
Backstage


    
    
  Yun Jin knew it was bad luck, but she could never stop herself from peeping through the curtains at the house as the audience slowly trickled into their seats. She stood stage left, carefully pulling the scarlet curtain beside the folding screen aside as she watched people milling around the seats of Heyu Teahouse, chatting, and patiently waiting for her to take the stage. The sight always filled her with a thrill of nervous anticipation.



  “Hey, Yun Jin!” A voice hissed out of the backstage darkness at her, pulling her attention away from the crowd. “Stop messing around - you’re on in less than half an hour, and you’ve still got to get into your costume!” There was the glow of a lantern, lighting up the aggrieved face of Yunning, manager of the Yun-Han Opera Troupe, and currently acting as stage manager, beckoning her away from the folding screen.



  Yun Jin smiled, but bustled back to her all the same. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry! I just can’t help watching the audience coming in. It helps me mentally prepare myself for performing!”



  “Well, hurry on back to your dressing room so you can finish 
  
    physically
  
   preparing too!” grumbled Yunning. She may have sounded irritated, but she knew Yun Jin was a consummate professional, and would never miss her call because of silly dithering about. Still, she scolded her as if Yun Jin was a green chorus girl all the same. Yun Jin knew her well, and she was always flustered and blunt like this before a show. Yunning would mellow out once the show began, but she knew better than to test her patience now.



  Yun Jin briefly placed a reassuring arm on Yunning’s shoulder. “Thanks for the help. Break a leg!” The stage manager grunted and nodded, and Yun Jin hurried off to her backstage dressing area.



  The space behind the stage at Heyu Teahouse was cramped but cozy, partitioned off with curtains and other folding screens here and there. Yun Jin’s dressing “room” was lit by golden lamplight, and the screens depicted old productions that the troupe had mounted in the past. Yun Jin loved it here. She could have performed on any grand stage she chose, but the intimate setting of Heyu Teahouse pleased her most of all. She sat on a small carved stool and breathed calmly. She always felt most at peace when left with her thoughts in her dressing room. But the same did not apply to the hectic chaos before a show! There was no time for musing right now - Yun Jin had a performance shortly and she had to get ready.



  Wardrobe had left her costume hanging on a hook over one of her screens, a lush golden gown with meticulous green embroidery on the hem and sleeves. Tonight, Yun Jin would take on the role of a mountain adeptus who had fallen in love with a mortal, and her dress was meant to evoke the sun shining high on the treetops of the stone forest. The designers had really outdone themselves this time. The cloth of gold shimmered in the lamplight, truly looking like sunlight. Yun Jin quickly removed her bonnet and placed it on an empty wig head on her small vanity, and she began to hurriedly unfasten her dress.



  There came a rustle at the curtains hiding her from view. “Twenty minutes, Miss Yun Jin!”



  “Thank you, twenty!” she called out in response. It seemed she had lingered at the curtain peoplewatching a little longer than she ought to have. But she should still have ample time to finish her pre-performance routine.



  Before getting dressed, Yun Jin jumped up and down in place a few times. She stretched her arms up as high as they would go, then reached all the way down to her toes. She rolled her head around from shoulder to shoulder, gently stretching her neck. She opened her mouth as wide as it would go, working her jaw from side to side. It might look graceless, but she knew she needed to be loose and limber to properly sing. She would warm her voice up too, after she was fully dressed.



  Yun Jin tied the golden gown in place at her waist and did a little twirl, admiring the shine of the fabric as it rippled through the air. She then set about pinning her hair back into a high ponytail and placed a golden headdress upon herself. She was almost looking the part of the imperious lovestruck adeptus. She just had a little bit of makeup to apply.



  She pulled out a kit of greasepaints from her vanity drawer and selected one that was just a shade or two lighter than her own skintone, something that would bring out the radiance of the character. She daubed this on her entire face, being careful to apply it to the neck as well without dripping any onto her costume. Next came some forest green paint lining her eyes, applied by a delicate hand with a very thin brush. After that, Yun Jin dusted her eyelids with golden powder, made from ground cor lapis so that it shimmered faintly, adding a little to her hairline as well. She patted some coral pigment onto her cheeks, this one made from sango pearls from Inazuma, careful not to waste any. Last, but not least, came a crimson lip paint, which she brushed on very cautiously so as to get the shape just right. Blotting her lips on a scrap of paper, she analyzed her face in the mirror. She hoped that she had captured the look of her character sufficiently.



