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“Ganyu,” Shenhe’s eye twitches in the slightest as she tries not to spook her friend to death. “I need your help.”

Ganyu ends up getting spooked anyway, hairs on her arms standing up when she hears Shenhe, and because Shenhe is looming over her with a dreadful sense of desperation, Ganyu ends up jumping the slightest when she looks up at Shenhe’s face. The stories that Cloud Retainer used to tell—either in preparation for bedtime or because she has an affinity for embarrassing either of them in front of everyone else—about Ganyu being a seasoned war veteran dissipates temporarily in Shenhe’s mind.

“Shenhe!” Ganyu, ever gentle, smiles after the initial shock. When she lets Shenhe’s words sink in, she snaps her back straight, panic in her eyes. “What happened? What’s the situation?”

Shenhe thinks Ganyu is too panicked. Or perhaps she needs to be more panicked? Her hands start to sweat even when they rarely do. “How do you… court someone.”

Her question falls flat. She whispers the word court over and over again, getting used to the characters on her tongue. “Courting… a human, how does that go?”

Cloud Retainer’s voice rings in Shenhe’s head.  “Ganyu has slaughtered more monsters and enemies than my feathers, should I were to pluck them one by one, not that I would do such a preposterous thing,”  She says, when Ganyu leaves Mt. Aocang to go back to Liyue Harbor.  “Ganyu once shot the head of a… former god, so to speak, without hesitation, once Rex Lapis ordered her to protect the borders we once had,”  She hums, tinkering with a new project as Shenhe traces the lines on her blueprints.

The Ganyu in front of her, however, is as frozen as a rock statue, blinking at her with her jaw slightly ajar.

“… Ganyu,” Shenhe forgets to raise her voice again to ask, but Ganyu shakes her head to bring herself back to Teyvat. She mumbles something about  still not together  and  Master Xiao under her breath and Shenhe slightly tilts her head at the mention of the Conqueror of Demons. Should Shenhe have approached the Conqueror of Demons instead? Was he more knowledgeable in this department?

Shenhe voices out her concerns and, really, it’s quite impressive that Ganyu remains standing even when her face and the rest of her body has paled. Perhaps her strength that Cloud Retainer likes to brag about is not built with lies. “No! No! No approaching the Conqueror of Demons about this!” Shenhe follows the bead of sweat that rolls down the side of Ganyu’s face. Ganyu wipes it off immediately with the back of her hand and dabs it quickly on her clothing. “I… well I wouldn’t say you’ve come to the right place, but I would gladly help.”

Shenhe blinks at her, the sweat on her hands getting stickier. “I hope I’m not being a burden.”

“Oh, no, no!” Ganyu waves her hands in front of her face. As much as she is shy and delicate, she is animated as well. “I would gladly help. So… I’m assuming you’re courting Miss Yun?”

Shenhe thinks back to Cloud Retainer temporarily kicking her out of Mt. Aocang because apparently she  can no longer stay idle and tolerate this incessant pining, and that she  raised Shenhe better than to be a passive and incorrigible woman. Cloud Retainer uses words and expressions that Shenhe rarely hears from everyone else, but one thing was sure: either she starts a courtship ritual with Yun Jin or she’s never going back to Mt. Aocang.

Hence her current situation.

“Am I obvious enough when it comes to her?” Shenhe tilts her head, slightly glad that she remembers to raise the tone at the end of her question this time.

“Well…” Ganyu tucks a few strands of her hair behind her ear. She looks to the side and everywhere but Shenhe, and Shenhe can’t help but accept that the gesture should be enough of an answer. “A few days ago, the… Conqueror of Demons brought it up with me. I suppose… if even someone who claims that he doesn’t associate himself with humans has noticed it, then you must be obvious enough.”

Shenhe briefly nods. “So do I still need to… court her?”

Ganyu nods back, finger tapping her chin. “You’d be surprised at the number of humans that enjoy or require being courted.”

Shenhe hums. Her sweaty hands feel like unnecessary baggage and she starts feeling awkward standing by the elevator to the Jade Chamber. She licks her lips at her lack of an appropriate response.

Ganyu, perhaps by virtue of being under Cloud Retainer’s tutelage or she’s just an empathetic being, senses Shenhe’s dilemma and gives her a smile. “First things first, are you sure that you want to court her? Specifically Miss Yun?”

Even the slightest mention of Yun Jin’s name makes Shenhe’s throat dry. If not her, who is Shenhe supposed to court? “Yes. I am serious about this. And so is Cloud Retainer.”

Ganyu grimaces the slightest once their mentor is mentioned. She shivers before shaking her head. “I see. Like I said, I don’t exactly know the… proper courtship ritual, but I do know that flowers are oftentimes involved.”

Shenhe tilts her head again. “Flowers?” She tastes the remnants of her lunch at the back of her throat.

“Yes, wait—” Ganyu signals one of their personnel before leading Shenhe by the railings overlooking Liyue Harbor. She leans against the railings, eyes looking at every human she can. “Humans have an entire system—flower language. They put meanings behind different kinds of flowers and how a bouquet is arranged.”

“Sounds complicated.”

Ganyu hums, her eyes still flitting from one citizen to another. “Humans have never been simple. They’re admirable like that.” There’s silence between them, even when Liyue Harbor is crowded. Ganyu continues before Shenhe tries to pick the conversation back up. “If I remember correctly, Madame Ping has a book about flower languages. Would you want me to borrow it for you?”

Shenhe licks her lips. Her eyes flitter from a lamp post right above a couple holding hands to a crowded restaurant with tables for two being occupied. “I… I know Yun Jin’s favorite flower.” The less people involved in this would be better and much less of a hassle for Shenhe. “It’s fine. I think I know what to give her.”

“Is that so?” Ganyu finally turns her head to look at Shenhe. “What is Miss Yun’s favorite flower?”

“… Glaze lilies.” Shenhe whispers, somehow shy. She doesn’t understand why, but if the sweat on her hands and at the back of her ear could talk, she might have a clue. “They suit her.”

Ganyu doesn’t say anything for a while before she hisses. “The most expensive Liyuen flower, hm?” Expensive? Shenhe raises an eyebrow. Before she can voice out her concerns, Ganyu’s eyes are off her and are looking up. “I suppose it suits her. Elegant, poised, lovely. Not many can acquire it. Not easy to acquire as well.”

“Have you read Madame Ping’s book? The one about flower languages?”

Ganyu is suddenly brought back to Teyvat again. Her face starts to heat up and she fans her face with both her hands. “I, yes. I was just curious, that’s all.”

“Did you want to give anyone flowers?”

Ganyu somehow flushes even more, fanning her face faster. She wipes off nothing from her face before she leans against the railings again. “… At some point. But… well, none of that anymore.” When Ganyu shakes her head, there’s a smile on her face that doesn’t quite look like her other smiles. “That aside,” She pulls back, standing to face Shenhe fully with both her hands on her hips. “Are you ready to make a bouquet for Miss Yun?”

Shenhe tastes the Qingxin flower she’s had for lunch once again. She clears her throat and licks the roof of her mouth. “Yes. I know exactly what flowers to give her.”

“That’s great!” Ganyu claps her hands twice, her smile rivaling a nearby lamp post. “Meet me in two days, at night time. The glaze lilies will be fully bloomed.”

Shenhe swallows, the bitterness in her mouth not dissolving. “Thank you, Ganyu. You’re always reliable.”

Ganyu shakes her hands in front of her face before clasping them together. “I’m more than glad I could help you. Come approach me anytime, okay?”













The thing is that Shenhe knows she does not have a peaceful childhood.

To be born human but living as the farthest thing from it is but a curse that has somehow landed on her shoulders. After surviving the mess her father had made, she was immediately under the tutelage of the adepti. Cloud Retainer was wary and strict, but Shenhe also knew the burden and the thread of curses wrapped around her very being, and so she started training her body and mind in a place that no human can step foot in. There was little to no alienation on Shenhe’s part, even if not one strand of her hair was an adeptus’. Growing up, the adepti were faces she saw nearly every day, in comparison to the humans Ganyu—and to an extent, if she thinks about it more than three seconds, the Conqueror of Demons himself, but she lets that thought immediately simmer away before he appears in front of her out of nowhere—loves and cherishes. There is no hate in Shenhe’s heart, but she thinks the love she has for them pales in comparison to the adepti who interact with humans more.

Yun Jin is a special case. An  outlier, Shenhe has heard Cloud Retainer use when she was building a contraption with a part that was a different color than the rest but worked surprisingly well with the rest. For Shenhe, Yun Jin is incomparable to anyone.

For Shenhe, all the seemingly incorrigible physical training Cloud Retainer used to put her through are paying off as she looks at the carefully crafted bouquet in her hands, the Qingxin flowers she climbed mountains for decorating most of it.

The bouquet wrapper feels itchy against her palms. Standing by the staircase leading to Tea Master Liu Su’s stage is the most nerve-wracking thing Shenhe can ever think of doing right now but she’s here, both hands gripping where the ribbon has tied the bouquet together. The baby blue wrapper fits the rest of Shenhe’s outfit, as Ganyu intended, while the purple and pink silk ribbons look like they belong on Yun Jin’s outfit for some reason, which was what Shenhe intended.

Waiting for Yun Jin to walk up to her is and of its own right more terrifying than climbing up Mt. Aocang with her bare hands when she was barely twelve. Her palms start sweating.

“Shenhe!” Yun Jin’s smile is as sweet as the honeyed tea Cloud Retainer often makes for Mountain Carver when he starts to yearn for the past. Shenhe thinks of nothing but the future she would like to see with Yun Jin. “Yun Jin.”

Yun Jin’s eyes immediately land on the bouquet that Shenhe has been gripping, a bit awkward. Shenhe’s blood runs cold and her throat begins to dry up. “What do you have here?” Her soft and quiet question would be incomprehensible if Shenhe did not pay attention to her every move. “That’s lovely.”

“Uh,” Shenhe instead ends up being the incomprehensible one. Yun Jin looks up to her, delicate lashes fluttering when she blinks. Her smile gets shy as well when she tucks a few strands of her hair behind her ear. “A bouquet.”

Yun Jin laughs, gentle, melodious. She’s the most beautiful song Shenhe has ever had the grace of hearing. “Got it from an admirer?”

Shenhe’s trance gets temporarily shattered as she furrows her brows. “I have none of the sort,” She hears Cloud Retainer’s voice and she shakes her head. “It’s not for me. It’s from me,” She extends her arms and places the bouquet on Yun Jin’s arms. “To you. I was thinking of you when I,” Shenhe clears her throat. “When I was picking the flowers.”

Yun Jin’s smile is wider but she hides it behind her hand. It takes everything in Shenhe not to pull her hand away from her face. Yun Jin studies the bouquet, eyes wide and soft as she traces the bouquet wrapper and a few flower petals. “Picking? Did you not buy this bouquet?”

Shenhe remembers Ganyu nearly fainting when she saw her crouch and pick the glaze lilies by the crafting table. Apparently, you’re not supposed to just pick them without some sort of authorization from the Tianquan herself. Really, Shenhe doesn’t know how humans managed to make their lives this complicated and how they’re somehow enjoying it.

“The glaze lilies were made possible by Ganyu,” Shenhe nods. “The silk flowers as well. The Qingxin flowers are… personally picked by me. From the mountains.”

Yun Jin doesn’t peel her eyes away from the bouquet. Shenhe is almost jealous of the attention.  Almost. “Did Miss Ganyu also wrap this for you?”

Shenhe licks her lips as she subtly wipes her palms on her legs. “Yes. She’s an amazing friend.”

Yun Jin finally looks up to her, a smile still on her face. Shenhe forgets to breathe for a few seconds. “Thank you for this, Shenhe. Let me—”

“Oh—” Shenhe interrupts just when Yun Jin turns to head up. She picks off three Qingxin flowers from the bouquet and smells them before putting one in her mouth.

Yun Jin is frozen, eyes as wide as saucers and her jaw slightly dropped.

Shenhe chews and swallows to her heart’s content. Yun Jin remains blinking in place, her eyes moving between the flowers in Shenhe’s hand and Shenhe’s face herself. Should Shenhe have invited her? She voices this sentiment out, extending the remaining two flowers towards Yun Jin.

