
Red Herring

Author’s Note:
      I had bits and pieces written in weeks, only to finish this in one night, so forgive me if the pacing is off. I’ll edit it soon. Hope you enjoy this angsty, angsty piece.

TW: (indirect) self-harm and depressive thoughts. Be careful when reading, okay?

    


    
    Not knowing what to do with herself, Lumine ends up doing what she knows best – traveling here and there, doing whatever she’s asked to do.

She meets with Zhongli again, who she could listen to talk all day, and ends up helping him fight against his overgrown toad of a dragon. She witnesses his usually infallible composure waver upon his friend’s departure, and feels her own heart twinge.

Still, Aether has declared him one of his enemies. Lumine wants to know why, wants to know what Zhongli has done as Rex Lapis to warrant such a title.

As usual, she can’t get a straight answer.

“I am bound by a contract,” he tells her. “We all agreed never to speak of it again. I’m sorry, Traveler.”

Disappointment twists her stomach, tasting like the boar from that day. Lumine doesn’t sigh, but she does close her eyes for a second before smiling at him. 

Zhongli’s expression is melancholy.

“It’s alright,” she tells him. “Thanks anyway.”

She supposes she won’t get any answers from Venti either. 

So her journey continues. Lumine wanders some more, searching for the only thing that makes sense. Work.

She ends up returning to Mondstadt, where she’s implored by Klee to help her get to some obscure islands. New land, work, and a child’s smile? Lumine can’t resist.

They end up going to Venti for help, and Lumine can’t help but stare at him as he plays a few clean, crisp notes on his lute. How could someone so lovely, so capable of creating beauty and defending others’ rights to life as they will it, destroy an entire nation?

She doesn’t get to ask before they’re whisked away by Dvalin. She presses her fingers against his smooth scales and feathers, wondering if this gentle giant helped raze Khaenri’ah to the ground.

The Golden Apple Archipelago – or the Haar Islands, as Venti knew them – ends up being a mix of hilarity and suspense. Mondstadt’s people feel like  home, and it terrifies Lumine. She’s been here too long. 

But they all know her, they know her habits and she knows theirs. They allow themselves to be vulnerable in front of her, and Lumine is so endeared by it that she feels almost rejuvenated by the whole journey.

The whole trip ends up turning into a summer resort vacation courtesy of Klee’s mother, Alice. The love for her daughter is so obvious, both from her words and voice, and also her actions. Setting up this whole trip just because she wants Klee to see the world with people who love her?

It’s awe-inspiring.

Lumine cries later that night. Alice’s actions have reminded her that there is such an unending love that no matter what someone does, no matter how far away they are, there is someone who adores them with their whole heart. Someone who will do anything for a smile.

It reminds Lumine of her own love for her brother. She’s doing whatever she can to see him again, so that they can be together once more. It helps her ground herself, stopping the bitterness she holds ever since he left her.

She thinks she’s been healed, even if just a little bit. 

This summer trip wasn’t so bad.
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“You know,” Kaeya says casually, sidling up to her as she stands on the beach, staring out at the starry water, “when I got here you were a little standoffish. A little more silent than usual. But you seem to have loosened up. Were you in desperate need of a vacation?”

A vacation. That’s what this is. “Maybe,” she agrees. “I guess I have been feeling a little down.”

“There’s nothing a little summer relaxation can’t fix,” he says, satisfied. Then his voice dips a little, and he adds, “Don’t forget to slow down sometimes, Traveler. Even I do.”

“You’re still working when you go to the bar.”

He shrugs. “You’ve got me there. But even so, just a day away from it all can be good. Remember that, yeah?”

She smiles at him. “I will.”
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With her renewed spirit, Lumine heads to Liyue Harbor in search of a way into Inazuma. 

She finds one.

The famed Captain Beidou has returned from her latest voyage, and has never been known to turn away a soul in need. 

Of course, there is also a catch. 

Lumine feels exasperation settle into her bones, but she doesn’t let it stop her. She finds out that Beidou is offering a prize to whoever wins her tournament, as long as it’s within her power. Beidou is also rather excited to have the famous Traveler compete.

Lumine preens a little when her efforts in Liyue are not only acknowledged but revered by the tournament’s challengers and audience.  At least someone,  she thinks wryly,  knows that was a lot of important work. 

She wins each round easily, but her attention is diverted by Kazuha’s own activities. He’s Inazuman, she comes to find, and he tells her of the situation in his home country. 

