
the things jueyen chili can’t fix, and the things it can
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    By the time Lumine stumbles out of Stone Gate, mildly dazed but moreso harboring a few choice words she keeps locked behind gritted teeth, she’s still picking out icicles from her dress as Xiangling’s voice bounces off the chasm.

It is only eleven o’clock ricochets through her head with no small amount of desperation as the lake looms in front of her, the clear water glistening like an untouched patch of starlight, the shallows only barely visible. Because she can’t have nice things, cryo slimes hop around on the opposite shore, cheerfully minding their own business. Right in the middle of her path.

“Lumine!” That would be Xiangling, waving with too much excitement on the other side already, standing on the grass. Somehow. It is eleven o’clock, how did she get there so fast. “Hurry! If we don’t get going, Brook might just start without us!”

“Isn’t that sabotage?” Lumine calls back, but Xiangling just tilts her head, spins around, and skips off—perhaps she wasn’t loud enough, then. In the face of the melting icicles and the water pooling around her ankles, her energy is just slightly appalling. Mildly offensive, if Lumine were to be mean and bitter, but she has decided to be the bigger person—

A chill rolls over her entire body. The cryo slimes and their flat, dead stares begin moving toward her with a lethargy that physically stabs at her chest. As a final screw you, the wind picks up, relentless in leaving stings in its wake as it whistles across her bare skin, and Lumine, struggling in the confines of this stupid elemental effect, chooses violence.

.

“You struggled there,” Paimon offers unhelpfully. “Are you okay?”

More icicles are clinging to her dress than during the battle against the cryo regisvine, she may or may not be tracking water all over Springvale, and she’s heaving in breaths with a raggedness that hadn’t been present when facing even Dvalin. Needless to say, Lumine is completely fine.

“Ah, there you are!” Xiangling, expectedly, glosses over anything indicative of the showdown against four cryo slimes she decisively won. She grins instead, and it’s as bright as it is ridiculously offensive. “You missed a family reunion! It was quite touching, but the cooking competition is about to begin!”

There’s about three different things to unpack in those lines, all concerning, but Xiangling leans in—conspiratorial, like Lumine had been on the same page with fighting a cryo regisvine and traversing a thousand-year-old frozen landscape and any of this, really—and whispers, “We’re going to win this! Are you ready?”

Lumine could touch an onion and it would spontaneously combust, but Xiangling’s unfettered enthusiasm is overpowering for eleven o’clock and she’s always been more reserved in strange new circumstances, so she shrugs non-committedly. Maybe she’ll get free food out of this, who knows.

.

She is getting so much more out of this than free food.

Stress, for one.

“Radish over here, quick, quick!” Paimon shouts, pointing to a spot in the ground they had passed a minute ago. Lumine briefly considers giving up. “No, don’t make that face! I’m in it for the food, remember?”

No, how could she possibly know that, Paimon. Lumine huffs as she plants her feet and yanks. She’s not unfamiliar to agriculture by any means, but usually, Aether would be here to help her and he’d go on and on about whatever new dish he wanted to try. He’d proceed to make something edible out of the sugar cubes that kept disappearing (Aether), the extra pinches of salt that always managed to get added in (also Aether), and the absolutely quintessential step of setting the pan on fire (Lumine).

Something visceral slides into her throat, precarious, sharp. It drops to her chest, tightens around her heart. The world concaves to the weighty, misshapen gap she’s been trying to live with, and this dance is familiar.

(This isn’t her life. This shouldn’t be her life. There’s a stupid, sappy grin she should be seeing every day, a twin she needs to rock-paper-scissors duel to slide her way out of chores. Why had she woken up alone? Why was she battling a corrupted dragon and watching death encroach upon her fingertips and shouldering these bruises alone?)

“…Lumine?” Ah, Paimon entering her vision. There is a curious, infinitesimal understanding. A softening of the gaze, breaking past the innocent confusion. “Teyvat to Lumine, are you there?”

“Yeah,” she breathes out, brushing her hands on her dress. Xiangling’s requests are timed, after all. “What’s next?”

“Sheesh, Paimon’s been calling your name for a while now!” Probably an exaggeration, but Paimon shrugs it away. “Let’s wash it in the lake, come on!”

.

For Archon’s sake, there are more slimes at the lake. This is Springvale. For all intents and purposes, an independent village cleared out for the people, so why are there slimes at the lake.

They quickly become a non-issue, but if Lumine swings her sword a little harder and yells a little louder, that is between nothing but her and the slime condensate now sitting prettily in her bag.

