, a stray rock is tossed at her. She avoids it, even though her eyes are closed as her senses sharpen themselves in preparation for battle. It is a mix of the fact that interrupting her meditation, when her mind is away and her spirit is as free as it ever can be, causes lapses in her judgement and the fact that the barest ambers of anger are stoked from her failure to achieve peace. The darkness inside of her oozes out before she can even remember her own name, and she is lunging forward to kill without mercy.

When she remembers her name, after slaughtering the lives within her vicinity, she glances down at the disappearing sparks of ashen black and lets out a small sigh of relief. They were monsters and not the few people who ascended the mountain in search of blessings and fortune. 

A low note, the hilichurl’s horn, heralded the incoming wave of more enemies. The monsters are more troublesome than usual today, Shenhe thinks as she wretched the axe from a mitachurl’s hands and sliced it in half with it before tossing the axe into the hilichurl tower, effectively destroying it. More enemies charge but Shenhe doesn’t even bother to give the incoming hilichurls a glance as she grabs a nearby boulder and buries them under stone. Hopping atop the stone, Shenhe crosses her legs and starts reciting the mantras her master taught her, entering a state of meditation.

Or she would have, if she didn’t see those two red, piercing eyes again.

Another failure. Her mind will not be at peace until the eyes are gone. One of the eyes are from the remains of a dead god, and Shenhe has been haunted by its ghost ever since the thought ever crossed her father’s mind. One of the eyes is from someone that haunts her in the warmest of mountain breezes and the sweetest of voices. Even if her spear quells all calamity, she will not find this peace wrought upon her by the fringes of her humanity.

 


 

After completing her training for today, Shenhe descends the mountain with a slightly more hurried pace than usual. If she hurries, she may catch a glimpse of those vermillion eyes in front of her, and not just the ghost of her memory. Leaping across boulders, she is just about ready to hurl herself over the high peak when she catches sight of a rare lone ruin hunter. Keen eyes spot a person standing too still next to it.

She leaps forward, and then tucks herself into a plunging motion, aimed straight at the mechanism’s weak spot. Every cell in her body has become attuned with her weapon. She has no more control over her spear, for she is it. Whatever poor soul will be hit by their ferocity is out of her control. As the wind rushes out of her way, she feels a kinship to the Conqueror of Demons who did this very same move, becoming one with the weapon.

She pierces the machine, its broken parts scattered across the pale golden grass of Liyue. The spear within her hand is stabbing its parts furiously, as much as the adepti have taught her to curb her homicidal urges, they still persist. There’s something delightful in destruction and Shenhe cares not that the machine will never work again, she won’t stop until the screws holding it together returns to dust.

A melodic voice calls out to her just as her spear shatters one of the mechanism’s arms into pieces. “Shenhe?”

Her name brings her back, and she turns to the sweet voice that spoke it. Poised as ever, she sees those red, vermillion eyes staring at her. Whether it is her eyes that can turn one to stone, or her voice that can drown sailors in their depths, there’s something otherworldly about the director of the Yun-Han Opera Troupe that Shenhe has never seen even from her lifetime of training among the divine.

“Ms. Yun,” Shenhe greets, giving the opera singer a brisk nod. The opera singer smiles, delighted in the recollection, though Shenhe can’t possibly guess what for. Doesn’t she know she’s impossible to forget? “Please leave the mountains.”

The smile falls, but only slightly. “Ah, while I thank you for dispatching the ruin hunter and perhaps saving my life, I’m afraid I can’t leave these mountains yet.”

“It’s not safe,” Shenhe insists, glancing away to check her surroundings. “The spirits are restless, and I’m sure your business can be done in Liyue Harbor.”

“Unfortunately, it can’t,” the actress lets out a small sigh, “I’m trying to get into character for an opera, that’s why I’ve come here.”

“This character fights ruin hunters?” Shenhe asks, perhaps Yun Jin would have preferred that Shenhe had let her deal with it in order to gain more experience for herself so that she could incorporate it more into her operas. If she had caused Yun Jin this inconvenience, it is only right that she correct it. She glanced at the mangled ruin hunter, half expecting it to magically remake itself and start flying again.

“Sometimes,” Yun Jin says, a slight quirk of her lips revealing that she knew more than she let on. “She also fights scammers in Liyue Harbor, the remains of bygone gods, and even the terrifying Beisht, wife of Osial.”

For every thing that Yun Jin names, Shenhe is already making a list of the places they’d need to visit: Liyue Harbor, then Guili Plains or perhaps Bishui Plains, and then the sea. It is only when Yun Jin utters the name Beisht that Shenhe realizes, albeit belatedly, that the actress was talking about herself.

“I thought you already performed the opera?” Shenhe asks.