Yun Jin takes three last blinks before she finally opens her mouth to speak. “Pardon?”

Shenhe swallows one last petal before she tucks a few strands of her hair behind her ear. “Don’t you want to eat these flowers with me?” At Yun Jin’s silence, Shenhe feels oddly defensive. “I picked them well. I picked them from the peaks of the mountains and I’ve made sure that they’re clean. I’m sorry for not inviting you to eat before I started chewing—”

At Shenhe’s surprise, Yun Jin huffs out a few breaths, not quite a laugh but also not a cough. Shenhe can only tilt her head. “Have you not tried a Qingxin flower?”

“I,” Yun Jin begins when she has gathered herself enough and is once again poised. A polite and practiced smile is on her lips—Shenhe would know, she has seen that exact smile on the rare occasion that Yun Jin invites her to one of her practice sessions—before she holds the bouquet tighter. “No, I have not, but I was under the impression that—” She interrupts herself when she sees Shenhe’s face, shaking her head immediately. “Have you not given someone a bouquet before?”

Shenhe furrows her eyebrows, temporarily stopping her chewing. “I didn’t feel the need to.”

Yun Jin blinks at her rapidly again before she licks her lips. “Of course. Allow me to refuse your invitation though.”

“Why?” Shenhe tilts her head as she lowers her fist holding the last Qingxin flower. Yun Jin’s eyes seem to be tracing every feature on Shenhe’s face. Before her hands can start profusely sweating again, Shenhe gulps. “Oh, I get it.”

“You do?”

“Are you planning to use these flowers as decoration for your outfit? For that play you have been writing?”

Shenhe is sure Yun Jin’s beautiful and delicate eyelashes will soon fall off from her eyes if she keeps blinking rapidly. There’s silence between them—somehow, the distant background noise of the ever busy and hardworking Liyue Harbor calms Shenhe down—before Yun Jin exhales. It’s heavier than all the exhales Shenhe has heard from her recently. “Yes, I suppose I can use these as part of my costume. I,” She looks back down at the bouquet, her fingers ghosting at the spaces left by the Qingxin flowers Shenhe plucked, before she continues. “I have been looking for ways to decorate my plays better.”

“Oh.” Shenhe slowly nods. “Should I… have chosen more glaze lilies?”

Yun Jin slowly looks up at her, her eyes unreadable. “No, no. This—this is fine. I can work with all these, yes. Thank you again, Shenhe.”

Somehow, it doesn’t ease the bottomless pit in Shenhe’s stomach. “You’re always welcome, Yun Jin.”











 

“You what?”

Shenhe catches Ganyu later that day by the docks. The taste of the Qingxin flowers on her tongue are more bitter than usual. “The flowers. They didn’t work,” A few strands of Shenhe’s bangs flutter when she exhales. “Even when I invited her to eat.”

“To eat,” Ganyu echoes. The clipboard in her hand is long forgotten. “You invited her to eat the flowers.”

Shenhe tilts her head. The sound of a ship leaving the docks sounds distant even when it shouldn’t be. “Was I not supposed to?”

“… Oh, dear,” Ganyu exhales, the in between of her eyebrows all furrowed. Another ship signals its departure and Ganyu nearly jumps under her skin, instantly reminded of why she’s here in the first place. She takes notes in between counting and double counting whatever and it takes all of Shenhe not to leave when she feels too many stares on the two of them. Ganyu scribbles quickly before she clicks the pen once and looks back up to Shenhe. “What to do with you…”

Shenhe cracks her knuckles, blinking and waiting for Ganyu’s assessment.

“Oh! You mentioned eating, right?” Ganyu points the end of her pen at Shenhe.

“Yes, I invited her to eat the flowers with me.” Ganyu grimaces for reasons Shenhe isn’t privy to and before she can ask about it, Ganyu waves her hand to dismiss the reminder. “Have you invited her to eat somewhere yet?”

Shenhe tilts her head. “But we eat a lot at Xiangling’s restaurant. Sometimes at Liuli Pavillion. Sometimes with Xinyan and Director Hu.”

Ganyu sighs, clutching her clipboard close to her chest. “Have  you  invited her out  alone  or was it always her asking you out?”

They blink at each other—one with a point to prove, the other slowly realizing the truth—until Shenhe exhales again, this time quieter. “I see.”

“Yes, well,” Ganyu fiddles with her pen, clicking and unclicking at a steady pace. “I think she would love it if you asked her to eat out for once. Perhaps try a location that you guys haven’t been to?”

Just as Shenhe racks her head for a location she and Yun Jin haven’t been to, a high and loud voice calls for Ganyu. “There you are!”

Both of them turn to where the voice came from—Shenhe is secretly thankful that some of the stares are now directed to the newcomer—and Yanfei wears the brightest smile as usual. “What are you guys busy with?”

Ganyu slowly looks at Shenhe as she chews on her lip. “Well…”

And because Shenhe either says everything or nothing, she exposes herself on the spot. “I’m trying to court Yun Jin.”

Yanfei blinks, smile unfaltering, before she slams her fist on her open palm. “Take her to dinner!”

It’s Shenhe’s time to blink in place, eyes fleeting between Ganyu and Yanfei. It says enough about Yanfei’s immunity to unexpected situations when she continues to smile as if she has been part of the conversation since forever. “I… don’t have enough knowledge of where to bring Yun Jin. For dinner.”

Yanfei hums, tapping her chin. Such an animated character in between Shenhe and Ganyu. “Probably not somewhere in Liyue Harbor if you’re having difficulty picking out a place?”

Shenhe continues to blink. Ganyu counts whatever she’s counting for the last time before inviting herself in the conversation once more. “If you want cuisines that are similar yet wildly different from what we Liyuens are used to, Inazuma is a good place. It is a bit far, however…”

“Sumeru also never disappoints when it comes to food,” Yanfei thumbs the general direction of where the nation she’s mentioned is located. “I continue to fantasize about their Fatteh and their—” She groans, most likely remembering the taste of the dishes she’s listing out. “Padisarah pudding, seriously. I think you would like it too, Ganyu!”

Ganyu licks her lips as she hugs her clipboard close to her chest. “That sounds sweet.”

“It is! Very soft as well—like home away from home, like tofu, you know?” Yanfei groans again, tilting her head back as she places both hands on her hips. “Do you think I can convince Lady Tianquan to partner up with one of Sumeru’s most prolific restaurants? They never run out of those there, anyway.”

Shenhe clears her throat at the wrong time, because Ganyu and Yanfei are looking at her like she has grown a second head. “Oh, my bad, Shenhe!” Yanfei cracks her knuckles. “So? Any idea where you can bring Yun Jin?”

Shenhe’s eyes roam around, considering long and wide all the options that are suitable for both their tastes. Her difficulty must show, because Ganyu tilts her head, shoulders hunched. “Somewhere quiet might be nice. Somewhere that isn’t exactly Liyue Harbor but also not,” She waves a hand towards a vague direction before continuing. “Not so detached from Liyue, you know?”

The gears in Shenhe’s brain click together. She thinks of Yanfei putting the puzzle pieces in a case together, or Ganyu knowing exactly where to aim to kill—

She glances at Ganyu’s meek demeanor and shakes her head and instead thinks of a Ganyu who knows where the exact file the Lady Tianquan is looking for—

And Shenhe sighs, nodding her head visible enough for her two companions. They edge their faces closer in Shenhe’s space and Shenhe has half a mind to give herself a mental pat on her back to not flinch or take a step away. “I think I know where to bring her already.”

Ganyu shyly pumps a fist, her ballpen impressively held tight, and Yanfei throws her hands up like she just won a case. There is a small smile on Shenhe’s lips at her companions’ undying support, and it gives her the one last push she needs for this plan. “I should ask her as soon as I can.”

“You should! Although, honestly, I thought—” One glance at Ganyu shuts Yanfei up, her bite on her lip hasty and tight. Shenhe turns to Ganyu only to see her smiling up at her, eyes closed. Another secret Shenhe isn’t privy to, she guesses, and so she doesn’t push. She only adjusts her hair accessory, eyes cast down. “You thought?”

Yanfei hisses, fingers fiddling with each other. “Nothing, nothing! None of that. But even Xiao—you know what,” Yanfei breathes out a huge puff of air in one go, cheeks hollowed as she places a hand on Shenhe’s shoulder. She’s warm where Shenhe is cold, and Shenhe doesn’t shrug her hand off as thanks for helping her out in regard to Yun Jin. “I just know—well,  we,” She flicks her head to where Ganyu is standing. “We know it will go well in the end, anyway. You two will get there.”

Shenhe is rooted on the pavement where she is standing, equally nervous and relieved. “… You have my thanks,” She looks at Ganyu and then back to Yanfei. “Both of you.”

“I’ll still be here if you need help again,” Ganyu nods. “Although…  I hope everything goes well enough this time that you do not need my help again.”

Shenhe nearly tells her that she’ll always need Ganyu’s help one way or another until one of them ceases to exist, but such sentimentality should be reserved during near-death situations. In hindsight, standing under the scorching sun of Liyue Harbor, surrounded by people who are either gawking at them or talking, endless jitters in her stomach just from the mere thought of asking Yun Jin to dinner  should be  equivalent to death.

(But also the thought of Yun Jin’s smile, and her gentle laughs, and the eyes that never seem to leave Shenhe even when she is aware or not, is enough to remain alive even in trying times.)

“Right, right, I have faith in you two!” It’s Yanfei who pumps her fist this time, her smile still rivaling the sun. “May Celestia be in your favor!”













The knots in Shenhe’s stomach are far more knotted than the Red Ropes that bind and contain her curse.

Most of her childhood is under wraps—literal and metaphorical—and forgotten on her good days. The most she has been tormented by her past was slightly over two months ago, when her nightmare was tangible enough that she thought she was reliving everything from the start. Long gone are the days where Shenhe could not last a week without a realistically horrible dream and socializing with people beyond her comfort zone is not so much of a vast sea of uncertainty anymore.

Tonight, Yun Jin is ever lovely. The stars above Mt. Aocang are bright enough that they don’t need too much illumination; Yun Jin has not wiped off all of her makeup from her dress rehearsal from earlier and it’s taking everything in Shenhe to not stare at her plump and glossed lips. Everything is nearly perfect—

“So, Ms. Yun, how is the play you have been directing going? I suppose there would be no harm in asking you about backstage activities?”

“Oh, not at all, Mr. Zhongli! In fact, I estimate that everything will be done within this week. The rehearsal and touch ups will take about two more weeks, however.”

Zhongli is an old friend of the adepti, and has always been a pleasant person to be around. He has a natural cadence that is similar to a ruler, and yet he is all gentle smiles and sophisticated posture whenever he visits the mountains.

Never has Shenhe ever wanted to kick him out so desperately until tonight. Respectfully.

Moon Carver passes a fresh dish to Mountain Shaper with little effort before he gets back to his food. When Shenhe proposed the idea of dinner with Yun Jin, she did not invite anyone else whatsoever. She brought up that she needed help with the cooking and the food preparation, and yet she did not have the heart to deny their wishes of sharing dinner together with, according to Cloud Retainer’s words,  the girl who our dear Shenhe has fancied for quite an excruciating amount of time. Shenhe could not get a rebuttal even when she felt her face warm up, and she could not tell Zhongli in any way that he wasn’t invited when he decided to drop by today, of all days.

Shenhe takes a Qingxin and chews on it more aggressively than usual. On her left, Yun Jin is animatedly sharing her opera preparations.

“—And so, we decided to lessen the felt material on our costumes this time. There’s more background actors on this one, too!”

Zhongli, on Yun Jin’s left, hums. The teacup in his hands has yet to touch his lips. Shenhe stares as it hovers, close to Zhongli’s lips but not close enough that he takes a sip of Mountain Carver’s oolong tea. “Either way, I would be delighted to view it the night it premieres, and I’m sure the people of Liyue share the sentiment.”

“You’re too kind, Mr. Zhongli,” Yun Jin bows in his general direction. Shenhe glances at her plate and immediately feels nauseated seeing that she has barely touched her food. “Not that I aim to disappoint anybody, but it’s nice to hear reassurance once in a while.”