She learns a bit more of the Vision Hunt Decree, which took his friend’s life after his final act of rebellion. 

The more she learns about the national crisis, the more Lumine begins to see the grey boar, trapped in ice and unknowing of the fate that awaited it once it was released. 

She wins the tournament. The Vision goes missing for a hot second, because nothing can ever go smoothly, but Kazuha ends up intimidating the thief into giving it up. 

It’s kind of cool to watch. Kazuha is normally so soft spoken in both vocabulary and tone, but he threatens torture and looks totally serious about it. It’s such a juxtaposition that it makes her head spin, but the two facets of his personality make sense when she takes into account his background.

It’s a sort of grave countenance that she’s never seen in any of Mondstadt’s or Liyue’s people, besides their archons.

Inazuma is a sort of beast she hasn’t encountered yet on this planet. Dread coils in her gut, forgotten once the Alcor begins its newest journey through the open sea.
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She arrives in Ritou, Inazuma, and is immediately greeted by the friendly Thoma.

He’s incredibly personable and kind, totally different from the grey image she’s made up in her mind on the way over, and Lumine thinks for a moment that this journey might not be so bad.

She’s learned nothing, has she?

Obstacle after obstacle, she’s penalized for being foreign and saved only by Thoma’s schmoozing and knowledge of the country’s foreign policy. It’s like that for every foreigner, she ends up finding out.

By the nature of being a problem she has encountered, all laws of the universe point to her being the one to fix it.

But Lumine ignores it this time. She’s here to get information, nothing else. She feels for these people, she really does, but fixing it will require nothing short of governmental control, and she just doesn’t have the patience. 

(She was supposed to be better after that island trip. Why is she so tired again?)

One convoluted trip to Inazuma City later (she feels awful for that guard whose crush was, well,  crushed  – poor guy), Lumine ends up standing before what Thoma calls the Statue of the Omnipresent God. Privately, she wonders if this is what the Raiden Shogun looks like in person. She can’t imagine why the archon would create the visage of another god, especially in the main city.  

“Are those… Visions?” Paimon asks disbelievingly, cowering beneath the statue’s blank stare. 

Thoma nods, looking uncharacteristically grim. Even the ridiculous foreign policy didn’t make him look so disturbed. “Before I explain, let me make sure you know something. Mondstadt is the Nation of Freedom. Liyue is the Nation of Contracts.” He looks up to the statue, mouth set in a flat line. “Inazuma, however, is the Nation of Eternity.”

He proceeds to explain the Vision Hunt Decree, and Lumine can only gaze upon the dull relics with sympathy. As Paimon talks with Thoma, Lumine can’t help but reach out to touch the statue, curious about the structure and not really knowing what else to do when faced with a godly statue. It’s just her habit.


   —! 



   My dream is— 



   I have to— 



   —please— 


Pain lances through her head, leaving it pulsing as she staggers back. Her hands fly to her forehead as she struggles to comprehend everything she just heard (but she didn’t hear those words outside of her own head, did she?), and Paimon cries in concern, “Traveler? Are you okay?”

Those words sound close, as if she’s speaking right by her ear, but somehow it’s farther away than whatever Lumine heard just now. 

 I don’t understand what’s happening anymore, Lumine thinks in frustration, fed up with how everything in this world seems to react to her touch. Realizing that’s a dangerous line of thought to pursue, Lumine tries to cheer herself up. 

Glancing to the side, she sees a worried Paimon. 

Paimon called her ‘Traveler.’ Good. No matter how flimsy her willpower is, Paimon has never accidentally called Lumine by name in front of anyone despite how long they’ve been traveling together. Her loyalty astounds Lumine, it really does.

 There we go,  Lumine thinks as she faintly registers Thoma talking.  Much better. She feels calm again, despite the throbbing sensation she still feels. 

Barely nodding in acknowledgement towards Thoma, Lumine stares back up at the statue, something ugly slithering in her chest. 

She thinks it’s fear.
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“Traveler,” Thoma’s mistress says, voice swelling with hope, “lend us your power, and together we can—”

Lumine can’t believe this. Well, actually she can, but that doesn’t make it any less frustrating. “No.”

Lady Kamisato stops short. 

“I didn’t come to start a rebellion,” Lumine continues, feeling sick about having crushed the lady’s hopes like this, but she  needs to finish her journey. She can’t waste time playing the hero. “I came to find the Raiden Shogun.”