“I did, but what can I say, it’s already a crowd favorite,” Yun Jin says with a relaxed grin, “And as I’ve said before, it really is quite the nuanced tale. I’m not sure I’ve gotten the details quite right.”

Shenhe shakes her head and then gives the director of the opera troupe a slight bow of respect, “I’m already very honored by your rendition of my past, there is no need to change it, Ms. Yun.”

“Oh? And are you an expert in theatre?” Yun Jin asks, hands on her hips. Her face was one of annoyance, but there was a spark of something else in her eyes.

Shenhe’s been warned, insulting a poet has much more consequences than insulting a warrior. For a warrior may slaughter you where you stand, but a poet makes sure your legacy is forever in the mockery of others, until your name is synonymous for some kind of warning. For fear of accidentally insulting the director, Shenhe shakes her head even more furiously, “Of course not, Director Yun.”

“Then please, defer to my judgement on matters regarding the opera,” Yun Jin says softly, “I promise it’s not any trouble.”

When Shenhe meets her eyes again, all large smiles and kindness, she can’t help but feel like she’d been trapped. Despite Yun Jin’s smaller stature, Shenhe is once again reminded of her cunning. Much like her offer to work together during the Jade Chamber’s material collection competition, effectively securing the win and destroying the competition in a way that gave no one else a chance to even try. Brutally efficient, something Shenhe could respect.

“Though,” the actress continued, “If I may trouble you for your guidance, that would be most helpful. It might even get me off the mountain faster.”

Shenhe considers this. Her training was mostly done anyways, and she was just about to hurry to Liyue Harbor in hopes of catching sight of an opera sung by the very actress in front of her. Besides, the mountains were dangerous and though Yun Jin might be in more danger around herself, at least it was less likely. Ever since the battle against Beisht, she’d been training less on restricting her homicidal tendencies and more on focusing them on evil so that she may protect the people behind her. Even so, even if she declined the offer, she probably would have watched over Yun Jin and guaranteed her safety anyway.

She finally nods, “Alright, if it will help you, I will join you for today.”

Yun Jin smiles, and any doubts Shenhe had mysteriously disappeared. “Thank you, Shenhe, I appreciate it.”

“What do you need from me?” Shenhe asks, relaxing and following Yun Jin as they start walking down the path once more.

Yun Jin lets out a small chuckle, and it must be a testament to her skill in opera, because it sounds just as heavenly as her songs. “Nothing more than what you usually do, I suppose.”

Shenhe nods again, “Understood.” She thinks about her usual routine and then to the list of evils she has faced before that Yun Jin had given her. “I’ve already done my adepti training for the day, and usually I eradicate evil afterwards. Sometimes I go down to the harbor to deliver qingxin to Ms. Ganyu and watch you perform.”

“I’ve seen you in the crowd,” Yun Jin says, which makes Shenhe look at her in surprise. She grins up at her knowingly, “You’re among the first to come, yet choose to sit in the farthest seat away and always the first to leave. I wish you’d stay a bit longer so that we may chat.”

“Oh, I was unaware that you knew of my presence,” Shenhe replies. She enjoyed Yun Jin’s operas immensely, but there were oftentime too many people in the front and sometimes they were too loud. 

Seeing opera also takes much restraint, for there are often disruptions from the audience, from drunken men’s laughter to the sound of a woman coughing at inopportune times. It was better for their health that Shenhe was too far away to pinpoint who exactly the culprit was.

“You’re quite easy to spot,” Yun Jin says, her grin revealing that this was a good thing. “I’m flattered that you enjoy opera so much.”

Shenhe shrugs, “It isn’t so much the opera I enjoy, but the way you perform, Ms. Yun.”

This elicits a small gasp from the actress, who immediately looks away from Shenhe’s curious stare. “Thank you, I had no idea you felt this way.” Her voice was a bit higher in pitch than normally, “And please, Ms. Yun is much too formal, we’re friends aren’t we?”

“We are?” Shenhe asks. She’s seen the crowd and loyal fans of the actress, why would she want Shenhe as a friend compared to the much more human and fun people of Liyue Harbor?

“Yes,” Yun Jin says without pause, “I consider you my friend, Shenhe.”

“Oh,” Shenhe says, a bit surprised, but only as much as her red ropes allowed. “Then, if Ms. Yun is too formal, what should I call you?”

The actress let out a small hum, “Yun Jin is fine, I would be fine if you only called me Jin as well.”

“Yun Jin,” Shenhe echoes, if only to get to know how to say it. “Jin.”

The actress stumbles a bit on the path, and Shenhe immediately grabs the scruff of the back of her shirt and lifts her up in the air effortlessly. There was a slight yelp from the opera singer, face a bit flushed as Shenhe glanced down to see what the other woman had stumbled on. Seeing nothing, Shenhe frowned, it must be because the woman was unused to the mountainous terrain.