It’s Mountain Shaper’s turn to pass a plate towards Moon Carver. Shenhe’s eye twitches as she chews on another Qingxin. Their dining table has never been small and yet it feels crowded, even when there are only five of them here. Seeing how their supposedly dinner date has turned into a miniature feast, she might as well have invited Ganyu, even if it will take days of convincing. Or Yaoyao. Or Yanfei. Or even, Celestia forbid, the Conqueror of Demons himself.

Shenhe has never been this miserable in a while. She’s not sure if she prefers this feeling over her recurring nightmares.

Shenhe snaps out of her reverie when she hears Zhongli sipping,  finally, and she lightly bumps her elbow against Yun Jin’s arm to catch her attention. Yun Jin turns to her, eyes big and beautiful. “Your food,” She clears her throat when her voice wavers. “You have not eaten much of your food.”

“Oh,” Yun Jin looks down on her plate the same time Shenhe does. She hums as she fiddles with her thumbs. “I’m quite full from our break earlier.”

Shenhe looks at her face. Even with a dampened mood, there is no denying that Yun Jin is the most beautiful girl Shenhe knows. There is a voice at the back of her head that unsurprisingly sounds like Cloud Retainer telling her  you don’t know that many women, but she ignores it in favor of relaxing her shoulders and continuing to stare at Yun Jin.

“You accepted my dinner invite even if you were full?” Their surroundings sound a bit quieter, a bit distant. Shenhe couldn’t care less if Moon Carver and Mountain Shaper were eavesdropping.

Yun Jin finally looks at her, eye to eye. Shenhe holds her breath, but she doesn’t look nor pull away. “I would take every opportunity to spend time with you.”

“Oh…” Shenhe breathes out, letting silence sit in between them. She notices—she  always  notices when it comes to Yun Jin, even with her eyes closed—Yun Jin reaching out to rest her hand on top of Shenhe’s clasped ones in her peripheral. When she looks down to where their skins meet, Yun Jin squeezes.

Shenhe feels a squeeze shortly after, somewhere behind her ribcage. She can only gulp. Moon Carver and Mountain Shaper are  surely  listening.

“Thank you for inviting me,” Yun Jin whispers, and before Shenhe can reassure her that she’d invite her and  only her  to dinners from now on, Zhongli asks, “Have you written an opera about any deceased or forgotten god before, Miss Yun?”

Just like that, Yun Jin’s hand is off Shenhe’s and she’s leaning closer towards Zhongli. “That’s a brilliant idea, Mr. Zhongli! Would you have any suggestions? And by forgotten, would you consider…”

Shenhe is on the edge of her seat, like Zhongli’s tea in his customized teacup. 

If she had not known better, she would immediately enact on her homicidal tendencies and deal with Zhongli. But with Yun Jin in the premises, and the promise she made with herself of using her strength for good, she shifts her urges to something less violent. Maybe expose the  blatant possibility of Zhongli as an adeptus to Yun Jin.

She feels a shiver run down her spine out of nowhere and she can only sit straight. When she looks at where Zhongli is, she catches his eyes avert from her and back to Yun Jin as she tells him a folktale she grew up with.

Shenhe chews on her last Qingxin and doesn’t look back at where they are, only squinting at Moon Carver and Mountain Shaper who look too amused at Shenhe’s internal turmoil.

“The food tastes amazing,” She says, still trying to dispel her homicidal urges and transform them into anything good. Moon Carver gives her a smile—that doesn’t really look like a smile after being exposed to humans (and Yun Jin’s remarkable, beautiful) smile—and pushes a plate to her direction.

She doesn’t have the heart to say no, so she gulps the last of her food and helps herself.

It may not be as sweet as the Sumerian food Yanfei was listing off, but her stomach ends up full.

(Something in her heart—somewhere where her heart should be at least—however, is twisted in knots. It aches.)











Humans have, slowly but surely, rubbed off of Shenhe.

They have complicated traditions and expressions that never directly express what they mean. They live short lives in comparison to the adepti. They live and let love—let love guide and dictate them, let feelings rule their decisions and perception of the world. They’re puny, vulnerable, and yet the most courageous beings Shenhe knows. Life can be greater than they are and they would look at it like it’s nothing but one of Cloud Retainer’s puzzle toys, another challenge they have yet to conquer.

Shenhe is human. She reconnects with that fact by adapting their audacity and tenacity when she walks to where Ganyu and the Conqueror of Demons are training.

True to his reputation, the Conqueror of Demons turns his head to Shenhe’s direction sharply. When he sees her, he waves his spear away but continues to assume a guarded stance.

Ganyu turns to her not a few seconds after the Conqueror of Demons does. Shenhe at least makes the effort to bow in her direction, and Ganyu waves her bow away before giving her a light wave.

“Ganyu,” Shenhe greets when she’s only a meter away. Sensing the Conqueror of Demons’ curious and unwavering stare, she turns to him and gives him a bow. “Conqueror of Demons.”

He pales when he hears the title. It’s beyond Shenhe, considering he’s always gone by that and she’s not sure if she’s shared enough meals and embarrassing stories with him for her to call him by his name. “Thats,” He starts, his voice low. He clears his throat behind a fist before continuing. “To what do we owe your presence?”

Shenhe licks her lips. It would be human nature to start with small talk, but it is also human nature to keep in mind that none of them are  completely human. Shenhe forgets all pretenses—not that she’s had much to begin with—and turns back to Ganyu. “I need your help again.”

“Oh,” Ganyu sighs, heavy; it’s an instant reaction that nearly makes Shenhe’s head tilt. “How did the dinner go?”

“Moon Shaper and Mountain Carver did not let us leave until all the food was gone. Yun Jin’s lipstick has completely wiped off by the end,” She could barely peel her eyes away from Yun Jin’s lips, despite the abstinence and discipline training she has gone through with the adepti, and she feels heat rush through her veins. She curls her hands into fists for one second before continuing. “Zhongli’s face was nearly green by the end of it, so to speak.”

It’s Ganyu’s turn to pale. In her periphery, the Conqueror of Demons is trying to know more without explicitly asking about it; his arms are crossed over his chest and he’s leaning towards Shenhe in the most inconspicuous way one can manage.

“… You two weren’t eating alone?” Ganyu looks at her like she’s a new, emerging monster she’s terrified of killing, which does not make sense. This is  the Ganyu, after all. She must have done something terrible, then.

“It felt…” Talking about feelings in any capacity is as foreign as anything from the neighboring regions. Shenhe makes a mental note of finding out if there’s anything similar to Liyuen Opera in Sumeru before continuing. “It didn’t feel right to not invite Moon Shaper and Mountain Carver after the preparations they have done. Zhongli was also in time for dinner.”

“Oh dear,” Ganyu sighs, another heavy one, the same time the Conqueror of Demons more or less gasps, “ Zhongli was with you?”

Shenhe and Ganyu turn to where the Conqueror of Demons is partially frozen, although with his constant demeanor, it barely looks like anything out of the ordinary. When she gauges that nobody is going to continue the conversation, Shenhe nods. “He’s often visiting these days.”

“Um, well,” They turn to Ganyu, who has one hand holding her head as she shakes it. “The dinner was just supposed to be between you and Miss Yun,” She’s talking quieter and faster. “It wasn’t supposed to be—” She looks up at Shenhe. “How… how did Miss Yun act after dinner?”

Shenhe surveys their environment, taking in the fact that they’re by Azhdaha’s domain and that she’s technically interrupted their training session. She’s lucky enough that the Conqueror of Demons hasn’t told her off just yet. “She was tired after eating everything and was a little… quiet.”

“Oh dear,” Shenhe can list Ganyu’s favorite sayings, if she tries hard enough. “Well, that’s—”

“… You are not together yet.”

If Shenhe was not trained to be vigilant, she would have drawn her spear and recited an incantation already when the Conqueror of Demons pipes up. He still has his arms crossed, but his shoulders are less drawn and his eyebrows are furrowed in the slightest. Shenhe doesn’t know if that was a question or an observation, and something inside her tells her that either way would be pathetic.

“Together, as in what humans call, dating?”

There is the slightest pink on the Conqueror of Demons’ face before he nods. “You are not?”

Shenhe looks at Ganyu, who seems to be counting how many lizards are crawling around with how focused she is on her shoes.

“Did we give the impression that we already were,” Shenhe turns back to the Conqueror of Demons, hastily addressing him more respectfully. “Conqueror of Demons?”

“You can drop that—Ganyu,” At his firm call, Ganyu’s head snaps up and she stands straighter. From all the years she has known and has spent with the adepti, Shenhe doesn’t remember if they have a mind-reading ability, but with the way the Conqueror of Demons is not tearing his eyes away from Ganyu, his eyebrows drawn tight, Shenhe starts to doubt what she knows.

It’s Shenhe’s turn to count the lizards. The space by her feet, where water is present even in the slightest, is frozen.

“Like what I’ve said, Conqueror of Demons,”  A deep and stern cough. “Master Xiao.”

Shenhe counts up to five lizards before the Conqueror of Demons sighs. She looks up, regarding his relaxed stance.

“Forgive me for assuming otherwise,” The Conqueror of Demons begins. He nods at Shenhe, firm and sure. “With the way you continue to trail behind her, it is easy to assume exactly that.”

The heat in Shenhe’s veins are pooling at the bottom of her belly. The ice beneath her seems to spread.

“I take no offense, Conqueror of Demons—”

“And,” He cuts off, with pain in his voice that suggests he dislikes doing exactly this. “And Xiao is fine. It is my name given by Rex Lapis.”

“Oh,” Shenhe breathes out. “Xiao…” She starts, testing how the character weighs in her mouth and how he would react to it. Confirming his encouragement, Shenhe clears her throat. “Xiao, there is nothing to apologize for.” Humans’ audacity must not have run out in her system yet, because she dares ask: “Have you trailed behind someone the same way I do to Yun Jin for you to reach that conclusion?”

Humans are terrifying, Shenhe concludes, when she sees the Conqueror of Demons—Xiao, sputter and unconsciously summon his beloved spear. She briefly wonders the approximate number of humans to witness Xiao like this because of how straightforward they can be.

“ No,” He says, barely a cough, before he composes himself to his usual demeanor. “It doesn’t take experience for anyone to know that spending time with another can only be done in the presence of utter respect and fondness that not anybody has the capability to have.”

Shenhe lets his words sink in, before she nods. “I completely agree.”

“Well!” Shenhe and Xiao turn to Ganyu when she claps her hands together with force that is beyond her small stature. “There you go, Shenhe! Hasn’t Miss Yun been preparing for an opera she’s written?”

Shenhe nods. Xiao is a few steps closer than he initially was.

“I’ve heard that she practices at Mt. Tianheng with several props she has made and set up herself, maybe you can spend more time together by accompanying her during her practices?”

Shenhe hums, envisioning the straightforward possibility of Yun Jin knowing of Shenhe’s intentions and reciprocating them. She relaxes her jaw before responding. “That is a great idea, thank you.”

Ganyu is smiling like she didn’t look like she wanted to be anywhere but here earlier. “Happy to help, Shenhe.”

Shenhe turns to Xiao. “Thank you for your input as well, Xiao.”

“Nonsense, I did not do anything of note.” Xiao waves her off.

“I didn’t know you were observing me and Yun Jin.” Shenhe nods.

“It is my duty to make sure every Liyuen citizen is safe and to be there when they call my name,” He says, double the speed of his usual talking pace. “And Ganyu has mentioned it once or twice during our training.”

Just before Shenhe can completely turn to face Ganyu, she hears a squeal from her direction. Ganyu waves her hands in front of her face, shaking her head as fast as she can. “I- I’ve only mentioned it because Master Xiao brought it up first—”

Xiao coughs, loud and deliberate. Shenhe is beyond confused but equally amused at how Xiao is looking past her when he says, “We need to get back to our training. If you’d excuse us, Shenhe…”

Shenhe bows. There is a creeping small smile on her lips and she does nothing to stop it. While none of them are  completely  human, what they call  gossip  is enjoyed by humans and adepti alike. The satisfaction of solving Cloud Retainer’s puzzles must feel this light.

And because there is still the booming audacity inside Shenhe’s ribs, not unlike a human’s, she extends an invitation before completely leaving: “Moon Carver and Mountain Shaper would love to have you often, Xiao. Please visit for a meal or two.”

There is a faint response, most likely carried by the wind: “… Their almond tofu is as good as Wangshu Inn’s.”













