
1. Persistence



At first glance, Chongyun and Shenhe seemed like two entirely different people. The quiet but kind-natured young exorcist, and his intimidating stone-faced aunt with an iron will. Chongyun and Shenhe lived a simple life. They lived in a small house outside of Jueyun Karst, miles away from Chongyun’s birthplace in Qingce Village and the clan that he once called family.

As a child, Chongyun was diagnosed with a rare congenital illness - an abundance of pure yang energy. It manifested in different ways on different days, and to young Chongyun it felt like fighting a losing battle. Most days the sun outside was unbearable, and in early years during the summertime he was made to stay indoors the entire season.
All he had wanted was to follow in his parents’ footsteps - to become one of the Tianheng Thaumaturges’ renowned and hardworking exorcists.

When Chongyun began his training under the clan’s elders, he was told his condition was a wonderful and powerful gift that had not been seen for generations. To Chongyun, it felt more and more like a curse as the days went by. How was he meant to become a great exorcist if he couldn’t get close enough to a spirit to exorcize it?

After that day, Chongyun began a daily trek into the cold silence of the mountains for extracurricular training. ‘Maybe,’ he thought, ‘if I can figure out how to control it, I can continue my training properly.’ 

On an auspicious day, he encountered a young woman on Mount Aocang. It was obvious she was mid-meditation, so Chongyun set his pack down across from her and began to mimic her tranquil state.

“Who are you?” The young woman had asked, one eye opened but not moving an inch from her position.

“My name is Chongyun, an exorcist of the Tianheng Thaumaturges.” Chongyun opens his eyes to greet her. “Sorry for disturbing you.”

The woman hums nonchalantly.

He lets his eyes close once again, if only to avoid the woman’s cold gaze. They meditate together in silence, until the sun begins to set behind the clouds and it is time for Chongyun to return home.

It isn’t until late that same night that Chongyun realizes he had not felt the effects of his yang energy the entirety of his time on the mountain.

—

As a child, Chongyun’s mother told him stories of her cousin - a young girl in the clan whose father sacrificed her in exchange for his deceased wife’s soul.

‘What was her name?’ Young Chongyun had asked his mother, ever curious for the details.

‘We were great friends as children.’ His mother reminisced. ‘Her name was Shenhe.’

The girl had never returned from the mountain and it was assumed she had succumbed to the evil god’s temptation. Her father died several years later, alone within four empty walls. No one had ever gone to look for her. He had always wondered why the great thaumaturges never wanted to search for her, to cleanse the evil from her soul. His mother smiled wistfully, and said the elders had given up on finding her.

This was the first proof for Chongyun that he did not always agree with his clan.

—

The next day, instead of his usual training, Chongyun leaves early in the morning for Mount Aocang once again. When he arrives, the woman is nowhere to be found. Not one to give up so easily, Chongyun sets himself in the same spot and begins his meditation. After mere moments, the sun on his skin begins to burn once again and the heat becomes too much. He tries to focus harder, willing the yang energy to settle.

A voice to his left speaks out. “Sit under the shade here. There’s no point in staying in the sun if it interrupts your ritual.”

The woman from yesterday takes ahold of Chongyun’s pack and carries it to the underside of a large pine tree. Chongyun stands up quietly and follows, instantly feeling the relief of being out of the sun. The woman settles in the grass and closes her eyes. Chongyun copies her pose and restarts his meditation.

“What is an exorcist doing this far in the land of the Adepti?” The woman questions, once again without moving a muscle from her stance.

“It’s quiet and cooler here than it is in Qingce Village. It seemed like a good place to try and control my energy.”

“What energy do you speak of?”

Chongyun’s eyebrows scrunch in confusion. “Pure yang. I thought an adeptus would have already sensed it.”

“You are mistaken. I am no adeptus.”

“Oh. I assumed since you live here, but I guess you could simply be traveling as well.”

The woman huffs. “I do live here, but I am not an adeptus. Do you need to be a thaumaturge to live in your village?”

Chongyun pauses momentarily. “I suppose not, but it has never been heard of anyone except adepti residing in these mountains. How did you come to stay here?”

The woman grows quiet and does not speak for the rest of their meditation. Chongyun does not ask, does not push for answers to his hundred questions. When the sun begins to set again, the woman taps his shoulder and hands him his pack.

As Chongyun heads down the trail, the woman stands and watches him leave, arms crossed over her chest, and gives him a firm nod.

Chongyun takes this as a sign that he may return again tomorrow.

—

After a week, it had simply become routine for Chongyun to take the hike into the mountains to meditate with the strange woman who lived among adepti. Each day she unintentionally left him with bits of advice, techniques to help him harness the overwhelming yang energy.

“You have made swift progress, young exorcist. Perhaps your talents are wasting among the small-minded people you call family.”

At this, Chongyun scrunches his nose uncomfortably and he feels his yang spirit simmering at the base of his chest. “Don’t call them that, you don’t know the first thing about them! I don’t understand why you’d help me only to insult people I care about afterwards. I don’t even know who you are, and you barely know me at all. It’s not right to make assumptions.”

“Perhaps we are done with meditating for today.” She rises with a cold expression. “I know more than I allowed you to understand. The Tianheng Thaumaturges were my family once, too.”

Chongyun’s eyes fly open and he jumps up from his position on the grass to follow after her. “You were an exorcist too? Why didn’t you say so? Is that why you’re helping me?”

The woman whips around with a terrifying glare. “Enough questions. I help you because if I don’t, your clan will abandon you the same way they abandoned me. They do not care much for birds with broken wings.”

“But my wings aren’t broken!” Chongyun protests, waving his arms around before realizing how childish it seemed. “They always tell me it’s a gift, not an illness, even though it feels like it sometimes. They wouldn’t just give up on me.”

“Ask your elders why they allow you to skip training to run off into the mountains. Then, you will understand.”

When Chongyun returns home that night, he asks to speak with the clan’s head, who remarks about his recent progress. He recounts his tale of meditating with a strange woman in the mountains, who once hailed from the Tianheng clan.

At the mention of this, the old woman freezes, looking Chongyun dead in the eyes, and states “You must never see her again.”

He does not understand, but he does as he is told. He is in no position to question the eldest, most experienced, and respected of his clan. He does what he is told, but he does not agree.

He asks the elder again, days later, why he has never gotten in trouble for dismissing his training within the clan.

“One blessed with such pure yang spirit should be honored, and at your age be the best exorcist our clan has seen in generations. Your progress within the clan is lackluster. That woman’s evil presence has already tainted your spirit. Perhaps it is not too late to cleanse it.”

Chongyun does not agree. He ceases training within the clan.

—

When Chongyun sees the strange woman again weeks later, it is on the outskirts of Liyue Harbor. She stands perched at the top of Mount Tianheng, and Chongyun would have missed her had it not been for her strikingly silver hair glinting in the sunlight. He promptly excuses himself from Xiangling’s ingredient-collecting excursion, and climbs the trail to where the silver-haired woman stood last. When he reaches the peak, she stands in the same solid position. She does not turn around, does not acknowledge his presence at all.

“Why does the clan hate you?” He asks the iron wall before him.

She takes her time with a response, speaking evenly and strongly. “They do not like what they cannot understand, and detest what they cannot control.”

Chongyun moves to stand next to her, taking in the scenery of the Harbor.

“I never thanked you, Shenhe.”