“Ah, Shenhe, you can put me down now,” Yun Jin suddenly speaks up after a while, and then Shenhe hastily lets go, dropping the opera promptly.

“Be careful,” Shenhe advises, “The mountain paths are not as smooth as the ones in the city.”

“D-duly noted,” Yun Jin says, brushing off her outfit before muttering something under her breath that Shenhe did not quite catch.

The two of them walk in silence for a while after that, and once they make it to the bottom of the mountain, Shenhe looks off towards the distance and decides upon the place to bring her to.

“Let’s start with the Bishui Plains,” Shenhe declares.

“Bishui Plains?” Yun Jin asks, “Do you often go there?”

“No,” Shenhe says with a shake of her head, “But you mentioned the remains of bygone gods, did you not? Then that is the safest place for you to experience a sliver of the sensation.”

 


 

As they walk, Shenhe relays one of the stories that Cloud Retainer often told her. She thanks her ever eloquent and well-spoken Master for her skills in conversation that have prepared her for this moment.

“In the times of the Archon War, there were plenty of gods who sought power and thus killed all those in their sights for a chance of receiving Celestia’s favor, but there were also plenty of gods who didn’t,” Shenhe begins. “Are you familiar with Havria, the goddess of salt?”

Yun Jin pauses midstep, shaking her head a bit. “Oh, I was unaware that that was her name. She once made a contract with Rex Lapis to trade with Liyue Harbor during the Archon war, right?”

“Yes,” Shenhe nods approvingly, “She sought peace, but gentle-hearts have no place in war. And so, chunk by chunk, her land–the land for her people to live in–was taken by other rival gods.”

As the two waded through the shallow water, Shenhe directed them towards an ancient stele and the lone tree. “Finally, she only had one haven for her people to live in. That haven was called Sal Terrae, and it was somewhere around here.”

Shenhe pulled an exorcism sigil infused with cryo and summoned her cryo avatar. “For safe measure,” She says to Yun Jin before waving the avatar away. The avatar does its best impression of a little huff, but after twirling around Yun Jin, it went off to survey the surroundings.

“Did a rival god attack her?” Yun Jin asks, more curious than worried about the remains of a dead god appearing before them and attacking them.

“No.”

“Then what happened?”

Shenhe pauses, before looking at her cryo avatar and their surroundings. Besides the slightly suppressing feeling of something heavy in the air, there was no malicious intent under the weight of such a ghost. After all, Havria was a kind god, and still is even in death.

“A terrible calamity within the hearts of man,” Shenhe finally recites. “Knowing their goddess was too soft in a time of bloodshed, her own people gathered together and grabbed their weapons. They hardened their hearts, if they even had one, and crept into her chambers as if such heavy footsteps could be undetected by a god.”

Shenhe pauses, “I caution you to think of this as merely a story, my recollection may be wrong. And Cloud Retainer doesn’t often tell this tale, but it was one of the first tales she told me when I was young and asked why my father did what he did.”

Yun Jin’s eyes widened, “They gathered arms, but not to fight the rival gods in her stead. They…” She is unable to say it, the words give her trouble to pronounce.

“They killed her,” Shenhe says simply, as if she was merely complimenting the weather. The way she says it, an anti-climactic end of a unthoroughly fleshed out tale.

Yun Jin shivers, and her hand reaches out, an instinctual movement to seek warmth. Her red eyes look up at Shenhe, silently asking for permission. The adepti’s disciple lets her. Her fingers stretches out before they find purchase on Shenhe’s sleeve and curl around her arm. Slowly, Yun Jin presses herself into Shenhe’s side. The taller woman stands still and allows it.

“That’s terrible,” Yun Jin says, and she sounds much sadder than Shenhe ever was when she first heard the tale.

“Love is a terrible thing,” Shenhe says, because she’s ever known love as a motive for killing her. Love and hatred, she didn’t quite know why people thought of them as opposites when they were so alike.

Yun Jin’s grip on her arm loosens for a split second before she holds onto it even tighter. “No, love is a powerful thing, but it’s not always terrible.”

The taller woman slowly nods. She hardly feels much of anything these days. Yun Jin is much more skilled in feelings and emotions, while practicing her craft, she’s able to mourn for one second and then laugh like the cackling of Abyss Mages the next. “If you say so,” Shenhe says, agreeingly.

Yun Jin hesitates, “Shenhe.”

“Yes?”

“Do you think she would she mind if I did something?”

Shenhe shrugs casually resting her arms around her spear as she balances in upon her shoulders, “Even when she was alive, she let her people kill her because she loved them so much. I will kill her again if she rises from her grave to attack you.”

This brings out a loud laugh from the opera singer, and Yun Jin slowly detaches herself from Shenhe’s arm. “Thank you, Shenhe. That makes me feel very safe indeed.”

