
and the hundreds of ways, that a home can take root.
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When Lynette was seven years old, she owned a dictionary.

It was large, thick, and most certainly not hers, but  owned  is the word that earns her the least amount of questions about where it had originally come from, so it is the one she’s continuously chosen to use. 

Usually, it had found its use as a makeshift dinner table, an even more makeshift pillow, or an additional weight shoved up against the door of the abandoned apartment building she and Lyney had been staying in at the time— but occasionally, in moments when she’d finally convinced her brother to get some rest and had then found herself alone and awake, she’d open it to the only section she’d ever marked.

Page two-hundred and ninety-five, column three, four paragraphs down.

The type of the text was small, and made even more difficult to read with the moon as her only source of light, but Lynette had always supposed that maybe that was a good thing. She’d spent most of her time staring at the diagram next to one particular word, after all. 

A human figure, drawn faceless and simple, with all the basic essentials. Two arms, two legs, and two rounded ears, planted firmly on either side of the head. 

Lynette had thought about that a lot. Had.

She likes that word,  had, because it’s simple, and ends the conversation there. And it is true, by all normal considerations.

Can you really be actively thinking about something if it’s since become the general basis from which each new thought stems from?

It’s a bit of an odd experience; working back through the layers of yourself and realizing that what you’d thought was the bottom was actually just the oldest layer of all, rooted so firmly in place that it’d grown nearly imperceptible. 

Once she’d had this discovery, Lynette really hadn’t known what to do with it, or how to even begin prying it up. Her brothers have always been the more technical ones of their family. And she’s considered asking Lyney about it, but he wouldn’t quite understand. Not about this.

There is a lot, really, that Lyney wouldn’t understand. 

Lynette had thought a lot about that, too.

 

 


 

 

Neuvillette has been alive for a very, very long time. 

One would think that, perhaps, living a life spanning centuries would leave someone with very little things capable of surprising them, but Neuvillette has found that instances of him being caught off guard by the state of the world around him have only grown in number the longer he stays in it.

Each time he seems to have a grasp on the way things are, they change, and slip out of his fingers once more, ebbing and flowing into new shapes and scenes he can’t help but find himself fascinated by. 

Water is the essence of life, yes, but its rushing currents and crashing waves are also a reflection of the act of being  alive itself, and it’s only the years and years he’s spent in Fontaine that have truly led him to begin to understand the truth of this. 

And yet still not quite well enough, it would seem.

Neuvillette has long known himself to be an outsider. It lies nestled at the core of who he is, a lingering inevitability present in each facet of this life he’s been given. He is the echo of a being whose cavern of resentment remains hollow and unfilled within his own chest, a “normal human” in nothing but polite pretense alone, and the quiet, impartial observer of both humanity’s highest triumphs and lowest depths— but he is also, at times, an observer to the workings of his own self, as perplexing and unknowable to him as the people of Fontaine.

None of this knowledge, however, had prepared him for the sight of Furina nearly shattering under a weight he’d been completely unaware she was shouldering. 

He’d known that something was off, of course, but hadn’t ever considered anything even  close  to the sheer level of devastation and  anguish rolling off of Furina in waves after he’d gotten them both home, sobbing and shaking on a soft couch in one of the Palais’ more secluded upstairs rooms. 

And the fear. He especially hadn’t anticipated the fear.

There is a very large difference between knowing yourself to be poor at something and physically seeing the direct consequences of such, and it pains him to think of just how long Furina herself may have been in pain, suffering alone with no one she felt she could turn to. 

She hadn’t even told him everything, either, which really made the entire thing even worse. Not that he’d been particularly expecting her to, for a number of reasons, but all the words she’d visibly held herself back from revealing hang heavy between them even now.

Neuvillette knows himself to be an outsider, but a much smaller part of him knows the true depth of just how much, at times, he wishes he were capable of truly being anything else. 

 

 


 

 

The problem with fine china, Furina knows, is that it’s incredibly easy to crack. 

She’d had this lovely tea set, a few centuries ago, a darling little thing, and she can still remember the devastation she’d felt when the teeniest,  tiniest chip she’d accidentally made in the teapot had spiderwebbed up and around the gorgeously decorated surface, eventually causing the entire thing to shatter completely. 

(The pieces of it are still sitting in a bag at the back of her closet, and the fancy cabinet it is reportedly being stored in for ‘safekeeping’ has remained firmly locked ever since.)

Furina would like to compare whatever has been happening to her to something akin to a dam breaking, or a brilliant castle’s defenses finally giving way, but apparently nearly five hundred years worth of resolve had only ever lasted that long because she’d been unaware of just how much it would fracture upon only a single touch.

When that terrible woman had tried to attack her that night, and Lyney had witnessed the arguably even more terrible aftermath, it had taken a few days for it to truly register that the city was still very much intact, and that Fontinians were still very much alive. 

And, without Furina even realizing it, something deep inside her had shifted. Loosened. No longer locked, and not quite as airtight. 

Then, Lyney had been with her at that meeting, and— still, nothing. The kidnapping, their conversation in the cellar,  Neuvillette— 

She doesn’t remember much of the rest of that day, after Neuvillette had found them, mostly because her mind refuses to focus on anything else besides the fact that she’d openly cried. For hours. In front of  Neuvillette. 

And ‘cried’ is a generous description, really. It would be far more pertinent to say that she’d bawled, or wailed, or  sobbed, tears and snot and other horrible, unsightly things streaming down her face and choking her nose and throat as she struggled to even signal to an increasingly worried Neuvillette that she wasn’t physically injured.

Just…tired. Very, very, very tired.

She’d cried, and cried, and cried— and it really hadn’t gotten any better with time, because the longer she’d gone on, the more terrified she’d gotten that the windows would shatter and flood with seawater that would wipe more than just her tears away, and it had been a whole, incredibly mortifying ordeal.

Neuvillette had stayed by her side the entire time, which had made her want to cry even more for two wildly different reasons, and when she’d been capable of actual speech again she’d tried to tell him some of what she thought he could know, since obviously a display this dramatic necessitated at least some sort of legitimate explanation.

She doesn’t know if she’d succeeded. In which lies her current predicament.

Before, Furina’s only guideline for what she was meant to do was simply prevent any living soul from finding out any semblance of the truth. That had been fumbled the second that woman had discovered her in the street, then even more so with Lyney later that same night, and then everything else from that point on had sort of been the equivalent of careening headfirst down a very large, very steep hill. During a thunderstorm. While wearing a metal suit.

She’d never fully revealed the truth, of course, would never dare to even if this truly was meant to be her part for a million more years, but— it was a near thing, really.

So each time, she’d braced herself for the inevitable impact, but the city had remained— and still continues to be— intact. 

 “Being a human yourself,”  her reflection had said,  “I’m sure you already know what such an entity would be like.” 

Only, she’s not quite sure she does, anymore. She needs to call up a new part to reorient herself, but though she certainly is not a god, she also doesn’t know if she can exactly call herself  human anymore, either. The circumstances that have made up her life up to this point are probably the furthest thing from the typical ‘human experience’ you could possibly get, and it’s something she’s both thanked and cursed every single star in the sky for.

So, all this is to say that, now, Furina  really  has no idea what she’s supposed to be doing. The idea that her mirror-self could have been wrong is too painful to even finish conceptualizing as a possible thought, but it’s left Furina on unsteady ground. 

And, evidently, now that she’s found the box she’s been shoved in for nearly half a millenia has just the smallest bit of wiggle room, she hasn’t been able to contort herself back into that original position.

It hasn’t been anything too drastic, yet— and mostly just reserved for her interactions with the company she has in the Palais— but even those are far past anything she’d ever considered permissible under the demands of her role. 

She and Neuvillette had been in the kitchen one morning, just the two of them. He’d asked about her previously mentioned plans for a stroll outside that afternoon, to which she’d responded that she’d woken up feeling rather off and was instead thinking of just staying inside— and it had been such a small thing, really, only it wasn’t, because after she’d said it they’d both stopped and stared at each other until Neuvillette had managed to recover himself and wish her a pleasant day.

And there have only been more and more instances like that one; things that are fairly small and insignificant except for all the ways in which they really, really aren’t, especially when all gathered up together. 

She’s being selfish, she knows, and horribly greedy, but it’s like she can’t  stop. Fontainians deserve to know the truth, and Furina is happy that she may be able to give at least some of it to them, but she also can’t pretend that her recent actions have all been entirely for their sakes. As quietly shameful as it makes her feel. 

But each day she doesn’t find herself high above a devastating flood of her own creation, that old sense of hope that had flatlined out into a single, desperate chant begins to skip and beat higher and higher with a reinvigorated life once more. 

Fontaine  will  be saved. They will keep looking, and even she, with the small, entirely normal amount of strength she possesses, will give everything she has and more to ensure that the prophecy is stopped.

Which is essentially what she’s been doing this entire time, honestly, only now it’s emboldened by this small, sanguine part of her she’s tentatively letting see the light of day for the first time in centuries. 

Maybe, just maybe, she really can allow herself to be more genuine. As she’d told Lyney and Neuvillette, it is, at the very least, what the people that unquestionably call themselves her citizens deserve.

She isn’t quite sure, however, if this is a sentiment that will be able to last.

 

 


 

 

The Harbinger comes to town, and everything shifts. 

Lynette first catches word of this development during breakfast one morning, when an eager Liath is recounting what she’d learned from the previous day’s patrol to Furina as she digs into her late-morning (not to be confused with early-afternoon) slice of cake. 

“Oh, and did you hear?” Liath says, eyes wide. “I haven’t seen it for myself, yet, but a few people were discussing it yesterday— apparently, the Eleventh himself is visiting the court! Said he chose Fontaine for his vacation after hearing the disappearances case was finally resolved.”

Furina, having just put a piece of cake into her mouth, immediately chokes, and her eyes fly over towards Lyney and Lynette. Neuvillette, who had been nursing a glass of Liyue-imported water while going over some paperwork at the other end of the room, stills.

“W— Wow!” Furina says, a bit awkwardly, once she’s composed herself, “You’ve just reminded me, Liath. I saw this wonderful recipe for…ah…” she trails off, clearly having not thought of where she was actually going to go with this, severely regretting her decision, yet unable to go back on it now that she’d started, “An…eleven-fruit cake! Yes. Allow me to recount it to you all in incredible detail.”

She, for her credit, actually does begin to do so. Lynette blinks, slightly confused by the reactions to what Liath had said, until it hits her.

Ah. 

Right.

Lynette and her brothers’ past is not something that regularly gets discussed in the Palais, though not really because it’s purposely avoided. Neuvillette and Furina have seemingly both decided to not suddenly reference it unless Lynette, Lyney, or Freminet have done so first to avoid making them uncomfortable, which Lynette supposes is nice— if a bit unnecessary, in this particular instance. 

If it were any other Harbinger, perhaps, maybe some caution would need to be exercised. Though she’s never met any of them in person, every child of the House knows which ones they’d prefer to be assigned under after aging up into an official soldier— a fairly common occurrence, given their skills— and which ones they really,  really  don’t. 

Father was always automatically included, because the alternative was something they all felt somewhat strange about discussing, even in hypotheticals. But Tartaglia tended to be the top pick after her, for a wide variety of reasons, ranging from the younger boys simply finding him ‘cool’ to a process of elimination that typically began with a desperate desire to get literally anyone else besides The Doctor. 

Lyney likes him because he’s also, reportedly, an older brother, and was brought up into official ranks at a very young age.

Lynette, however, likes him because of all the whispers she’s heard from people about how they’ve never met another person without any trace of light in their eyes. 

She’s pretty sure Lyney had thought she’d been joking when she’d told him that, and though she can concede that it is sort of an odd thing to say, there are, again, a lot of things Lyney doesn’t quite understand. 

Liath’s rumors turn out to be accurate, because a few days later, Lynette and Lyney return from fetching some supplies out of the back room of Leschot’s for Freminet to find none other than the Eleventh himself standing in the center of the shop, peering curiously at the Pers model Freminet is currently working on. He looks towards the two of them as they enter, and seems surprised by their presence.

‘Well, now,” Childe says, chuckling, “I had no idea Fontainian children were such entrepreneurs.” He cocks his head. “Aren’t you all a little…young, to be running a store like this?”

Lyney frowns, but looks unsure of how to go about addressing Childe, which is a bit of a first, for him. Evidently, though, his big brother instincts win out, as they often do, and he crosses his arms with a huff.

“Freminet here isn’t the owner of this place,” Lyney says. “But I think you’d be hard-pressed to find anyone better than him at his craft in this city.”

Freminet’s face immediately flushes at the praise, and he ducks his head over his work. Lynette wants to ruffle his hair. 

Childe raises his hands in an easy surrender. “Hey, alright! Just a question, really. Didn’t mean anything by it.” He looks over at Pers again. “I’m definitely inclined to believe you, though. That’s quite the model you’ve got there!”

Freminet’s face reddens even further. “Ah. Thank you, Master Childe.”

Childe stills, his expression slackening. 

“…Master…Childe?” he repeats, slowly.

Something in the air changes. It’s like a switch is flipped.

Freminet, immediately realizing what he’d said, turns to Lyney in a slight panic. Lyney quickly tries to signal a nonverbal reassurance to him, but Lynette can tell that most of his focus is on Childe.

Childe, who looks like he’s seeing them for the first time all over again. His attention moves to Lynette, then Freminet, and lingers on Lyney, still attempting to stave off their younger brother’s anxiety. 

“Oh,” Childe says. He looks a lot more serious, now, and his posture has shifted. “Oh. I see.”

He puts his hands in his pockets, shifts his weight again, then turns to Freminet. “Hey. Do you get paid for your sales, or does it all go to the store?”

Freminet swallows, looking slightly taken aback. “Just…just for the Pers toys. They’re only commissioning me. I’m, um. I’m not really an employee.”

Childe nods in understanding, then pulls out his wallet. “Fantastic. I’ll take as many as you’ll sell me.”

There turn out to not be nearly enough boxes or bags combined in the store to hold everything, which leaves Lynette and Freminet sitting with Childe in the shop as Lyney runs out to go get more.

“That’s a good older brother you’ve got, there,” Childe says, once the door swings shut. He gives a small chuckle when Freminet jerks to look up at him, startled. “What, you think I can’t tell?  ‘Takes one to know one,’ and all that. Heh. And, also…” he gestures vaguely at Lynette, “…you know.” He shrugs. “Don’t worry, though. It’s a point in his favor.” 

His eyes move around the shop, taking everything in, before settling on Freminet, who squirms uncomfortably at the attention. 

“Is this a recent hobby of yours?” Childe asks. His hand hovers near a Pers toy, and, when Freminet doesn’t immediately dissuade him from doing so, carefully picks it up to examine. “The toy making, I mean.”

“Freminet has been working with meka for nearly his entire life,” Lynette supplies, because the list of her little brother’s strong suits has never really included his own ability to properly discuss them, despite her and Lyney’s best efforts. She gestures to the Pers in Childe’s hands. “He first came up with that design years ago, and recently decided to turn it into a toy for other children to enjoy.”

Freminet is attempting to hide nearly his entire face in his work at this point, but Childe’s focus is still mainly on Pers. He idly fiddles with one of the wings, making it move up and down.

“Your entire life, huh,” he muses, sounding contemplative. After a few moments, he sets Pers back down, runs a hand through his hair, then offers Freminet a smile. “You’ve got something special, here. Keep it up.”

They don’t say much after that— though Lynette and Freminet aren’t exactly known for their smalltalk capabilities. Eventually, Lyney returns, and they manage to pack everything up fairly quickly. 

Childe pats the top of the last box approvingly. “Just have these sent over to the Northland Bank,” he says. “My subordinates can handle them from there.”

He’s halfway to the door when Freminet blurts,  “Wait!” 

“Um,” He continues, once Childe has turned around. “Just, I mean. We’re…not really…affiliated, anymore. Why did you…?”

He trails off, but Childe seems to get what he’d been trying to say. He crosses his arms.

“What, you mean the other Harbingers?” Childe huffs. “Nah, they’re all a couple of crazies. I couldn’t care less about any of that.” He shrugs. “Sometimes, things just get broken, and then you end up with only one place they’ll ever fit into. I’ve made my peace with it.” He gestures around the shop. “But you seem to be pretty good at putting pieces back together.” He offers them a small smile. “And that, comrades, is something I have no desire to shatter.”

“Oh,” says Freminet. 

Lyney looks at him, clearly mulling something over, then turns to Childe.

“We thank you for the gracious support,” he says, ever courteous. “But…I don’t know. I think we can surprise ourselves, every now and then.” He scuffs the floor with his shoe. “Some things aren’t quite so hard to construct as they originally seem.”