The mention of her name seems to bring on the only semblance of emotion Chongyun has ever seen from her expression.

“How long have you known?”

“It took me a while to figure it out. A human living among adepti must have had some sort of connection to the divine, and that story they tell in the clan ended with the girl near Mount Aocang.”

Shenhe nods. “Well done, then.”

“They think you’re evil, and told me to stay away from you. I don’t agree with them. The first time I met you was the first time I was able to fully control my yang energy. I can’t give up now. I have too much left to learn from you.”

“We shall resume training tomorrow morning, then.” Shenhe turns to leave down the trail, under her breath continuing with, “Perhaps… there is much I can learn from you as well.”

—

When Chongyun leaves Qingce Village, it is not of his own accord. Although he has made great progress in his training, his clan still will not view him as a legitimate exorcist. They still resent him for training with Shenhe, and decide he should spend time away from home to rethink his future. His mother is away when it is decided, and it is not known when she will return. He has no one to fight for him, and he does not have the spirit to fight for himself.

So he packs his things, bids goodbye to the black and white dog that wanders around the trails, and sets off for Jueyun Karst, where he knows there are many abandoned wooden houses he could perhaps take shelter in for a while before figuring out what he does next. If he tries to view this as an adventure, perhaps the longing for his home will go away.

He does not tell his friends. That is for another day. For now Chongyun must learn to settle the profound heartbreak that comes with losing nearly everything you’ve ever known.

For now Chongyun must find Shenhe and tell her he understands.





2. Remorse

Summary for the Chapter:
Chongyun considers the aftermath, and must move on.


Notes for the Chapter:Content warning for violence, wounds, and slight blood. Nothing descriptive and the wounds/blood are very briefly mentioned. If you do not wish to read these specific details, I will mark the paragraph with asterisks, and put a brief description of the events at the end.





When Chongyun leaves Qingce Village he feels nothing. The reality hasn’t settled in, quite yet. He has not yet recognized that he may very well be exiled from his home.

It is nearing sunset, and he must find shelter for the night. Chongyun spots an old wooden cabin with rotting wood at its front. In comparison to many of the other options, it seemed the least uncomfortable. Tomorrow he will continue his trek to Jueyun Karst. At best, he’d only be there for a few days; just while he gathers his courage to face his friends when they inevitably come looking for him.

He reflects on this, on the cowardice he possesses, to be unable to face the few people outside of his clan he trusts the most. It is yet another thing he will simply have to endure until he reaches a breaking point.

It is hard for Chongyun to believe the elders were serious about his exile. Shouldn’t they be happy for him, proud of him, that he took the initiative to help himself and further his training beyond what they could do? Or has their own prejudice grown stronger than the clan itself?

He hears a soft panting behind him, and turns to see the black and white dog from the trails has followed him. Chongyun is so comforted, so relieved that he is not alone, that he falls to the dirt then and there.

The exorcist sobs for what feels like hours, while the dog nudges him in sympathy every so often. When he eventually runs out of tears, Chongyun picks up his pack, scratches the dog behind its ears, and begins to settle into camp for the night.

—

Chongyun wakes up early in the morning to the dog’s growling. The sun has not yet risen, and the lantern has been out for hours. It is hard to see anything the glow of the moon will not cover.

“Shh, it’s alright. It’s probably just a boar outside.” He combs through the dog’s fur, reassuring himself more than the creature.

There is the sound of leaves crunching outside, and the dog’s howling grows louder. Chongyun rises to his feet and reaches for his claymore.

“Hello?” He calls into the night.

He is met with deafening silence, and his anxiety begins to spike.

In the moments that follow, Chongyun tiptoes carefully around the creaky flooring, making his way towards one of the broken windows.

He peers around the corner, and a blade swings at him. He dodges just in time, but does not see the attacker. Chongyun rushes towards the rear door of the house, pushing through it and coming face to face with a Fatui pyro agent.

“Any last words, kid?” The agent sneers.

“Who sent you?” Chongyun raises his sword defensively. “I don’t have anything valuable.”

“Not looking for gold here. Those thaumaturges will pay me triple the amount of mora you’ve had in your lifetime. Don’t make my job any more difficult than it has to be, now.”

And with that, the Fatui lunges at Chongyun, his dual blades colliding with Chongyun’s claymore. He jumps back and takes a leap toward his attacker, swinging his sword over the agent’s head and just missing.

Chongyun dislodges his claymore from the dirt, readying his stance to parry another attack, but it does not come. He does not see the Fatui agent.

**

Suddenly, there is a sharp pain in Chongyun’s stomach, and he looks down to see the edge of a blade poking through his skin. He pales in shock, before his knees give out and he falls to the ground. He loses the strength in his body, and his claymore falls from his grip.

The agent stands above him, scowling at the exorcist, and swings his blade down towards Chongyun once again.

Instead of a finishing blow, Chongyun sees the end of a spear emerge from the middle of the Fatui agent’s chest. He clutches at his wound, blood pooling at his feet, and gasps for air. For all of the death that exorcism deals with, Chongyun has never seen someone die before.

That is the last thing he sees before his vision goes black.

—

When Chongyun wakes up, he is in the familiar office of Doctor Baizhu. He notices the sun is just rising, and fails to recall what exactly brought him here.

He was asleep in a cabin near Dihua Marsh, he thinks. That dog from the trails near home was with him, too.

Home…

Chongyun remembers his last conversation with the clan elders. He remembers his last moments in Qingce Village, forcing himself not to cry or bring on any sort of yang-induced reaction. He remembers the blade through his stomach and the Fatui agent’s words.

So the elders had tried to have him killed? His own family had not only wanted him dead, but took action about their wishes.

The office door opens, and Doctor Baizhu emerges from the front of the pharmacy.

“Chongyun! I’m relieved to see you awake. I’m going to look over your wound, and then I believe you have some visitors.”

Chongyun nods slowly, still waking up and perhaps under the influence of medicinal herbs. Doctor Baizhu takes his time, unwraps and applies a paste to the stitches on his stomach. He rewraps his midriff with fresh bandages, pats the exorcist on the shoulder, and gives him a warm smile.

Doctor Baizhu has never been anything but kind to the people of Liyue, Chongyun especially. He is the same doctor Chongyun visits twice a year, who is quiet but always engaged in the conversations at hand, and always double checks to not to put yang-aggravating herbs in Chongyun’s treatments. He is not only known for his medical expertise and talents, but for his generosity and compassion as well.

“When you are ready to talk about the ordeal, my office is always open. Please be sure to rest well and on bed rest for the next three weeks. I’ll send your guests in now.” And with that, Doctor Baizhu takes his leave.

Moments later, a familiar curtain of silvery hair arrives, closing the door gently behind her.

“Shenhe?” Chongyun croaks. Why has she come all the way from Mount Aocang to see him?

“Chongyun.” She nods in acknowledgement and stands to his side. “I hope you are feeling well. There is something we must discuss. I have someone here to help explain.”

Chongyun nods, and she opens the door again to bring in another woman of similar height, with short dark hair and a fur cape.

The woman strides into the room, taking a stance next to Shenhe. “Hello, my name is Yelan. After a brief investigation, we have gathered substantial evidence that your assassination attempt was ordered by the Tianheng Thaumaturges.”

Chongyun swallows heavily. This is information he already knows, but hearing it makes it real. He does not want it to be real; he does not want to believe that his family tried to have him killed.