Yun Jin walks over to another part of the place, a place where there was some kind of white sand beneath her feet. And then, without any worry for the cleanliness of the act, stuck her finger into the white and licked it. Her brows narrowed as the flavor dissolved into her mouth, “It’s salt.”

Shenhe blinked before looking around for the goddess of salt to smite the opera singer down for this act. She doubted it would, but there was something carved into her bones to never let her guard down. Especially by the remains of a god, no matter how benevolent it was.

“I wouldn’t have noticed if you hadn’t pointed it out to me,” Yun Jin said, “But there is a cloud of grief  and death here. I can still feel it. The taste of salt on the wind, like tears.” 

The opera singer faces the ancient stele and bows three times.

Shenhe follows suit, it never occurred to her earlier, but seeing how Yun Jin respects the long-dead goddess it sparks something within her that makes her admire the opera singer even more as her head bows before the seal of a goddess’ grave.

The both of them soon leave. Yun Jin curls around Shenhe’s arm as the both of them walk. The paths are usually overseen by the Millelith and thus, there’s little to no monsters around.

Yun Jin shudders once again, the hauntings of a god is not something to scoff at, even a benevolent one. “By Rex Lapis,” She murmurs, “What survives a tragedy?”

Thinking Yun Jin meant the people of the goddess of salt, Shenhe thought back into her memories of Cloud Retainer’s stories. She had heard Cloud Retainer’s stories enough to commit most of her most notable sayings and stories into memory. After all, it would do well for her communication skills to memorize the words of such an excellent conversationalist.

“Loyal to his contract, the God of Geo welcomed them into his harbor. Even in death, the last of her essence is still kind. She still loves mortals even when they killed her,” Shenhe recites before pausing. “She wanted them to survive.”

Yun Jin stops, and Shenhe stops alongside her. The taller woman waits for what the opera singer has to say.

“Where are we going?”

“Liyue Harbor.”

“But that’d take ages!”

“We are going rather slow,” Shenhe agrees and then glances up at the sun. “How fast can you run?”

Yun Jin stills and turns around to stare at Shenhe incredulously. “Are you suggesting that we  run  to Liyue Harbor?”

The taller woman nods.

The opera singer stares, as if searching for a joke when there is none and lets out a slight sigh. “Well, I can hardly run  that  fast. I doubt anyone can run all the way from here to Liyue Harbor in a day.”

“A day? It’ll only take at most an hour,” Shenhe says, thinking of the best solution to this problem. “If you can not run, then I will carry you. That way, you can also take a break from our walk to Sal Terrae.”

Yun Jin’s face flushes. “Carry me?” She echoes, as if doubting Shenhe’s abilities.

“You’re very light,” Shenhe explains as she tries to reassure the singer, “It will not be a problem.”

The opera singer looks off to the side, and Shenhe waits patiently for the answer.

Finally, after a minute or so of thinking, Yun Jin nods, eyes still looking askance. “Well, if it wouldn’t be much trouble, and if we do want to get to Liyue Harbor in time for dinner, then I suppose it would only be logical for you to carry me there.”

Taking that as permission, Shenhe swept Yun Jin off her feet, one hand carefully pressed to support her back and the crook of her arm supporting the singer’s head, and another hand under her knees. “Is this alright, Yun Jin?” She asks as a delightful red color spreads on the actress’ cheeks.

“Y-yes,” Yun Jin says, and then in a soft murmur, “You are very alright.”

Shenhe blinks, feeling her heart speed up even though she hasn’t started running yet. She looks down to make sure her red ropes are still on, but catches sight of Yun Jin’s vermillion eyes and promptly forgets what she was looking for. She wonders if Yun Jin, pressed so close, could feel her heart pounding in her chest. Perhaps she’s ill? She looks off into the direction of the harbor, and darts off like an arrow.

 


 

The disciple of the adepti stops at the bridge before stopping and slowly setting Yun Jin down. “We’ve arrived,” Shenhe says, and glances back at the pigeons she barely managed to avoid stepping on.

The geo vision user sets her feet back upon the ground and lets out a small sigh of relief. Shenhe wonders if all geo vision users prefer to have their feet upon the ground, then she thinks of Lady Ningguang’s flying abode and dismisses the thought. The theory of that wasn’t even sound. It wasn’t like pyro users enjoyed being on fire, and it wasn’t like dendro users could become plants.

“Thank you,” Yun Jin says, and she sounds the most out of breath between the two of them, yet she was not the one who ran all the way to Liyue Harbor. “Are you tired?”

Shenhe shakes her head, “No, I’m fine. It would take twice the distance for me to need a moment to rest and recuperate.”

“How far have you gone?” Yun Jin asks, eyes wide.