“You really shouldn’t have, Shenhe.”

Shenhe continues to walk half a step behind Yun Jin, who is humming and vaguely waving her arms, as they trek up north of Liyue Harbor. From here, civilization sounds quieter and more deluded, but Shenhe would be lying if she says she’s completely calm. With how melodious Yun Jin’s voice is, and how graceful Yun Jin’s steps are, it takes nearly everything in Shenhe not to get distracted. Nearly tripping over a rock is already enough of an embarrassment she is willing to be today.

“I insist,” Shenhe says after kicking her hundredth pebble away. “Cloud Retainer also wanted us to vacate the mountains for a while… something about research. Although… if somebody asks me, it’s most likely one of her excuses to have the place for herself.”

Shenhe’s eyes continue to wander as they trek, both to admire the scenery and to make sure they aren’t ambushed. When she doesn’t hear Yun Jin, she turns her head, only to see Yun Jin left behind for a few steps. Before she can ask, Yun Jin shakes her head and immediately catches up. When they’re side by side, Yun Jin’s arm brushes against hers, and it takes everything in her again to not accidentally jump or slip.

“Is everything okay?” Shenhe asks when she finds her voice.

Yun Jin nods. She’s back to humming her piece before responding, “You talk a lot more these days.”

“Is it a bad thing?” Shenhe asks too quickly. She takes half a step away from Yun Jin after the realization.

“No, no, not at all.” Even in her peripheral vision, Yun Jin’s smile rivals the sun. “It’s just… well… people usually do that when they enjoy the company of the other…”

Shenhe doesn’t answer immediately. The silence between them stretches too long until Shenhe thinks she’s too late to answer now unless she wants the situation to be—even more—awkward.

Yun Jin saves her the trouble while doing her wrist exercises. “Do you enjoy my company, Shenhe?”

“Of course.” Shenhe doesn’t think if she answered too fast or too slow this time. She doesn’t mind if she sounds too eager. “Speaking of, have you heard of Sumeru and the several performances held in their theater there?”

Yun Jin hums. She stays graceful and delicate when she nods her head. “It’s not an opera, for sure, but it would be interesting to witness in person, I believe.” She turns her head to look up at Shenhe, the corners of her eyes still smiling. “Why the sudden interest?”

Shenhe has to turn her head away for a moment in order to not blind herself. When she looks back, she fights the urge to look down at Yun Jin’s lips. “Would you want to accompany me there when you are free?”

There’s evident surprise in Yun Jin’s eyes, round and bright. The sun frames her face in ways that make Shenjin think of celestial beings that humans are not worthy enough of touching. Shenhe is human. She can’t even touch. “After the success of this opera—well, I  hope—”

“It will be,” Shenhe interrupts, still too eager. “It will be successful.” She finishes quietly.

Yun Jin laughs, light and melodious. Shenhe is convinced they’re hiking their way up to Celestia. “Thank you. I’m excited!” She claps her hands once. “Lady Ningguang is turning that entire week into a cultural exchange of some sort. There will be performers and businesses from all around Teyvat. I’m going to be the opening presentation…” Yun Jin’s voice is quiet. She’s twirling a few strands of her hair with one finger.

“She chose you for a reason.” Yun Jin looks up at Shenhe. “You will do well, like you always have.”

“Thank you, Shenhe.” Yun Jin smiles. “After that’s done, I’ll let you know when I’m free for Sumeru. Wouldn’t the crowd be too much for you once we are there?”

Shenhe has not once stopped to consider that, too busy enjoying the thought of spending time with Yun Jin in another region. “I…” She clears her throat. “It will not be too bad… I hope.”

Yun Jin laughs again, quieter, before taking a huge leap and landing in front of Shenhe with grace. Years of Cloud Retainer nagging—training  her balance, among other things, finally paid off as she stopped her step just in time before she could crash on top of Yun Jin. “I’m looking forward to that, then.” She smiles wide, eyes nearly disappearing. “But for now, the opera.”

“But for now, the opera,” Shenhe nods. The corners of her lips are drawn up slightly higher than usual and before she can wonder if Yun Jin has noticed, Yun Jin’s eyes finally disappear with how wide she’s smiling now. “Speaking of,” Shenhe wills herself to look away and gesture behind Yun Jin. “We’re here.”

Yun Jin’s training equipment—a few scarecrows, most of them planted on the soil more firmly (Shenhe’s workmanship), the rest are a little tilted (Yun Jin’s  artistic  and  beautiful  workmanship)—greets them. The color coded cloths wrapped around their bodies flutter as a greeting. Shenhe bows to no one in particular, before she situates herself under the nearby tree. She summons Calamity Queller as a precaution, letting it lean against the tree before leaning against it herself. Yun Jin is fluttering to check one prop after the other, graceful enough to give the illusion that the wind is guiding her every move. Shenhe crosses her arms over her chest, her eyes never leaving Yun Jin.

It is easier to assume that Shenhe only was conceived for the sake of birthing a tragedy, a story that most people will pass to one another, to their children, their grandchildren, and to the rest of their lineage. Liyue is not so big with divination as much as other regions are, from the traveler’s stories, but the stars aligning before she even formed her bones inside her mother’s womb are too much of a force to be reckoned with. Shenhe, barely the age appropriate to awaken her consciousness, was already fighting for her life. Starving, dehydrated, exhausted: words that encompass what was running through her mind; these words were too big for Shenhe to know. Too big and unknown, just like the world.

Yun Jin begins her practice by striking a pose, the ends of her body stiff and sharp. She starts to hum with her eyes closed, and every movement of her limbs prompts her to hum louder. Usually, she sings, even if it’s not the final performance yet, but with Yun Jin’s tenacious stare, Shenhe doesn’t dare question it. Perhaps it’s a surprise.

(Perhaps it’s not for her.)

Yun Jin swiftly avoids the scarecrows everytime she waves her arms or she lands on her feet. It is hard not to get drawn to a compelling performance even if Shenhe isn’t sure what she is singing about.

The wind continues to dance with her. Shenhe briefly wonders if the performer from Sumeru will evoke the same emotions Yun Jin draws out of her, warm and whole.

(Shenhe doubts it. Only Yun Jin has turned her tragedy into something beautiful, after all, even if it’s not as beautiful as Yun Jin herself.)

Even if Yun Jin looks slowed down and deliberate to Shenhe, time passes quickly. Her guard has lowered from when they arrived. Calamity Queller has been long dismissed. This moment should only be between Shenhe and Yun Jin, she thinks, as she leans more of her weight against the tree. The sun no longer stings on her skin as much as it did earlier.

Just as Yun Jin strikes her ending pose, and Shenhe raises her hands to offer her applause, they both hear a whirring sound and multiple garbled noises nearby.

“Shenhe—!” Yun Jin calls out for her just as a Ruin Hunter dives its mechanical arm towards Shenhe. She ducks, Calamity Queller in one hand and an incantation on her lips immediately. She manages to stagger it, but it continues to whirr, its arm now powering up to deal a blow lower and more fatal than the previous.

“Yun Jin!” Shenhe has never heard her sound this hurried; frantic and panicking, all she can think about is protecting Yun Jin. “Get near the tree! I’ll handle this.”

“I can help—” But Shenhe shakes her head and points towards the tree where she was leaning on earlier. She jabs Calamity Queller on the Ruin Hunter’s arm, staggering it again. The arm falls off from its body not long after, but Shenhe can’t be too complacent, especially when it starts taking out its missiles, with the intention of aiming at her. She dives sidewards, crashing against one of Yun Jin’s scarecrows. The Ruin Hunter continues to stalk her, its mechanical hands and missiles all focused on her. Shenhe spends no time thinking of all the scarecrows she has crashed against and their makeshift clothing she has nicked and torn apart with Calamity Queller. She can feel the Ruin Hunter weakening anyway

This is nothing compared to what she has already gone through. She has not been training for years, Red Ropes tight around her body, only to fail herself now. Only to fail  Yun Jin, of all people.

Shenhe throws Calamity Queller at the Ruin Hunter’s core just as it powers itself up with the strength and precision of someone with skill but also with desperation. When it temporarily powers off, Shenhe summons the Talisman Spirit. She hacks and slashes at the machine with practiced ease, barely feeling any strain in between her muscles and limbs.

It almost takes her to when she had to fight for her life at such a young age if it weren’t for the sound of Yun Jin summoning her own polearm.

Shenhe turns her head to where Yun Jin is parrying all the hilichurls’ poor excuse of attacks, never losing her grace. “Yun Jin—” She almost yells, but stops herself in time unless she wants to distract Yun Jin and cause a casualty instead. She turns back to the Ruin Hunter, its parts barely hanging together. The sight of Abyssal remains—a thick, dark cloud slowly rising from the nearly ruined machine—makes Shenhe summon a talisman and chant a beat faster than usual. Yun Jin is capable on her own, but Shenhe would rather make sure she goes unscathed.

The Ruin Hunter’s parts are disassembled shortly after ice engulfs it. They roll towards Shenhe’s feet, and, while usually she keeps them to bring back home for Cloud Retainer, she flanks to the left and immediately sprints to where Yun Jin just decapitated a smaller hilichurl. Shenhe summons another talisman, and she’s already fighting back-to-back with Yun Jin in no time.

With one swift swing, the mitachurl disintegrates in front of Shenhe. There are several trinkets around her and Yun Jin, but all she hears are heaving and the wiping of sweat. It takes a few seconds for them to look beyond the carnage and turn their heads towards Yun Jin’s training equipment.

Well… what remains of the training equipment, anyway. It is an undeniable reflection of what just transpired just now.

Before Shenhe can turn to look at her, Yun Jin is already running to where a few of her scarecrows have been broken and flattened. Their makeshift clothing was no more than tattered cloth, and it was a testament of Shenhe’s luck that only three of the scarecrows remained firmly planted on the ground.

At least Yun Jin is as unscathed as they are.

“Yun Jin,” Shenhe begins, her grip on Calamity Queller even tighter. Her nails nearly dig into what they can reach of her palm. Yun Jin doesn’t grace her with an answer—not even a hum of acknowledgement—as Shenhe slowly makes her way to where she is kneeling. Yun Jin is slowly picking up which wood and cloth are salvageable. There is an inexplicable lump at the back of Shenhe’s throat. No matter how hard or often she swallows, it remains.

She is fairly sure it is connected to how heavy the pit of her stomach is right now.

“Yun Jin,” Shenhe tries again. This time Yun Jin hums, rather quick and lacking melody like her usual hums. Shenhe bites her bottom lip. Before she can issue an apology, she hears two pairs of footsteps running closer to where they are. She points Calamity Queller to where the sound is from.

What she least expected was to see two familiar faces. One of them is  too  familiar even.

“Aunt Shenhe?” Chongyun beats her to the greeting, immediately stopping on his tracks when he sees her. His friend—Xingqiu, Shenhe glares at him as he dismisses his sword—stops a step behind Chongyun. They wipe a few sweat tracks and Chongyun asks in the middle of them catching their breaths, “Did you—Was there a Ruin Hunter—”

He gets interrupted—Shenhe’s glare is as sharp as Calamity Queller. Unfortunately, Xingqiu doesn’t notice—when Xingqiu nudges his elbow at Chongyun’s arm and gestures to the training area. “They most likely have dealt with it.”

Chongyun finally takes in the scene (or what’s left of it, anyway). His eyes wander from one broken scarecrow to another, piecing the tattered materials together in his head before his shoulders relax. Shenhe has half a mind to take a step to her left, to shield—everything.  Anything. Even Yun Jin’s back, who looks smaller than usual.

She takes a few steps away from Yun Jin instead. She dismisses Calamity Queller in favor of thinking too much about everything.

Xingqiu clears his throat. “Do you need help, Yun Jin?”

“No, no. Don’t worry.” Shenhe turns her head to her, who is slowly standing up to face all of them. She is clutching several materials in her arms, a small smile on her face. “How are you guys?”

For Yun Jin to immediately answer him and proceed with conversation like they weren’t ambushed just earlier makes something in Shenhe’s stomach sink. She takes one more step away from Yun Jin, even if her eyes are trained on her.

(It’s a little difficult to look away, even when there’s a nervous thrumming sensation under Shenhe’s skin.)