Thoma steps forward, and the dejection – bitterness, even – in his voice as he says, “See, milady, it’s just like I said. This will take us nowhere…” has Lumine feeling resentful.

A familiar sharpness settles in her words as Lumine says, “I’m not what you’re hoping I am. I am not the hero you’re hoping I’ll be. I am not here to fix your problems, petty or otherwise. I am here to find the archon, speak with her, and be on my way.”

Thoma looks appropriately shamed, gazing at her with wide green eyes before bowing his head.

Lady Kamisato is silent.

Lumine silently sighs.  Another waste of time, she thinks, and turns on her heel. “I’m leaving,” she declares to the air. It’s a bluff, of course. No one in Teyvat will ever let her go so easily. 

She’s a shiny new toy they can all admire and use. Like a rare animal, whose meat is considered gourmet and thus endlessly sought after. 

“Wait!” the lady blurts breathlessly. She takes a moment before letting out a weaker, “Wait.”

This is what Teyvat has reduced Lumine to. A cold, taciturn woman who tramples on others’ good-hearted hopes. 

“Of course,” the lady says gently, conceding the point rather quickly. “It is a big favor to ask. Alright, I’ll find a way for you to meet the Shogun.”

Relief courses through her veins, but Lumine knows better than to relax just yet. Even Paimon doesn’t sigh happily, watching the dividers in silence. 


   There is never enough.  


“I ask that, in return, you speak to three people on my behalf.”

There it is. Lumine crooks a lopsided smile. “A favor for a favor,” she remarks. “I can respect that. Who am I looking for?”

For some reason Thoma’s face looks pained. The lady presses on. “They are people who have lost their Visions.”

Lumine tries not to let her opinion of them sour, she really does, but she knows exactly where this is going to go and she doesn’t have the energy to  care  anymore. 

“… who am I looking for?”
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“I have high hopes for you, child,” Yae Miko says simperingly, as if she has any right to expect anything from Lumine. “Don’t disappoint me.”

Lumine glances at her.

Then she leaves.
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Lumine stomps into the Kamisato residence, feeling the various cuts and slashes on her body sting, but she says  let them. It’s no more than she deserves. 

She sits at one of the stools by Taroumaru, and takes out a bottle of grape juice from her bag, pulling out the stopper and knocking it back. Distantly, she realizes it probably looks like she’s drinking alcohol. 

Too bad it has no effect on her. She might have been able to stop feeling so much. To stop the maelstrom of thoughts screaming in her head.

The grape juice tastes like Mondstadt. Like… home. 

Maybe it was a bad idea to drink it.

Paimon floats into her line of sight, cringing under Lumine’s sharp stare. “You need to heal yourself,” Paimon says bravely. 

“The closest statue,” Lumine tells her, holding the bottle by the neck, “is on Ritou, which is on the other side of this island. I’m not making that trek until I’ve had two nights to rest.” Having said her piece, she takes another swig of her drink.

“Traveler, is that yo—WHOA!”

Lumine can’t be bothered to roll her eyes, choosing instead to take a sip from her bottle. Taroumaru whines.

“I-Is that wine?” Thoma frets, because of course he does. “Are you even old enough to drink?” 

“I,” Lumine begins, “am plenty old enough to drink. I am likely the oldest person in this building. Meaning, when I want to drink, I will do so, and I expect no requests, commissions, orders, or demands when I am trying to get over the fact that Visions are akin to a  person’s reason to live  and I am expected to fight another country’s  monsters! ”

She’s breathing heavily by the end of her rant, and she promptly blushes from embarrassment. To hide her face, Lumine brings the bottle to her lips again, but the two claw marks on her arm decide now is the time to start stinging like crazy. 

“You need a medic,” Thoma says in a carefully controlled voice. “Those injuries could get infected.”

“I wish,” Lumine mumbles under her breath. Louder, she says, “I’ll treat them in a bit. But first, I want to enjoy my drink – which is just grape juice, by the way – then meet with your princess.”

She finishes half of the bottle before she puts it away, and thinks about what to do. She can treat her wounds now, or appear before Kamisato Ayaka in a scuffed up dress and bleeding arms (the rogue samurai here are  vicious ). 

Lumine ignores Thoma’s pale face and walks as gracefully as she can to the lady’s reception room, stopping a ways away from those pretty violet screens.