Shenhe hums, as they both walk into the central city of commerce. “I’ve run all the way to Mondstadt and back once. The traveler was apparently going to be serving drinks at an establishment called the Angel’s Share, and when I heard of the event I made haste at once.”

“Do you like wine?” Yun Jin asks.

Shenhe shakes her head, “I’ve never tried it. Master warns me that being inebriated may cause me to lose control of myself.” She pauses, and remembers the other lady at the tavern that day, The blue haired woman had sworn vengeance on her, but it seemed that friendship came in all forms. “It does seem rather good, though. A friend I made in passing seemed to really like it, and was drinking quite a lot of it.”

“Is that so,” Yun Jin says, letting out a hum as the two of them walk the streets of Liyue at a leisurely pace. “Do you like tea?”

Shenhe nods, “Tea is great. My master knows a gentleman who can make the most delicious tea in Liyue.” It was the same gentleman who often visited the abode, sitting upon one of the stone chairs with the most forlorn look in his eyes that usually deterred Shenhe from bothering him. However, the times she did, he usually invited her to sit upon the stone chair engraved for Cloud Retainer and served her a cup of tea.

“Really?” Yun Jin asks, “I do enjoy tea myself.”

Shenhe tucks that little piece of information aside for the next time the gentleman visits her master’s abode. She had wondered before how he had made tea, but had neither the motivation or reason to learn it. Now, she had a reason to.

“Since you carried me all the way to Liyue, why don’t you choose where we eat dinner?” Yun Jin offers, “Just your usuals, don’t worry about me. This way, I can learn more about your favorites and what you usually have.”

Shenhe thinks about it for a split second before taking Yun Jin’s hand and guiding her towards Bubu Pharmacy.

 

 

 

It turns out that Bubu Pharmacy did not have enough herbs in stock, something about the Yuheng of the Liyue Qizing stopping by earlier and taking their entire stock of qingxin flowers as well as a few pounds of violet grass and horsetail. Rather than going to a restaurant in Liyue Harbor, Yun Jin had insisted on the two of them going to the mountains of Liyue and collecting their own dinner.

“This is for art!” Yun Jin declares after Shenhe gently sets her down after running to Mount Aocang. She pauses slightly and then looks around, “Are you sure I can be here?”

Shenhe nods. “Tonight, you are my guest.” A gentle breeze caressed her face, causing her to close her eyes to the breeze and nod once, “Cloud Retainer will not bother us.”

“If you say so,” Yun Jin says, eyes on the skies as if trying to spot if the crane overhead was the adeptus or just a regular crane.

Shenhe’s not usually in the position where she is the one speaking. Cloud Retainer is the most eloquent between the two of them, with no shortage of things to say. Shenhe needed only to listen and listen well when it was just the two of them. At first, the questions had been easy to answer.

“Where can we find qingxin?”

Dutifully, like the perfect host, Shenhe leads Yun Jin to the peaks where qingxin are usually grown and soon collects enough for both of them to have an adequate meal. Shenhe gorges on her share of the herbs, eating them to satisfy her hunger after such a long day. Yun Jin eats with much less enthusiasm, but perseveres until even the clear water from the teams taste bitter to her tongue. Promising to eat something when she goes back to the harbor, Shenhe stops from offering to run down and carry the entirety of Wanmin restaurant up the steep steps for Yun Jin to eat.

“Do you eat this everyday?”

Shenhe nods, and seeing that Yun Jin has not finished her portion of herbs, reaches over for them and adds it to her own pile. The mountain does not take kindly to those who take and take more than they need. It is a waste of food to not eat, and so Shenhe chews on the stems and leaves slowly, the bitterness reminding her of her monotone lifestyle with the adepti.

Then, the questions got subsequently harder as time went on.

“What’s your favorite food?” Yun Jin asks as Shenhe picks up the last petal of qingxin and puts it in her mouth. “They say you’ve ordered just about every dish in every restaurant and took only a small bite of every one. Surely there’s one you like.”

Shenhe pauses, chewing on the bitter petal absentmindedly. “I don’t know. In truth, all of the dishes in the harbor are delicious,” She starts, “But I don’t remember the taste of each one. I don’t think I’ve allowed myself to remember.”

“Well, it’s hard to remember regardless, especially from just one bite,” Yun Jin agrees, leaning against Shenhe’s shoulder as the two sit upon the peak with a small fire to their side. 

Her answer sounds lackluster, even to her own ears. Yun Jin is a saint to pardon her answer and not think any less of her for it. It seems that most people had a favorite dish, even Cloud Retainer favored certain dishes more than others, yet Shenhe had mostly forgotten how it felt to like even something as simple as a taste.

The food from below the mountain was delicious, tasty and great. Yet the flavors all mesh together after taking a bite of everything. She closes her eyes and tries to think of a favorite, finding that she only remembers a flavor from the past, before the ropes had bound herself for the good of others.