Childe hums, cocking his head. He regards the three of them for a few moments.

Then;

“You’re a good couple of kids,” he says, eventually. There’s a small hint of a smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “Take care of yourselves, alright?”

And, with that, he leaves, taking a single bag containing exactly three Pers toys personally with him.

Yes, Lynette decides, watching him head down the street through the window. She rather likes Tartaglia. 

 

 


 

 

The trial for the serial disappearances case is wrapped up fairly quickly, all things considered. 

Thanks to Lyney’s testimony, the defense’s case really has no grounds to stand on, and Neuvillette watches as a tragedy that had stricken Fontaine for decades is resolved in less than an hour, with the culprit reduced to nothing more than a snivelling, shaking mess on the floor.

At Neuvillette’s insistence, the court proceedings are held quietly, with a very small audience, so as to not draw any more attention to Furina’s involvement than absolutely necessary; the public had only officially been informed of the perpetrator, and the manner by which the crimes had been committed. Furina had thanked him, when he’d assured her of this, but she hadn’t seemed quite as…relieved, as Neuvillette would have expected her to be. 

Something is still clearly on her mind, too, once the trial is over.

“A case spanning decades…” she murmurs from beside him, as Neuvillette is packing up his things. “Moments like these really don’t come too often, hm?”

Neuvillette turns to look at her, brows furrowing. Her attention is pointedly fixed on a spot in the distance.

 What are you not telling me? he wants to ask, but doesn’t. Trying to pull Furina further down the very tentative path she’s only just begun to take will likely only result in her scurrying all the way back to the start. This, at least, he thinks he’s come to understand. If anything, he can try to approach her later, after some time has passed.

Neuvillette lets out an exhale. 

“No,” he settles on. “I suppose they don’t.”

Furina keeps her expression light as they leave, but she’s uncharacteristically quiet the whole way out. Neuvillette wants to at least attempt to speak with her, but he still finds himself deliberating too much about what he should actually say, and he’s interrupted from even getting to do so at all once he’s greeted by a sight he hadn’t been expecting to see.

There, fingers worrying around the handle of her parasol and closely flanked by what must be two of her father’s— two of  her men on either side, is the Demoiselle of the Spina di Rosula, standing just outside the Opera Epiclese. She catches him watching her, and quickly shakes herself. The older of her two companions places a hand on her shoulder, saying something into her ear, and she nods, taking a visibly deep breath before starting forward towards them.

“Miss Navia,” Neuvillette greets, once she’s gotten close enough. The sight of her has a sad, uncomfortable, inexplicable pang twisting its way into his chest— but he, as usual, has no idea how to properly translate it in the way that he should. Not when he still has yet to understand exactly how it had come to find its way there in the first place.

Navia offers him a tight-lipped smile. “Monsieur Neuvillette.” She gives Furina a polite incline of her head. “And hello to you as well, Lady Furina.” 

Furina inclines her head back in an oddly silent acknowledgement. Navia turns her attention back to Neuvillette.

“May I speak with you in private, Monsieur?” she asks. Her tone is carefully controlled, but Neuvillette thinks he can see something rolling behind the deep blueness of her eyes. “I have some information I think would be important to discuss.”

Neuvillette blinks. “Oh,” he says, nodding. “Yes. Of course.”

The feeling only twists deeper the longer he looks at her, unreachable in all the ways he doesn’t know how to fix. From what he remembers of the files from Callas’ trial, the late man’s daughter is only a few years older than Lyney and Lynette. He isn’t sure why that detail lingers with him, now, far more so than it had at the time.

Furina excuses herself, and he, Navia, and her two men step back inside the lobby of the Opera Epiclese, now completely empty.

“Miss Navia…” Neuvillette starts, then swallows. He needs to say something, he knows,  should say something, but once again finds himself at a loss. Extending one’s condolences is the most typically accepted form of expression in these sorts of situations, but his recent experiences with Furina— and even Freminet— have him faltering. 

Neuvillette’s own hesitance at displaying the wrong or unusual reaction to Furina’s behavior had left her hurting far more than if he’d attempted to simply lay out his thoughts exactly as they were. It is just as he’d told Lyney— the proper avenue by which an emotion is expressed is, perhaps, far less important than ensuring its existence is known at all in the first place.

And, just as water carries a whole wave of different emotions within its depths, Freminet had shown him that rainfall is certainly no exception.

So, he tries.

“Please know that you have my deepest sympathies for your loss, Miss Navia,” he says, and though Navia’s face tightens at the words, Neuvillette continues on. “I…must confess that I have found myself returning to thinking about his trial many times, this past year. It is truly the mark of a great man, I think, if he can make even the appointed Iudex question the true meaning of justice.” He shakes his head. “Even now, I’m still not quite sure I understand it, but it pains me to admit that I hadn’t yet considered this to even be a possibility, at the time. Not that these actions are excusable, but…they are what led me to allow that fateful duel to continue. He was doing things I had, in my ignorance, never once considered a truly innocent man willing to do.” 

He bows his head, hiding her and her companions’ expressions from view.

“You had asked for my reasoning at the time,” he continues, voice quiet. “I sincerely apologize for both my inability to give it to you, and for failing to ensure your father received the proper, fair trial every man deserves.”

Navia is quiet for a long, long moment. When Neuvillette looks back up, the expression on her face is clearly one of shock, as are the ones of the men at her side, but he can’t quite parse out what else has been mixed in alongside them.

“Oh,” is all Navia says. She blinks rapidly a few times, then shakes her head. “I…thank you, Monsieur Neuvillette. I hadn’t— that was very kind of you to say. And here I was, thinking you were…hah.” She gives a small huff, sniffles a little, and then turns to her younger companion. “He sounds just like you, Silver, doesn’t he?”

 “Demoiselle!” the older man admonishes, though Neuvillette doesn’t think his tone sounds all that angry. 

Navia giggles, then shakes herself again.

“Right. Anyway. Monsieur. I had been doing my own investigations into the disappearances case, but now that it’s been properly solved, there’s little point in keeping this to ourselves anymore.” She gestures to the older man beside her. “Melus, if you please.”

Melus pulls out a small piece of paper from his pocket, and holds it out for Neuvillette to take.

“This is the address to a large Sinthe laboratory,” he explains, when Neuvillette peers down at the tiny, neatly-printed lettering. “We believe it to be the main headquarters of this whole operation. The Boss— ah, that is, Mister Callas— had entrusted this information to me before his death. But, as our Demoiselle here has so aptly put it, our reasons for withholding it are now much less of a concern.”

“Though, of course, exercising caution is still largely recommended,” Silver adds. He adjusts his sunglasses. “Monsieur.”

Neuvillette nods seriously. “Of course.” He carefully tucks the paper into his jacket. “Thank you, truly. This is a great help. The Gardes will make quick work of the situation.”

Silver looks to the door, but Navia doesn’t immediately move. Melus places a hand on her shoulder again, and she glances up at him before taking another deep breath, biting her lip.

When she looks back towards Neuvillette, though, her face is firm with resolve.

“Monsieur,” she begins, “With everything that has come to light recently, I believe that there is now even more of a reason to suspect that my father may have been wrongly accused. I’d like to begin reinvestigating the details of his case, but it will be significantly harder to do so without your permission to access the relevant official records.”

She doesn’t phrase any part of that as a request. Silver’s expression is mostly hidden behind his sunglasses, but though Melus’ eyebrows are creased, his features look fond. Though he cannot put a name to the feeling, Neuvillette, bizarrely, thinks he might understand.

And, again, he is struck by just how truly  young she is. Especially to a being as ancient as him.

“I would be happy to grant it,” Neuvillette says. “I sincerely hope you may find some of the closure you’ve been looking for.”

 

 


 

 

Even now, months later, Lynette still does not know quite what to make of the Chief Justice.

It’s an odd position to be in, for her. Usually, careful observation is the first thing she turns to when meeting a person, and in moments where her own troubles regarding certain types of people make things more difficult, she’s always just gritted her teeth and forced herself through it as best she can.

Now, though, there are no missions she’s required to complete. And Neuvillette isn’t a target she’s required to interact with.

So, for the most part, she…hasn’t. Or, at the very least, hasn’t gone out of her way to.

Instead, she’s largely been an observer of her own inner workings; seeing how, overtime, the gradual way the initial tension that had gripped her anytime Neuvillette had been even sort of nearby had gradually eased with each passing day, despite there being little to no deliberate action on her part. 

Interesting. Funny, how systems operate.

The fact of the matter remains, however, that the folder labeled  ‘Chief Justice Neuvillette’ in her head is still largely empty, and now that she feels noticeably more comfortable simply being around him than she had when they’d first arrived, she finds that she wants to start filling it.

For a number of reasons.

Lynette likes having a firm grasp of the people around her, for one. It’s a trait of hers born from years where failing to do so was the equivalent of willingly turning oneself into a lamb ready for slaughter. It meant being surprised, and being surprised meant being all the easier to kill. Things are both more and less simple, now, but the desire still persists.

A smaller part of her, however, is undeniably curious. Though she hadn’t been expecting it to grow as large or noticeable as it has.

The fact that Neuvillette looks nowhere near his reportedly centuries-old age is as plainly visible as the pair of ears resting atop Lynette’s head. When Neuvillette quietly leaves his own personal desk chair out for her to use during her visits because the open back is more comfortable for her tail, it doesn’t feel patronizing or embarrassing in the way it might have from someone else.

It’s like a sort of camaraderie, almost, though it’s unlike one she’s ever gotten to feel before.

So, Lynette can’t deny that she…wants to know  how,  exactly, he’d done it. 

She hasn’t asked, because she hasn’t yet discerned whether doing so would be an actual effective conversation or not, but she has faith in her ability to parse at least some of it out through observation alone. 

Lynette’s ears are a tool, an asset, a function built into the armor she’d built around herself to help further convey that she is immovable, and untouchable, and that no matter how hard someone may look, not a single piece of information about her can be gleaned save for the ones she’s carefully chosen to display. The only place she becomes unremarkable is beside something so extravagant the spotlights have no choice but to shift their intended targets.

The Chief Justice’s age, however, is Fontaine’s worst-kept secret, because though it is an unavoidable truth to everyone aware of him, it hardly ever gets discussed in daily conversation. There’s no misdirection, or an additional setting applied to make its existence more palatable; Neuvillette is, simply, exactly as old as everyone has accepted him to be. Perhaps even more so.

Lynette had flipped a switch, turned off the lights, and left her new ‘default’ state running for so long she’d nearly forgotten there had ever been a time where she’d been operating without it. Lyney hops from state to state, quickly surmising exactly who and where he needs to be for exactly how long, but Lynette had found the sturdiest platform she could stand on years ago, firmly planted her feet, and has remained there ever since.

But if she can discern how to get to where the Chief Justice has, somehow, then she…would not be entirely opposed to making her own move. The path may be unknown to her at the moment, but she knows that something should reveal itself to her if she looks hard enough. No footsteps can ever fully be hidden, after all.

So, when Freminet goes down to spend the afternoon in Neuvillette’s office, she begins to tag along. 

She is not prepared for the realization that comes along with it.

They’re in his office one afternoon, the three of them, and the tea they’re having is one of Lynette’s personal blends. Not that she’s told him as much, of course; Lynette prefers to wait and see if her company actually notices the difference in taste at all before revealing such information, so as to avoid any ultimately pointless explanations. Since Neuvillette’s enhanced sense of taste seems to only extend to the water he likes to drink, this could go either way.

So, since the discussion remains off the flavour of the tea, Lynette sits, sips from her cup, and  sees. 

It is incredibly obvious to anyone with even mildly functioning eyes that Neuvillette and Freminet are close. Perhaps Lyney should go and get his sight checked, then, because his bewilderment over the man’s immediate friendship with Freminet is bewildering in and of itself. Neuvillette had once apologized to her for the height of the sun shining through his windows. 

But despite all of that, despite how much trust her little brother had put in the friendship he’d found with the Chief Justice to get them the help they’d needed, Neuvillette still…hesitates. Holds himself back. Refrains from doing even small, mundane actions Lynette had watched him visibly debate over again and again in his head.

It’s an option she hadn’t quite considered, yet makes itself more and more undeniable to her the more she observes.

Neuvillette doesn’t seem to know how he’d done it, either. Likely thinks he hadn’t done much of anything at all, despite the proof of the opposite sitting directly across from him.

That last part stirs up something deep within her core, but she doesn’t let herself linger on it for very long. There are more pressing matters to attend to, after all.

Lynette’s goal, though slightly adjusted from her original plan, has been set. And she prefers to not let any loose ends remain consciously untied.

 I’ll figure this out,  she decides, watching Neuvillette nearly place a hand on Freminet’s shoulder before deciding against it for what must be the third time this afternoon.  For both of us. 

 

 


 

 

Lynette likes taking walks by herself. Sometimes. 

Usually, the large number of sights and sounds filling the Court during the day are too much for her to find anything about a ‘stroll’ legitimately relaxing, but she can admit that she’s come to recognize at least some of the appeal in the action during the quiet hours of the night. 

She doesn’t always go very far— most times, she’s content with staying just outside the Palais, leaning against a railing looking out over the coast and letting her mind comfortably zone out.

She never fully lets her attention drop, though. Years out on the streets, and then later, in the House, have ingrained this habit into her so deeply she doesn’t see it likely to ever get fully removed.

Her opinions regarding this particular matter, especially as of late, have been largely mixed. Currently, however, she’s incredibly grateful for it, because it means she spots him almost immediately. 

Though he may be all the way down by the shoreline, Lynette’s eyes were some of the best in the House, and that shock of red hair is unmistakable, even from this far away.

The Eleventh Harbinger, it would seem, shares Lynette’s penchant for late-night walks. Only…that isn’t quite right.

Something about Childe’s gait is off. He looks stiff. Unnatural. There’s no sign of any of his subordinates nearby.

Something is wrong.

Lynette whirls her head around, trying to get a sense of her available options. She doesn’t have her emergency glider on her— hasn’t needed it since they left the House, really, but it had taken a bit for her to actually feel comfortable leaving it behind— and she doubts any of the few people around would be inexplicably carrying one. 

She  is right by the Palais, though.

Lynette chances another glance towards Childe, still finding him walking in that same, stilted pace, and makes up her mind.

Lynette ignores the startled sounds from the Gestionnaires working overtime in the main office as she tears towards the doors leading to the upper floors. It’s been a few months, but she’s still quick on her feet as ever, and reaches her room in record time. She pulls open a drawer in her desk, snatches her glider out, and attempts to appease a very concerned Lyney with a quick  “At capacity. Talk later.” 

She doesn’t bother waiting for his reaction, because as much as he tries to project otherwise her brother is very predictable, and instead focuses on fastening her glider around her chest before pushing her window open and launching herself out into the night sky.

She calls up a small burst of wind to help propel her forward faster, and she’s thankfully able to catch up to Childe fairly easily. 

Lynette drops herself down right in front of Childe, landing neatly on both feet despite the sand underneath her, but Childe doesn’t stop moving until he walks directly into her, and takes a few, stumbling steps backwards.

Lynette, hands held out protectively in front of her, frowns as she watches him, noticing the glazed, far-off look of his eyes.

“…Childe?” she tries.

Childe, seemingly brought out of whatever odd state he’d been in by the impact, shakes his head a few times, blinking furiously. He turns to look at Lynette, though his eyes take a few moments to actually focus on her.

“Oh,” he says, slowly. “Hey. It’s…you.” He shakes his head again. “Ugh…What am I…”

He drifts off, then, attention shifting towards a point far in the distance.

“Childe?” Lynette says again, making him jump and turn back to her. “Are you…alright?”

Childe nods, though it looks unsure. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m— I’m fine.” He runs a hand down his face. “Just…wanted to— find something. I think.”

Lynette wouldn’t have believed that even if she hadn’t already been hearing it from Lyney her whole life. 

“I think you should go back to your hotel,” she says. “The only things to find out here now at this hour are some overly irritable Fontemer Abberants.”

Childe nods again, but she doesn’t know how much of that he’d actually heard. After a few moments of deliberation, he seems to finally tear his attention away from whatever had been preoccupying it.

“You’re…probably right,” he says. He tries for a smile, which Lynette doesn’t react to. “Got a full day of dueling tomorrow, anyway.”

He frowns, then, considering, before pulling something out of his pocket.

“Actually…that reminds me.” He tosses her whatever he’d grabbed, and Lynette automatically moves to catch it. “Hold onto this for a bit, would you?”

Lynette looks down at the small object in her hands, and blinks in surprise at what is unmistakably a Snezhnayan Hydro Vision cupped between her palms, though it looks a bit duller than normal.