“I realize this may be a lot to process at the moment, however I’m here to let you know that while the evidence does exist, it was achieved through considerably unethical means and therefore may not be considered legitimate in a court of law.” Yelan pauses for a moment, folding her arms in front of her chest. “Your legal options are limited, however if you decide to pursue action, I will do my best to bring justice to your situation.”

Chongyun moves to sit up and hisses at the pain in his abdomen. “How did I get here? I barely remember anything.”

“You have Shenhe to thank for that. From what I understand, her intervention likely saved your life.” Yelan smiles lightly at Shenhe, who stands ever stoic. “I’ll be on my way then. If you decide to do anything with this information, you can find me at Heyu Teahouse.”

With this, Yelan slips out of the room just as swiftly as she arrived. Chongyun is left alone with Shenhe once again.

They sit in silence until Chongyun speaks.

“Thank you for saving my life.”

Shenhe nods. “It is fortunate I arrived when I did. You’re not dead.”

Chongyun thinks this is about as emotional as this exchange is going to get, and that’s quite alright by him. He has enough emotions to deal with later, in solitude.

He pulls the blanket back over himself and curls onto his side facing away from Shenhe.

“You were right. The clan didn’t want me to be a great exorcist, they wanted to control me and use me for reputation. I guess they didn’t like me training with you either. After so many years, they just told me to leave. I hate that I listened. I hate that they tried to kill me. I hate being alone now, and I hate that I was born with this stupid condition that’s done more harm than it has good.”

Chongyun’s voice begins to falter, and it is not long before the tears begin to flow. The pillow below him is damp, and he tenses his entire body to hold in the last pieces of his heart breaking into millions of tiny shards.

Shenhe rests a hand on his shoulder. She says nothing, but Chongyun is grateful for her presence anyways.

“You are now an outcast of the Tianheng Thaumaturges, same as me. I told you before, they do not like what they cannot control. When you began to make your own decisions about how to approach your future, they saw that as rebellion and disobedience. I am not surprised at their attempt, only that they were so brazen to act so swiftly.”

Shenhe moves her hand across Chongyun’s forehead and leaves a thin layer of frost across his warm complexion.

“I regret that I had not arrived sooner. By the time that Fatui was dealt with, you were already unconscious. I carried you here to see Doctor Baizhu.”

“You carried me?” Chongyun balks.

“Yes. Do not flatter yourself. You are lighter than you appear, and I am stronger than many assume.”

“Thank you again,” Chongyun sighs. “I am grateful you helped me at all.”

Shenhe remains quiet for a few moments. “Your mother was my cousin, but we were very close as children. We considered each other sisters. The story they tell in the village, they always seem to leave that detail out. Perhaps they are ashamed to have anyone in the clan still associated with me. I have not seen your mother in many years. Since I was abandoned, I have watched Qingce Village from afar. She was kind, and loved what she did. She loved her family. I remember when you were born. I was unable to greet you then, but I suppose family ends up together in the end. It is a shame, the circumstances in which I met my nephew for the first time.”

Chongyun stills in mild shock. This is the most he has ever heard Shenhe speak in the many weeks he has known her. She talks about their clan, her family, as if she deeply regrets her inability to return. Chongyun is relieved that they at least have each other as a reminder of home.

“Am I supposed to call you ‘Auntie Shenhe’ now?” Chongyun turns to face her.

Shenhe makes a face of slight discontent. “Perhaps that will come, in due time.”


Notes for the Chapter:
If you skipped the asterisk paragraph, a Fatui pyro agent is sent by Chongyun’s clan to assassinate him. Chongyun ends this chapter with a stab wound in his stomach.

Chapters 3 + 4 were intially one long chapter, however I thought it would be better off with a break in between to digest and transition the themes of this chapter into the themes of Chapter 4.






3. Gratitude

Notes for the Chapter:Shorter chapter than the last. The main purpose in this chapter is to establish Chongyun’s friendships and how they will evolve and affect his recovery and his future.





The first day of healing goes by quickly. Doctor Baizhu checks in briefly throughout the day, and Shenhe returns in the evening with some thin noodles in a clear broth. Chongyun thinks it is a little bland, but it is filling and he seems to digest it well.

The second day, all hell breaks loose when Xiangling arrives with Xinyan in tow, carting what seems to be an entire banquet’s worth of dishes.

“Chongyun! I’m so glad you’re okay! We were all so worried about you.” Xiangling sets the containers on a side table.

Xinyan chuckles from his other side and glances pointedly at the stack of bamboo boxes. “Some of us maybe a little more than others. We’re all relieved that you’re alive.”

“Sorry! You know I panic cook, and I wanted to make sure he had lots of nutrients and things that wouldn’t make it worse! Good food is vital to recovery, you know!”

The two girls drag a few stools over and together they enjoy the dozen different flavors Xiangling has prepared. It feels normal, if only for a short time. They talk about Xinyan’s upcoming concert, Xiangling’s new recipe ideas, and how Guoba is doing. They distinctly avoid the topic of Chongyun’s recent events other than his recovery.

When the sun begins to set, Xinyan gathers the containers and brings them outside.

Xiangling gives Chongyun a gentle hug. “We really were worried, you know. Xingqiu especially. He tried to sneak out of his duties for today but I think Xu caught him. We were supposed to come here together, but he didn’t show up.”

Chongyun tried to hide his disappointment, but Xiangling was much more perceptive than he would’ve preferred at that moment.

“I know, I know. I’ll try to make up some excuse to get him away from the guild tomorrow. I bet he’s going crazy right now taking notes in some quarterly budget meeting.”

Xiangling grins brightly at him, and departs for the day with a promise of another meal tomorrow.

—

The third day, Xiangling keeps her promise and hand-delivers Chongyun’s favorite knife-cut noodles. In addition to the mushrooms, she’s added some violetgrass extract, which she heard from Doctor Baizhu can help avoid infection while his stomach heals.

“And I think Xingqiu will be here soon! I told the guild I needed his help tracking down some merchants for ingredients - which technically isn’t a lie! I’m pretty sure Xu knew we were planning to see you instead though, because he didn’t even make me book a time slot in Xingqiu’s schedule!”

Xiangling’s chatter does wonders to distract Chongyun from the soreness the healing process brought. She does her best to keep him engaged in conversation, and when Doctor Baizhu comes in to reapply the healing salve, Xiangling peppers him with questions about medicinal ingredients. Her tenacity and enthusiasm is rewarded with a half-page list of ingredients Doctor Baizhu leaves with Gui at the front.

Xiangling continues her chatter and Chongyun is content to listen. With Xiangling there is never awkward silence or uncomfortable conversation. She is considerate with her words, even though she tends to ramble and can be generous to a fault. Xiangling is about as close to a sibling as he thinks he could have, being an only child. She is someone that everyone is always happy to see, and Chongyun is no exception. Her visits the past few days have been a saving grace in the midst of the antsy urge to get back to his life.

If Xiangling notices Chongyun periodically glancing at the door, she politely does not comment.

—

Later that evening when Xingqiu does arrive, Chongyun has fallen asleep. Xiangling is nestled into the cushioned chair next to him, jotting down some sort of notes.

Xingqiu knocks lightly before entering, Xiangling holding a finger to her lips to shush him before he wakes Chongyun up.

Xiangling ushers him in and recites her update of Chongyun’s condition quietly.

“I apologize, I tried to leave on time but my brother insisted I sort through next week’s inventory orders.”