“I do remember one dish,” Shenhe says after a moment of internal debate. “It was a long time ago, yet the memory stays clear in my mind even after time and these ropes have taken their toll.” She looks at the fire and it hits her that Yun Jin is still hungry, and she definitely has all the ingredients she needs. “Would you like to try it?”

“What?” Yun Jin asks with a curious tilt of her head.

“My favorite,” Shenhe explains as she stands up and summons her spear with a determined look in her eye. “I’ll make it for you.”

Yun Jin looks at the spear and then the fire, “Will you tell me what it is?”

Shenhe falters, there is no name for a memory. “I don’t know how to describe it.”

It tasted like energy that she could use to fight more efficiently, fueling more power in her slashes and stabs. What kind of flavor was that supposed to be described as?

The opera singer considers this before chuckling, “You don’t have to feel bad about the flowers, though the taste was bitter, I very much enjoyed the company.”

“It’s not just that,” Shenhe insists, “I want you to try it, so you can tell me what it tastes like.”

Vermillion eyes meet ones with color that had faded away, and the two stare at each other for a long moment before Yun Jin smiles. The smile is bright, warm and also sends a jolt of energy through Shenhe’s limbs. Shenhe’s never tried lifting up a mountain, but with Yun Jin smiling at her like that, she thinks she can do just about anything.

“Okay,” Yun Jin says, voice gentle and serene, “If you insist, who am I to refuse?”

Shenhe, despite the red ropes, feels the corner of her mouth quirk up. She turns, and runs off with spear in hand to kill the resting cranes on the mountain to procure fowl for the meal. 

 

 

It doesn’t take too long. The harsh coldness of the mountain top has weakened the creatures there significantly. Shenhe easily kills a crane, its sorrowful cry a goodbye to the world as Shenhe slashes off its head.

With a dead fowl in hand as well as a couple of mushrooms freshly picked from the mountain, Shenhe takes out the flour and ham she had to start making her dish. Yun Jin figures out the dish as Shenhe starts rolling the flour into noodles.

As Shenhe stretches the noodle out, Yun Jin looks at her in amazement.

“It’s one singular noodle,” Shenhe informs, as she remembers faintly of how in her memory, the noodle seemed to go forever. “Master says it represents one’s wishes for a long and bountiful life.”

Yun Jin smiles and nods, “That’s right.”

They chat, and Yun Jin tells Shenhe of her own favorite dishes, of which she has quite a lot. It’s a lot more comfortable for Shenhe to listen to Yun Jin than offer her own nonexistent experiences and favorites. When the dish is finally ready, Shenhe offers it to Yun Jin carefully and watches her like a hawk as the opera singer looks down at the dish.

“It smells good, and it’s so pretty,” Yun Jin says, poking the heart-shaped centerpiece. “It feels like a crime to eat it.”

“It isn’t a crime,” Shenhe says, and perhaps it is because of the tender look in Yun Jin’s eyes that embolden her, but she reaches into her dish and lifts up a bite-sized helping of noodles with her chopsticks and presents it to Yun Jin’s mouth. “Please, eat.”

Yun Jin chomps down on the noodles with much gusto.

Shenhe watches carefully as the opera singer chews, lets out a small hum of approval, and then swallows. Letting out a breath she didn’t know she was holding, Shenhe relaxes and simply watches as Yun Jin eats the noodles, delighting in the fact that the opera singer seemed to like it so much.

When Yun Jin finally finishes the dish, the entire bowl is empty and the opera singer lets out a satisfied sigh.

“What do you think?” Shenhe asks, the question she’s been waiting to ask shot forth the moment Yun Jin sets down the bowl.

The actress hums in thought, “Well, it’s flavor is quite like Dragon Beard Noodles, but it’s very apparent that you’ve put both dedication and heart into this meal.” She grins and then gives Shenhe a one-eyed blink, “Even though I detest having the same meal every day, I wouldn’t mind it if it was this one.”

Yun Jin is a brilliant actress. Shenhe, or anybody for that matter, would be hard pressed to tell if her smile is genuine simply by looks alone. However, Shenhe is a creature of instinct. It has never led her astray, the gut feeling to look behind her or to dodge some unseen projectile. That very instinct is the thing that clues her in to Yun Jin’s emotions. With a satisfied position and a lazy smile on her face as she leans against Shenhe’s shoulder, the adepti’s disciple instinctively gleans the happiness and contentness that Yun Jin exudes. Her presence is grounding, and makes Shenhe feel like this could be somewhere she can stay.

Before the adepti’s disciple could wonder if Yun Jin would ever want her to, the shorter woman’s arms curled around Shenhe’s as she sticks close to the taller woman’s side, the way her arms wrap around Shenhe’s like a vine around a tree, almost suffocating with its closeness. The opera singer can not lift boulders like Shenhe can, and yet the adepti’s disciple finds herself powerless to pry those arms off, not that she wanted to either.