Childe lets out a small chuckle. “I know what you’re thinking. Trust me, though, this is probably for the best. Thing’s been…harder to control, recently. Like something’s up with the connection.”

Lynette’s brows furrow. She’s never heard of  that happening before.

Childe chuckles again. “It’s fine, really. Just want to make sure nothing happens when I’m fighting.” He shrugs. “If it makes you feel any better, I’m leaving in less than two weeks. So I’ll swing by the clockshop to pick it up before then, or you can drop it off at the Bank. Alright?”

“Not really,” Lynette says, but she pockets the Vision anyway. If Childe somehow slips into…whatever sort of state he’d been in again, an uncooperative Vision might make things even worse. Or, perhaps, the two could be related, and the Vision had been the cause of all of this in the first place.

Childe snorts. “Honest, huh? I can respect that.” He waves a hand. “Hey, and just— forget about whatever all that stuff before was, okay?”

Lynette very much will not. 

“I’ve been in a weird mood, is all,” Childe continues, when she doesn’t offer any sort of verbal response. “It’ll probably pass soon.”

Lynette looks down at the Vision in her hands, dark and clouded over, then thinks of the way Childe had been acting earlier, gaze set a million miles away.

“Maybe your focus has changed,” she offers. “It isn’t as in line with what originally earned you this before.”

Childe’s face scrunches up. “Now, that doesn’t sound like me.” He scratches at his head, expression shifting into something more considering. “Though it could be like what your brother was saying, hm? I…don’t know myself quite as well as I thought I did. Or something.” He sighs, waving a hand. “All things to ponder, eh, comrade? But maybe…’  Save it for a rainy day,’  or however the saying goes. Bit late for any of that right now.”

He stretches, turns, then begins to walk back towards where he’d been coming from, throwing a hand over his shoulder.

“Sorry for the trouble!” he calls. “Say hello to your siblings for me. I’ll see you in two weeks!”

As Lynette watches him go, she can’t help but get the sense that he’ll be wrong about that last part.

In what way, though, she isn’t quite sure.

 

 


 

 

“Oh, come on, Lyney. That sounds even  worse!” 

Furina is having a…difficult afternoon.

Lyney levels her with an unimpressed look. “It says everything you wanted it to, doesn’t it?”

“Unbelievable. And here I was thinking a  magician would have at least a decent flair for the dramatic. What are you trying to do, make everyone think I’m some sort of…uncanny clockwork meka, or something?”

She and Lyney have been at their task for hours, at this point; attempting to craft Furina’s first-ever steps towards a more honest portrayal of herself to the people of Fontaine. It’s a scenario so absurd in concept that Furina had never once given the details of what it could possibly look like any thought over the years, which is likely a large contributing factor towards their struggle to get anything finalized. 

Lyney drops the pen he’s been holding with a huff. “Earlier, you said that too many bells and whistles wasn’t ‘authentic’ enough. I don’t know how many more variations I can come up with! At least with my shows, I get to work through everything in advance. I need some more time to think!” He lets out a sigh, tapping his finger on the table idly. “Though, really, I mean…you should probably just write it entirely yourself, Furina. That’s kind of the point, isn’t it?”

Furina chews at her lip, wincing. 

That is very much the point. In which lies the root of the issue. Or, really, one of many, but if Furina were to truly sit and dwell on the length of this list she would be here for the rest of— well. Again. Avoiding the list.

But Furina’s guilt over deceiving the public now, finally, has a chance of being somewhat quelled. If she truly can tell people some of the truth without sending everything crashing down around her, she knows she owes it to them to try. This is a fact well-established.

She still, however, doesn’t know where these new parameters end. She’s treading dangerously close to a precipice she can’t see the edge of, and doesn’t even want to entertain the idea of getting close enough to find out.

Right now, the only thing she knows for sure is that Lyney is aware of…some things, which were clearly not significant enough to send them headfirst into the prophecy. So, when attempting to come up with a speech to present to the public, she figured the best way to avoid revealing any more than she should in this new, unprecedented scenario was to directly consult someone that would keep her strictly within the bounds of the allowed space she’d discovered. Lyney cannot write about something he does not know is an issue, after all.

Unless his bag of tricks somehow extends to omniscient speech-writing, in which case Furina has just made a terrible mistake.

Well, she seems to have made a terrible mistake regardless; Lyney’s diplomatic speech-crafting skills leave as much to be desired as she’s fairly certain hers do, though for slightly different reasons.

Lyney, through admittedly no fault of his own, doesn’t sound enough like Furina. Furina, for her part, sounds entirely too much like herself.

Furina had been hoping that these two facts, once put together, would sort of cancel each other out, or magically coalesce into one, generally  good  speech-crafting skill, but this has not appeared to be the case thus far. 

“I’m just trying to get some…outside opinions, alright?” Furina says, a bit lamely. When Lyney raises an eyebrow at her in response, she huffs, looking away. “I need to make sure the people take it as well as possible.”

How do you start letting people know you aren’t a god without letting them  know  you  aren’t a God? 

Furina is fully aware of what the easiest answer to that particular question is. She’s trying to put it away, for the time being.

Lyney leans back in his chair, crossing his arms. “Maybe a whole, pre-written speech is just bound to be a little unnatural. You make a lot of public appearances, right? Why not try slowly changing how you present yourself there? So it’s less,” he waves a hand, “official, and all that. If that’s what’s getting you all hung up.”

It isn’t a bad idea, but it also sounds a bit like letting go of a guardrail she really,  really needs to keep a firm hand on in order to go wading off into the unknown. Even if she can allow herself some more space to breathe than she’d thought, she can’t get careless.

“Goodness,” Lyney says, “Is this what Lynette always feels like? I can practically hear you thinking from here.” He pushes their current draft to the side, then lightly kicks her foot with his own from under the table they’re sitting at. “I know I’m one to talk, but just— try not to overthink it too much. If you’re truly being genuine, everyone’ll be able to see that.”

 Yes,  Furina thinks.  Which is, wouldn’t you know it, exactly what is making this so hard. 

Instead of voicing any of that, however, she only lets out another huff.

“Right,” she says. “Then…let’s try putting it this way, hm?”

Her thumb begins to worry the cap of the pen she’s holding.

“Lyney,” she starts, then immediately has to stop again. She’s very resolutely not looking at him anymore, because this is treading into territory that trembles with even the slightest ghost of a touch from her fingers, and she needs to keep herself together. “Do you…Am I still the— the  Hydro Archon, to you?”

The answer to this question is evident in the fact that she’s still able to sit here and ask it in the first place, but regardless, Furina can’t help but hold her breath a little while waiting for his response.

“The…Hydro Archon?” Lyney repeats, and his confusion is tangible even through his voice. “I mean— it’s like what I said back there, Furina. You’re just, you know. You.”

“Yes,” Furina says, and her hand grips the cap a little tighter. “Yes, and I— I appreciate that a lot, Lyney, but— the Hydro Archon. The  God of Justice. When you…look at me, is that still what you see?”

Lyney doesn’t answer immediately. The cap of the pen is digging into the pad of Furina’s thumb.

“I see a person who also happens to be the Hydro Archon,” Lyney says eventually, tone careful. When Furina forces herself to look at him, there’s a slight frown on his face. “Am I…not supposed to?”

 “No!” Furina bursts, then winces as her knee bangs against the table. She puts her face in her hands. “Yes! No. I don’t—“ she cuts herself off, shaking her head furiously. “Ugh. This is humiliating. I don’t mean to be difficult, truly. This is all just…” she takes a deep breath, searches for the right words, and comes up empty. “A lot.”

Lyney hums, but he still sounds a little unsure.

“Furina,” he starts, “You…do know that I don’t think any less of you for all this, right?”

Furina feels herself tense.

“And really, to be honest,” Lyney continues, “It kind of— I don’t know.  ‘Made me like you more’ doesn’t sound quite right. It’s…oh, this is terrible, I can’t think of the word. But it was almost…in that moment, I’d never really seen you look so—”

 “Human?” Furina croaks. Her voice is barely more than a whisper.

“…Sure,” Lyney agrees, after a moment, his tone noticeably softer. “Sure, yeah. I guess you could say that.”

Furina’s chest seizes. She feels like she’s going to be sick.

“Hey, hey, it’s okay. There’s— there’s nothing wrong with that, Furina,” Lyney tries, his concern growing as he likely notices the immediate spike of her nerves, but Furina shudders, clapping a hand to her mouth as she pushes herself away from the table.

Lyney’s eyes are as wide as saucers. He looks frozen, unable to move for fear of startling her away. Furina doesn’t blame him; she currently feels about as sturdy as a piece of parchment paper set loose into the wind.

Lyney wets his lips. Swallows. “Furina—”

“My dearest apologies, Lyney,” Furina says, cutting him off and fighting to keep her voice level. “I think we’ll have to end here for today. I— I’ve just remembered…something, that I have to do. Terribly important.”

Lyney takes a step towards her, expression falling, but she’s already hurrying over towards the door.

She’s halfway through turning the doorknob, when—

“I really did mean what I said,” Lyney calls, and she freezes. “Being human. Everyone is, sometimes. People, we’re— no one is meant to be an indestructible pillar all the time. Even if we may want to.” She hears one of his shoes scuff the floor. “I would know.”

His voice has grown quiet. And he’s trying; Furina can practically  feel  the tentative branch he’s willing to extend to her, just for this, which makes the whole thing feel so much worse, because Furina— she  can’t.  

Her hand flexes around the doorknob. She bites her lip, squeezes her eyes shut, and braces herself for what she needs to do.

Planting her hands on her hips, Furina whirls around, plasters a smug look onto her face, and tosses her hair.

“Well, now,” she huffs. “That may be true for  you,  Lyney, but it’s hardly something befitting of a  God! Wouldn’t you say?” She chuckles. “Though that does make quite the amusing mental image. I suppose I should thank you for the delightful entertainment.”

It’s a mask she’s only recently started to loosen when around Lyney, but despite how long she’d been wearing it prior to everything happening, forcing it back on still manages to feel unnatural.

Lyney’s posture, previously tense, slackens, and they stare at each other. The look on his face is pained, and sad, but there’s also an unmistakable sense of  understanding present there that Furina wishes she wasn’t able to see.

Neither of them say anything.

Lyney seems to be waiting for something, and its lack of appearance makes his expression only grow sadder and sadder.

Furina, however, does not let her shoulders sink once.

After a few more moments, Furina quietly grabs the doorknob, lets herself out, and shuts the door behind her.

Lyney does not move to follow.

 

 


 

 

Neuvillette stares down at the paper in his hands, an uncomfortable sensation slowly building in his chest.

 Oh,  he thinks.  Yes. Of course.  

It was only a matter of time, wasn’t it?

Sedene, who has been very pointedly watching him from the other side of his desk, sighs. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you.”

Neuvillette gingerly lowers the paper, as if moving it around too much will cause its contents to leap out and spread to anywhere they haven’t yet touched, and looks at Sedene. “Kiara…received  this?” 

Sedene sighs again. “Yes, Monsieur, but— really, the Gardes are more than well equipped to handle this situation. It’s barely a threat. I’m sure it will all be resolved shortly.”

Neuvillette turns back to the paper, running his eyes over the text printed there again and again. Memories long since revisited are rising to the surface again, unbidden, and he can feel them begin to impede into the peripherals of his mind, detectable yet still not fully in reach.

Though it’s true that the words themselves aren’t nearly as malicious as they could be, Neuvillette’s concern lies more with the fact of their existence in the first place. If his…prior experiences have taught him anything, it’s that even the slightest increase of pressure, if left unattended, can spiral and devolve into something large enough to drastically tip the scales.

Or, perhaps more accurately, how easily any progress on an already uphill climb can be overturned with just a single misstep.

“…I would like to look into this incident myself,” he says, after a moment of deliberation. Sedene’s eyebrows raise, and Lynette’s ears prick from where she’s been quietly curled on one of his larger couches.

To be quite honest, Neuvillette would prefer for her to not have to learn about something like this at all, but any trouble or issues the Melusines run into have always been ones to immediately capture his attention and leave little room for thoughtfully considering anything else in the moment. 

It’s an…odd, inexplicable phenomenon. Quite out of the ordinary, for him.

“You want to investigate this on your own?” Sedene asks, surprised. “Monsieur, that’s— I’m sure you know that such a thing is highly unprecedented!”

Neuvillette nods, but his mind has already been made up. “I can leave a note for Furina, so she won’t be too surprised by my absence. But if I am the true, intended target here, as I suspect myself to be, I can’t risk getting too many people involved.”

Sedene’s brows furrow. “The true intended target?” she repeats. “Monsieur, why would you think that?”

Neuvillette returns her look of confusion with one of his own. “What other explanation would there be?”

Sedene opens and closes her mouth a few times, but doesn’t immediately respond. She turns to look at Lynette, who has been silently watching their interaction. The two seem to wordlessly communicate something to each other, though the details of what it could be are entirely lost on Neuvillette.

“Alright,” Sedene says, turning back to him. “Maybe it would be best for you to…go and investigate the situation. Especially if you’re going to be worrying yourself sick over it. You do have the rest of the day relatively free, after all.”

Neuvillette gives her a small, grateful smile. “Thank you, Sedene.” He pushes himself to feet. “I do intend to get this resolved as quickly as possible, so it shouldn’t intrude into any further—”

“Requesting external Companion Mode access.”

Neuvillette startles a little, then looks towards Lynette, who has gotten up as well. She meets his eyes for a brief moment before they flicker down to a point on his robes.

“I’m…sorry, Lynette?” Neuvillette asks, carefully. Lynette has only just gotten more comfortable around him, so he doesn’t want to discourage this particular method of communication if it helps her to feel so, but…he’s never claimed to be especially adept at technology.

Strangely, expressing this concern to Freminet had only gotten him a small, rare smile.

 “Oh,”  he’d said, not looking up from where he’d been working at one of Pers’ wings.  “Um. I…really don’t think you have to worry about that, Monsieur.” 

“Requesting additional permission to simultaneously investigate,” Lynette clarifies, which isn’t much of a clarification at all, but nonetheless makes a little more sense to him.

“Oh, I think that’d be great!” Sedene says, before Neuvillette can get the chance to finish working through his own response. “Two people on the case would surely get things all cleared up much more quickly. Wouldn’t you agree, Monsieur?”

“Certainly,” Neuvillette says easily. He pauses, considering. “Ah…Request…well-received.”

Sedene giggles from beside him, and Lynette’s ears immediately straighten to their full height.

 

They decide to check up on Kiara first, so he and Lynette make their way out of the Palais in order to head down to the boutique Neuvillette knows she likes to frequent. It’s been quite a while since he’s been out on a venture like this, Neuvillette knows, so he ends up attracting quite a lot of stares from the people out on the streets. Though he’s grown used to this sort of response over the years, he feels apologetic for bringing Lynette into it as well, and tells her as much.

“Are you sure this is alright?” he asks, quietly, as they pass by two women who immediately shriek upon seeing him, turn to whisper things to each other, then burst into giggles, faces bright red. Strange.

“Affirmative,” Lynette says, which isn’t exactly a yes. Then, perhaps noticing that this response hasn’t quite put him at ease, adds, “They’re all only interested in looking at you.”

This still doesn’t exactly clear things up, but Neuvillette is at least assured by the fact that he’s seen instances of her looking genuinely scared or uncomfortable, and she currently does not resemble either of those in the slightest.

They meet up with Kiara, and Lynette quietly waits at the side while Neuvillette attempts to gather more details on the incident. Once he’s finished, relieved by the knowledge that Kiara, at the very least, has multiple people in her corner who are more than willing to help protect her, he notices that Lynette has been caught up in a conversation with a young, blonde girl in a blue dress a few ways away. Since this, from Neuvillette’s understanding, is not something she is typically known to do, he finds himself curious as to what they might be discussing.

“…that’s why I’ve been playing out here!” the little girl is saying, as Neuvillette approaches the two of them. “I’m supposed to stay close to my dad while he’s working at the bank, but he’s been super busy all day, so I still can’t leave! Apparently, this one really important guy hasn’t shown back up, or something.”

“I see,” says Lynette.

“My dad never tells me that much about him when I ask,” the girl continues. “But he doesn’t need to worry so much. I’d totally be able to tell if he was a bad guy or not right away.” She bounces on the balls of her feet. ‘Wanna let me guess how much money you’re carrying?”

“Is something the matter?” Neuvillette asks, quickly intruding before the conversation devolves into something he isn’t sure either of them would quite be able to stop. The little girl’s eyes go wide upon seeing him.