Xiangling shakes her head. “Don’t feel bad, it doesn’t matter. I should get back to help my dad close the restaurant, but you should be here when Chongyun wakes up. Tell him I’ll be back tomorrow around the same time. Have a good night, Xingqiu!”

Xiangling takes her leave, and at the sound of the door closing Chongyun stirs.

His eyes flutter open and meet a familiar pair of amber irises.

“Hello, dear Chongyun. I’m glad you’re awake. I apologize that I didn’t visit yesterday, I’m sure Xiangling told you.”

“It’s alright, I know you get busy around this time of year. I’m happy to see you, Xingqiu.” Chongyun’s expression softens, still sleepy and peaceful. He is met with an equally contented expression from his friend.

“I heard from Miss Yelan what happened. I wish you would’ve told me, or Xiangling, or someone.You shouldn’t have been on your own at all.”

Chongyun makes a noise in complaint. “I know, I don’t need a lecture. I just didn’t want to be a burden. Like I said, I know you’re busy this time of year, and Wanmin has been dealing with the influx of Inazuman tourists, too.”

Xingqiu huffs. “You are never a burden. You are our friend and we care about you! I’d do anything to make sure none of this ever happened to you. Whether you decide to pursue legal action or not, I will support you. Xiangling too. I just wish you understood that it’s alright to be in pain right now, and we’re here for you.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” The exorcist sighs dejectedly. “I have thought about it. But to be honest… What good would suing my clan do? They’ve already exiled me and tried to have me killed. Even if I went back now, I wouldn’t be able to forget that.”

Xingqiu hums, considering his response carefully.

“It is possible that not all of your clan agrees with the elders. If you were to pursue the law, we may be able to weed out the responsible parties and at least try to restore some of your clan’s morality. But of course, it’s all up to you. Whatever you decide, you’ve got support.”

When Xingqiu turns back, Chongyun is half asleep again and fighting to stay awake.

“Sorry.” He replies sheepishly. “I used up all my energy trying to follow along Xiangling’s recipe train of thoughts.”

Xingqiu smiles fondly at him. “It’s quite alright, Chongyun. You should rest. You will need far more energy for your recovery.”

“Are you going back home now?” Chongyun mumbles.

“Well… I suppose I could stay a bit longer.”

When Chongyun wakes up in the morning, Xingqiu is curled into the armchair next to him with a blanket draped over him. Chongyun’s medicine sits on the side table, along with fresh bandages. Perhaps Doctor Baizhu didn’t want to intrude.

He quietly takes his medicine and rewraps the bandages around his stomach. When he is finished, Chongyun glances over to ensure he hasn’t woken Xingqiu up, then settles back to rest a while more.





4. Sincerity

Summary for the Chapter:
Something shifts, or feels off. Chongyun can’t tell, but it isn’t an entirely unwelcome change.


Notes for the Chapter:If I may impart any wisdom, do not fall in love with your best friend. It’s awful. But it’ll probably work out for Chongyun and Xingqiu!





The second time Chongyun wakes up that morning, the sun is filtering through the windows. Glancing around the room, Xingqiu is nowhere to be seen, with his overcoat draped over the armchair in his stead.

The bandages on his stomach begin to feel uncomfortable, so Chongyun stands to retrieve the fresh bandages from the table. He moves too quickly and a wave of dizziness washes over his vision for just a moment, but long enough to knock over the empty cup of water.

With the sound of the pottery shattering, the clinic’s door opens once more and Xingqiu rushes over to guide Chongyun back against the pillows.

“Are you alright, Chongyun? I’ll call Doctor Baizhu right away.”

“I’m fine,” Chongyun interrupts. “It’s just the cup.”

“Even so. You should be resting, it’s too early for you to be moving around much. I’ll be right back.”

Xingqiu leaves the room and returns with a broom. He swiftly brushes the shards to the side to deal with later. Chongyun thinks this is the first time he’s ever seen Xingqiu clean. Once he’s done, Xingqiu grabs the roll of bandages and gestures towards Chongyun’s stomach.

“May I, my liege?”

Chongyun snorts at this. “There’s no need to be so formal. And you didn’t have to sweep up, either.”

Xingqiu hums in return, unwrapping the old bandages. “It wouldn’t have been very chivalrous of me to let you risk reopening your stitches. And besides, it’s just a broken cup.”

“I suppose you have an excuse for the bandages too, then?”

“Chalk it up to me being a good friend.” Xingqiu grins and fumbles with the fresh cloth. “You’d think I’d remember how to dress a wound after our many excursions.”

“Here,” Chongyun takes one end of the cloth in hand and guides it around his abdomen, Xingqiu unraveling the cloth as he goes. “It’s not so bad. Just tuck the end in at the side, I think.”

Xingqiu’s eyebrows furrow with focus as he does as instructed, securing the last inches of fabric in the folds. It doesn’t take long for Chongyun’s brain to register that Xingqiu is incredibly close, and has made no indication that he’ll be moving.

His skin grows uncomfortably warm as the two exchange a look. Xingqiu’s eyes flutter a scan across Chongyun’s expression across his rose-tinted cheekbones, down to his nervously pursed lips.

Just as Chongyun thinks Xingqiu might finally do or say something, he pats Chongyun’s cheek softly with a soft smile and steps away.

Xingqiu exhales and moves to settle back into the armchair. “I sent your clothes to be cleaned and mended. I hope you don’t mind, but I thought it would be a shame if your favorite shirt was ruined.”

Chongyun blinks, and everything is back to normal. “You’re not going to have Jueyun chili sewn into the collar, are you?”

“Oh! That would’ve been good. I’ll write that down for next time.”

Chongyun narrows his eyes. Usually Xingqiu would bounce at the idea of new antics and practical jokes. Today, it didn’t seem like his heart was in it.

“You’re being awfully nice today.”

Xingqiu’s confident facade falters for a moment and his expression droops. “I was worried. I regret that I wasn’t there for my dearest friend in his time of need. That’s all.”

“You couldn’t have known what I didn’t tell you, Xingqiu. I wouldn’t even know where to begin.” Chongyun sighs.

It has been a long few weeks, and while he didn’t avoid the topic of training around his friends, he wasn’t exactly open about it, either.

“You could start with explaining that strange woman I saw who was asking about you earlier.”

“Ah, it must have been Shenhe. She’s technically my aunt, I think. There’s a whole story there.” Chongyun settles back into the pillows and begins to recount the tale from his village, how he met Shenhe, how the elders disapproved of his training with her.

“I guess I was nervous that even if I trusted her, she might’ve not been what she seemed.” Chongyun confessed. “Her saving my life makes that sort of redundant.”

Xingqiu reaches for Chongyun’s hand and leans his forehead onto the blanket. “I’m sorry you went through all that. I wish you had told me sooner. You shouldn’t have to go through it alone.”

To Chongyun, his friend seemed awfully strange today. Whatever was going on with Xingqiu seemed to coincide with Chongyun’s injuries. Was it possible he was more worried than he let on? For all of the words Xingqiu uses, sometimes it was hard to understand the true meaning behind them.

Lifting his head up again, Xingqiu smiled earnestly. “I’m simply relieved that you’re alright now. I think it may be best to keep you in Liyue Harbor while you recover. I’ll have Xu prepare our guest room right away.”

When Xingqiu sets his mind to something, it will take hell and high water to stop him from achieving it. Whatever fight Chongyun wants to put up would have been pointless, so he is resigned to listening to Xingqiu’s rant about his brother’s incompetent work.