“It’s so peaceful here,” Yun Jin notes, her breath against Shenhe’s arm.

The taller woman only lets out a hum, and knows it’s not peaceful in the slightest.

Shenhe was raised in this place, and knows that the log they step over had once been a tree before calamity befell it. She knows how dark the night is, compared to the shining artificial lights of the city and the ray of sunlight from the stage, how even the burning sun was powerless as darkness swallows the world whole. The disciple knows just how cold the wind could blow and how snow can cut and bite with its crystalline edges as it falls onto the ground. She knows that some trees are taller than others because it takes more than them, whether by luck or the selfish need to survive. 

The city was illuminated by artificial lights and the company of smiles. When times are hard, they split their own bread and hand out half to share. The cold wind there can not rip apart soft furs and topple sturdy stone houses that are mountains in their own right. When winter comes, it’s frigid snow melts to salt on the ground like a demon exorcised. The harbor is a haven, and Shenhe had found few people there that have ever stepped out of that haven’s peace. They’ve been protected by Rex Lapis’ watchful eye, they stand on the graves of forgotten villains and heroes that lay down their lives to make it strong, and they are blessed by the love cultivated by every single person among them.

Yun Jin has lived her life in the light and never had to be in the cold, but she had insisted on coming along anyway. Like Shenhe could protect her from things like freezing to death and being shrouded in darkness was fine if Shenhe was there by her side.

It’s heavier than boulders and contracts, the unconditional trust Yun Jin has in her.

Shenhe has fed seeds to the birds with the very hands that then kill them. When push comes to shove, Shenhe will slit throats, shred a tree without its limbs, and crush the snow between her teeth just to survive. She’s far worse than a beast, for even a beast stops its carnage when it’s full. Her teeth and claws sink into flesh just for the pleasure of seeing blood upon the snow. 

Nature taught Shenhe violence, armed her with the feeling of fighting in its endless struggle to prove its existence. 

Master taught Shenhe to curb her violent tendencies, teaching her sutras to sooth her soul and making red ropes to bind her emotions, repressing hate and sorrow till she could no longer feel much of anything. To breathe, to wield a spear, and to find the eye of peace in a storm, wisdom beyond her years to guide her along her future paved with misfortune. She’s taught Shenhe to live a life worth living.

And then there’s Yun Jin. She’s teaching her to feel, even unknowingly. The fact would be concerning if Shenhe wasn’t perfectly alright with the fact. 

“Thank you for letting me keep you company,” Yun Jin says, the puff of her breath on Shenhe’s sleeve making her heart skip a beat.

Her voice renders Shenhe to her knees as the taller woman thinks of the increasing rate of her heartbeat. She must be some kind of sick, but she never knew sickness could be so enjoyable. 

Shenhe never really talked about herself much, usually referencing her master in her conversations or simple blunt truths she usually uses to answer most questions. However, Yun Jin’s questions are tailored specifically to her, each one that she couldn’t use her master as an example or some idle threat to answer. By some invisible strength she managed to keep herself standing up despite Yun Jin’s probing questions.

The opera star was cunning and after a few questions, Yun Jin realized the fact that Shenhe did not deny her anything, so long as her questions were specific. After that realization, she never failed to ask for more. It was as if the actress’ thirst for information about Shenhe was only made worse by every fact or snippet of her thoughts that she gave.

Shenhe looks around them. The world is quiet, for everything else is either saving their strength to survive another day or dead. Yun Jin’s question from earlier rings in her head once again. She was good at surviving. 

Shenhe stares at what remains of the dead crane. Its wings are still intact and the red blood that has sunk into the white snow, with its white feather hovering above it reminds Shenhe of herself.

“What are you looking at?” Yun Jin asks. Shenhe wordlessly nods towards the dead crane. “Oh.”

“It’s dead,” Shenhe says, as if it would explain everything. “That’s what tragedy is, isn’t it? That in the end we all become blood upon the snow.”

In some other world, maybe her tale really was a tragedy. If she hadn’t stared at the remains of an evil, dark god and decided she wanted to live, if all things about Fate Transference was true, then her mother might be alive.

Yun Jin hugs her tighter and the knots in her chest relaxes.

Was her tale a tragedy if she could still breathe?

It takes a moment for her to relax again.

“Are you listening?” Shenhe finally asks, not daring to look at the actress sitting on her lap.

“Yes.” Firm, just like her hold on her.

“I was born under the two most unlucky stars,” Shenhe says, “Moon Carver read my fortune when I was first presented to the adepti. The Solitary Star and Disastrous Evil, along with intense homicidal urges, would inevitably lead me to ruin.” She takes a deep breath and then gently guides Yun Jin’s hands to the red ropes that coiled around her torso, letting the opera singer wrap her hand around them. “It’s my greatest curse.”