Lynette blinks up at Neuvillette, then turns back to the girl.

“Game functionality currently unavailable,” she says. “Please try again later.”

The girl pouts, but this is rather hard to argue with, so she eventually gives up, and skips off towards some other people milling around nearby.

Neuvillette watches her go, then looks towards Lynette, questioning.

“Something has happened to Tartaglia,” Lynette explains. She keeps her voice low, eyes flicking around to the various passerby. “And I don’t think it’s anything good.”

 

 


 

 

Their investigation changes gears slightly, after that. 

Neuvillette seems to trust Lynette’s judgement of the situation without asking her too many details of how she’d arrived at the conclusion she had, which Lynette is grateful for. She’d rather avoid the pained, slightly uncomfortable look his face tends to adopt whenever anything related to their time in the House is referenced, and launching yourself out of your bedroom window in the middle of the night to investigate something your honed observational skills revealed to you is likely included in that.

They head back to Neuvillette’s office in order to regroup and look through some official documents. Lynette can tell Neuvillette is worried the two situations might be related, but she doesn’t quite think so.

Though Lynette  knows  that  something  has happened to Childe, the details of what, exactly, that might be are still largely lost to her, which is a fact she doesn’t like having to contend with. The only clue she has is that he’d seemed to be drawn towards the ocean, which, in Fontaine, could really mean anything. 

As Lynette mulls over her thoughts, Neuvillette mulls over the stacks and stacks of papers he’d procured from the various drawers and cabinets in the room. He’s visibly distressed over the entire situation, which reaffirms Lynette’s earlier assessments of how he views himself and his position in the city, in addition to everything she’d noticed through even their short trip outside. 

Again, it leads her to thinking of her own circumstances. It’s a tentative, small idea, barely present after being shoved down and smoothed over for so many years, but…perhaps the similarities between herself and Neuvillette go deeper than she’d originally thought. If Neuvillette’s thoughts mirror her own even with the reality of the world Lynette can plainly see around him, then—

Lynette has something she wants to ask. And she doesn’t like unnecessary conversation, but she thinks that this might not classify as such. 

The office is quiet, but Neuvillette is largely focused on going through his files, so he thankfully doesn’t notice when Lynette has to prepare herself slightly before speaking.

“Neuvillette,” she starts, and quickly shifts her attention when Neuvillette’s head raises to look at her in mild surprise. “Why did you decide to hold a position like the Chief Justice?” 

“That is…quite a difficult question to answer, I’m afraid,” Neuvillette says, slowly, after so much time has passed Lynette had almost thought he wasn’t going to say anything at all. “May I ask what has you curious about such a topic, if you’ll allow me?”

Lynette’s toes curl from inside her shoes, and she looks pointedly at a spot on the far wall.

“…Requesting data for comparison,” she allows, and doesn’t elaborate.

She can tell this particular manner of speech tends to confuse Neuvillette slightly, but she knows that if she doesn’t approach this topic while using it, she wouldn’t be able to discuss it at all.

Lynette likes communicating her emotions in this way, because sometimes it helps them feel and sound much less like emotions at all.

Neuvillette hums, and leans back in his chair.

“The…circumstances surrounding my existence, I suppose you could say, have long since perplexed me,” he settles on, likely after some deliberation. “I’ve never been quite sure as to why I am the way that I am. When this position was offered to me, I must confess that I had been entirely planning on using it to make observations of the people around me, so as to further define the line that sets us apart. This, however, has proven to be…more difficult, than I had originally thought.” He shifts in his chair. “Does that help with your…data?”

Lynette has gone entirely still.

 Okay,  she thinks, trying to tamp down the sudden burst of a dozen different thoughts and emotions she has no idea how to deal or contend with.  Okay. Definitely similar, then. 

Lynette has long since considered herself an exception to a rule. An outlier, resigned to pushing her way through an overgrown, otherwise untraversed path of experiences no one else could hope to help her with. And yet, here Neuvillette is.

Here Neuvillette is, despite the two normal, human ears on either side of his head.

Lynette swallows thickly. There are a million different ways she could go about answering Neuvillette’s question, but none of them are easy, and she doesn’t even know where to begin with attempting to put any of the maelstrom whirling just beneath the forced indifference of her demeanor into actual words.

So, instead, she only nods, and says, very simply, “Yes.” She turns, and fully meets his slightly curious eyes. “It did.”

She doesn’t say anything else, after that, instead quietly mulling over the interaction in her head as Neuvillette returns to his work— though Lynette thinks that he seems slightly preoccupied with his thoughts, as well. Eventually, he makes a considering noise, and puts his papers down.

“I’ve just had an idea,” he says, when Lynette looks over to him. “Though, I’m not quite sure how to— hm. Well, that’s all of little concern, comparatively.” He stands. “I’d like to take a trip to the Fountain of Lucine. I believe it can help us find leads on both the group likely conspiring against me, and Mister Tartaglia’s current location.”

Lynette isn’t quite following the train of logic, here, but Neuvillette seems confident enough in his reasoning, so she doesn’t feel like raising any unnecessary objections.

The square is relatively empty when they arrive— Lynette remembers seeing posters for a musical at the Opera House playing around this time, so most people had probably trickled in last-minute to watch— and she walks beside Neuvillette as he strides up to the Fountain.

Neuvillette takes a deep breath, holds up one of his hands, then seems to notice her right by his side, and does a bit of a double take, eyes widening slightly.

“Oh, dear,” he says. “Lynette, I think it might be best if you—”

Lynette doesn’t get to hear the rest of that, though, because there’s a very loud, very sudden roaring in her ears, and her vision flickers, blindingly bright, and then—


 “Thank you for bringing us here, Monsieur Neuvillette.” 


A Melusine, small and bright and hopeful, eager to see the world and truly discover why she’d ever—


 “We’ll hand them out together. The faster we get this done, the sooner we can head back.” 


A young man, lonely and angry and only ever trying to do the right thing, who—


 “How can two completely different species possibly coexist?” 


Three decisions made, two lives lost, one—


 “Go away! Quit acting innocent!” 



 “We should probably stay away from these monsters.” 



 “I don’t understand… Why won’t anyone believe us?” 



 “Answer me, Neuvillette!! 


The vision shatters with the sound of a gavel, flooded instead by a giant, hulking shadow lurking behind a limp figure with bright, red hair floating deep in the depths of the sea. The thing opens its jagged mouth, massive jaw unhinging and pace quickening as it draws closer, and closer, and—

“…nette? Lynette!”

Lynette jolts, awareness slamming back into her at full force. She blinks furiously, trying to shake the vestiges of whatever…any of  that had been away, and quickly realizes that she’s now half-lying on the ground. Neuvillette is gently supporting her, face etched with concern, and she feels rain pattering on her cheeks.

“Oh, thank goodness you’re awake,” Neuvillette says. He lets her prop herself up with her hands, and moves away slightly, though still keeps a hand hovering by her elbow. “You have my sincerest apologies, Lynette. Truly. I hadn’t thought to warn you before I began, and when I noticed you were so close it was already too late. Are you hurt anywhere?”

Lynette does intend to answer him, but when she opens her mouth to respond, a name shoots to the tip of her tongue and immediately spills over.

“Carole,” she whispers, unbidden, and Neuvillette’s breath hitches. The rain seems to pelt more forcefully against her skin.

He searches for something to say, clearly taken aback. “…How— Where did you—”

“Monsieur!”

Neuvillette startles— and, strangely, the rain immediately stops, as if it had never been there at all. He looks to someone behind Lynette, and she turns herself around to find who she’s fairly certain to be the young Demoiselle of the Spina di Rosula— Navia, from what she remembers of previous reconnaissance missions— hurrying towards them. She, too, seems slightly confused by the rain, and takes a moment to stare curiously up at the sky before shaking herself and continuing forward. She’s closely followed by two men dressed in black, one older and one younger.

“Did something happen?” Navia asks, once she’s close enough. When she seems to actually register Lynette’s current state, her eyes widen. “Oh, my! Are you alright?”

Lynette nods, and pushes herself to her feet, albeit slightly unsteadily. Navia’s older companion attempts to move to help her, but she instinctively shies away from him, and he quickly retracts his hands, offering her a nod and an apologetic, yet understanding smile. Lynette swallows, and looks away.

“I’m fine,” she tells Navia. “We were looking into something.”

Navia blinks, caught off guard by this response, but quickly brushes it off.

“Right!” she says. “Yes, ah, so I’ve heard.” She turns to Neuvillette, who himself has also gotten to his feet, visibly straightening her posture and squaring her shoulders. “Word on the street is that you’re investigating an incident involving some threats sent to a Melusine, Monsieur. I thought I’d inform you that the Spina di Rosula are looking into things on our end.” She puts a hand on her hip. “I know there are places the Chief Justice would likely prefer not to look, after all.”

The older man at Navia’s side lets out a very loud cough at that. The younger one’s lips twitch minutely.

Neuvillette, for his part, mostly just looks puzzled.

“Thank you, Miss Navia,” he says, slowly. His brows furrow as he looks between Navia and her two companions, as if one of them holds the answers to whatever question is currently plaguing him. “Though, I must confess that I am slightly confused as to…why?”

Navia frowns, raising an eyebrow. “Why what, Monsieur?”

Neuvillette again looks between the three of them. “Why you continue to be so…willing, to offer your assistance.” He shifts his weight. “After all, I…”

He trails off. Navia’s expression both hardens and softens, an underlying sadness gently enveloping its more jagged edges.

“Yes,” Navia acknowledges quietly, “You did.” She takes a moment to steady herself. “But the Melusines are valued, treasured citizens of Fontaine, and I do not want harm to come to them any more than you do.” She cocks her head. “And, really, Chief Justice, I think you’ve shown yourself to be not quite as removed as you let everyone believe, hm?”

Neuvillette seems to not quite know what to make of any of that. Navia offers him a small smile, and though it isn’t entirely warm, it also isn’t entirely fake.

“I’ll inform the Palais if we discover any leads,” she says. “Though if you need us to do anything before that, you are welcome to reach out and ask.” She turns to Lynette, then, and her face creases in concern. “Oh, but you poor thing! You’re completely soaked.”

After a moment of thought, she gestures to the younger of her companions. “Silver? If you please.”

Silver nods his affirmation, and quickly pulls off his jacket before handing it to her. Navia steps forward to gently lay it around Lynette’s shoulders.

“There we go,” she says, straightening it out and adjusting it with light, careful fingers. She moves back to admire her handiwork, and offers Lynette a more genuine smile than the one she’d shown Neuvillette. “Hurry home, alright? You don’t want to catch a cold.”

Lynette nods wordlessly, eyes wide.

 “You absolutely cannot go around saying you wish people were orphans, Lynette,” Lyney’s voice echoes in her head, flat and unimpressed.

Lynette has a counterpoint to this argument, this particular time, but it feels a bit too cruel for how genuinely kind Navia seems to be, so she lets the thought go.

Navia bids them farewell, followed by her two companions, and Lynette and Neuvillette begin the walk back to the Palais.

“Again, please forgive my oversight,” Neuvillette tells her quietly. “Though, I was at least still able to gather some useful information. I believe this incident may have ties to an older smuggling case I revisited earlier today.”

Lynette hums in acknowledgement. Neuvillette glances at her, then looks away, and clears his throat.

“I…assume you have questions,” he says. “About what happened.”

Lynette considers this. She’s fairly certain she understands some of it; enough House children had recounted their experiences of dealing with Hydro hypersensitivity for her to pinpoint this as something similar, though she hadn’t thought she was all that susceptible to it. 

But Lynette is well aware that some things in the world are simply inexplicable, and perhaps Neuvillette’s overwhelmingly strong affinity for Hydro is just one of them. Perhaps all the questions she could ask are just as difficult to provide answers for as all the ones thrown  her  way over the years. From what she’d seen of his discussions with Carole, this seems like it could be the case.

So, instead, Lynette decides to go with what she thinks is actually important enough to be discussing, and asks;

“Do you still think Vautrin hated you?”

Neuvillette freezes.

Lynette stops, too, and turns to look up at him. He hasn’t responded, but the look on his face is enough of an answer for her, so she continues.

“I saw the trial that day,” she says. “From what I could gather of the situation, and how he presented himself, I don’t think his anger was genuine.”

“…I see,” Neuvillette says. The words are careful, measured, like they’re the only things keeping the waves and waves of thoughts and emotions running through his mind at bay, but still threaten to shatter at any moment.

He takes a deep, slightly unsteady breath, then hangs his head, closing his eyes.

Lynette allows him the moment to himself. As she waits, a light rain begins to fall around them. The area is quiet, so the air is filled with nothing but the sounds of water gently hitting rock and stone. 

After some time, Neuvillette exhales, and looks back up.

“Thank you, Lynette,” he says, voice soft yet thick with a history Lynette has only really scratched the surface of understanding. “I believe I needed to hear that.”

They soon continue walking, though the rain doesn’t abruptly end like it had before. Not that Lynette quite minds this; she’s always sort of enjoyed rainy days. This was yet another thing Lyney never really understood.

“Things are different now,” Lynette says idly, apropos of nothing. It’s a rare occurrence for her, but she thought the words deserved to be said.

Neuvillette turns to look at her beside him, getting just as drenched by the rainfall as he is, yet appearing equally unaffected.

“…Ah,” he says, after a moment’s hesitation, “Perhaps they have.”

 

 


 

 

There is one script that Furina has etched around every dip and crevice of her heart. 

 “I need you to “play” a role,”  she recites, staring at herself in the mirror.  “That of the new Archon.” 

She’s gone over this more times than she can count, but maybe she’d lost her sense of its original delivery, somewhere along the way.

 “If you can keep it up, then I shall have my way of defying this prophecy.”  She adjusts her posture, wanting to get it just right.  “But should your identity be revealed, then all hope will be lost.” 

She tries to twist her features in the mirror, morph them into something as close to the original as she remembers, in the vague hopes that doing so will clue her in to the true reading of the words they’d accompanied. If embodying  this character will somehow illuminate the intentions she’s been looking for.

She could still be in the clear, despite it all. But maybe her assumption of what she should be expecting is wrong, and the prophecy isn’t immediately predicated by her failure. Maybe things had been set in stone the moment she’d been attacked out in the street, and nothing that has come after that has even really mattered, anyway. 

Or, maybe, all of this could have been avoided in the first place, if she’d simply gone with the correct interpretation from the beginning.

It’s a terrible, painful,  freeing thought. What would she do, truly, if the agony of all of these years has been entirely self-inflicted?

Furina just wants to  know.  Everything. Something.  Anything.  

The mirror cracks. Her hand hurts. She doesn’t really want to look at it anymore.

She…she doesn’t want to keep  doing  this to people. To her— to  people. Lyney can bear witness to the most pitiful moment of her life and still say that he doesn’t ‘think any less of her for it,’ and all she can give him in return is careful loopholes and extreme generalizations of the truth.

Neuvillette looks devastated at the thought of her suffering alone, but her show must go on, and the curtain finally closing only heralds his understanding of just how deep the reality of that idea goes for her.

It’s cruel, though most things about her situation are. How, now that she is discovering the depth of the way these people in her life care about her, the reminder that keeping all of this up is likely only hurting them further just serves to twist the knife in even deeper. 

What a weight it is, to feel that you are truly loved. In spite of all that you are, and all that you will never be. It’s a feeling as delicate as spun sugar, yet one that sits heavy as a stone in her heart. She wants to keep it close and intact as long as she can.

It’s what has her going down to Lyney’s room, a short time later, where she knows he’s busy fiddling away at some trick or two. 

Since the…incident the other day, Lyney’s been waiting for her to bring it up first before they talk about it, which is a bit like talking about it in its own, roundabout sort of way. Each time Lyney greets her normally, or sighs all dramatically at something she says in their usual manner, it makes what he’d said to her feel all the more genuine.

Furina knocks on his door— an action she almost immediately regrets,  wow,  use your  other hand, at least, goodness— and lets herself in without waiting for a response.

“I want to talk to you,” she says, immediately, before she has the chance to swallow it back down.

Lyney, who had indeed been working on a trick at his desk, startles, and turns to give her a flat look.

“Why yes, Furina,” he says, “of  course you can come in! How gracious of you to—”

His gaze drifts down to her hand, and his playful irritation immediately shifts into something more serious. His eyes widen.

“Wait, how did that— Are you okay?”

“Some regrettable decisions were made,” Furina admits. “I found myself getting, ah…slightly upset. In a sense.” She clasps her hands behind her back. “It’s fine, really.”

Five minutes later, Furina’s sitting awkwardly in Lyney’s chair as he carefully wraps her hand with a fresh roll of bandages, a first aid kit she didn’t even know he’d had— though, in hindsight, of course he does, it’s  Lyney— sitting open on the desk beside a half-finished prop hat.