“We’re—” Shenhe turns her head to where her nephew and his friend are, even if her eyes follow her head slower. She really does not want to look away from Yun Jin, but Yun Jin is not looking back. Ice starts to form around her feet. “We’re okay. We were following a Ruin Hunter and other abyss creatures, and it just so happened to lead us here.”

What Xingqiu does next made Shenhe’s eye twitch: He intertwined his hand with Chongyun.

This time, Xingqiu actually sees Shenhe’s glare, but he only squeezes their hands together.

“Well, I was supposed to follow the lead Xingqiu told me about earlier,” Chongyun looks at Xingqiu, his bottom lip slightly protruding. “But it looks like you both beat us to it.” He lets go of Xingqiu’s hand in favor of properly bowing at Yun Jin. “Thank you, Yun Jin.” He turns to Shenhe to bow at her as well. “Thank you, Aunt Shenhe.”

Shenhe is not a stranger to humans singing her praises, no matter if she is worthy of it or not. She does falter when Chongyun bows to her, all earnest and proper, knowing she has wrecked more than she has saved. She bows back at him with little enthusiasm and waves him off. Chongyun smiles at her before intertwining his hand with Xingqiu once again.

When Chongyun rubs circles with his thumb on Xingqiu’s hand, Shenhe does not know if it’s appropriate to stare. She is, however, aware that the pit of her stomach is starting to burn; her insides feel like they are slowly scalding, despite the vision that hangs on her person. Despite the years of training to rein in her emotions. Despite the Red Ropes that bind her; these ropes that keep what her curse has given her in check.

Ice continues to form below her, except the heat is melting them into puddles under her feet. It reminds Shenhe too much of what seems to be conspiring inside of her.

Xingqiu clears his throat. “Are you sure that you won’t need help with those?” He gestures at everything Yun Jin is clutching against her chest. “I have already restocked my jar of tea leaves, perhaps you might want a few after we drop those off by the Opera House?”

“No, no,” Yun Jin shakes her head. She widens her smile to further reassure Xingqiu. Shenhe feels like she is the one melting into a puddle, for reasons that are either good or terrible. She doesn’t let herself dwell on them, still. “I’ve got it. Besides, aren’t you busy with Chongyun?”

Yun Jin saying  I’ve  instead of  We’ve  made Shenhe’s skin crawl. The nervous thrumming under her skin is now louder and wilder. This is a matter beyond what her Red Ropes are capable of and Shenhe is once again reminded that she is not as  human  as the rest of them.

“I told him I wouldn’t mind if he didn’t come,” Chongyun sighs. Xingqiu grins at him and starts to swing their hands together. Shenhe’s eyes are transfixed; while being an older relative has demanded that she become  slightly  protective over Chongyun, she knows this isn’t only because of that. She isn’t sure she wants to know exactly why she can’t look away at their joined hands. “But he still insisted.”

Xingqiu sighs, obviously louder than intended, and taps Chongyun’s nose with his free hand. “Need I remind you that  I have the leads, between the two of us?” When Chongyun huffs, Xingqiu laughs. Shenhe has mistaken their several exchanges as if Xingqiu was purposely embarrassing or demeaning Chongyun, but seeing how her nephew’s face lights up when Xingqiu is talking, or when he turns nearly as red as Shenhe’s ropes when Xingqiu lightly pokes fun at him, she knows she couldn’t be more wrong.

(The nail to Shenhe’s coffin was the realization that she more or less behaved—or felt, because her face nor her actions almost never betrayed the warmth inside her every time Yun Jin smiled at her—the same way as Chongyun.

It was also eventually the nail to Cloud Retainer’s coffin.)

“Seeing as you insist that  you two—” There’s an emphasis when Xingqiu says it, his eyes still piecing the scene in front of him together like he isn’t done analyzing whatever he thinks deserves to be analyzed. “—have this covered, allow me to excuse the two of us.” Xingqiu bows, graceful and refined, even when an eyebrow is mischievously quirked. “We have yet to check out the lead I’ve caught wind of around Jueyun Karst.”

“Good luck with your performance, Yun Jin!” Chongyun waves at her. Yun Jin returns it with a curtsy, with only her legs doing the gesture. “Mother would love to have you around again sometime, Aunt Shenhe.”

“Oh.” It’s the first time in a while that Shenhe made a sound, and it’s the most unintelligible sound known to man. She shakes her head lightly to gather her bearings. “Tell Auntie I wish her and your family auspicious blessings.”

“Will do.” He quickly bows before turning around. “There should be a Teleport Waypoint here somewhere.” While Chongyun figures that out, Xingqiu smiles at Yun Jin. “We will be there at your premiere.”

Yun Jin  finally  hums, as sweet as her smile. “I’m expecting you two.”

Xingqiu nods, before he stiffly turns to Shenhe. “We will be going, Shen—Aunt—Aunt Shenhe…”

Shenhe holds eye contact with him long enough to see him subtly pat the bead of sweat near his temple—Shenhe is a rather dutiful protective aunt, after all—before she relaxes and gives him a nod. “You two take care.”

Chongyun and Xingqiu are off the moment they locate a nearby location. The ice by Shenhe’s feet are more or less dried up, and she takes a deep breath before trying to approach Yun Jin.

“Yun Jin, I’m sorry for this—”

Yun Jin shakes her head, clutching the wood and cloth closer to her chest. “I should thank you, Shenhe.”

Shenhe stops when she has already taken three steps closer to where Yun Jin is standing, back nearly pressed against a scarecrow with only half of its body remaining intact. “For destroying your training equipment?”

“Ah…” Yun Jin lets her eyes roam the entire training area again. Shenhe refuses to assume if it’s her own way of avoiding eye contact when Shenhe. “Well… What’s done is done, is it not? I’ve,” Yun Jin huffs, patting a piece of wood near where her hand is. “I’ve gathered a few of what seems to be salvageable enough. This wouldn’t be the first time the troupe will need to be resourceful, anyway. Wouldn’t be the last, either.”

Yun Jin still isn’t meeting Shenhe’s eyes. Shenhe has half a mind to summon Calamity Queller just to have something her fist can wrap around, but decides against it lest she wants to cause a misunderstanding. Yun Jin behaving like she’s—like she’s terrifying, destructive,  bothersome  is already enough to weigh Shenhe’s heart down.

“Let me help you gather the rest,” Shenhe crouches down and starts picking up wood. “And then I can walk you back to Liyue Harbor.”

“No, no!” Yun Jin’s voice sounds a little higher than usual. Shenhe’s hand stops halfway through picking up a piece of cloth. “No, it’s okay. You don’t have to walk me to Liyue Harbor.”

Shenhe tilts her head. “Then I can… teleport with you to Liyue Harbor?”

“No! It’s,” Yun Jin aggressively dismisses Shenhe with one hand. Either Shenhe is getting delirious from this entire situation or the heat has finally gotten to her, because why does it look like Yun Jin’s face is slowly heating up? Is it from the heat as well? “I didn’t mean it like that. Seriously, Shenhe, it’s okay. I can take it from here. I’ll ask assistance from my troupe members to gather what I can’t carry.”

Shenhe is still crouching, one arm wrapped around wood and cloth. Her hand that is outstretched towards the ground has yet to move an inch. “Don’t worry about it, I can carry the rest with one arm,” To demonstrate her point, Shenhe stands up swiftly, tightening her arm’s grip. “You have nothing to worry about.”

This seemed to have worsened everything, however, because Yun Jin is shaking her head like Shenhe is holding Calamity Queller against her throat. She doesn’t understand why Yun Jin is adamant of… staying away from her.

Shenhe’s grip on the wood and cloth falter.

“Shenhe,” Yun Jin’s voice is stern, even if she was just clearing her throat a second ago. “I got it from here. Really. Please put those down for me.”

And what is Shenhe against a request as direct as that? Obviously Yun Jin does not want her anywhere near her equipment. Possibly does not want her anywhere near Yun Jin herself, seeing how dangerous being around her actually is. She sets them down gently. Her eyes never leave Yun Jin even when Yun Jin is busy boring holes in what’s left of her former equipment.

“Okay.” Shenhe concedes. It’s her turn to clear her throat. “Okay. Sorry.”

Yun Jin snaps her head at Shenhe. When their eyes finally, finally, meet, Yun Jin licks her lips. “I told you, no need.” She turns, and now that her back is facing Shenhe, her stance looks more confident. “Thank you for everything, Shenhe. My troupe will take it from here, alright?”

“Alright.” Shenhe bites her bottom lip when Yun Jin starts to walk away.

Before Shenhe’s shoulders can slump, Yun Jin stops in her tracks and turns her head to face Shenhe. Her smile is back on her lips as if Shenhe isn’t a hair away from collapsing to the ground. “See you at my premiere?”

“I will be there.” Shenhe nods, still too eager despite this all.

“You will be there.” Yun Jin nods as she echoes. She gives Shenhe one last smile that makes her eyes disappear, before she herself disappears from Shenhe’s sight.

Shenhe finally curls her hands into fists. There is a heavy feeling, similar to lead, that sits in her chest. Also at the back of her throat. Even at the pit of her stomach. The Red Ropes do nothing but ease whatever is going in her body and she’s not sure if there’s anything that can subdue this. Cloud Retainer would pry too much and would not actually give her an appropriate solution to her problem. Madame Ping would be the most helpful, but would most likely slip a few words to Cloud Retainer, which takes her back to the Cloud Retainer justification. Baizhu only knows how to cure illnesses of humans—normal  humans, to be specific. Ganyu has been too busy recently, then again, when was she  not  busy? And really, Shenhe would rather stab her own foot with Calamity Queller than even think about approaching the Conqueror of Demons—Xiao, rather. Or Xiao would sooner stab his own spear on Shenhe’s foot. Whichever was a plausible scenario, even with almond tofu as a peace offering.

Shenhe begrudgingly stands. Even her social circle—for a lack of a better description—was limited and so… not-human. She feels the distance between her and Yun Jin, literally and metaphorically, and the weight inside of her suddenly becomes heavier.

She dusts herself off, her face only the littlest bit sour, and heads off to where Moon Carver and Mountain Shaper most likely are.













“Shenhe. You  need  my help.”

Moon Carver and Mountain Shaper’s training regime—more strenuous than her usual, because they could already tell something was bothering Shenhe even before saying what exactly is her problem when she arrived shortly after the Mt. Tianheng incident—is effective, if Shenhe not flinching at Ganyu’s sudden arrival was to say anything. Shenhe slowly opens her eyes to a Ganyu barely catching her breath as she places her hands on her hips. “Shenhe, I need an explanation.”

Shenhe is not doing anything foreign to Ganyu. She’s squatting right in front of Rex Lapis’ statue, the only one erected in the Qingyun Peak area, a stereotypical meditation pose after hours of nonstop movement. She does not know what else to explain to Ganyu. “It’s my designated meditation break.”

“Break?” Ganyu wipes a bead of sweat swiftly, her eyebrows still pinched. “How long is this break supposed to be?”

Shenhe mentally calculates. “I have… eleven minutes left.”

“Eleven? Not fifteen days?” While Ganyu’s voice is always soft and barely imposing, her response is akin to aiming her bow straight to Shenhe’s jugular. Shenhe restrains herself from letting her muscles clench, because what good is a break if her body is not as relaxed as it’s supposed to be?

“I got a new training regime from—”

“From Moon Carver and Mountain Shaper, I know. I had to ask them where you were last week.” Ganyu’s voice is now back to its usual tone. She moves to sit beside Shenhe—not before bowing and paying respects to Rex Lapis’ statue—and looks out in the horizon. The sun is about to reach its peak for the day. “I didn’t want to disturb you after they told me about your training, and the Tianquan also assigned several responsibilities to me, all related to Miss Yun’s performance in around a week,” She smiles at Shenhe before continuing. “So I went back to Liyue Harbor. But… A few days turned into a few weeks, and I was about to ask Cloud Retainer where you were, out of desperation…” They turn to each other at the same time. As expected, there is the slightest pain under Ganyu’s smile, and Shenhe raises one corner of her lips in sympathy. “Thankfully, Moon Carver informed me of the possible areas where you might be.”

Shenhe nods. “This isn’t my ideal area for relaxation, but.” She looks up at Rex Lapis’ domineering figure; Even when he is sitting and is  quite literally  a carved rock, he still commands respect and power. It comforted Shenhe like no other, for some reason.