Xiangling arrives not long after, and the three of them eat lunch together before Xingqiu is all but dragged back to the commerce guild.


Notes for the Chapter:
This chapter was intentionally meant to feel like that strange mix of casual comfort and slight awkwardness that occurs when you develop feelings for a close friend. Attempting to dance around the obvious fact that neither party is willing to admit.






5. Reasoning (Shenhe’s Interlude)

Summary for the Chapter:
Shenhe has an excursion in Liyue Harbor. What she may or may not have heard is none of her business.

Until it absolutely is.


Notes for the Chapter:I have just discovered the difference between ‘Rich Text’ and ‘HTML’. Enjoy the italics.






On Shenhe’s next trip into Liyue Harbor, she comes with a list of home items Cloud Retainer had given her. If Shenhe were to assume responsibility for her cousin’s son, her mentor insisted she do it properly.


 


Unfortunately for Shenhe, she had no idea where to begin shopping in the harbor. The rare times she did need something she could not find in the wilderness, her mentor had acquired it without question. Rather than take her chances alone, Shenhe weighed her options between enlisting the help of Ganyu or that strange woman Yelan.


 


While Yelan appeared knowledgeable about the harbor in many ways, Ganyu worked directly with many merchants and knew more in that regard. And besides, Shenhe thought Yelan was always a bit too forward around her.


 


When Shenhe arrives near the Ministry of Civil Affairs, where she knows Ganyu is often hard at work in, Ganyu is just leaving the building with a stack of papers in her hands.


 


Her eyes scan over the words on the sheets until she blinks to adjust her eyes to the sun, and Shenhe is standing in direct sight.


 


“Oh!” Ganyu startles. “Shenhe! I wasn’t expecting to see you here today. Is everything alright?”


 


Shenhe silently presents the list to Ganyu. “There are some items I require.”


 


Ganyu scans the list the same way she looked over her documents moments ago. “Cooking pots… linens… logs and tinder… these are some pretty unusual things for you to need. Er, these are for you, right?”


 


“I suppose so. I will be occupying an abode in Jueyun Karst from now on.”


 


“Oh, is this about that Tianheng exorcist? I heard what happened, it’s heartbreaking to think how he must feel. Is all this for him, then?”


 


Shenhe shakes her head. “No. I have decided to monitor his progress from now on. Now that we are both former thaumaturges, it is simpler to have us in the same place.”


 


“Perhaps you are capable of empathy, after all! But some of these items are entirely useless for humans. Are you sure Cloud Retainer didn’t stick her grocery list in here as well?”


 


Ganyu leads Shenhe around the harbor and picks out a sturdy iron pot from an equally sturdy metalworker. The next stall boasts dozens of colorful quilts, which Ganyu considers individually and Shenhe follows suit. She picks up a light blue quilt and inspects it closely. It is nothing special, and seems exactly like each of the other blankets.


 


“It’s a beautiful color. It suits you well!” The vendor remarks.


 


Shenhe stares emptily at her. “I suppose so.”


 


Ganyu selects another shade of blue, and brings the two quilts to the vendor. The old woman hands Shenhe the extra mora, and wraps the blankets in a larger cloth for easy carrying.


 


“It’s getting quite late, if you’re hungry maybe you’d like to try something other than Qingxin petals? There’s a stall nearby that makes a wonderful stir-fry!” Ganyu enthuses, and Shenhe notes that neither of them have eaten for hours.


 


Her stomach grumbles against her will, and Shenhe turns to hide herself in embarrassment.


 


“Shenhe,” Ganyu giggles. “Everyone gets hungry. It’s alright, let’s get something to eat.”


 


Ganyu takes the lead towards Heyu Teahouse, where she orders a few light dishes for the two to share. They eat together, Ganyu stopping her from picking up the dumplings with her bare hands, and even Shenhe must admit maybe there are better things to consume than flower petals and medicinal herbs.


 


While Shenhe speaks only once or twice the entire meal, Ganyu chatters about her work and various happenings in Liyue Harbor. It is never uncomfortable, and Shenhe thinks this is the closest thing to friendship she has felt in many years.


 


After their meal Ganyu bids her farewell to situate the items’ delivery, with a promise to visit soon and check on her new dwelling. Shenhe sits for a while longer, savoring the bitter tea she had received.


 


Outside the restaurant Shenhe notices that strange girl who wanders Wuwang Hill, accompanied by the blue-haired boy who visited Chongyun the other day. The two are greeted by a young woman with dark hair in opera attire, and the three are seated on the other side of the pavilion. Shenhe pays them no mind until she hears the young exorcist’s name. And while Shenhe does not intend to listen to their conversation, she also does not reveal her position.


 


“You went to see Chongyun recently, didn’t you, Xingqiu? I do hope he’s recovering well.”


 


The girl with pigtails bursts out laughing. “Oh man! Wait until you hear this, he fumbled it so horribly!”


 


The boy, Xingqiu, gasps. “I did 

not

! There was nothing to ‘fumble’!”


 


“There 

totally

 was, and you fumbled it!”


 


“What could have possibly transpired between our two dear friends?” The other girl’s mouth twitched into a cunning grin.


 


“They almost kissed!” The pigtailed girl all but shouts. “You should’ve kissed him, dummy.”


 


Shenhe nearly chokes on her tea upon hearing this.


 


Xingqiu hunches over the round table, hands in his hair. “I should have done it! He was right there, the moment was perfect, and then I talked about dry cleaning! He probably thinks I’m so terribly lame, now…”


 


“But you 

are

 lame!” The loud girl interjects.


 


“I don’t think our dear Chongyun would ever think you could be anything but incredible, but you didn’t hear that from me.” Opera girl sips her tea elegantly. “And Hu Tao, it isn’t polite to cackle like that, even if the dry cleaning part was funny. Xingqiu, I think you should go for it!”


 


Hu Tao pouts dejectedly and munches on the pastry she had ordered.


 


“It’s no use, he’s clueless.” Xingqiu sighs exasperatedly. “Unless he knows! Yun Jin, you don’t think he already knows, does he?”


 


“You’re overthinking it, dear.” Yun Jin sets her teacup down. “Simply ask him about it.”


 


Xingqiu scoffs. “You say it like it’s easy.”


 


Yun Jin smirks. “Isn’t it?”


 


Shenhe slips out of the teahouse after this. On her way home, she brings Chongyun a mushroom skewer from a stall she had passed.


 


She does not mention the events she witnessed, but she is certain of one thing.


 


Humans are selfish, and that Xingqiu boy will only hurt Chongyun in the end.



Notes for the Chapter:
I do not have Ganyu, and honestly struggled writing her a little bit. I’d like to think Shenhe views Ganyu about as close to family as she has known in a very long time.

I’m also a certified member of the ‘Loser Xingqiu’ club. One of my favorite things about writing is that I’m able to display different quirks and shortcomings characters may have. After all, they are only human and still learning the ways of life.






6. Resignation

Summary for the Chapter:
Home.


Notes for the Chapter:Apologies for the slow update, college is kicking my ass once again and I’ve started a new job. I miss having the time to write more, but hopefully I’ll be able to keep up on fairly regular updates.






The next week or so goes by easily. Doctor Baizhu tells Chongyun his wound is looking better than expected, and perhaps that his yang energy had an effect on the healing process. Chongyun thinks it’s all the delicious and thoughtful dishes Xiangling has been bringing. 