“I won’t ask,” Lyney says.

“I’d rather you didn’t. It’s quite embarrassing.” 

“Not if it made you this upset.”

Furina bites her lip, looking away. Lyney finishes up his work, and begins to pack up the first aid kit.

“Lyney,” she says, as he’s still busy.

“Hm?”

“I’m sorry I keep…being this way. I imagine it’s rather frustrating.”

Lyney huffs. “If I got annoyed with you for being reluctant to talk about things, Furina, I’d be the biggest hypocrite in Teyvat.” He finishes with the kit, then leans his back against the desk, so they’re side by side. “A lot of it just comes with time. Unfortunately.”

Furina nearly snorts at that.  Oh, you have no idea. 

“I think I get it, though,” Lyney continues. “Or, some of it, at least.” He shifts his weight. “It’s like…ah. Alright. It’s like Neuvillette’s water stores.”

“Neuvillette’s  water stores?” 

“Oh, don’t give me that. See— he’s got all these different kinds set out and distinctly labeled, and they all have very specific flavours, to him. Can’t go mixing water from Mondstat and Sumeru, and all that. But…what’s the running theory we all have?”

“I see where you’re going with this, and I dislike you immensely.”

“Come on, humor me. What’s the running theory?”

Furina sighs, heavily. “They’re all exactly the same.”

Lyney snaps his fingers. “They’re all exactly the same! Or, they are to us, at least. Neuvillette is the only person who thinks they can’t intersperse. Hm?”

“I’m touched to know you think of me as multiple wooden barrels of imported water.”

Lyney chuckles. “Hey, I’m right there alongside you!” He nudges her gently. “I know quite a lot about perspective, as a magician. Especially when it comes to trying to mold it to my advantage. But…even I forget sometimes, you know? That everyone is starting out in completely different areas to begin with.” He gestures vaguely with his hands. “I could put all this effort into constructing a trick made to get someone to believe in the impossible feat of… of flying to the moon, only to discover I never even needed to in the first place, because they’ve already been living among the stars.” 

He fiddles with the hem of his sleeve.

“Or…Neuvillette, for a…simpler example. I thought I knew what he wanted from me. I was wrong.” He huffs. “Performed  quite a bit more numbers than I suspect I needed to, I’ll tell you that much.”

Furina looks down at her lap. 

“I…I can’t, though,” she says. “What do I do if— Lyney, it’s been  so  long. If I end it now, I don’t— I can’t. I  can’t.” 

Lyney makes a considering hum. “But…who’s telling you that?”

“I don’t  know!” Furina says, miserably, and it’s in more than just the most obvious way. 

She’s standing on a stage, and the space below it has grown murky and indistinguishable. Or, maybe it was always that way from the start, and the audience she’s always seen there was filled by no one other than…than who?  Who? 

Her knuckles twinge in pain. 

“I still want to be more honest,” she says, “but the Court, it’s— there’s so many people. And I still have to— with what you said, about perception. There’s so many  people.” 

“You don’t have to force yourself if you aren’t comfortable, Furina,” Lyney says, and she can hear the frown in his voice. “You’re…we’re all getting somewhere, day by day. I promise.”

Oh, doesn’t Furina know it. What happens, once she reaches the edge? The point of no return?

Furina takes a deep breath, shaking her head to clear her thoughts. 

“Thank you for the bandages,” she says, quietly. “Among other things.”

Lyney gives a small huff, and lightly pushes her shoulder. “You’re welcome to barge into my room unannounced any time.”

 

 


 

 

Navia comes to Neuvillette far sooner than he’d expected her to.

He’d resigned himself to at least a few days of going through each person involved in the smuggling case, but when Sedene comes to announce her arrival, it hardly feels like any time has passed at all.

“Sorry it took us so long,” Navia says, despite this. “My guys and I are good, but we’re…juggling quite a few different investigations, at the moment.” She makes a small gesture to the door. “That being said, we do have the man you’re looking for outside.”

Navia’s efforts have Neuvillette making a visit to the Fortress of Meropide, and he leaves a small note for Furina and Sedene to inform them of his whereabouts before heading down; thankfully, his schedule had allowed just enough room for another outing. Lynette is off with her siblings, currently, but he doesn’t think he would have asked her to accompany him for this particular trip regardless.

He greets the receptionist behind the counter politely, but his thoughts are largely elsewhere, and continue to be so as he rides the aquabus towards the heart of the Fortress. 

Wriothesley is already waiting for him once he arrives— he had expected no less— and something about Neuvillette’s demeanor must be incredibly transparent, because the man gives him a raised eyebrow almost as soon as they’ve greeted each other.

“And to what do I owe the pleasure, Chief Justice?” Wriothesley asks. “I assume whatever’s brought the Iudex of Fontaine himself all the way down here must be pretty important.”

Neuvillette nods, once. “Yes,” he says. “There are a few matters I wish to discuss.”

Wriothesley crosses his arms, cocking his head. “I don’t suppose this has anything to do with my searchlights catching a lone Fatui Harbinger out for a late-night swim, huh?”

At Neuvillette’s likely shocked expression, he chuckles, then jerks his head in the direction of his office. 

“Come on,” he says, “I’ll brew us some tea.”

 

“I must admit, I find myself rather perplexed,” Neuvillette confesses, once they’re both sat at Wriothesley’s desk, a steaming teapot between them. Wriothesley watches him carefully as he sips at his cup. “What would Mister Tartaglia be doing all the way out here?”

It’s a thought that has plagued him since Lynette informed him of her vision at the Fountain, though this does seem to confirm what she had seen; Tartaglia is, for whatever reason, somewhere deep at the bottom of the sea. Neuvillette doesn’t like the sense of dread that had creeped through him when Lynette had described the shadow she’d seen beside him.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Wriothesley says. He shrugs. “He has no business here, so all I did was take note of what I saw. Though, if you’re looking for him, this wasn’t that long ago. I doubt he could’ve gotten very far, especially if something’s affecting him.” He sets his teacup down. “But there’s more, isn’t there?”

“There is,” Neuvillette agrees. “I…have reason to believe that an organization is working to conspire against me, and is threatening Melusines as a manner of doing so. I wish to interrogate those suspected to be involved.”

Wriothesley raises an eyebrow. “Well now. Can’t say I’ve heard anything about that.” He leans back in his chair, crossing his legs. “You got any names?”

Neuvillette tells him of what he’d managed to learn, and because Wriothesley is as remarkably efficient at his job as he’s always been, the matter is more or less resolved within the hour. 

 “Four hundred years?” Wriothesley asks, when Neuvillette informs him of the origin of his suspicions after returning to the office. He chuckles. “Chief Justice, have you ever heard of an ‘occupational hazard’?”

When Neuvillette only looks at him blankly, Wriothesley huffs. 

“You’re overthinking this,” he clarifies. “Things have changed. As they all eventually do.”

“Oh,” Neuvillette says. He looks at his teacup. “Yes. Lynette said something much the same, as well.”

Wriothesley’s brows furrow. “Lynette? Bit of an odd name, for a Melusine. Don’t think I’ve ever met her before.”

Neuvillette quickly shakes his head. “Oh, no, forgive me. She isn’t a Melusine. She’s…”

He trails off, very quickly realizing that he has no idea how to go about finishing that sentence— but the topic has never quite been discussed with the people it matters to the most, so he changes course.

“I officially adopted three human children a few months prior,” Neuvillette says, and Wriothesley has to immediately put down the teacup he’d just picked up in order to let out a rather odd-sounding cough. “Their names are Lyney, Lynette, and Freminet. Siblings, though two of them are twins.”

“Okay,” Wriothesley says. “Yeah, alright.” He clears his throat. “So. How’d that come about, exactly?”

“Freminet came and asked me for help,” Neuvillette says simply. “I responded in the best way I could think of.” 

Something in Wriothesley’s expression shifts. 

“Help?” he asks, carefully.

Neuvillette lets out an exhale. “Their previous place of residence was…rather unsafe. Any other details on that are, I believe, not quite my story to tell.”

Wriothesley’s eyes tighten. “I see.”

“I had had a few run-ins with Freminet by chance over the years,” Neuvillette continues. “When their situation began to grow more dire, he realized they could no longer stand to live where they had been staying, and wanted to get the three of them out before anything more could happen. I was more than willing. to offer my assistance.”

Wriothesley stares at him for a long, long time.

“…You truly are something, Monsieur Neuvillette,’ he says, eventually.

“I’m sorry?”

Wriothesley shakes his head. “I don’t blame you for not understanding. Nor would I want you to, really. But that child, he…” 

His fingers drum on the top of his desk, gaze somewhat distant, before he fixes Neuvillette with an odd look.

“You really still consider yourself an outsider?”

Neuvillette opens his mouth to respond, then closes it. Wriothesley sighs, then leans forward in his chair, steepling his fingers together.

“Listen to me,” he says, meeting Neuvillette’s eyes directly. “That boy? Trusts you with his  life. All three of them do, to some degree, even if they aren’t as open about it. Do you understand that?”

“I…know that Freminet exhibited a great deal of strength when he—”

“No. Seriously.” Wriothesley leans even closer, now putting his hands on his desk for emphasis. “When you’ve grown up in an environment like that— when that’s all you  know— it messes with the way you see things. I can say that I trust you to always hand out the correct judgement on things, and that’s about it for me, even nearly two decades out.”

Neuvillette frowns. “Wriothesley…”

Wriothesley pushes himself back. “What? It’s just the way things are. I know who I am.” He shrugs. “Only trying to make sure you do the same.”

Neuvillette gives him a small smile. “I do appreciate your efforts. Though this is a battle I myself have long fought.”

“I don’t doubt it. But surely the Chief Justice has enough foresight to know when he can put his own weapon down, wouldn’t you say?”

When Neuvillette doesn’t respond to that, Wriothesley gives an amused shake of his head, leaning fully back in his chair and crossing his legs.

“There’s that one old saying…Remuria ne s’est pas faite en un jour?” He shrugs. “May not have been built in a day, but there’s a reason the expression is used by encouraging fathers trying to inspire their children. Even if we all know how it eventually ended.” 

He reaches into a drawer, pulls out a box of tea, and tosses it to Neuvillette, who lurches forward to catch it with both hands. The box has a number of stickers on it, including some hand-drawn Melusines, what appears to be Wriothesley depicted as an odd-looking shark, and one that simply reads,  Property of the Fortress of Meropide. Someone has doodled a tiny Melusine giving a cheery thumbs up in the corner of it.

“Take a good, long look at everything you’ve made, Neuvillette,” Wriothesley says. “I think you’ll find it stretches farther than you think.”

 

 


 

 

The search for Tartaglia begins rather quickly.

Shortly after hearing about Childe’s appearance near the Fortress, Freminet had volunteered up his diving skills in order to help look for him, and Lynette and Lyney had immediately offered to go along as well. 

Neuvillette had been hesitant to ask this sort of thing of them, but since they do actually want to see him safely returned, they’d all assured that it was fine. Lynette is well aware that she and her siblings do not have the best track record when it comes to saying those words and legitimately meaning them, which was likely a contributing factor to Neuvillette’s reluctance. Among other things.

He had eventually conceded, though. To an extent.

“Your desire to help is admirable,” Neuvillette had said, “But— please. I urge you to only look for traces of the general direction he’d gone, and go no further. If he truly is in danger, I would hate to see the three of you caught up in it as well.”

Despite the circumstances, Lynette can tell that Freminet is excited about the three of them going diving together as a group. He doesn’t ever say as much, of course, but the near hour she and Lyney spend sitting on the banks of Mont Esus the morning of their trip, attentively listening to Freminet shyly review all the most important things to keep in mind when they’re in the water is more than enough of an indication towards this being the case.

He even takes the lead, once they’re in the water, which Lynette is always happy to see. They’d devised a series of hand signals to use to communicate to each other more effectively, which Lyney and Lynette had ensured contained an entire subsection devoted to various ways of telling Freminet he was doing a great job. It’s different than the set they’d all been taught while at the House, because it was an unspoken agreement between the three of them that no one particularly wanted to use those.

In terms of the water itself, Lynette feels largely…indifferent. She’s never shared Freminet’s enthusiasm for the ocean, but she does like that her little brother has something that brings him so much joy. And she can also admit that the actual sea is far more interesting to be submerged in than a moderately sized glass box.

She doesn’t think Freminet’s been diving in this area all too often, given how close it is to the Fortress, but he still serves as a sort of tour guide as they make their way further down, pointing out curiously-shaped plant life and tiny, playful otters that look strangely…familiar. 

They’d tried to start as early as they could, to give themselves as much light to work with as possible, but the water still begins to darken the deeper they go, and even more so once they’re past the glow of the Fortress’ searchlights, so it doesn’t take all that long before Freminet’s indicating that they should pull out the custom diving flashlights he’d given them. He does seem to have picked up on a trail to follow, though, so they continue making their way steadily north.

Lynette knows how to pick out all the signs of a person’s presence in nearly every sort of environment on land, but underwater is a whole other story. Freminet had tried to explain it to them, and she thinks she sort of understands what she’s meant to be looking for, but she doesn’t have quite the aptitude for this the way he does.

Neither, evidently, does Lyney, because when something catches Freminet’s eye deeper down, both he and Lynette stop what they’d been doing immediately in order to watch him.

 There,  Freminet signals with his hands, frowning slightly.  Strange. Want to check. 

He begins to move towards whatever he’d noticed, and Lyney and Lynette dutifully follow.

As she goes, her heart gives an odd, quick beat. 

She doesn’t give it much thought.

 

 


 

 

When Neuvillette returns to his office after that afternoon’s trial, he’s hardly sat down at his desk before there’s a knock on the door, and Sedene is poking her head inside.

“Miss Navia is here to see you, Monsieur,” she calls. 

Neuvillette frowns. He wouldn’t refuse her, of course, but they’d still just spoken recently, and the matter concerning the Melusines had been resolved. He isn’t sure what she’d be coming here to discuss with him, so soon.

When Navia enters, the expression on her face does little to ease his concerns. 

“Good afternoon, Monsieur,” Navia says, as Neuvillette comes around his desk to greet her. “Truthfully, I hadn’t planned on coming all the way back here so soon, but…well, the situation sort of demanded it. We thought it best to inform you of these, as well, once we started getting into them. 

She retrieves a plain, nondescript folder, and holds it out to him. Neuvillette takes it slowly, unsure of what he will find, and opens it.

His breath catches.

 Abrielle,  the paper reads, next to a picture of a little girl’s smiling face.  Age 8. 


 Reported missing after going to play down by the sea at around 13:45.  



 Wet clothes later discovered by the shore. No other traces found. 


Oh, no.

 Gabriel, Gregory, and Georges,  another one says. There’s a picture of three young men posing together.  Brothers. Ages 29, 25, and 22. 


 Left on a fishing trip the previous week. Reportedly headed towards the Morte Region. 



 Empty boat hit the banks of Mont Esus shortly after. Has since been identified as the victims’. 



 Ship appears completely unharmed. No signs of a struggle. 


“I hope you can understand our concern,” Navia says, as Neuvillette reads and rereads the contents of the pages. “With…With my recent suspicions regarding my father’s passing, I hesitate to let any cases like these get written off too quickly.”

Neuvillette hardly has the mind to truly listen to her as she speaks, because his heart is being pushed into his throat by two different forces. It aches for the citizens whose continued existence is now confined to second-hand conversations and papers much like the ones sitting in his hands, and squeezes with a sudden, all-encompassing feeling of  dread for the children he’d inadvertently sent towards much a similar fate just the same morning.

The children. He’d been concerned about them running into what Childe may have encountered, but that hadn’t even mattered, had it?

“Navia,” he says, hardly daring himself to speak, “I…I thank you for bringing this to my attention. I promise your efforts will not go unnoticed, but I— forgive me. I need to go.”

Navia makes a noise of confusion, but he’s reached the door before he has the time to answer her. 

“Sedene!” he calls, and she startles at the sound of his voice from her post at the front desk. “Please, send for Clorinde. Have her meet me down at the Fortress as quickly as possible. The situation is urgent.”

Sedene gives a hurried salute, and Neuvillette hardly notices the commotion erupting from the workers around him as he immediately turns on his heel and  tears for the door, moving as fast as these human legs will take him.

 

 


 

 

They don’t find Childe.

What they do find, half buried under nearly a mountain of sand and starfish, is a gigantic, seemingly ancient stone slate— though they very quickly discover that it’s not quite as heavy as it looks. The edges are jagged, as well, like they’d been broken off of something instead of smoothly carved.