(There is also the very familiar face of Rex Lapis, like she has seen him somewhere, but she did not want to split hairs knowing she is only planning to meditate for twenty minutes.)

“For two weeks, you have not visited me.” Ganyu looks away. When her shoulders slump, something stirs inside Shenhe. It’s not as heavy as what she felt the last time she was with Yun Jin, but it makes her falter from her meditation pose in the slightest. “Not even for matters concerning Miss Yun.”

“Ganyu,” Shenhe’s mouth opens before Shenhe could even register the action. She closes her mouth when Ganyu looks at her, soft eyes encouraging her to continue. Thoughts run wild and free in Shenhe’s head; she doesn’t know which one to lay out in the open first. She settles for: “I’m sorry.”

Ganyu smiles, as warm as how Shenhe’s morning started. “Well,” She huffs, pushing a few strands of her hair away from her eyes. “I’m sorry, too, for interrupting your meditation unannounced.”

Shenhe shakes her head. “No, I… I was supposed to come back from isolation yesterday.” She glances at Rex Lapis’ statue before continuing. “You could have teleported, you know.”

“I know.” Ganyu sits up straight. She shields her eyes when she looks at the horizon once again. “But climbing and hiking were never problems to me when I was still,” She vaguely gestures with her free hand. “Active, so to speak, and I wanted to prove that I still have not changed.” Her soft laugh makes Shenhe smile.

“You’re still Ganyu,” Shenhe nods. Three birds swiftly fly in front of them, on their way to Mondstadt. “The Ganyu who has slaughtered monsters and enemies more than Cloud Retainer,” Ganyu freezes, her face warming up as she shakes her head and hands at Shenhe. “The Ganyu who was always so willing to shoot heads of gods if it meant protecting Liyue’s borders with Rex Lapis.”

“Ah—!” She holds out her hands in front of Shenhe’s face. Shenhe takes a peek in between Ganyu’s fingers, only to see her red and sweating enough you’d think she was just climbing and hiking with little to no experience. “Cloud Retainer is always so…”

It’s Shenhe’s turn to laugh, except it really is nothing more than an exhale through her nose. Ganyu brings her hands down, a smile starting to form on her lips again. “None of that, please.”

“Okay.” Shenhe exhales again.

“But,” Ganyu claps her hands together with force you’d never assume came from a body smaller than Shenhe. “If you really are apologetic, you can start by seeing Miss Yun again.”

Shenhe freezes. Rather ironic considering her vision and the heat that is starting to pierce through her skin, but she feels as if one of Cloud Retainer’s have been miscalculated and has now turned her into a living iceberg.

(Something similar has happened once, with Shenhe temporarily experiencing what it’s like to be a rock statue only because she was sitting in front of where the machine was aiming.)

“I…” Shenhe looks away. She has long abandoned her perfect meditation posture. “I might have caused destruction, where Yun Jin could see.” As she recounts when they last saw each other, Ganyu is slowly scooting closer to her. Her hand hovers by Shenhe’s shoulders, asking permission without words, and with one nod from Shenhe, Ganyu’s hand is on her in no time. “I remember how she was trying to avoid looking at me, and how she wanted to leave the scene—how she wanted to leave me immediately. What am I supposed to think, considering I’m not a stranger to humans avoiding me. Like my curse is contagious.”

Shenhe doesn’t raise the end of her sentence to ask. She’s not sure if there is even an answer; If there was an answer, she would rather not hear it. She has faced multiple perils, some deadlier than others, but Yun Jin has her feeling stumped, no different than a rock statue.

Shenhe doesn’t notice that her hands have balled into fists until Ganyu places her hand on top of one. She looks down before looking at Ganyu, who can only sigh after the recollection. “Humans are tough and complicated, don’t you think? They’ve never been simple.”

Shenhe remembers the first instance she approached Ganyu regarding this courting matter. The lights of Liyue Harbor reflected in her eyes, and it showed all the love she holds for humans and humanity in general. The adepti who have raised her continue to keep an eye on Liyue Harbor and its people, should the day come when they need their help. Even Xiao, a powerful adeptus with no drop of human blood in his system, continues to guard the people, even if it means feeding into his karma further.

Shenhe, a human with only a different upbringing and fate foretold by the stars, does not share the love she has for humans—not  yet. She does, however, imagine what she feels for Yun Jin will slowly get her there.

(And if she  loves  Yun Jin differently from the way she will eventually love humans, well, Shenhe will think about that when she gets there. The warmth pooling in the pit of her stomach is hot, but not scalding. Humans have such tough bodies even without training.)

Shenhe breathes, long and heavy, and exhales through her mouth. She doesn’t want to lose Yun Jin—the one who wrote her tragedy as something more beautiful than she could have ever imagined, the one who is helping her connect with her humanity, even without her knowing—at all. She refuses to give up just yet.

She does, however, have to complete her meditation—especially after her reflections and convictions—and so Shenhe says: “I have four minutes left to meditate.”

Ganyu tilts her head with Shenhe’s random disclosure, before bursting into a laugh. She tilts her head back before trying to collect herself. “I suppose you will be seeing us soon?” She turns her head the same time Shenhe looks at her. “Especially Miss Yun, because I don’t think she hates you.”

“She doesn’t.” Shenhe forgets to raise the end of her sentence, partially due to how impossible that notion is.

“No, I don’t think so,” The lines by Ganyu’s eyes crinkle when she smiles at her. “I… am not sure why she acted that way the last time you two were together, but if her visiting me and—” She laughs again, ever softly, as she shakes her head. “Even Yanfei—Yanfei, who thought you required a search party, because Miss Yun has already asked both of us  twice, and the way she worded it the second time was quite alarming…”

“She looked for me.” Shenhe still isn’t raising her voice to ask a question. Somehow she wonders if something is in the new training regime for her to hallucinate what Ganyu is claiming and even hallucinate Ganyu herself.

“Of course. Why did you think more than a few of us assumed you two were together already?”

Ganyu answered Shenhe’s question, and yet Shenhe does not have an answer for her follow-up question. Shenhe knows her face is visibly displaying confusion, with the way Ganyu tilts her head and looks at her with pity in her eyes. “You need to see Miss Yun.” She tells Shenhe, but with how stern she sounded, it might as well be a command.

“What did you mean by that…? A few people assuming—”

Ganyu slowly stands up, dusting herself. “I have something with me that you  have  to give to Miss Yun.” She is unrelenting. Shenhe can do nothing but nod. “Give one box to her and don’t say anything, alright? Let the gift do the talking. Please?”

Ganyu summons two boxes that are not longer than twelve inches and not wider than three. Both of them are the same shade of light blue, with one side each being white—Shenhe assumes this is where she is supposed to slide the box open—and an intricate snowflake carving that spans until the middle. It’s workmanship that is  too  similar to Shenhe, and when she looks up at Ganyu, her all-too familiar pained face makes an appearance for a few seconds. “I didn’t ask Cloud Retainer for your location, but I did ask for her help for these. I could’ve paid someone from the Harbor for this, but,” Ganyu smiles. “I figured it would be a better gift if it was made by people whom you are close to.”

Shenhe lets the two boxes sit on her palms, afraid she might break them out of nowhere. “And don’t worry,” Ganyu crouches down to knock on the boxes. “They’re durable. Dearest Cloud Retainer is reliable, after all.”

Shenhe looks at Ganyu, and then goes back to the boxes, before opening her mouth. “Do I—”

“You can open it,” Ganyu exhales through her nose. Her eyes never fail to exude mirth even in the most minute interactions. “It’s yours. This is our gift to you and Miss Yun.”

Shenhe sets one box down to slide the other one open, and—Oh.

The inside is wrapped in silk with the same shade of blue as the box. There sits a pair of chopsticks, the bottom of which are bound to the silk by thin, red, metal rings that oddly remind Shenhe of her own Red Ropes,  ha, hilarious, Cloud Retainer. The handle area is wrapped with silk that matches Shenhe’s white and gray top—and Ganyu’s makeshift skirt, Cloud Retainer is resourceful, after all—and the metal rings that bind the top half of the chopsticks are thicker. There sits a small bow, as red as the rings, with gold outlines. Shenhe doesn’t dare to look away, not even to check if her meditation break is supposed to be finished.

“Do you like it?” Ganyu is a little hesitant. Shenhe looks up and nods after licking her lips. “This is beautiful. I can’t thank you and Cloud Retainer enough.”

“Good.” Ganyu’s hesitance disappears in a flash. “You opened your pair of chopsticks, thankfully. You  need  to give the other box to Miss Yun, understood?”

“So this other box,” Shenhe’ throat nearly goes dry when she looks at the box on her lap. “Is for her. We have matching chopsticks.” She doesn’t know if she’s asking or simply declaring.

Ganyu smiles, and it makes Shenhe’s skin warmer. She’s looking at Shenhe like she knows something Shenhe doesn’t, which doesn’t phase Shenhe at all considering Ganyu is knowledgeable, especially with human affairs. “You can thank me and Cloud Retainer by making sure you take out Miss Yun after her performance to dinner. Just… you… two.” She emphasizes her last sentence with a pat on Shenhe’s lap after every word.

“I…” Shenhe clears her throat. She doesn’t know if she is lighthearted due to the heat or—whatever these chopsticks signify. “I will. Thank you for always being reliable, Ganyu.”

Ganyu’s cheeks flush when she stands up straight once again. “Hey, that’s what friends are for, you know…?” And before Shenhe’s eyes widen at Ganyu’s declaration, Ganyu presses on hand on Rex Lapis’ statue and waves at Shenhe with the other. “Please don’t forget to see me, even when you no longer need to court Miss Yun.”

Ganyu teleports before Shenhe can grace her with a response. The boxes feel heavy, but to say that Shenhe is intimidated is far from the truth. Shenhe is well-acquainted with what perilous dangers look like, and she knows Yun Jin is anything but.

(To hurt Yun Jin and all that she loves, however, is a different story, but Shenhe prays to the Rex Lapis statue—that looks  eerily  similar to Zhongli, actually,  huh—that she will not succumb to her homicidal tendencies at all costs anytime soon.)

All that’s left is to see Yun Jin again—her gorgeous face, her graceful gestures, her thoughtful heart, her beautiful smile that rivals the sun even at its peak—and to not mess anything up anymore.

For now, however, Shenhe looks for water before she collapses out of dehydration.













Shenhe, for all the familiarity she has when faced with danger, is still not used to the hustle and bustle of Liyue Harbor.

It would be a disgrace to wish that Liyue Harbor was quiet, because quiet means there is no life and Rex Lapis did not die for such. Still, she narrowly avoids the stalls and squeezes herself in between two huge groups of friends just to get through. If this is not her committing to her promise to see Yun Jin’s premiere, then Shenhe does not know what is.

She’s extra careful when she mutters  Excuse mes and  I’m sorrys out of fear that she will damage the chopsticks boxes, because even with Ganyu—and even Cloud Retainer herself—reassuring her of their durability, she would rather not let her luck lead her way. She does not have much good luck to begin with.

Liyue Harbor is packed, to say the least; it is a Saturday, after all. Not to mention, Yun Jin is beloved by countless citizens, if not allLiyuens, and foreigners alike. This is a performance she has been preparing for months. From Chihu Rock to Feiyun Slope, Shenhe barely sees an unoccupied spot. Despite the discomfort of rubbing skins with strangers, she smiles at Yun Jin’s well-deserved success.

Shenhe descends down Feiyun Slope and sees the street adorned with the most colorful stalls and hanging decorations. She lets her eyes wander from fairy lights to popular food stalls, her steps light and slow. It’s nearly as decorated and populated as Lantern Rite, mostly because of Yun Jin.

She stops at the bottom of the slope, now faced with a round stage as big as two The Crux boats. Soon, Yun Jin will perform to her heart’s content. She will have countless pairs of eyes admiring her talent and passion, and she will exceed everybody’s expectations, as always. They will talk about how remarkable of a performer she is, at such a relatively young age, and then Yun Jin will be known to the entirety of Teyvat in no time.

Shenhe does not find that intimidating at all. It is well understandable that Yun Jin will have people fancying her as a performer and as a person—not only Shenhe.

But Shenhe has two pairs of chopsticks with her, tucked somewhere safe with her magic. Not everybody has what she has.