 


He is resigned to Doctor Baizhu’s office for a few more days, and is discharged to go home in another week. 


 


Home… it seems like such an unobtainable concept now. A month ago everything was normal. Chongyun had a home, a village, and a family. His friends didn’t treat him like he was so, so very fragile. Perhaps if Chongyun hadn’t insisted on training with Shenhe, things would be different. 


 


But then again, it was all bound to happen anyways, right? Eventually his clan would have made further advances to control him, and maybe it would have been worse than a stab wound. 


 


As much as he wants to resent Shenhe for everything, he knows she is no more at fault than he is. If anything, she is the one person who may understand. 


 


When Shenhe visits and Chongyun relays the good news, she seems a little more lost in thought than usual. 


 


“You cannot go back to Qingce Village.” She commands, rather than stating the obvious. “I will prepare accommodations.”


 


It seems her mind is made up, even if Chongyun tells her Xingqiu has already asked him to stay at the commerce guild, and he would rather upset Xingqiu momentarily than make Shenhe angry. 


 


“That Feiyun boy… you’d be wise to keep an eye out around him.”


 


Chongyun huffs lightly. “Xingqiu? He just likes playing pranks, it’s not a big deal. Besides, you don’t know anything about him.”


 


“Hm. Call it intuition.”


 


“Maybe your intuition is wrong.” Chongyun refutes. He instantly regrets his words, as Shenhe turns to him with a terrifying glare that would make the toughest adepti tremble. 


 


“I- I’ll be careful.”


 


“I will come by when I have finished preparations. Do not be foolish in my absence.”


 


Chongyun nods, and she leaves. 


 


Later that day, Xingqiu stops by and Chongyun breaks the news to him. He can tell Xingqiu tries very hard not to look disappointed, and reassures Chongyun in the decision regardless.


 


“By the way, did you happen to say something that may have upset Shenhe? I think she hates you.” 


 


Xingqiu stills in thought for a moment. “I don’t believe so. Hate is a bit extreme. How could she hate someone who she’s never met?”


 


“That’s what I said. But I don’t think she cares much…”


 


“Well, you are the most gullible of us, and my favorite target. Maybe she’s the overprotective type.”


 


Chongyun briefly considers the possibility that Shenhe sees something of herself in him. Is she simply feigning ambivalence when the reality feels all too familiar to her? Somehow this conclusion does not reassure the uneasiness that has settled itself in his chest.


 


He can’t imagine how Shenhe must have felt after being abandoned, but it must have felt awfully like the mass of nausea that won’t leave him. 


 


“…Yun? Did I say something wrong?” Beside him, Xingqiu leans forward to check his temperature.


 


“No… just thinking.” Chongyun draws in a deep breath before continuing shakily. “The truth is that I don’t know where to go from here. I thought I had everything figured out. I was supposed to become a great exorcist my clan could be proud of, but instead all I’ve done is disappoint and burden them. If I denounced training with Shenhe, would they have truly accepted me again? Or was this all just a catalyst for finally getting rid of me?”


 


Chongyun tries to steady his breathing, he does, but it is futile. He presses his palms into his eyes and he can’t stop the steady stream of tears that never seem to end. Everything he had worked years to overcome, his family, his home. All of it was gone, and he couldn’t prove to himself that wasn’t how it was always going to be.


 


Xingqiu sits on the edge of the bed and wraps his arms around Chongyun’s shoulders as he sobs for what feels like hours. 


 

The tears eventually slowed, then stopped. Xingqiu still holds him as he gives into the utter exhaustion. Chongyun allows himself this small comfort. 





7. Uprooted

Summary for the Chapter:
Chongyun receives an unexpected, but not unwelcome visitor. He learns what it means to move on. (Chapter re-uploaded and rewritten slightly.)





Two days go by. Xingqiu visits again and tells Chongyun he’ll be away on business in Inazuma for a week. He promises to come back with ingredients for Xiangling and novels for Chongyun to pass the time in recovery.

Xiangling keeps him company, almost as if she knows the effect Xingqiu’s absence will inevitably have. She brings a few light Inazuman dishes she learned from Kazuha and some Inazuman tourists.

“Just a taste of what’s to come once I get my hands on whatever Xingqiu’s bringing back!” Xiangling places a bowl of Inazuman cold noodles into his hands. “The broth has lampgrass, which I guess isn’t all that traditional in Inazuma, but it sure does taste good!”

She’s right, of course. They eat together while Xiangling tells him about all the new recipes she’s been learning. She leaves afterwards to prepare for the dinner rush, and Chongyun is alone once again.

He settles into the blankets and drifts off to sleep. When he wakes again the sun is setting, and he wonders if Xingqiu is enjoying the same sunset. He hopes business is going smoothly, and it’s not too much trouble. Chongyun almost misses hearing Xingqiu complain about rich old businessmen.

He hears a knock at the door and an unexpected face appears soon after. Kazuha - Captain Beidou’s wandering crew member.

“Hello, Chongyun, it’s been a while. I hope you’re well.” Kazuha smiles gently and closes the door behind him.

“Oh, I’m doing alright, I think. It’s nice to see you again.” Chongyun remembers Kazuha fairly well. Sometimes Captain Beidou would bring back herbs and things for the Thaumaturges, and in return Chongyun liked to help unload cargo from the ship. He and Kazuha, of similar height and stature, often were moving around the same boxes. He would listen intently while Kazuha told him folk tales from Inazuma.

“Indeed. Xiangling does like to ramble, so I figured it’s time to pay you a visit. I may not be the best at advice, but if you want to talk to someone who is all too familiar with the feeling of displacement, I’m around.”

“Thank you.” Chongyun gives him a small, grateful smile. “Um, if you don’t mind, could you tell me about that folk tale again? The one with the wandering samurai…?”

“Of course. It’s one of my favorites as well.” Kazuha settles into the cushion nearby and begins his story.

“In Inazuma, not very long ago…”

Kazuha continues on, speaking with a familiarity to the story that only confirms what Chongyun had thought upon first hearing the tale. It wasn’t a folk tale, it was all true. This was Kazuha’s story.

When Kazuha first began the ‘folk tale’ of a humble swordsman grown into exile, the two were unloading a shipment of iron weapons from the Crux. Kazuha had held up a full shortsword then, waving it in the air to illustrate the samurai’s great battle. Chongyun played along, albeit less nimbly with the sword. He remembers that day fondly, back when Inazuma was still closed off from the rest of the world. Kazuha seemed melancholic then, likely wistful for his home. He indulged Chongyun’s requests for stories of Inazuma without hesitation, even though talking about it must have only worsened that deep ache.

Now, when Kazuha recounted the samurai’s tale, he seemed more sure of himself. While he is no longer a fugitive in Inazuma, it is still difficult to have a place to belong. It is still home, after everything. Chongyun wonders if he’ll be able to recall his home in the same way, eventually.

When the tale ends, Chongyun hums. “It’s your story, isn’t it? You’re the samurai.”

Kazuha nods, eyes closed in a serene state. “Yes. It feels like a lifetime ago.”

“How do you move on? When you no longer have a home, your family, the place you grew up? When the people you trusted the most were the same ones that discarded you?”