“Wowee! Big and luscious. It’s perfect. Thanks, you guys!” Xiangling speaks in ingredients, so she once again ignores the icicles in Lumine’s hair and turns back to her workstation, humming to herself.

She also ignores the pan on fire right next to her. To be fair to her, Lumine hadn’t noticed until Paimon started screaming. To be even fairer to her, maybe Xiangling’s solution to putting it out wouldn’t have been firing a concentrated wind blast at the pan, but Lumine lives by trial-and-error, and if this is an error, so be it.

(It is a very large error. Aether, wherever he is, would be on the floor laughing.)

.

The current status of the competition: the fire is out; the pan is very, very slightly burnt; whatever was in the pan is an unrecognizable mess; and Brook’s calculating gaze is pinned on each of their backs in turn. At least the icicles are out of her hair.

“Ugh, this is practically charcoal now…I’m gonna have to start from scratch.” Understatement of the century filters into Lumine’s mouth immediately, but 1. they had just rescued a man from his centuries-long slumber, so maybe not appropriate to say? And 2. a frown is playing at Xiangling’s lips and it’s the closest Lumine’s seen her get to negativity. Despite her hatred of cryo enemies igniting with possibly-disproportionate strength in a single day, dejection on Xiangling fundamentally twists her own mouth into a grimace.

She doesn’t know why.

.

“Make me a Chicken-Mushroom Skewer. And make sure it’s got that ooh la-la on the outside, then hits you with a cha-ching in the middle!”

What in the name of everything holy is that side dish supposed to be.

“Make it taste freakin’ awesome!” Paimon translates.

Lumine stares. Then stares some more, because Xiangling’s gone back to cooking, charred pan and all, and Paimon’s looking back at her.

“Well? What are you waiting for?”

“Paimon,” Lumine begins, keeping her voice low, “do you remember the time you told me to ‘just throw anything into the pot’ and I made charcoal?”

“Yes?” Paimon nearly goes sideways. “Dunno how you messed up hash browns, but everything you’ve made has been edible since!”

“I didn’t make any of it.” Lumine gestures to her coin pouch. Her fingers twitch. “I’ve been buying all our food from Good Hunter or someone else provided me with food out of generosity.”

“Huh—I thought you learned after Lynn nearly keeled over and passed out!”

Now, that had certainly been an experience. Lumine shrugs. “I can make Satisfying Salad without setting anything on fire,” she offers.

Paimon slaps a hand on their forehead. “At this rate, we’re gonna die before we even meet all of The Seven.”

.

Lumine makes a brave attempt at Chicken-Mushroom Skewer regardless. She under-turned it or overturned it or set the heat wrong or something, because the skin’s a little bit charred but the meat inside is undercooked, and she knows Xiangling can taste every piece of her failure because her lips purse together even as her eyes sparkle.

“It’s a little rough, but it’s got the ooh-la-la element,” Xiangling says. The smile on her face, unshakably sweet, radiates sincerity. Somehow. Lumine wonders, abruptly, if it would be socially acceptable to cry. “It just needs a certain…” 

Paimon’s eyes have taken on a similar glint, and Lumine watches passively as they descend into a realm of sound effects. Whatever obscure Liyuen dialect they have tapped into, she decides to take in through osmosis.

“…some kind of regional speciality,” Xiangling finishes.

Lumine blinks. “Anything?”

“Anything.”

Something in her control, at least. Perhaps they will not be getting poisoned today.

.

Xiangling claps her hands together when Lumine presents a crumpled bouquet of Windwheel Asters. The drooping petals flutter in the wind, the picture of sadness in the cascading orange of the sunset, and something close to guilt creeps into her skin, but Xiangling just beams wider.

“Sorry to keep you running back and forth,” she says, a rueful edge in her gaze. “What I need is a living being, one you wouldn’t normally cook with. It can fly, it can crawl, or it can bounce. Even insects are fair game!”

“Insects,” Lumine repeats.

Xiangling nods, firmer. “Insects! It might be a challenge to find, but I’m sure you’re up to it!”

She takes it back. She might be getting poisoned after all.

.

After more research on edible resources in the wilderness than likely necessary (and more than a few odd looks from Lisa), Lumine brings back a handful of lizard tails. Is any of this ethical? No idea, and they might be breaching some sort of food code, but she truly can’t see Venti or Jean storming into Springvale to condemn her over something like this. Venti would probably just laugh and stay for the free food, now that she thinks about it.