She can only hope that Yun Jin appreciates the gift and keeps it close to her heart.

“Miss Shenhe,” A familiar face bows at her. Before she can respond, she continues. “Yun Jin wants to see you before her performance.”

It’s Yun Jin’s assistant; she keeps track of her schedule and her diet and all of her gifts. The thought of this assistant possibly denying her the chance to give her chopsticks to Yun Jin… “Miss Shenhe?”

Her voice shakes Shenhe out of her head. She gestures for Shenhe to follow her and she does, quietly and swiftly. Nevermind that an elbow stabbed her side and a kid stepped on her foot.

Shenhe’s heart is beating loud enough for her to feel it at the back of her throat and up to the soles of her feet. It’s beating louder than all the combined bustling of Liyue Harbor, not unsimilar to how Yun Jin is the human she cares for the most amongst everybody else.

Soon enough, they’ve reached the even louder and messier backstage, where several costumes and props are strewn haphazardly. It’s a mess everybody knows how to navigate around, however, because everybody involved in costumes knew where the safety pins were and everybody involved in the decoration stapled last-minute finishing touches here and there with ease.

And then the heart of the performance—Shenhe’s heart, even—sits in front of a vanity mirror, with a few strands of her hair braided intricately and her face dolled up. She’s wearing nothing but a bodice, corset, bloomers, and stockings, and yet Shenhe feels like she’s the one underdressed.

“Yun Jin,” Her assistant calls out. “Miss Shenhe is here.”

Yun Jin clambers off her seat in the least graceful way she could have managed—that is, to say, still more graceful than anybody Shenhe knows—and slowly walks to Shenhe with the widest eyes and smile. “You’re here.”

Up close, Shenhe holds her breath. The thrumming of her heart is the loudest it has ever been. There’s glitter where Yun Jin’s red eyeliner is and her lashes are bold and beautiful. She’s looking at Yun Jin like there’s nobody else in the backstage as them.

Yun Jin is looking at her like Shenhe’s eyes hold the most interesting secrets Man has yet to discover.

“I’m here,” Shenhe croaks. She clears her throat, and goes for a small smile. “I promised you I’d be here.”

“I know,” Yun Jin nods, her smile widening. “I knew you would not miss this for the world. That’s the type of person you are.”

Shenhe has half a mind to be embarrassed considering there are murmurs around them. She catches a few that’s the Miss Shenhes and Divine Damsel of Devastations and datings before Shenhe decides that she’s had enough of listening in. “I… have something for you. If you’ll let me.”

Yun Jin tilts her head but doesn’t say anything, so Shenhe summons the chopsticks box intended for Yun Jin.

“This is,” Shenhe clears her throat again, unsure of what to say. She licks her lips, and Shenhe sees Yun Jin’s eyes follow where her tongue flicks. In an unspeakable and inexplicable way, it gave her enough courage to say: “Ganyu and Cloud Retainer wanted you to have this. I have a matching one.”

Yun Jin holds the chopsticks box as gently as Shenhe did when she received it from Ganyu. “This is…”

“Yun Jin, apologies for interrupting—” Yun Jin’s assistant bows at them before continuing. Shenhe freezes, thinking Yun Jin’s assistant might confiscate her gift, but relaxes when she says nothing about it. “We have to attach your headpiece now and finish your makeup.”

“Oh,” Shenhe and Yun Jin say, and when they hear each other, they give each other a smile. “Oh, okay.” Yun Jin nods at her before turning to Shenhe. “I’ll open this later.”

“It’s more than fine.” Shenhe nods.

“Thank you for this. Tell Ganyu and Cloud Retainer my gratitude as well.” The corners of Yun Jin’s eyes are soft despite her bold makeup. Her eyes do not leave the box when she traces the snowflake carving.

“Of course.” Shenhe’s eyes do not leave Yun Jin at all. “Good luck with the performance, Yun Jin.”

“Thank you again, Shenhe.” Yun Jin finally looks up, a little breathless. “I hope you enjoy my performance, and—” She clears her throat as she looks away from Shenhe for a few seconds. “And I hope you… listen well. To my performance.”

“I will. I always have.”

“Yes, but—”

“Yun Jin, we need you here—”

“Yes, I’ll be right there, I promise.” Shenhe bows at her assistant before turning back to Shenhe again. “I need you to  really  listen to the lyrics and think well of them, alright?”

Shenhe can only swallow nothing. “I will.”

“Good, good.” Yun Jin is nodding to herself, a little more confident this time. She turns to walk back to her seat before turning back to Shenhe again, a little rattled. “And meet me in Wanmin Restaurant after my performance! I nearly forgot.”

“Oh—?”

“We already have a reservation, I promise.” Yun Jin smiles, clutching the chopsticks box to her chest. “Because I knew you would come.”

Shenhe can’t find it in her to say anything that might potentially embarrass her or ruin things as they are. She can only mutely nod.

“I’ll see you later, then.” Yun Jin finally sits again, but she does not break eye contact with Shenhe. “I’ll look for you when I’m on stage, so keep your eyes glued on me, okay?”

Yun Jin does not need to remind her. Shenhe will always be looking at her.

The performance starts shortly after Shenhe ushers herself out of the backstage. She stands near the middle of the crowd; She’s close enough for Yun Jin to look at her, if she wholeheartedly meant that she was going to look for Shenhe. It’s a declaration a little too preposterous considering the density of the crowd, but Yun Jin has not let Shenhe down; Not at all, not ever.

When the curtains draw back, Shenhe forgets to breathe.

Yun Jin is gorgeous—not that she ever wasn’t. Shenhe recognizes the flowers that once belonged in the bouquet she gifted to Yun Jin. They frame her headpiece and corset as if they were always meant to belong there. Something in Shenhe’s chest squeezes.

Yun Jin starts with a stance that no human without proper training can pull off as effortlessly as she does, one foot pointed behind the other. The glitter under her eyes reflect the decorative lights of the area well. She starts with her eyes closed for a few seconds, waiting for the crowd to pipe down, before she hums a familiar, steady tune. It takes her back to when they hiked up Mt. Tianheng a few weeks back, with Yun Jin ever light and graceful with her steps.

It is easy to temporarily abandon your thoughts in favor of focusing on all the details Yun Jin puts extra care and precision on: the flick and turn of her wrists, her feet that will always land the right way, even when one of them is pointed and the other flat, the careful bending of her arms and knees to emphasize the story she wants to tell, her facial expressions that are neither lackluster nor overcompensate for anything else, and, of course, her voice that carries the weight of all the stories waiting to be told. Yun Jin is a performer that brings not only life to her pieces, but also performs with passion that tells her audience enough about who she is on and off the stage.

But Shenhe tries not to let the scene get to her, and listens to the story, word by word. This time, Yun Jin is singing about a human and… another human. Except they live different lives despite living in the same region. One lives rather carefree; she fulfills what is expected of her while she partakes in activities that also fulfill her heart and soul. The other has… gone through harsher climates and situations; she is raised like there is a monster inside of her even when she is barely eight years old, until she starts believing she is the monster herself. One of them is surrounded with love, living a life as warm as the sun, as the other lives a life as cold as winter. But the love is there, anyway, because the warm one—Summer, Shenhe calls her in her head—can feel the love Winter—another nickname that Shenhe did not have to split hairs thinking about—gives her anyway. Even when Winter does not express it in ways Summer is accustomed to. Even when Winter doesn’t believe she is capable of greatness and love herself.

Even if they live separate, different lives, they meet. And when they meet, they are right where they are supposed to be.

Shenhe’s heart drowns when the lyrics fall into place, like gears in Cloud Retainer’s contraptions that work with each other seamlessly once she has figured out the appropriate intricacies of each part. She doesn’t tear her eyes from Yun Jin, even when the props and the background actors do their part seamlessly and beautifully. Tonight, there will be no one else but Yun Jin to Shenhe.

Yun Jin continues to sing to an entranced crowd, with some of them already sniffling. She does not lose her footing and continues to tell the story of two:

Two birds: They survive in different altitudes of Teyvat, but find themselves drifting towards each other, because at the end of the day, they’re birds.

Two dragons: One who continues living a life with little to no danger, and the other who was scorned and killed only because the world thought it was foreign.

Two moons: They die together, despite barely meeting each other due to differing moon cycles.

Two women: They were always meant to meet, even before the stars foretold their birth. One will sing about the other and will love her before even getting the chance of meeting her.

The performance is a clear letter from Yun Jin to Shenhe, who is as frozen on her feet as she can ever be. Yun Jin spills her feelings out in the open, eyes filled with undeniable mirth, and when she sings her last few lines about  love persisting despite difficulty, despite differences, even when the heart is as cold as ice, she finds Shenhe’s eyes and gives her one of her sweet smiles. Shenhe sees her watery eyes but does not think too much about it, considering how her heart has long been drowning with Yun Jin’s affections. She is simultaneously drowning and elated because this performance is for  her, even with hundreds and thousands of audience members.

Shenhe can only give her a smile back, one wider than her usual smiles. Yun Jin picks up on it and ends the performance smiling, even with her eyes closed.

The crowd erupts into claps and cheers in no time. Shenhe finds herself clapping, biting on her bottom lip as she follows Yun Jin’s until she disappears backstage.

Everybody starts to disperse, gushing and discussing Yun Jin’s phenomenal performance. Shenhe’s heart swells. There is no reason for Yun Jin to write and perform that aside from letting Shenhe  know, and letting everybody know, even if they exactly will not. Shenhe is definitely aware that her Red Ropes are nothing in front of Yun Jin’s affections and how she makes Shenhe feel.

She summons her chopsticks box before she turns around, briskly walking towards Wanmin Restaurant. The crowd never stood a chance to Shenhe’s excited heart—and she  does  have a heart, a beautiful discovery. It bangs and clangs against her chest, as if waiting to be set free—and Shenhe’s desire to see Yun Jin across one of Wanmin Restaurant’s tables. She utilizes the advantage of her height and build, not allowing other people to stall her for too long.

Shenhe has never been this excited to step foot inside Wanmin Restaurant.

Xiangling immediately spots her. She waves at Shenhe and ushers her to the most secluded table, even when the restaurant is busy. “Miss Shenhe! Yun Jin will be arriving soon, don’t worry.”

She thanks Xiangling before she leaves shortly to tend to the other customers, which gives Shenhe ample time to catch her bearings and breathe.

The table is by the corner, but it is the fanciest looking table in Wanmin. The tablecloth is silk, the napkins are folded crisply, and there is a vanilla-scented candle in the middle.

It does not take Shenhe too long to realize the romantic implications of their table. She does not blush—not yet, but it might be a possibility if she spends enough time around Yun Jin. She is human, after all, even when she isn’t raised normally.

Shenhe smiles, one of her hands tightening its grip around her chopsticks box.

It doesn’t take Yun Jin too long to show up. Shenhe would’ve waited, even for the entire night. She knows that Yun Jin will arrive, anyway. With her headpiece and costume being stripped off, there is only the faintest glitter and red eyeliner on Yun Jin’s face that suggested she was performing earlier.

“Sorry for making you wait too long,” She greets Shenhe when she drags her chair back before sitting. Shenhe shakes her head, a small smile still on her face. “I do not mind waiting for you.”

Yun Jin smiles back at her. “I hope I don’t look too disheveled.”

Shenhe shakes her head. “Not at all.” Before Yun Jin can open her mouth, she continues. “And even if you do, you would still be very gorgeous.”

“Oh,” Yun Jin breathes out, relaxing a bit on her seat. Shenhe only notices that she’s gripping her own chopsticks box like she’s afraid of letting go. That makes two of them, then. “Awfully forward tonight, aren’t we?”

Shenhe still does not blush. Her face, however, feels a little warmer. Then again, Wanmin Restaurant does not shy away from adding a little more spice on an already spicy dish. “Coming from the one who performed earlier tonight with… a love song.”

Yun Jin blushes unabashedly, her whole face immediately warming up. She shifts in her seat and fans her face with one hand. “Was it… good?”

“It was great.” Shenhe nods. “It might be my favorite work by you.”

“Good,” Yun Jin nods back. “Because that  is  meant for you.”

“Oh.” It’s Shenhe’s turn to breathe out. She blinks at Yun Jin, who smiles at her with a tilted head. “What… what is it called?”