Three beams of light find their way onto the frontside of the tablet, and Lynette squints, trying to get a sense of the image depicted there.

Freminet’s flashlight slips from his hands. 

He immediately darts down to grab it, repeatedly signing  Sorry until he rights himself again. He points to something in the carving.

They’ve all long since learned the basic letters of Fontainian Sign Language, which is proving to be incredibly beneficial in this current moment, because Freminet looks directly at both of his siblings with wide, wide eyes, and fingerspells;


 “O-C-E-A-N-I-D-S.” 


Lynette looks down at the slate again, really looks, and can’t help the stream of bubbles that escape her mouth.

Four oceanids, coalescing into a human shape and cradled in the hands of a hooded, female figure. A whole crowd of other human shapes, spread out and shadowed behind her. 

The image seems to shift and shimmer under the light, though its movements are restrained, as if someone had sealed something just underneath its surface with every cut of their knife. 

 Important,  Freminet signals, now also staring directly at the image.  Important. Important. Important. 

He goes to hoist the stone up more out of the sand, and Lyney quickly moves to help him, but it slips out of Freminet’s hands almost immediately. He gives a few hard blinks, shakes his head, then blinks again. 

 Sorry, he signals.

Lyney frowns.  Check in? 

Freminet’s eyes drift upward as he mentally goes over himself. Eventually, his expression turns a little unsure, and he taps his chest.

No, Lynette realizes with a growing sense of unease, he isn’t just tapping his chest. It’s a pattern. 

More specifically, it’s a heartbeat. One unnaturally fast.

Lynette remembers the sensation she’d felt earlier, and isn’t sure if the sudden increase in her heart rate is from panic, or something far worse. 

Lyney shines his flashlight in Freminet’s face, and though their little brother grimaces and tries to block his eyes, the overly flushed pallor of his skin is now unmistakable. 

 Leave,  Lyney signals, expression turning severe.  Leave. Now.  

Freminet tries and fails to get a good hold on the slate. 

 Take,  he signals instead.  Important. Maybe.  He switches to fingerspelling.  “H-I-S-T…” 

He can’t get his fingers to work into the letter  O. Lyney’s eyes widen in alarm, and a stream of bubbles escape his mouth. 

He lunges forward, grabs Freminet’s wrist, and immediately begins pulling him away, though Freminet still turns to stare at the slate as they go. Since Lynette knows it isn’t all that heavy, she hoists it up, maneuvers it flat onto her back, and brings up the rear, trying to keep up with Lyney’s rapidly quickening speed.

Lynette knows she isn’t imagining it, now: her heartbeat is definitely getting faster, and she knows that it isn’t from exertion. A pain is starting to form in the center of her chest, as well, unsettling with all that it promises if it follows a similar pattern.

They keep going, all three of them, but Lynette knows that the strength of Lyney’s desire to get Freminet to safety does not necessarily correspond with the amount of physical strength he currently possesses himself, and he’s likely experiencing the same sort of symptoms his siblings are. 

Freminet, unfortunately, seems to be hit with the worst of it, and Lynette is forced to watch as the usually sleek, skillful kicks of his legs turn weak and stilted. 

This quickly turns to horror when Freminet makes a few blind grasps at Lyney’s arm with his other hand before his entire body goes completely, entirely limp.

Lynette doesn’t even give herself time to think. 

The slate tumbles out of her grasp as she surges upwards, grabbing the underside of Freminet’s other arm as Lyney stares down at their little brother with wide, terrified eyes. She doesn’t let herself stop moving, and Lyney quickly catches himself and follows.

The pain she’s been feeling has grown to a stabbing, ignorable pang, and she’s starting to feel a bit dizzy, but she’s still able to complete the very simple task of  forward  and  up, so that is what she puts her all into continuing to do.

They’re nearly to the lights of Meropide when Lyney slips.

She’d known he was likely trying to cover anything as much as possible, but she’s still completely unprepared for when she suddenly feels herself to be the only one actually pulling them forward. 

She whirls around, grabbing Lyney’s wrist with her other hand despite the way it makes her vision spin, and repositions herself so she has each of her brothers slung over an arm.

A desperate, terrible panic tears its way through her core, but it has nothing to do with the already present ache between her ribs, and everything to do with the way she surges upwards as fast as she can, chest heaving and limbs screaming.


 No. 



 Please, no. 



 Not again.  


She’s so close. She can see it. She can see the surface. Black spots begin to dot her vision, but she still knows what she has to do. Where she has to go.

She just has to keep—

She just needs to—

She— She just—

Lynette’s feet give a weak, yet desperate, kick. Her heart is jackrabbiting as it beats, and her lungs scream as they gulp down air that never quite seems to be enough.


 No. 



 No. No. No! 


She tries to keep moving, but collides into something, and her brothers disappear from her arms.

The last thing she feels are a pair of slender, yet strong arms wrap around her waist before her world finally turns completely dark.
















Lynette wakes to the sound of low voices talking.

She’s lying on something soft, but can tell immediately that it isn’t her bed at the Palais, which puts her on edge. She attempts to push herself up to get a read on her surroundings, but a sudden wave of dizziness has her struggling to do so, despite her eyes still being firmly shut.

“Oh!” comes a new, higher voice, this one far closer to Lynette. “Now, now. Please don’t strain yourself. Here.” A small cup is pushed gently into Lynette’s hands, and guided up to her lips. “Drink this. It’ll help.”

It does smell like medicine, so Lynette takes it, and is unprepared for the near-instant relief it brings.

Feeling a little stronger, she readjusts her position, and slowly pries her eyes open, blinking a few times as they adjust.

When her vision settles, she has to take a few moments to fully register the sight in front of her, mind still slightly fuzzy and clinging to her previous disorientation.

She’s laying on a small bed in a dimly lit, unfamiliar room with large pipes lining the ceiling and walls. What appears to be a Melusine in an incredibly colorful nurse’s uniform— likely who had given her the medicine— is at Lynette’s side, and three more people are standing at the other end of the room. One of them is Neuvillette, who is currently staring at her with an expression containing a whole slew of varying emotions, but the other two— a man and a woman— are more unfamiliar.

All three of them look absolutely drenched, but while the man and woman are both holding towels, Neuvillette, in all his heavy robes and elaborate frills, seems largely unfazed by this fact.

“I told you she’d wake up,” the woman says plainly, squeezing at her long, purple hair with her towel. “We really should have gone outside.”

The man huffs in amusement, throwing his own towel over his neck and giving his head a quick shake. “Hey, come on. If the Chief Justice wants to stay and keep watch over his children, I’m certainly not going to stop him.”

“Hello, Miss Lynette,” the Melusine at her side says, offering her a kind smile and completely ignoring any of that. “You’re in the Fortress of Meropide’s infirmary right now. My name is Sigewinne, and I’m the head nurse here. And you’ve got no need to worry; you and your siblings are all safe.”

Everything comes back to Lynette all at once, like a beam of light piercing down through the clouds. 

Their search. The stone tablet. The water. Her  brothers. 

Lynette’s head whirls around, and she pushes past the immediate wave of disorientation this grants her in order to properly take in the sight of Lyney and Freminet lying on the two beds to her right. Freminet’s skin still looks to have that same unnatural flush from earlier, but she can tell from the steady rise and fall of his chest that his heart rate has likely gotten back down closer to what it’s supposed to be.

“All three of you ingested some Primordial Water while out in the ocean,” Sigewinne says, and Lynette’s breath catches in her throat. “Though, again, please don’t worry. The concentration wasn’t high enough to do any severe, lasting damage, and you’ve all been responding very well to my treatments. And, speaking of which…” Lynette turns to look at her, and finds her head tilted slightly to the side, hands folded neatly in front of her, “Might I perform some physical checkups, now that you’re awake? It won’t take long.”

Lynette nods, and Sigewinne gently picks up one of her arms, poking at various areas.

“Please let me know if you feel uncomfortable at any point,” she says, and Lynette nods again, instead choosing to turn her attention to the three adults in the room.

Now that she knows that they’re in Meropide, she guesses that the tall, dark-haired man is likely Wriothesley, the Fortress’ Duke himself. And, now that she’s really looking at her, she recognizes the woman as Clorinde, a Champion Duelist she’d been made to watch on a few odd missions back with the House. 

She doesn’t need to ask if they’d been the ones to save her and her siblings, because the answer to that is obviously a resounding  Yes , so she instead settles on what she deems to be a more relevant question.

“…How did you find us?” she asks, though she’s interrupted by a series of coughs while trying to do so. At the sound of her voice, Clorinde and Wriothesley look up from where they’d been occupied with drying themselves off, but Neuvillette’s attention had never really shifted.

Wriothesley cocks his head, raising an eyebrow. 

“You’re a pretty strong swimmer, in your own right,” he says. “I don’t know how long you were pulling both of your brothers up for, but you weren’t too far down from the Fortress’ gates. Anything else, really, falls to Monsieur Neuvillette.” He crosses his arms and shrugs, a small, knowing quirk to his lips. “Told us where to go, who to grab, and that was that.”


 Who to…grab… 


Lynette remembers that feeling of arms around her waist, and when she looks to Clorinde, the woman gives a short nod.

Lynette thinks about that, for a moment. It’s such an odd, specific thing for Neuvillette to make sure of— and not even particularly necessary, since she’d been unconscious the entire time— but the fact that he  had  has something loosening within her, like a tiny pebble finally being taken out from inside her shoe.

She’s momentarily distracted by Sigewinne bending and extending each of her legs, and uses the time to think of what to say next.

Though, there really is only one option.

“Thank you,” she says, with as much sincerity as she can muster into her tone. Neuvillette immediately starts shaking his head, but she continues. “Really.”

If they truly had run into Primordial Seawater while simply diving, then the situation in Fontaine is likely getting worse far quicker than anticipated. She doesn’t even want to consider the thought of what would’ve happened to her and her siblings if the three of them hadn’t shown up.

The sea…truly will engulf everyone, then. Just like the prophecy had said. 

If she’d ever tried to go back to their old hill, would she have been swallowed up along with it?

“Could I check your diaphragm?” Sedene asks, and Lynette nods, leaning back to allow her room.

Her thoughts once again move back to their dive, and focus in on that stone slate they’d found, and the picture carved into it. Freminet had certainly thought it might be important in some way, and she trusts his judgement, but now that she’s specifically thinking about people and the ocean…

Sedene finishes, and Lynette sits back up. She stares at a section of pipes in the corner, trying to figure out the best way to go about phrasing this before ultimately giving up. 

“…Pertinent memory files recently reviewed,” she says, quietly, and doesn’t miss the bit of confusion that flickers over Wriothesley’s face in her brief glance over towards the three adults. “Important material lost. Additional retrieval measures…expected to be necessary.”

“You found something?” Neuvillette asks, and she nods.

“A stone slate, with strange carvings. Looked very old.”

None of them look like they quite know what to make of that. Lynette doesn’t blame them.

“Perhaps we could commission some foreign Guild members to go and retrieve it,” Clorinde muses. “It’s likely too dangerous for any Fontainian to seriously attempt now.”’

Wriothesley frowns, then, deep in thought.

“I’m…gonna go check on something,” he decides, eventually. “I’ll be back.”

 

Freminet wakes up next, followed by Lyney, which is probably a good thing, because Lyney seeing Lynette and Freminet awake, unharmed, and beside him was likely a massive aid in helping him feel more at ease, despite the unfamiliar people and area.

Both she and Lyney are quick to stop Freminet before he can even think of forming the words to an apology, but when his face still starts to crumple anyway Lyney gives a sigh, and pulls their little brother right down beside him in his bed to give him a hug. Lynette joins them shortly after, slotting herself neatly on Freminet’s other side, so he’s right in the middle between them.

And it’s just like the last time they’d done this, when Lyney had been rescued; all three of them curled up together on the same bed, only now the ache Lynette feels has an additional, more direct cause behind it. She gently brushes Freminet’s hair out of his face, and is relieved to see that the flush in his cheeks has now gone down significantly. Sigewinne really is quite good at her job.

Later, when Freminet is asleep and she and Lyney are valiantly attempting to be, she hears the sounds of Sigewinne coming in to check on them, and the heavy clunk of boots accompanying her likely means that Wriothesley has come along as well.

Neuvillette, who— from what Lynette can tell— has yet to leave the room, gives them a low greeting, which earns him a soft giggle from Sigewinne and a grunt from Wriothesley. 

Sigewinne hums tunelessly to herself as she performs a quick examination, moving around both sides of the bed. If she can tell Lyney and Lynette aren’t actually asleep, she doesn’t show it.

Apart from the sounds of her working, the room is silent.

Then,

“I can hear you thinking from here, Chief Justice.”

Wriothesley’s tone is flat, but it isn’t biting. 

“Ah. I was…unaware that that was possible.”

A beat.

“…It appears that was another figure of speech. My apologies.” He sighs. “Though, if I’m understanding you correctly, you aren’t wrong.”

There’s the sound of fabric rustling as Neuvillette shifts.

“This is something I’ve been pondering for some time now,” he admits, “But the children, they…I find myself continuously surprised, by all that they are able to teach me. And by all that I can tell I’ve learned from them.”

“Is that so?”

“Oh, most definitely.”

Sigewinne finishes with her examination, and pours out three fresh glasses of water to leave for them later. She gives Lynette a light pat on the head— so she definitely knows she’s awake, then— before bidding the Duke and Chief Justice goodbye, and taking her leave.

Neuvillette waits a few moments before speaking again.

“What do you make of emotion, Wriothesley?”

Wriothesley chuckles. “Quite the loaded question, Monsieur. Can I ask what brought this on?

Neuvillette hums. “Many things. But…I will attempt to explain myself.”

He again takes some time, presumably to collect his thoughts.

“In…any ecosystem,” Neuvillette begins, “reason dictates that a species’ most natural inclination is always to ensure nothing but its own survival. And yet humans— and yet these  children— repeatedly demonstrate all the ways in which this couldn’t be further from the truth. Again, and again, through even the biggest obstacles thrown their way, they choose love. They choose the people they care about. The things that bring them joy.”

There’s a slight pause.

“…And even I have found myself doing much the same, I think. Not just in instances like today. Though there are likely many more I haven’t yet recognized.”

Neuvillette takes a deep breath, then lets it out.

“I’ve sat and asked myself  why  it is, exactly, that I care so much,” says Neuvillette, and Lynette’s hand has moved to grip at her brother’s. “Yet…the only answer I can ever come up with is simply the fact that I do.” Fabric rustles. “So. What do you make of that?”

A brief moment of quiet, and then Wriothesley lets out a small huff. “Well. That just sounds a whole lot like being human, Neuvillette.”

A long, long silence follows. Lynette is holding Lyney’s hand so tightly it’s likely turned painful.

“You can still say that?” asks Neuvillette, voice low. “After everything you’ve seen of me today?”

“Hm? What, your…impeccable sense of responsibility? Concern, for the people in your life?”

Something about Neuvillette’s expression must make Wriothesley chuckle again.

“Alright, alright. So maybe the Chief Justice does have a big secret, after all. But…ah, really, who knows?”

His boots  thunk against the floor, and there’s what might be the sound of Neuvillette getting a pat on the shoulder, of all things, before Wriothesley gets back to the stairs, and the sounds of his shoes start to get farther away.

Neuvillette doesn’t move. He’s quiet.

 “…Human,”  he eventually muses to himself, contemplative.

Lynette runs the word over and over in her head.

How strange. In all her efforts involving observing Neuvillette, she’d never given consideration to the thought that she herself could be an example of the answer to all the similar things he himself had been searching for.

She loosens her hold on Lyney’s hand in order to give it a squeeze.

He returns it right back.

 

 


 

 

The siblings getting hurt is like a slap in the face.

Furina knows that this is horrendously self-centered of her, to reach the height of her concern for a situation only after people close to her have grown affected by it, but the rapid escalation of everything she’s spent nearly the past five hundred years trying to avoid has her feeling more than a little harried. Not to mention learning about what had happened to everyone while she’d just been quietly sitting at home.

She must have not been very subtle about her reaction, because Neuvillette had slipped into his Concerned face almost immediately after he’d started telling her about everything she’d missed. Or, perhaps he’s just getting better at reading her. She isn’t sure how she feels about that second one.

Regardless— Furina’s entire life has had her constantly thinking, constantly evaluating both herself and the people around her, but even now she feels like she hasn’t thought about things enough.