Kazuha hums to himself. “Life goes on. Your happiness is not dependent on anyone but yourself. After I was no longer welcome in Inazuma, I started traveling with Captain Beidou and it was the best thing that ever happened to me. Although the circumstances that led me to see wonderful places and meet incredible people were grim, I do not regret them. To see the world beyond what you know is to become enlightened.”

Kazuha’s eyes open, and the next words he speaks are impossibly softer. “The pain does not leave for many months, maybe even years. But it does eventually lessen. How you heal and grow from it is up to you.”

To see the world beyond what you know is to become enlightened.

“It seems like such a hopeless ambition, sometimes. I spent so long trying to be what my clan wanted me to be that I ignored my own aspirations and wants.” Chongyun sighs heavily. “I don’t want to do that anymore.”

“Keep a list. Everything you’ve always wanted to do, places you’ve dreamed of visiting. Do them. Live the life you want for yourself, not what anyone tells you to. Find yourself, find love and happiness and adventure. That’s everything that matters.”

Kazuha offers him a reassuring smile. “Just don’t forget where your roots are.”

Like a tree rooted in one place, its branches may extend high into the clouds or far across foreign lands. Its leaves may flutter along in the wind to the corners of the world.

“I’ve always wanted to visit Inazuma. I heard there’s an island swarming with spirits who hold no fear. Maybe I’ll finally get to see one.” Chongyun’s expression begins to brighten. “And I’ve always wanted to study Inazuman martial arts. I’m not sure my claymore would suit the techniques very well, though…”

“Perhaps one day you’ll join the Captain and I on an expedition. Though I will warn you - she does make you work hard for your rations.” Kazuha chuckles lightly before the room quiets again. “And if martial arts are what you’re after, there is a certain Tenryou detective you should meet.”

Chongyun’s curiosity has been piqued. “What style does he practice? Does a detective really use martial arts? What’s he like?”

“He is… certainly something. He claims to prefer brains rather than brawn, however I think the half-dozen championship medals will disagree. He is a close friend of mine, but it admittedly has been quite a while since I’ve seen him last. Perhaps he’s acquired even more victories since then.”

He notices Kazuha seems wistful again, and wonders if perhaps this friend was to Kazuha what Xingqiu was to Chongyun.

“You should visit him again, then. I’m sure he misses you just as much.” Chongyun reassures him.

“It may be so.” Kazuha replies noncommittally. “I’m afraid it has been so long that he’ll be upset with me when I return. I suppose that is the one thing I’m too afraid to face. If I return after all this time, perhaps he’s even forgotten about me. Many people already have.”

“I think you’re hard to forget, Kazuha. You’re easy to talk to and you give good advice. You leave a lasting impression and there’s a truth to your words that stays with you. Regardless, thank you for humoring me. Once I recover, I’ll surely be making plans to visit.” Chongyun grins. “And I’ll hold you to getting a meeting with that detective.”

Kazuha hums again in response and asks Chongyun if he’d like to hear another tale. He sits up in anticipation, and Kazuha begins a story of the detective who bested the Shogun’s general.

The rest of the week passes by much quicker than Chongyun had anticipated. On that following Monday, Shenhe appears outside Bubu Pharmacy with Chongyun’s greatsword pointed into the ground at her side. In her other hand she holds up one of his popsicles. He hadn’t recalled preparing any for quite a while now, which meant Shenhe must have done it herself.

She extends the popsicle towards him like an olive branch.

“The path to recovery will be a long and painful one, not only for your body but for your heart as well.” Shenhe offers the hilt of the greatsword to him with what Chongyun thinks might be a smile. “I will be there as your guide.”

He is so relieved in this moment to be standing on his own two feet again, with a familiar face to greet him, that he lunges forward and wraps his arms around Shenhe in a hug. It is painfully awkward how stiff she becomes before Chongyun pulls away, wiping a few stray tears from his cheeks.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m just really happy to see you, Shenhe.” He pats his eyes dry with the sleeve of his shirt. “Thank you for everything. You are the last family I have left that I can trust, and you just being here means more than you can even imagine. I can’t wait to get back to training with you again!”

Shenhe is obviously taken aback, and sets a hand on his shoulder gently nudging him away. “All in due time, little one. First you must fully recover, then we will begin rigorous training. It will not be easy by any means, but you have come this far and proven yourself worthy.”

“Shall we depart, then?”


Notes for the Chapter:
I’m sorry I couldn’t contain my love for Heizou and had to indirectly mention him. I honestly have no ‘end goal’ for this story yet. I intended it to be more snippets and introspective scenarios into Chongyun and Shenhe’s family and relation but I got overly invested in the story and now it has plot. Wish me luck.






8. Return

Summary for the Chapter:
Chongyun returns with a partial recovery, surrounded by love.


Notes for the Chapter:Long time, no see. I hope you all enjoy this chapter even though it took me three months to upload. :)






Shenhe leads him on the familiar path to Jueyun Karst. Before long, he realizes that broken-down house he had camped in that night was no longer eroded. Fresh bricks were stacked neatly into the refurbished fireplace, the broken shards of the windows were replaced with new pristine panels. Even the hinges of the front gate were oiled.


 


“Welcome home, I suppose.” Shenhe pushes through the front door where he is greeted by streamers hung from the wooden beams and a whole array of friends from the harbor.


 


“Shenhe…” Chongyun was nearly in tears at the entire gesture and even the idea that Shenhe took it upon herself to look out for him. “Thank you so much.”


 


Shenhe turns her head to the side, and Chongyun does not need to see her expression to know his gratitude is appreciated. “You’d be better off thanking Ganyu. She is much more knowledgeable in such areas than I.”


 


As if on cue, Ganyu steps out from the small crowd and ruffles Chongyun’s hair. “Us cryo folks have to stick together, right? It was nothing, though. I’m glad you’re doing better, Chongyun.”


 


Ganyu leads him into the kitchen where Xiangling is hovered over the table kneading dough for noodles. She immediately drops the ball and all but attacks him in a hug.


 


“Chongyun! It’s so good to see you up and at ‘‘em again! I’m making your favorite noodles, and I managed to find those mushrooms you like for it!” Xiangling pulls him over and hands him half the dough to roll out. “Go easy! You’re still not back to normal yet.”


 


They work together in a comfortable silence for another ten minutes while several of Chongyun’s friends filter in and out to say hello and check on him. Hu Tao comes by with Mister Zhongli and a tray of almond tofu which she promptly shoves a spoonful of into Xiangling’s mouth to taste-test.


 


“Tastes good to me! Say, I didn’t know you could cook, Hu Tao!”


 


Hu Tao chortles like that’s the funniest joke she’s ever heard. “I don’t! Zhongli made it! Traditional recipe and all that.”


 


Chongyun, out of pure curiosity, takes a spoonful for himself. “It’s incredible! Thank you, Mister Zhongli.”


 


He nods his head with a small smile. “It would be a shame not to celebrate such a return with an equally befitting treat. I do hope you enjoy it.”


 


Xinyan and Yun Jin arrive not long after, the former squeezing the daylights out of him in a giant bear hug. Yun Jin sighs lightheartedly and reminds her not to injure Chongyun further. Xinyan sheepishly releases him and makes her way to the kitchen.


 


Yun Jin gingerly delivers her own hug. “It’s been all too long since I’ve last seen you, Chongyun. I apologize for not visiting during your recovery, but I am overjoyed to see you doing as well as you are now.”


 


“Thank you, Yun Jin. How was the turnout at the new opera?”