Yun Jin smiles wider. “The Crane Who Flies to the Clouds.”

Shenhe’s face does get a little warmer. It must have shown on her face somehow, because Yun Jin laughs so gently at her. Xiangling is just in time to serve their food—thoughtful enough to place the noodles and other vegetable dishes on Shenhe’s side and the stew and salad on Yun Jin’s side—and gives Yun Jin a knowing smile before leaving. The thought of Yun Jin remembering Shenhe’s diet and preferences is enough to make her heart beat wildly again.

She is, truthfully, a little close to consulting Dr. Baizhu regarding this, because who knew Yun Jin would make her feel like she has run a marathon from Liyue to Fontaine, even when she is barely doing anything. Yun Jin smiling every time she scoops up stew should  not be this lethal for Shenhe’s vitals, but.

“I’ve already,” Yun Jin clears her throat. “I’ve already opened your gift and…”

Shenhe is no stranger to a battle. Not even an ambush, whether from a Treasure Hoarder or an Abyss Mage. But Yun Jin trailing off as she slides the chopsticks box open is enough for Shenhe to be at the edge of her seat. This would be the first time she’ll see Yun Jin’s chopsticks as well.

“This,” Yun Jin delicately takes it out of the box and— Oh. Instead of Shenhe’s silk wrapped around the handle area, it’s a dark purple silk with light pink and light blue cloud patterns. It reflects so much of Yun Jin’s clothing and Yun Jin herself and Shenhe is sure her heart is not meant to take this much of everything. Being human with a human heart is a commendable feat. “This is truly so beautiful. I will always treasure this.”

Shenhe slides her own box open and shows Yun Jin her chopsticks. “We match.”

“That we do.” Yun Jin giggles. “Do you know what this means?”

Shenhe tilts her head slightly to the left. “Us matching chopsticks?” Humans like putting meanings for everything. She briefly wonders how do they keep up with all of them before Yun Jin brings her back to Wanmin Restaurant when she shakes her head and pats one of her hands.

“When people give two people chopsticks…” They lower their chopsticks back to their respective boxes. Shenhe has survived so many situations but the suspense right now  might  actually end her. Shenhe unwittingly places her hand on the table, close to Yun Jin’s side where she can just grab it. She does exactly that and Shenhe  might  be half of a human alive. Yun Jin looks at her hand on top of Shenhe’s, before she intertwines them gently. There’s a small smile on her lips that is akin to a knife being stabbed straight into Shenhe’s heart. “That means they wish for the two to be well together. That may the two of them live in harmony and continue to love each other.”

It’s best that Yun Jin has been holding on to her hand because Shenhe  might  have tripped on her own feet and fell face flat on the table. Even when she is sitting.

“… Humans have such interesting meanings for everything.” Shenhe says, in favor of quite literally everything she could have said to that information. It wins Yun Jin’s heart all the same anyway, if her throwing her head back as she laughs and her squeezing Shenhe’s hand were to say anything. Yun Jin truly is an outlier. A beautiful one at that.

“I know.” The mirth in her eyes does not disappear even when she has calmed down. “But I need to know… Did you…” Yun Jin falters when Shenhe brings her face closer. “Did you mean to give me this? Am I getting the right idea?”

“Yun Jin,” Shenhe is stern when she calls her name. When Yun Jin slowly lets go of her hand, Shenhe squeezes them together. “I like you. I have been courting you for weeks now—” Shenhe temporarily breaks eye contact to shake her head. “I have been  trying  to court you for weeks now, with mostly the assistance of Ganyu.” Yun Jin gasps, but does not say anything, so Shenhe does the honor of continuing the conversation, with nothing but a human’s courage that sometimes is greater than their own bodies. She lets go of Yun Jin’s hand in favor of tucking a stray hair behind her ear. “I never knew I could be great until I heard of Divine Damsel of Devastation, and only you could have brought that legend to life.”

Yun Jin stares at her, in awe. “Okay…”

“Okay?” Shenhe’s mouth moves before she registers the action, and she immediately clamps it shut. Yun Jin laughs, light and quick, before responding. “I like you too, Shenhe. Even when I was only learning Divine Damsel of Devastation, and even more so when I finally knew who the hero of the legend actually is.”

Shenhe can finally,  finally, bury herself underground. She would be the happiest dead man in the entirety of Teyvat.

They intertwine their fingers, before Shenhe gets one last surge of courage and raises their hands to kiss the back of Yun Jin’s hand. They both smile—and melt, if them losing their usual upright posture were to say anything—before Shenhe kisses Yun Jin’s hand again. She finally understands why Chongyun and Xingqiu enjoy intertwining their hands whenever they can.

“Did Miss Ganyu teach you this, too?”

Her teasing tone is what knocks Shenhe out of her stupor. She slumps against the back of her seat—temporarily separating their hands, and Shenhe already misses the warmth—with her bottom lip  only slightly  protruding. “No.”

Yun Jin laughs one last time before gesturing to their food. “The food is getting cold.” They reach for their chopsticks at the same time.

Yun Jin plucks off the tomatoes from her stew to place them in Shenhe’s plate. Shenhe returns the favor by scooping the meat and a few noodle strands and placing them in Yun Jin’s plate. Shenhe has never had dinner this gratifying before, so she sends a quick apology to Moon Carver and Mountain Shaper for the truth. 

When Shenhe almost finishes her noodles, she opens her mouth to apologize for the Mt. Tianheng situation.

“I’m sorry—”

“For Sumeru—”

They both look at each other with widened eyes before bursting into laughter. The odds of talking at the exact time while eating dinner is small, and yet.

“You first,” Yun Jin gestures to her. The chopsticks look so beautiful in her hand. Shenhe will have to thank Ganyu again some other time. “Since I’m curious about what you may be apologizing for.”

“Oh, I…” Shenhe sets her chopsticks down. “I would just like to apologize for Mt. Tianheng, a few weeks ago…”

Yun Jin tilts her head, recalling Shenhe’s possible offense. “What are you saying sorry for? We dealt with the ambush, didn’t we? Besides, the training equipment is actually being repurposed,” Yun Jin places another tomato slice on Shenhe’s plate. “So no need to say sorry for that, alright?”

“But…” Shenhe licks her lips. “You looked like…” She looks down on the new tomato slice and pokes it with her chopsticks. “You looked like you did not want anything to do with me. You looked… terrified.”

“Oh…” Yun Jin’s hand stops, halfway the distance between her plate and her mouth. The fish remains in the middle of her chopsticks, even when she sets it down. “Oh… I,” Shenhe looks up to see Yun Jin opening and closing her mouth several times. She has not seen Yun Jin this hesitant. Flustered, even. “I can assure you that whatever reason you’re thinking of is not the actual reason.”

Shenhe continues to poke and prod at the tomato slice. All of her courage died when she kissed Yun Jin’s hand earlier—not that she would ever regret that. “… May I know the actual reason.” Her voice is lower than she would’ve liked, and she forgot to raise it at the end of her sentence to ask. As usual. So she makes up for it, clears it up for Yun Jin as she finally raises her head. “I would like to know why.”

Yun Jin bites her lower lip. Shenhe stares at it, unknowingly mirroring the action. “So… you were fighting, right?”

“I was, yes. Both of us.” Shenhe nods.

“Well,” Yun Jin licks her lips. Shenhe is transfixed before she looks up at Yun Jin’s eyes. It only registers to her that Yun Jin’s face is once again warm. Yun Jin wipes the bead of sweat that rolled from her temple before continuing. “To put it bluntly, you looked great as you were fighting. Amazing, even. I didn’t find fighting stances appealing until, well…”

Shenhe blinks at Yun Jin’s flustered face, letting the admission sink in and settle in her head. Yun Jin takes her silence as something negative, because she opens her mouth again. “It was—”

“I was appealing.” Shenhe finally finds her voice. One corner of her lip is raised. She feeds herself Yun Jin’s former tomato slice, now thoroughly mauled by Shenhe and her chopsticks, before repeating her conclusion. “I was appealing to you?”

“That is  definitely  one way to put it,” Yun Jin huffs, stuffing her temporarily forgotten fish from earlier in her mouth. Shenhe laughs, her shoulders shaking more than usual. Yun Jin glares at her with no heat. “It’s not funny.”

“It’s  amusing.” Shenhe is sure there is a twinkle in her eyes now.

Yun Jin huffs again, chewing her fish thoroughly. “I don’t think it would be amusing for you once I remind you of the crowd at Sumeru’s Zubayr theater. I finally found a suitable vacation time in between my schedules.”

Shenhe’s face pales. It’s Yun Jin’s turn to laugh, taking another piece of meat from Shenhe’s plate and stuffing it in her mouth immediately. “Would you still be up for it?”

“I enjoy spending time with you,” Shenhe quickly recovers. “So, yes.”

Yun Jin quirks an eyebrow up as her chopsticks remain in her mouth. “Imagine if we have always been this forward.”

Shenhe tilts her head, barely noticeable. “So I should not have courted you…?”

Yun Jin hums, finishing what is left of her stew. She swaps her bowl for the Mint Salad before replying. “I wouldn’t have this any other way, actually.”

Shenhe relaxes against her seat. When Yun Jin smiles, she finds it easy to smile back. It has always been easy with Yun Jin, despite the several misunderstandings that transpired. Shenhe discovers she wouldn’t have had it any other way as well.

Shenhe never thought reconnecting with her humanity could feel this light, despite the Red Ropes binding her body and her curse. Being human can be this rewarding, after all.













(And once they step foot in Sumeru’s famous Zubayr Theater, Shenhe barely minds the crowd and the unfamiliarity of the foreign land. Her only consolation is how the food  does  live up to expectations; she kept in mind everything Yanfei had suggested to her when she visited Ganyu at work last week.

“Did the chopsticks do the trick?” Ganyu shyly asks, twirling a few stray strands of her hair.

Shenhe nods. “That, and… her performance was already a confession in and of itself.”

Yanfei hoots out of nowhere. “Pay up, Ganyu!”

There should be an invisible question mark on top of Shenhe’s head right now. While it is not visible, Ganyu does sense her confusion. She sighs as she pulls out her wallet. “Just a bet. Who was I to know that she actually wrote a performance dedicated to you…”

Shenhe tilts her head. “She already has a performance written about me.”

Ganyu huffs when she drops a few mora in Yanfei’s coin purse. “You know what I mean.”

“Ha, the perks of being one of Director Hu’s most trusted friends. She told me  all  about it, and,” Yanfei smiles at Shenhe. “All about Shenhe, on Yun Jin’s end. It’s a bit of a romantic play, honestly.”

“Oh.” Shenhe can only exhale out of embarrassment. Her ears have learned to warm up every time she is flustered, which is definitely a step closer to being human. The price she has to pay for her humanity, unfortunately.

When Xiao catches wind of their Sumeru trip, Shenhe has to convince Xiao that there would be no need for him guarding them, even from afar. Almond Tofu gets involved in the negotiations, because Ganyu insists that  Master Xiao  has been instructed by  somebody  that he needs a break away from Liyue, even for just a couple of days. Apparently this someone  must  be as powerful as Rex Lapis, because Xiao looks constipated at the thought of leaving Liyue but also disobeying this  someone.

“Master Xiao, you can also go to Mondstadt, you know…?” Ganyu suggests, in a softer tone than her usual, which already says a lot. “Considering you are already acquainted with—”

“I’ll think about it.” Xiao hurriedly concluded their conversation before disappearing like usual. “Excuse me.”

Shenhe and Ganyu look at where Xiao just left before looking at each other.

“Was he—”

“Embarrassed?” Ganyu continues Shenhe’s question in a whisper. “Most likely. But you didn’t hear that from me.” They blink for a few seconds before they share a laugh. There can still be something so humane, even in between non-humans.)


Notes for the Chapter:sorry for making shenhe autistic. as if it’s my fault (it is absolutely my fault)

fun fact! i got the title for yun jin’s opera performance from their names: 申鹤 Shēnhè means immortal crane, more or less, and 云 Yún, means cloud! so the title more or less signifies how shenhe is flying (or chasing after) yun jin :)

let me know your thoughts! don’t be shy to leave kudos and comments :p and check the accompanying art of shenhe giving yun jin the bouquet as a bonus :p thank you!