If she wants to be honest with the public, her chance may have slipped her by before she’d even ground up enough courage to try and take it. If the situation really is escalating, the last thing Fontainians need is to learn how truly weak their ‘Archon’ is. Although— and this is a thought she’s come back to, recently, more than a few times— there might be a way to still pull it off. It may not be quite in the direction she’d initially expected, but if all that truly matters is the people knowing she isn’t as perfect as they think she is…

Furina has been waiting for a long, long time. The promise of an end to all of this has been dangled just out of her reach for centuries, and in all her pursuits of seeing it fulfilled, nothing has ever come close to being what she’s looking for. 

Recent events have had her thinking. 

One thing her interactions with Lyney have demonstrated is that it isn’t really about  what  she says so much as  how she says it, and how others interpret it. Up till now, Furina has been handling this in the plainest, most straightforward way; by simply just not saying anything at all. But she should be able to bear something a bit more complex, if just for a short while. Especially if this can finally bring the end of everything.

So, she has a plan. Tentatively.

It is not a good one, nor does she necessarily like it— and, now, knows that it will probably not be liked by anyone else around her, either, which she has a whole number of different thoughts about. This is all ultimately for their sakes, though. And it will require a large amount of improvisation on her part, but this role has involved nothing but making things up as she goes for the centuries she’s been playing it.

Furina had come to a realization, a short while ago, and it goes like this:

If no trial in five hundred years has ever been big enough, if the conclusion of a case spanning  decades was not big enough, then it is very likely that nothing will be, save for one, very obvious option.

The others won’t like it, she knows.

But she, as she has always done, will do anything for the sake of her city.

 

 


 

 

A great number of things begin to happen in a very short amount of time.

Once Neuvillette brings the children back to the Palais, it is like a wave that has been building and building suddenly comes crashing down all at once.

Word is quickly sent out to the Adventurer’s Guild in Sumeru, and before long multiple teams have been commissioned to retrieve that stone slate, search for any other existing ones, and look into the exact concentration of Primordial Water currently in the sea.

It is not a promising number.

It also confirms a suspicion Wriothesley had privately disclosed to him, since the amount matches the value on the strange dial hidden at the bottom of the Fortress. With the knowledge of where, exactly, the Water is even coming from to begin with, Neuvillette had gone down to place a seal on the gate, but he’s well aware that it likely won’t last when things do finally reach their breaking point.

Freminet had also informed him that the trail he’d managed to catch for Tartaglia had all but vanished abruptly right in the middle of the ocean, which is not particularly reassuring in the slightest, especially in combination with what Lynette had seen. Neuvillette has some suspicions regarding this. None of them are very good. 

Efforts are made to move any Fontainians living on lower ground to a safer area in the event that the sea levels reach the same rapid increase everything else seems to be undergoing, but Neuvillette knows that they cannot keep people from their homes forever. 

And then, there is Furina.

Neuvillette is working late in his office one night when there is a small knock at the door, and though he’s concerned as to why Sedene is still awake at such an hour when her shift has long since finished, he tells her to come in.

It is not Sedene.

Neuvillette stares, in slight disbelief, at the sight of Furina slowly stepping into the room. She doesn’t begin to move forward, right away, and instead stands with her hands still on the handle behind her, back pressed against the door. She looks small, like this, dwarfed by the giant, elaborate arches of his office.

“Hi,” she says, and though her voice is quiet, it cuts through the silence of everything else. “Can I talk to you?”

This is entirely new ground. Neuvillette feels as if he has just been knocked completely off-kilter, but still needs to tread the most carefully he likely ever has in his life. Despite Neuvillette’s best efforts, this does not happen, between them. Ever. Not without extraneous circumstances making it more unavoidable, and even that had only happened very recently. Insurmountably fragile glass has just been placed between already shaking hands, and he needs to do everything in his power to keep it from breaking.

“Yes,” he says, immediately, “Yes, of— of course, Furina.” He stands from his desk, unsure of where to go. “Would…Would you prefer to keep standing over there, or perhaps…”

He trails off, and they stare at each other.

Neuvillette swallows. 

“You can tell me anything, Furina,” he says, because he never truly knows if she understands this, or not. 

Furina huffs, but it sounds thick and heavy with something Neuvillette can’t place.

“I know,” she replies, quietly. And then, even more so, “That’s the whole problem.”

The distance between them stretches wider than just the length between the desk and the door, and Neuvillette has no idea how to cross it.

“I’m sorry,” Furina adds, shaking her head and running her hands down her face. “I’m sorry, I don’t even know why I came over here, I…”

She trails off, shaking her head again. Neuvillette stands as still as a statue, hardly daring to breathe.

Furina inhales deeply, then lets it out. She brings her head back up, so they’re looking directly at each other again.

“I want to tell you,” Furina says, and the look of sincerity and  anguish on her face is evident to even Neuvillette. “I can— I can at least say that much, now.” She chuckles, but it sounds off. “Which kind of just makes everything worse, really!”

Neuvillette takes a step towards her, despite himself. “Furina—”

“You aren’t doing anything wrong,” Furina says. She brings both arms up to hug herself, and looks off to the side. “Just— I want you to know that. All of  this—” she throws out a hand to gesture vaguely between them before bringing it back, “—is entirely my fault.”

Her shoulders begin to creep up to her ears, and her gaze falls even lower.

“I know you aren’t a fool,” she says, “and I know my act gets pretty easy to spot, once you go looking for it. But I— I’m sorry. I want to, but there’s too much it could change, and there’s no way for me to— I can’t risk that. I can’t  risk that.” 

Neuvillette feels as if his heart is being steadily chipped away, piece by piece.

“…Who says anything has to change?” he asks, voice so quiet it’s nearly a whisper.

Furina gives another odd chuckle, then looks up to meet his eyes.

“Why wouldn’t it?” she replies.

When he doesn’t immediately respond to that, she lets her gaze drop, and shifts her weight.

“No Archon can ever be truly weak,” she says. “But if I keep going on like this, isn’t that right where I’m headed? And even if you and Lyney are okay with that, it still—”

 “Weak?” Neuvillette says, a bit disbelievingly, before he can stop himself. He takes a few more steps forward. “Furina, what are you talking about?”

Furina looks confused, which is making Neuvillette confused.

“I needed to have you help me out of a store I was kidnapped and taken to because I was…I couldn’t let anyone see me,” Furina says, slowly, like doing so will make this easier to understand. “I spent hours as a crying, shaking mess on your couch. I, ugh—” she gestures between them again, “I’m only needing to have this conversation in the first place because I keep deciding to be so—  selfish,  and make you all feel hope for something I can’t even fully give!”

Her voice has risen significantly by the time she’s finished, and her chest is heaving as she stares at him, expectantly. 

Neuvillette doesn’t want to know what she thinks he will give her.

“Needing help doesn’t mean that you are weak,” he says, simply. “It just…means that you need help.”

Furina’s mouth opens and closes a few times. “But— But I’m supposed to be an Archon, aren’t I? How would—”

“Can the Hydro Dragon create mountains?” Neuvillette interjects, walking closer. “Can he bring light and warmth to the sky? Blow impending storms away?”

Furina doesn’t have an answer to that, which itself is answer enough.

“I don’t know who has caused you to believe all of these things, about yourself,” Neuvillette says softly, when she still remains silent. “But I can assure you, with everything I have, that they are entirely untrue.” 


 “No!” 


Neuvillette startles. Furina buries her head in her hands.

“You and Lyney see it that way. But there’s— there’s no way to know if everyone else does. And if they do, then— then all this time, I—”

She lets her back hit the wall, sliding down it till she’s crouched on the floor. Neuvillette takes another step forward, hand stretching out uselessly towards her. 

“…Please, Furina,” Neuvillette whispers. “I don’t want you to keep enduring… this, if it is hurting you so.”

Furina sniffs. “You don’t understand.”

“No,” Neuvillette agrees, soft and pained, “No, I don’t. But— whatever it is, I will  listen.  I  want to listen.”

Furina stays silent. She pulls her legs closer to herself.

Though Neuvillette is no longer at his desk, the space between them feels no smaller than it had been when they’d started.

“I’m sorry,” Furina mumbles. “You keep seeing me like this, so— so the only thing really left to talk about is the one thing I  can’t. I’m sorry.”

“…Don’t apologize, Furina,” Neuvillette says, quiet.

They stay like that for a few moments, and then Neuvillette slowly lowers himself down to the ground, so they’re sitting across from each other. He crosses his legs underneath him.

“This…thing, that you cannot tell me,” he starts, tentative, “it has been going on since the moment we first met, hasn’t it? Or perhaps before even that.”

Furina’s breath hitches. 

“You have never been as superficial as you present yourself to be,” Neuvillette says. “And though some facts have only been made clear to me in hindsight, I have long suspected that you have been deeply troubled by something throughout all the years we’ve spent working alongside each other.”

A wet chuckle. “So you’ve been watching me?”

“I have been concerned for your wellbeing,” Neuvillette says plainly, “because I consider you to be someone very important to me. I regret my inability to make this clear to you in the past, but I will hold no such reservations now.”

Though Furina does not give a verbal response, her shoulders do lower slightly.

“Four hundred years ago,” Neuvillette continues, “Fontaine was a very different place. There was a constant list of things I needed to do, or words I needed to have ready, in order to help myself and those I cared about live peacefully. But even when that period had long since passed, I…have found myself still gripping onto this great weight that I’m only now realizing I no longer need to carry. That the place to finally put it down had perhaps been ready and waiting decades ago.”

He looks out the window, at the buildings he can make out far in the distance, illuminated by the light of the moon. After a few, quiet moments, he turns to look back at Furina, only to find that she’d started staring out the window, too.

“I don’t pretend to know of your own situation,” Neuvillette says, and Furina’s eyes flick over towards him at the sound of his voice. “But…perhaps something similar has happened. What once was necessary to get by has since fulfilled its purpose. Though it was not used in vain, it now no longer serves you.” He searches her face. “Now, it may be alright to let it go.”

“…But how do I  know that?” Furina asks, quietly. She fully moves her attention to him. “The people…how do I know? How do I know for sure?”

He smiles at her, a little sadly. “Our own perceptions are, oftentimes, quite the partial judge. Even my own, as…strange as it is to realize. We can be presented with all the contradictory evidence in the world, but our own feelings will always determine the final verdict.” He shakes his head. “But if I can at all put you at ease, then I will say that I think the reality of the both of us even being able to even have this conversation in the first place is proof that the state of things truly is as fluid as the flow of time.” 

Neuvillette begins to get to his feet, and, when Furina only watches him silently, stands up fully. He moves forward, till he’s right beside her, and holds out his hand for her to take.

“And,” he continues, “that you are never quite as alone as you might think.”

Furina stares at his hand, then up at Neuvillette himself, and they stay like that for a few seconds.

Then, taking him completely by surprise, she ignores the hand completely, instead pushing herself to her feet and immediately throwing her arms around his torso in a hug. His own arms hover in the air, unsure of where to go, before he settles one on her head and the other on her back.

“Oh,” is all he can think to say. Furina simply squeezes him tighter.

He thinks she might whisper something like an apology into his the fabric of his jacket, but he can’t quite make out the words.

 

 


 

 

The rest of the slates are found in hardly any time at all.

One would assume that such apparently ancient relics of Fontainian history had gone undiscovered for so long largely because of the obscure, hidden place they’d been left in, but Lynette fully understands the odd look that crosses Neuvillette’s face when he hears that the foreign Guild team they’d commissioned had discovered an additional three tablets in the fairly large, very distinct ruins just south of Poisson.

“That’s the nation of Hydro for you!” Lyney says, trying very hard to hide his amusement. “We certainly do know a lot about  water!” 

It is probably a good thing that no Fontainian had discovered it, though— the current state of the place as described in the report they receive makes Lynette slightly relieved that it’d been previously undetected.

The Adventurers hadn’t known how to carve entire chunks of stone out of the walls without accidentally sending the entire place to the ground, so Lynette and the others— Neuvillette, Freminet, Lyney, and Navia— are forced to make do with an (admittedly very good) artist’s rendition of the images depicted on each.

Neuvillette had gone to take a look at them on his own, after they’d been discovered, to see if he could glean any hidden information from them. He hadn’t been concerned about the Primordial Water levels, and no one had objected to his trip. These things both went largely undiscussed.

“I understand that this is depicting the prophecy,” Navia says, frowning down at the pictures they’ve got strewn over a table in Neuvillette’s office, “and I know that they’re still working on getting that first one back, but…doesn’t this not make sense?” She taps the second image they have. “This is Lady Furina, isn’t it? So shouldn’t that be ordered after the one of her sitting on her throne?”

“I can confirm that this is indeed the order that the originals appeared in,” Neuvillette says. “Though I do also find it strange. Unfortunately, my efforts to detect any additional information were largely unsuccessful.”

“Speaking of which…where is Lady Furina?” Freminet asks, frowning. When they all turn to look at him, he flusters. “Um. I just meant that— I haven’t seen her around all that much, lately. Is…she alright?”

Lynette has also taken note of this. Both because Lyney’s worriedly mentioned it to her a few times, and also because it’s been made more than obvious to her through simple observation. Furina has been noticeably off since they all came back from the Fortress.

Neuvillette frowns, as well.

“Something has…long been troubling her,” he says. “Though I fear it may be getting to her even more, as of late. Though we were able to discuss some things recently, I am well aware that matters like this cannot simply be resolved through one conversation. Especially when I still remain unaware of the full story.”

“I’m sure the recent spike of events is causing her some stress,” Navia supplies. Her brows furrow. “Though…she really hasn’t tried to talk to you guys?”

Lyney sighs. “The only way she’ll actually say anything is if she truly feels like she’s able to. There’s only so much that can be done to help from the outside, I’m afraid. We are both, unfortunately, quite stubborn when we want to be.”

They all fall silent at that.

“Let’s just…focus our attention back on these for now, alright?” Navia says, straightening herself. “If none of us know what’s going on with her at the moment, we certainly aren’t going to figure it out within the next five.”

She readjusts the papers on the table, staring down at them determinately. She points at the one depicting a woman kneeling before an island in the sky. “We’ve said this is likely Egeria, bowing to Celestia…” She trails off in thought, then looks up at Lynette and the others. “The slate you three found had something to do with Oceanids, didn’t it?”

Lynette nods. 

“I…wonder what it could mean,” Freminet mumbles, but he sounds like he already has wondered considerably about what it could mean, and is wishing for someone to step in and prove his running theory wrong. Lynette understands this, because her own theory likely looks very similar to his; an idea so preposterous and out there that she hasn’t let herself stop and consider its implications quite yet. Just…information filed away for later. All judgements on hold till complete confirmation.

No one responds to Freminet’s remark, which means that they’re likely all thinking something similar.

Eventually, they take a break, and Navia offers to make them some desserts. This, for some reason, involves her two companions from earlier suddenly appearing in order to haul in a portable stove, applauding appropriately as she works, and taking their leave again once she’s finished— though the one in sunglasses does silently grab a few macarons from the table before doing so.

“This would go delightfully with some Inazuman water,” Neuvillette muses thoughtfully, after he takes a bite of his own macaron. Lyney quickly shakes his head in the universal sign for Don’t ask when Navia looks at him in mild confusion.

Sedene arrives before they’ve finished to tell them that the first slate had finally been recovered— finding foreign Adventurers proficient enough in diving for the job had proven quite difficult— and Neuvillette promptly goes to meet up with the team and have a look at it. Navia has her own investigations to attend to, so Lynette and her brothers decide to spend the rest of their afternoon outside. 

Lyney, as he is often prone to do, quickly finds himself wrapped up in a small, unofficial performance for a few children they’d run into, and Lynette quietly guides Freminet through the assistant part for one of the tricks, so he won’t have to feel uncomfortable just standing there waiting for them to be finished.

She privately thinks he does a very good job, and the children seem to agree with her.

 “Wow,” a little girl breathes, looking up at them in awe after Freminet finishes helping Lyney with one of his favorite card tricks. “Are you magic too, then?”

Freminet looks like he wants to use his apparent magic to vanish himself away on the spot, so Lynette answers for him.

“Oh, yes,” she says, nodding seriously. “It runs in the family.” She gestures to her little brother. He’s the strongest of us all.”

Lyney makes an affronted noise of shock and betrayal, but as this is about Freminet, he can’t argue.

When they’re finished, the three of them continue making their way through the court, which is strangely…empty, especially for the current hour. The children they’d performed for had been in the middle of a fairly cutthroat game of tag, only made possible by how few people around there were for them to accidentally bump into.

“Have we…missed something?” Lyney asks when they walk back into the center of Vasari Passage only to find it even more deserted than it had been before.

“I think I might’ve heard some people mention an event at the Opera Epiclese,” Freminet mumbles. “But, um. I could be wrong.”