“Do you really want to add that?” Paimon asks now, as if they’ve just realized the gravity of the past twenty minutes Lumine spent sprinting after the tiny speed demons. “It’s a little…odd…”

You don’t say, Paimon? Go catch some crystalflies with your magical floating abilities if you’re so opposed, is what Lumine would say if she hadn’t decided to be the bigger person.

Wait, she had settled on violence.

…No, there’s no need for emergency food when they’re in a cooking competition.

.

“I almost forgot—side dish! We need a side dish!”

Lumine is not stupid. She sees the way Xiangling looks at her, can make out the way her fingers are threaded together as if to plead. Perhaps being the mean and bitter person is underrated.

“You’d make me do it even if I didn’t offer,” she sighs out, because she is well and truly trapped.

“Thanks! Hehe, you know me too well.”

Lumine surveys the workstation, fully expecting something to burst into flames. It’s not so much instinct as it is prior experience fueling her vigilance, but one time of catching her own hair on fire is one time too many. “I still don’t know how to cook,” she interjects loudly to no one in particular.

To her surprise, Xiangling bounds over. Lumine didn’t even have to speak Ingredient, amazing. “The technique doesn’t matter,” she says, gentle, “what matters is that you do it with passion! That’s what my father taught me.”

This would sound cheesy coming from anyone else. Should sound cheesy, but Xiangling looks her in the eye with nothing but confidence in the depths of her stare, and Lumine nearly drops the pan as she remembers:

(Aether, handing her three eggs and telling her to crack them into the pan.

I ruin everything I touch, she had bemoaned.

No you don’t, Aether said, which was definitely a lie, but he was chuckling as he hip-checked her to the side. Look, see. The omelettes will taste the same whether you help me or not. I’ll crack one egg and you can copy me with the other two.

He hit the egg against the rim once and the crack was near-perfect. Then he did something complicated with his hand—twisted the egg with his fingers, or something?—and Lumine watched as the yolk fell, seamless, into the bowl.


  How do you expect me to do that.


I don’t, he said, and yelped when she lunged at him. A while later, with flour covering both of their clothes, he followed up with, use a fork, it’s easier.

He handed her a fork and watched as she tapped away at the egg’s exterior with all the grace of a newborn chick. Once the crack was big enough, she tried the twist-with-fingers thing and looked on as a large chunk of the shell fell in with the bowl.

Aether was laughing. You’re—hey, stop throwing flour at me—on the right track—hey, this shirt is new, Lumine!

Much later, after Aether, the baby, had changed: just get the shell out of the bowl, it’s easy. And with a pout, she had followed instructions.

The omelettes did indeed taste the same. Tada, Aether sang, far too smug, You can mess up a lot of times, but the end result is the same so long as you put time into it! It’s not you, Lumine, you’re just incredibly impatient. Put more care into it and you can do it.)

That faithful gaze. Fractured, distorted, but real and here and in front of her.

The debris of her past builds in her lungs, dusting the newly-discovered revelation, coating the truth in residue. Phantom hands brush aside the layers, and she swallows past the dirt and grime and everything she has left unaddressed, sunken claws and all.

“And you must be passionate about cooking if you’ve helped me this much already,” Xiangling continues, oblivious. “I trust you guys. I know you’ll nail this side dish!”

(Two things:

Lumine would follow every star in the sky to the void to see him again, over and over until they fulfill their promise and guide her home.

And Xiangling—in her endless enthusiasm, in her unthinking acts of kindness, in her sheer determination and terrifying ingredients and mild-to-severe violation of what most would consider the limit—Xiangling is familiar. Xiangling, impossibly, reminds her of home.)

Her smile is as horrifically unwavering as she is endearing. Looking at her feels like a healing balm slipped into Lumine’s spine; the ache in the hollow of her chest feels soothed, somehow.

“Leave it to me.”

A small laugh bursts from Xiangling’s side of the workstation. “Confident, I like it!”

Lumine clasps her hands together. Aether used to do this whenever he’d try out a new dish. Said it gave him strength.

Unaccustomed as she is to the mundane, there is a certain vulnerability in this. Yet, armed with these pockets of warmth, she does have strength, doesn’t she?

She glances at the stars, glimmering down at her in turn. Unfathomable, this possibility of finding a sense of comfort here, but she has the memory, and nothing is truly dead when she holds his ridiculous smile under her own heartbeat. Over the scar of defeat, even.

Well, then. Lumine takes hold of the handle. There’s nothing to do but start.
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