Yun Jin’s silent acceptance gives Shenhe the strength to confess.

“It’s also my greatest miracle,” Shenhe whispers, and it feels forbidden on her tongue to hold something horrible to such a high regard. “Against that ancient evil, it kept my senses sharp and my strikes unrelenting. I will do what it takes to survive, and I will do it gladly. If to live meant that I had to be the cruelest thing to stalk the shadows, then so be it.”

She looks to the crane, dead on the snow. “If Liyue Opera is your passion, then destruction is mine. People like to think, but I’m driven mostly by instinct. And if I just so happen to eradicate some evil presence that benefits you, it’s just a habit, nothing more.”

Yun Jin shuffles, wriggling out of Shenhe’s hold as she turns around to face the taller woman. Now there was just enough light for Shenhe to see those vermillion eyes gazing up at her, so reminiscent of the crimson liquor of life that it makes her shiver as Yun Jin unfurls herself to wrap both her arms and legs around Shenhe. Her finger flicks a lump of snow that had gathered on Shenhe’s shoulder before moving her hand upwards to comb away the snow on the similarly colored hair.

“I’d like to disagree,” Yun Jin finally says. “When you were abandoned in that cave, you protected yourself. When Beisht knocked the traveler from the sky, you protected them. When you froze the giant wave, you saved the Jade Chamber, the Millelith with their ballistas, and Beidou’s fleet. When Beisht retreated, you protected the entire harbor by chasing after it and dealing the final strike with the traveler.”

Her arms slowly looped around Shenhe’s neck. “Today, you protected me from that ruin hunter. And you’ve helped me so much with my character study. Do you want to learn what I’ve found?”

Shenhe nods. 

The opera singer takes a deep breath, before speaking with conviction and totality that could rival Rex Lapis’ first edicts. “You’re not your red ropes, or your unlucky stars.” Yun Jin looks straight at her, and Shenhe feels seen. “You’re not the Divine Damsel of Devastation, either. Rather, they are all but small parts of you. You are Shenhe, and that is so much more than everything else.”

Shenhe can not help but drown in those vermillion eyes, the gaze probing and waiting for something. She wishes she knew what Yun Jin wanted, quite ready to tear her own heart out of her chest if it was what it took for Yun Jin to be satisfied and keep looking at her like she wasn’t a ticking time bomb. She wishes she knew what she wanted. Did she want Yun Jin to ask for her to tear her heart out or to simply hold her hand? Could she even dare to ask that when everyone in her life only sees her life ending in tragedy? It is confusing, and so she should turn to the person most knowledgeable about such feelings.

“Can I ask you a question?” Shenhe asks.

“Anything,” Yun Jin’s answer is immediate, coming out in her next exhale all breathy and tender as if she was afraid Shenhe was a house of cards that could be toppled over even by Barbatos’ most gentle wind. 

“What survives a tragedy?” Shenhe asks, her hands tentatively moving to the sides of Yun Jin’s hips.

Yun Jin blinks, as if this was not what she expected before smiling all the same, chuckling to herself. “The story,” She answers with a fond smile, “Tales come to an end, but if your ending is not to your liking, you can always go out and change it to be something better. And when you do, I might just have to write you a whole new opera.”

“Then,” Shenhe says, pulling Yun Jin even closer, “If you are not afraid of me, would you like to stay by my side?”

Vermillion eyes twinkle. “Yes,” Yun Jin whispers, her lips ghosting over Shenhe’s and then pulling back to stare more. “Stay after my next performance?”

Shenhe is a creature of instinct, and after being baited she surges forward and crashes their lips together. It feels right, and she realizes this is what she wanted all along. It’s something like how Shenhe knows that Yun Jin knows her answer before she dares utter it aloud. When Yun Jin parts for air, Shenhe follows almost hungrily.

“Make a contract with me,” Yun Jin says, using her newly acquired breath to speak. “Be my muse.”

“Okay,” Shenhe says with a nod, before sealing it with a kiss.








 

 


Notes for the Chapter:Shenhe talking about deeply traumatic things as if complimenting the weather

Yun Jin: I’m going to make sure she’s never lonely again

To be honest, I have no idea what brought this on. Only that the two of them are quite fun to write. I do hope I did Shenhe justice. Yes, I listened to ‘Blood Upon the Snow’ how did you know? I think the song really vibes with Shenhe.

I can’t believe not enough people talk about the fact that Shenhe’s super strong and could run from Liyue, from Mt. Aocang to Angel’s Share like it’s nothing, just to get a cup of tea from us. Get urself a friend like Shenhe, ongawd. Also, Yun Jin’s voice? Stunning, show-stopping except she IS the show, she IS the moment, and she IS everything.