 


The evening is light, happy, surrounded by friends and chosen family. Chongyun can’t remember the last time he ate this much food or laughed as much as he has. He feels happy once again, if not for the moment. 


 



If this is what the future is like without the Thaumaturges,

 Chongyun thinks, 

Maybe I’ll be alright.



 


“You know Xingqiu’s gonna be 

so 

mad we threw a party while he was gone!” Hu Tao laughs heartily from the other room.


 


Ah, Xingqiu. Chongyun had been so wrapped up in the simple joy that he had nearly forgotten what was missing. If he was here, Chongyun was certain he could die happily and surrounded by love.





 


Once the sun has well past set, and Xiangling is the last to leave tearfully, Chongyun and Shenhe are alone in the house.


 


“This is home now for both of us. I do not wish to wander any longer.” Shenhe states simply, with a hand on her nephew’s shoulder. 


 


“You have made immense progress since you were the bird with a broken wing that appeared in my domain months ago. You have much farther to go, but for now…” Shenhe offers him a barely noticeable, but undoubtedly genuine smile. “I suppose it is alright to acknowledge it. The Tianheng Thaumaturges lost two powerful exorcists due to their own selfishness. Your strength and tenacity is admirable, and will take you far.”


 


She makes an attempt to ruffle his hair as Ganyu had done, and instead scratches his scalp a bit too harshly. She quickly stills her hand, instead opting for a light pat on top of his head. “My apologies. Sleep well.”


 


It was progress.


 


—


 


When Chongyun falls asleep that night, he is surrounded by fond memories of that evening. He remembers his friends’ voices, the taste of the almond tofu Mister Zhongli made. He remembers wishing Xingqiu was there, too.


 


In his dreams, Xingqiu does appear. He is scowling, a rather common expression for the young heir as he would often recount meetings to Chongyun with the same disdain for business practices. This was different. Xingqiu was frowning 

at 

him.


 


“Xingqiu, what’s wrong?” Chongyun reaches out towards his friend.


 


Xingqiu huffs and slaps his hand away. “Get away from me! Who do you think you are?”


 


“Me? I’m Chongyun, your best friend…”


 


Xingqiu scoffs and crosses his arms. “Friends? 

Best 

friends? I doubt it.”


 


Chongyun frowns, frozen in shock, “You don’t mean that. You know me, you know I love you. You love me too, right? Even if it isn’t the same.”


 


“

Love

 you? What makes you think I would ever love you?” Xingqiu scowls and stares directly at Chongyun. “I don’t even want to be your friend.”


 


Those few words feel like a stab through his stomach all over again.


 


“I don’t know why that doctor even wasted valuable treatments on you. You should’ve died. You’re never going to be a great exorcist, or my friend. You should just give up.”


 


“Xingqiu-”


 


“You are 

weak. 

You don’t belong here, and your clan knew that. You should finish what they failed to do. 

Give up

. Give up, give up, give 

up!

” Xingqiu is screaming at him, louder than he has ever heard the young heir yell. 


 


Xingqiu is seething, all sharp teeth bared and snarling like a wild animal. He stands leagues over Chongyun despite their usually similar stature. 


 


“You don’t deserve any pity or sympathy. You are the ever-weakening link your clan wished to sever from this world. You don’t deserve to be here, in Liyue or Teyvat, and least of all as my companion.”


 


Chongyun wakes up suddenly, covered in sweat and the distinct feeling of being unwanted. It is a feeling he is beginning to get used to.


 


—


 


Chongyun does not sleep for the rest of that night. Instead, he sneaks out quietly to sit in the small fenced-in yard behind the house. He hugs his knees to his chest, roots himself in the dirt, and begins to meditate for the first time since this ordeal began.


 


He hears the gently creaking of the floorboards inside as the sun begins to rise. He knows Shenhe is awake now, likely preparing for her meditation as he is unsuccessful in his own. The back door moves aside and Shenhe seems surprised that he is awake.


 


She gestures past him and moves into the garden, sitting cross-legged on the grass. She leaves him plenty of space; it is an invitation without the need of words. Chongyun once again begins to steady his breathing. They meditate together in silence until the sun is well settled in the cerulean sky. When Chongyun opens his eyes once again, Shenhe is staring at him, eyes wide open, and it shakes him out of his meditative cycle immediately.


 


She does not look away. “You are distracted today. No matter. Perhaps it is time to eat, anyways.”


 


Chongyun sighs in response, but neither of them make a move. At some point, Shenhe stands up wordlessly, and retreats inside to her own devices. She returns after some time, yanking him from the ground and setting him in the kitchen with a bowl of broth in front of him.


 


“Eat.” Shenhe sits across from him with her own matching ceramic bowl. “Today you will go see Yelan and that Zhongli fellow, at their request.”


 


Chongyun sips at the liquid silently. With Miss Yelan, he figures there must have been a development in the investigation, but he couldn’t reason what Mister Zhongli could have to do with it. Perhaps it is something to do with his clan’s history. Mister Zhongli always seemed to know eerily more than what he should.


 


“Am I to travel alone?” Chongyun asks, more out of curiosity than concern.


 


Shenhe looks at him with a blank expression. “Not quite that fast. We will depart in an hour’s time.”


 


“Your tenacity is admirable.” She adds, before unceremoniously dropping her bowl into the water basin.


 


—


 


When they arrive in Liyue Harbor, they are greeted at the western entrance by none other than Yelan. The blue-haired woman waves from afar, arms crossed over her chest and leaning casually against the bridge’s railing. Shenhe scoffs at her presence, but there is a strange familiarity to it that Chongyun can’t quite pinpoint. 


 


“Good morning. Shall we head over to Wangsheng?” Yelan’s smile is brighter than the sun reflecting into his eyes, and he feels a little more at ease with her show of kindness.


 


He nods, and Shenhe stands stoically as ever. He follows Yelan through the harbor, Shenhe trailing behind him as a third shadow. Chongyun glances back once to ensure she was still there, only to be met with Shenhe’s gaze burning a hole in the back of Yelan’s perfectly trimmed hairstyle. He turns around quickly before either of them realize, and focuses the rest of the journey on the sights of Liyue Harbor. He notices several dockhands dragging around pallets in preparation for a shipment, and briefly he wonders if it’ll be the same ship that Xingqiu is returning on.



Notes for the Chapter:
So… I apologize for taking several months to get a new chapter out. University is no longer easy and I need to actually use my brain now. Like I mentioned at the end of last chapter, I have no true ‘ending’ for this story yet. I had fully intended this to be a 4-5 chapter introspect on Shenhe and Chongyun’s growth but then I got too invested.

I’ve written the next few chapters already, and some chapters in between what’s already been posted, so at some point within the next couple weeks I’ll be reposting the entire work with new chapters added and current chapters rearranged to fit the storyline. There’s a chance I may also leave what’s up here until I finish the entire work, and post the entire updated and completed work at once since I don’t trust myself to not write more in-between chapters.

I highly doubt anyone has read this far into this horrendously long note, but once again, thank you for reading and please leave a comment if you enjoyed it or have any opinions on whether you’d prefer a re-uploaded work uncompleted or wait for the completed work to re-upload. :)


Author’s Note:I always wished Genshin would elaborate more on Chongyun’s background and lore so I said okay fine I’ll do it myself. Based off of canon information, but don’t pay too much attention to it - I did alter some canon events. If you’re curious about more specifically I altered or added, please leave a comment and I’ll elaborate on it. Thank you :)