  Next, Yun Jin stood up to do a quick vocal warmup. She used to be self-conscious about warming up backstage before a show, knowing that people in the house would probably be able to hear her over the clamor of the eager audience. But years of training and performing had eroded any sense of inhibition she might have had. What mattered most was ensuring that her voice and body were in perfect condition to give the audience the best performance she could possibly offer.



  Yun Jin hummed up and down a scale, feeling the vibrations in her throat and in the mask of her face. She dropped her jaw and sighed a few times, vocalizing through all the notes of her range in a long swooping glissando. Then she set about warming every part of her vocal range, paying close attention to the shapes of her vowels and the clarity of her consonants. She moved effortlessly from head voice into chest voice and back, the lilting sounds of her operatic tones carrying over the sounds of the stringed instruments outside as they too warmed up in preparation for the performance. The audience caught a few notes here and there over the animated din of conversation and clinking teacups, and a few attendees glanced at each other excitedly, knowing the opera star was soon to grace the stage.



  But not quite yet. She still had a few minutes left before curtain, and she was going to make the best use of them that she could. With her voice warm and her body stretched, she only had a few steps left in her pre-show routine.



  Yun Jin sat on her stool and closed her eyes. She envisioned the lovestruck adeptus she was to portray tonight. She’d been rehearsing this role for weeks now, spending time with Shenhe and Cloud Retainer to observe the true adeptus’ mannerisms and attitudes. While Cloud Retainer seemed to be a bit more stern than the character in the opera, Yun Jin still believed she could distill some droplets of inspiration from spending time in her company. Much to Yunning’s chagrin, Yun Jin had spent several days in Jueyun Karst on Mount Aocang, immersing herself in the life of an adeptus and studying her role. Cloud Retainer had been somewhat aloof at first, but Shenhe had confided in Yun Jin that the adeptus was in fact most gratified to be a subject of Yun Jin’s study, and was secretly quite pleased at her presence on Mount Aocang. Yun Jin had returned to Liyue Harbor with a wealth of information she hoped to infuse into her performance.



  She sat and meditated on her experiences now. She remembered the slow and graceful movements of Cloud Retainer, and how she could move quickly and with purpose when she so chose. The warmth in her voice, languid and lofty. The love in her words for Shenhe, even when on the surface it seemed that she was scolding or teasing. Every small detail was something that Yun Jin could use to tell her own story of a mighty adeptus swept up by romance, carefully adapted and mingled with her own life experiences and emotions to capture the story and evoke its emotions in the audience. She always took this time before a show to adjust her mental headspace, to sink into the role, to shift and to change her perspective until playing the character assigned to her felt natural and effortless.



  Lastly, Yun Jin tucked her Vision up into her sleeve. Ever since she had first received it, after that memorable performance of Snow Treading that cold and wintery day years ago, she had considered it as not just a gift from the Geo Archon, but a lucky charm that she always ensured was close to her person when she stepped onto the stage. She felt the slight warmth and resonance of the Vision through the fabric of her costume, and it reassured her. She was ready to take the stage.



  When Yun Jin stepped out of her dressing area, she looked like an entirely different woman. Not only were her makeup and dress ethereal and mysterious, but she carried herself differently. She almost seemed taller, each step considered and thoughtful, her hands prim and her gaze proud.



  “You’re on in five,” whispered Yunning to her quietly, as the musicians beyond the folding screen began to play a triumphant crescendo to open the show. Yun Jin nodded. “Thank you, five,” she said, her voice soft-spoken and yet firm. She waited beside the curtain for her cue.



  Beneath the character of the adeptus that she now wore, she felt the familiar thrill of anticipation, this time not nervous, but exhilarated. The moment before an entrance. It was thrilling, it was intoxicating. It made her feel 
  
    alive
  
  .



  The musicians lingered on a tense tremolo, the strings lingering dramatically on their chord. Yun Jin’s cue. She lifted her head and swept out from behind the curtain, taking her place at center stage. She lifted up one hand and posed gracefully. She breathed deep into her well-trained lungs. She began to sing.


  