She waits for Ayaka to speak in those elegant tones that remind Lumine of snow, preparing herself to give into the lady’s pleas for help. However, even as she exchanges puzzled glances with Paimon, there is no sign of Ayaka’s presence.

 All of this work, and she makes me wait? Lumine thinks grumpily. Turning around, about to go and ask Thoma where the good lady is, she sees him silently gesture towards the dividers. 

His expression looks carefully blank.

Lumine looks back at the dividers.

 Whoa,  she thinks dumbly as a girl who she presumes is Ayaka walks out from behind the dividers, holding a fan up to hide her mouth.  She really does have hair and skin like snow. 

 And bangs like curtain tassels. Lumine probably shouldn’t say that out loud.

Ayaka curtseys shallowly beneath Lumine’s awestruck gaze, lowering her fan to smile shyly.

That smile melts off as she takes in Lumine’s appearance. 

Lumine feels kind of like a savage now – with rumpled clothes and dirty skin – compared to Lady Kamisato’s pure, girlish beauty. 

Certainly, the ever refined Shirasagi Himegimi doesn’t seem pleased with her appearance, but if Lumine is going to bow to her demand, she will retain some semblance of control.

“I’ll help you,” Lumine says before Ayaka can get a word out, feeling as though she’s ripping the words from her throat. Her arm stings. She focuses on that pain rather than what she feels in her head. “I’ll help combat the Vision Hunt Decree.”

Ayaka’s expression brightens, and Lumine sees her friends in that happiness. 

“I cannot thank you enough!” Ayaka says breathlessly. “Your assistance is sure to help us keep any more people from losing their selves.”

Lumine smiles, feeling as though she has eaten a particularly bad fish. 

The grey boar was a great delight to everyone at the table. Expertly cut up and served, so that there was a portion for everyone. Cooked in such a way that was tantalizing, to never be enough.

“I will still hold you to your end of the agreement,” Lumine reminds Ayaka gently. 

“Of course. I would never renege on my promise.” 

“Thank you.”

“Hey, Ayaka?” Paimon inserts herself into the conversation, and Lumine feels like sighing in relief when Ayaka’s clear gaze shifts away from herself. “Why are you showing yourself to us now?”

Ayaka giggles lightly, almost unsure of herself. “You spoke with those three people and, from what I hear, helped them with their dilemmas. After all of this, I consider you to be friends.”

Low blow. Lumine can’t say anything against her now. 

Paimon fusses over their newfound status for a moment, before happily (and perhaps greedily) accepting it.

Then Ayaka turns those eyes onto Lumine again, and she can only smile in quiet, genuine happiness as she says, “Friend request accepted.”

No matter what Lumine does, the people of Teyvat are terrifyingly easy to love.

She moves to put a hand on her hip, then is promptly reminded that she has carelessly allowed herself to march throughout Inazuma without tending to her injuries. 

(That’s becoming a habit she really ought to fix.)

“I know I don’t have any right to tell you what to do,” Thoma says suddenly, rubbing the back of his neck as he struggles to meet Lumine’s eyes. “But, would you allow me to treat your wounds? Please?”

Her knee-jerk reaction is to say no, but Lumine fights back that impulse and nods. “Okay.”

Her self-control is rewarded with a smile that is one part sweet and two parts relieved, and Thoma scampers away while saying, “Just take a seat. I’ll be right back!”

As Ayaka guides her to a chair behind the dividers, mouth pursed, Lumine wonders what manner of beast she’ll fight by the end of all this.

Probably another overgrown reptile.
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Later, when they’re inside the Komore Teahouse, Thoma proves unable to stay so severe anymore. He steps up and suggests a playful game of potluck hotpot, which Paimon agrees to with great mischief. 

Lumine cannot help but grin. Perhaps this is a way to legally and pettily take revenge on them for getting her to help rebel against a government that isn’t even hers. 

“Let’s add the weirdest ingredients we’ve got,” Paimon whispers to her.

Lumine checks her bag. “I’ve got Slime Condensate, Mist Flower, and some Golden Shrimp Balls.”

Their matching smiles belong on the faces of villains. 

“Perfect,” Paimon declares, satisfied.

The night is a triumph.

  
Notes for the Chapter:This is called “Red Herring” for a reason.

Lumine’s feelings are all over the place, huh? Poor girl. If only the author could write solely fluffy works…

A lot of the early scenes were written from memory, so forgive the inaccuracies (I know it was the Haar Islands, I could swear that was the name!)

Take care of yourselves, and have a great day!