Lyney’s brows furrow. “The Opera Epiclese? That’s strange. I remember it being cleared this week, since we were looking into another performance soon. Right, Lynette? Wasn’t the schedule empty?”

“Yes,” Lynette confirms. 

Lyney looks like he wants to say more, but the silence of the area means that the sudden sound of heels clacking on stone is very audible, and they all turn to find Neuvillette walking briskly towards them, a worried look on his face.

“Have  any  of you seen Lady Furina?” he asks immediately, once they’re close enough to hear him. 

Freminet shakes his head. “She’s still been gone all day, Monsieur. But…we did hear that there’s something going on at the Opera Epiclese. Maybe she’s over there.”

Neuvillette’s mouth flattens into a thin line. “The Opera House?” His eyes move to a point in the distance, clearly mulling something over, then focus back on them.

“I think it would be best to see what the situation over there is. You three are welcome to come, if you wish.”

They obviously do indeed wish, and the four of them hurry over to the Aquabus station, much to the shock of the woman at the information desk. Lynette usually doesn’t mind the more leisurely speed of the lift, but now, it somehow feels even slower than normal. She can tell Neuvillette is especially sharing this opinion at the moment.

Thankfully, Elphane is already at the platform with an Aquabus, and though even her eyes widen upon seeing Neuvillette, she starts them on their route without much preamble the second they’ve all sat down.

“Hello, Monsieur,” she says, pulling her prepared cue cards out of her jacket pocket and shuffling through them. “No private transportation, today?”

Neuvillette shakes his head. “You were closer, dear.”

He looks like he wants to say more, but Elphane suddenly begins reading her commentary material, and he lets his mouth slowly fall closed, clearly not wanting to interrupt.

 “I’ve heard of a skilled diver by the name of Freminet who is as at ease in the water as most people are on land,”  she reads, making little effort to sound like she is not doing so. She looks up at Freminet, whose hands are buried into his burning red face, and then at Lyney, who gives her an encouraging thumbs up. She looks back down at her cards.  “Some say that he can swim effortlessly in regions where even the fish struggle.” 

 “Lyney,”  Freminet says, voice muffled by his hands.

“What?” Lyney asks, innocently. “We make so many trips over here, you know. Poor Elphane was stuck reading out the same old material!”

 “I have no idea what rate an amazing diver like him would charge for his services,”  Elphane continues, unphased,  “but maybe he doesn’t accept private commissions?” 

Lyney says that last part along with her, appropriately raised tone at the end and all. Lynette says it in her head.

That had been the product of a week’s worth of Navia Line rides. Lynette is glad to have it put to use.

“I see you’ve both been quite busy,” Neuvillette remarks politely, though Lynette doesn’t miss the slight quirk of his lips. He turns to their tour guide. “That was very lovely reading, Elphane. Ah…do you know anything about what is currently going on at the Opera Epiclese?”

“Yes,” Elphane says, then pauses. “Well, actually. No. Not really.”

Neuvillette nods seriously, as if this was an incredibly helpful bit of information. “Hm. I suppose we shall find out for ourselves very shortly, regardless.”

They do indeed find out very shortly, because the road leading up to the Opera Epiclese is absolutely  packed with people, even as far back as the station. Lynette thinks this is maybe supposed to be a queue, but it’s hard to tell. The noise and chatter has her ears twitching.

Neuvillette looks hesitant to just brazenly push his way through everyone, so Lyney quickly takes the lead in getting people to move to the side, which becomes considerably easier the more Neuvillette’s presence is realized.

The crowd is somehow even thicker once they reach the Fountain, with Kameras flashing and reporters yelling and far more people intending to get inside the doors than Lynette thinks the place can physically hold.

A few Melusines spot them, and help Lyney in getting them all to the front. Lynette thinks they’re trying to say something to Neuvillette, but her ears are practically ringing from all the questions being hurled around, and she can’t make sense of any of it. She keeps a tight hold on Freminet’s hand, and is sincerely glad that Neuvillette is very tall.

Once they get to the doors, Aeife and Luzerne manage to pull them out of the  wall of people swarming the place, and push them inside.

The lobby is still fairly crowded, but not nearly as much as the street had been, and Lynette needs to take a moment to collect herself and try to feel less overwhelmed.

Trow hurries over to them the second she sees Neuvillette, though he’s already headed straight for the theatre doors. 

“I’m glad you’re here, Monsieur!” she calls. “It’s the strangest thing— Lady Furina, she’s—”

Neuvillette pushes the doors open, and the immediate, quiet darkness of the house, such a stark contrast to everything else before it, has Lynette nearly tripping.

Then, the four of them hurry to the center aisle, and Neuvillette suddenly stops so abruptly that Lynette almost runs right into him.

 “Well, well!”  comes Furina’s voice, loud and echoing.  “Oh, what perfect timing! My dear citizens…you are all about to witness the performance of a lifetime!” 

Lynette reorients herself, and is able to make out the sight of Furina, alone in the center of the stage amidst a fully packed theatre. Hundreds of heads turn to look at them at the sound of their entrance, and the air is thick with something sharp and tense. Lynette feels caught in it. She walks down, addressing her audience.

“I sincerely apologize for keeping you all waiting!” Furina continues, moving down. “Though, I think that only adds to the excitement, hm?”

Stopping just at the edge, she throws out her arms, looking at everyone in the crowd. When she gets to the four of them, a sort of quiet, apologetic softness creeps into her eyes that belies her otherwise larger-than-life demeanor. 

“Now that the last of our prosecution has arrived,” she says, and her voice is a little quieter than it had been previously. “The trial of your  god can finally begin.”

 

 


 

 

The reality of Neuvillette’s situation is quite literally staring him in the face, and still, he cannot make sense of it.

Furina has put herself up on trial.

 Furina has put herself up on trial.

Furina has  put herself— 

The room explodes into noise.

“The Chief Justice, serving as the  Prosecutor?”  someone in the audience cries. “Lady Furina, is that even possible?”

“Wait, are there meant to be multiple?!” someone else asks. “That’s completely unheard of!!”

“Lady Furina, what is the meaning of this?!”

“All fantastic questions!” Furina says, walking towards the direction of the voice with a hand outstretched. “Thank you for giving me such wonderful segues into answering them.”

She strides to the center of the stage, then snaps her heels together.

“The Iudex is always permitted to prosecute, of course,” she says, then holds up her index finger.  “However! In  the event that they investigate a case personally…” she puts her hands behind her back, and leans forward conspiratorially, as if sharing a secret with her nearly double capacity audience, “…they are no longer permitted to serve as its subsequent trial’s Chief Justice.”

Neuvillette’s stomach sinks.  Of all the times for you to begin taking a genuine interest in law, Furina… 

“She’s correct,” he hears more than feels himself saying. He shakes himself, and tries to make his voice louder. “But— Lady Furina, what investigations are you referring to?”


 And what crime are you claiming yourself to have committed? 


Furina chuckles, waving him off. “Oh, do wait your turn, Monsieur! There’s a method to this sort of thing, you know.”

She sweeps her hands out over the audience.

“Right now,” she announces, “each and every one of you, ladies and gentlemen, are this afternoon’s prosecutors. Though, if you would prefer to think of yourselves as Monsieur Neuvillette’s freely vocal co-counsel, you are certainly welcome to do so.”

There’s another sudden burst of noise, and Furina holds up a hand.

“And if you’re worried about  evidence,”  she continues, loudly, and the crowd quiets down immediately, “you need not trouble yourselves one bit!” She clasps her hands behind her back, and begins to walk along the stage. For there is one very important, very simple fact that makes your case irrefutable, however you choose to present it. It is the same reason I will not be having a defense attorney on my side.”

She comes to a stop in the center of the stage, and gestures to herself.

“I, your Hydro Archon,” she says, “am guilty. My crime is most extreme, and I have been continuously guilty of it since before anyone in this room even laid eyes on me.  Your job,” she leans forward, “is to figure out just what, exactly, that crime is.”

The room breaks out into shocked whispers and excited murmurs. Attention momentarily taken off of her, Furina straightens, her posture loosening slightly. Neuvillette swallows, trying to get his throat to work.

“Lady Furina,” he calls, and he hears things immediately quiet down again. “Who do you intend to have preside over this trial, then? If I truly am…incapacitated, as you claim.”

Immediately, Furina snaps back on, clapping her hands together. “A seemingly difficult question with a  very simple answer, Monsieur Neuvillette! Now, tell me. What better to hand the final judgement down on a god than her own creation, hm?”

There’s a few gasps, and Neuvillette feels his own jaw slacken.

“You’re…only going to use the  Oratrice?” 

“Bit of a poetic justice there, wouldn’t you say? An Archon, brought to stand against the biggest proof of her power!” She cocks her head. “Besides, I’ve heard that quite a number of people suspect it to have some sort of sentience. What better leadup to satisfying that curiosity could there be?”

She begins to walk along the length of the stage once again. 

“And as for the matter of your own participation here, Monsieur, I think it’s best explained like this. You’re quite the intelligent man, as I’m sure we are all aware. Though I’ve kept the exact details of my secret hidden from any watchful eyes, I know you’ve always suspected I’ve been hiding one, and have put efforts into figuring it out. So…” she puts a hand to her chin, “well, now. It’s been…nearly five hundred years, or so?” She giggles. “Monsieur, I dare say you would likely know more about the truth than any other person in this room! Hardly a good position for a Chief Justice to be in, wouldn’t you agree?”

No, really. Neuvillette would almost certainly not.

Neuvillette, in fact, feels like he has less of a grasp on the ‘truth’ than he’s ever had. Furina has been expressing a desire to be more honest with the public, recently, but though this is presented as a ‘confession,’ it feels…wrong. He can’t understand why she’s doing this.

When he doesn’t give any verbal response, Furina hesitates only momentarily before continuing.

“But…if that’s not enough for you, I do have another point.” She turns on her heel, gesturing broadly to the audience. “My dear citizens, you should be glad to be a part of history in the making! I’ve heard that, just this morning, our Iudex himself has learned the  full  truth of the prophecy surrounding our nation. Isn’t that right?”

Neuvillette blinks. “Ah…yes, but—”

“And it just so  happens,”  Furina cuts in, “that my crime is  directly tied to the prophecy, as well. So there’s another clue, for you all!” She puts her hands on her hips. “We couldn’t go and have our Chief Justice be forced to keep all this information to himself during the trial, now could we?”

More whispers erupt. 

“Well, Monsieur?” Furina says, turning to him, and Neuvillette almost thinks she looks…unsure. “I think you have some things you’d like to inform our lovely audience of, hm?”

Neuvillette doesn’t consider himself to be particularly skilled at this sort of thing, but she really does seem nervous, if he ignores all the other things he’s already grown accustomed to pushing away. It’s as if…she doesn’t quite know the answer to her own question.

 Why are you doing this? Neuvillette wants to ask— but, when it comes to this, these details are something that he knows he needs to share, regardless.

“…Yes,” Neuvillette admits, nodding. “I do.”

Learning the truth of Fontaine’s history had made a lot of things quite obvious, in hindsight, but also left him with a strange, tentative feeling he doesn’t know how to name. He isn’t sure how the people will feel about it. He still isn’t quite sure how  he feels about it. A part of him can’t tell if this changes everything, or absolutely nothing. Perhaps a mix of both, in an odd way.

As he begins to walk towards the front of the theatre, Furina gestures for the children to sit in three reserved seats, right in the front row.

So, Neuvillette climbs the stairs, moves center stage, and begins to tell a story of a sin carved from nothing but dreams.

 

 


 

 

When Lynette was seven years old, she owned a dictionary.

It was large, thick, and most certainly not hers, but the insignia stamped on the back proudly declaring it to be an original issue of Fontaine’s was unmistakable. 

Page two-hundred and ninety-five, column three, four paragraphs down in an authentic, Fontainian print, and yet the diagram printed there contained no footnotes or annotations about the figure depicted there actually being a giant, flying, legendary creature of the sea.

But…none of that was ever really the point, was it?

The judgement comes.

“We’re Oceanids,” Lynette breathes. She could laugh. She could cry. She could do a lot of other things quite uncharacteristic of her, actually. “Lyney. We’re  Oceanids.” 

It feels surreal to say. She’d had her suspicions, but had been unwilling to let herself fully start considering them if they turned out not to be the case after all.

Lynette has spent nearly her entire life trying to squeeze herself into a very specific box, but all the people she thought were neatly placed inside of it never would’ve fit, either. Only— of course they would’ve, because Lynette knows her older brother, and she knows her younger brother, and she knows  Neuvillette, so maybe the box wasn’t all that important in the first place.

Maybe, the only thing that truly matters is that she knows  herself. Crafts her own definition with her own hands, and can then discover its synonyms in the world all around her. 

Childe’s eyes. Neuvillette’s age. Carole’s wish, and the wishes of those from lifetimes ago, repeated again and again even among the products of it being granted.

“We’re…not real humans?” Lyney whispers from beside her— and maybe it’s just because he’s her brother, but the genuine worry she can hear in his voice has her flashing back to her much younger self, only just starting to feel the full weight of all the stares and questions sent her way.

So, she pokes him. Gently.

“Of course we are,” she says. She thinks about it for a moment. “We’re…as human as Neuvillette is.”

Lyney stares at her in slight confusion before he seems to think about it, too. 

Then, he chuckles, and pokes her back, and Lynette can plainly see, right there on his face, that he understands.

 

 


 

 

Things take a while to calm down, after the Oceanid revelation.

Well— they don’t quite calm down at all, really. The chatter about the truth of Fontainian history mostly just levels out and devolves into discussion about what Furina’s ‘crime’ could possibly be.

Lynette, for her part, has no idea. Before moving into the Palais, she’d always found Furina particularly hard to get a read on, and she hasn’t managed to get quite as close to her as Lyney has— though he doesn’t seem to know, either.

“I can’t believe Lady Furina would’ve committed a crime for so long!” she hears an audience member say, because this appeared to be a sentiment largely shared. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“Maybe there’s something else going on?” another person suggests. 

“She could’ve been cursed into doing it!”

“Wait, but that would hardly make her guilty, then.”

“Which would totally make sense! I mean— it’s  Lady Furina, right?”

Lynette chances a look at Furina, who is watching all of this with a strange look on her face, biting her lip. 

After a few more moments of fairly similar discussion, she shakes herself, tosses her hair dramatically to get the crowd’s attention, then plants her hands on her hips.

“Goodness!” she says. “You all should work on your accusations. I believe I’ve explained very clearly that I am, in fact, quite guilty. Where’s your sense of—”

“But all the previous Hydro Archon did was create  us!” someone interjects, and there’s a few chimes of assent. “If even that could be considered a sin worthy of such a severe punishment, then there’s reason enough to believe that this could be something similar! Something for all our sakes!”

“Hasn’t she been the Hydro Archon for nearly five hundred years? It can’t be anything so terrible. That just doesn’t make sense!”

“Maybe  that  was the real twist all along! Incredible, Lady Furina!”

The chatter only increases— and, as Lynette notices, so does the mix of disbelief and panic on Furina’s face. She hides it well, but Lynette can tell that her control is slipping the longer this goes on. Curious.

“C— Come on, now!” she bursts, then tries to wrangle herself. She waves a hand around, likely searching for something to say. “I wouldn’t promise you a trial with such a boring answer, would I? This is a deception spanning  centuries! Are you really going to let your curiosity end here?”

“What  I’m curious about is why you’re doing this whole trial in the first place,” someone says, then gasps. “Are you being coerced, Lady Furina?! Is someone blackmailing you?”

“That could be why she’s so reluctant to say anything…I mean, an Archon being blackmailed is pretty unheard of.”

“Does that matter, though? If it’s something able to hurt even Lady  Furina this much, it’s gotta be pretty serious.”

“Maybe they’re threatening  us! She did say this was all connected to the prophecy, right?!”

Furina flounders onstage, mouth opening and closing helplessly. “But— This isn’t— You all, I…I don’t…”

“The evidence is right in front of you, Lady Furina,” Neuvillette says, once she trails off, and he’s speaking quietly enough that even Lynette’s ears are straining to pick him up. “What will you make of it?”

Furina’s eyes are wide as she watches the crowd, and her hands begin to tremble from where they’ve since been clutched to her chest. She turns to look at Neuvillette, and something hangs between them that Lynette almost feels she can see the edges of.

They stare at each other for a few moments before Neuvillette’s expression softens, and he gives her, ever so slightly, a tiny nod. Furina visibly swallows, then looks between him and the crowd.

“Everyone!” she starts, then squeezes her eyes shut, shaking her head. “Everyone, I…no. I—”

The room  bursts  with a flood of bright, blue light, spreading high up along each wall of the theatre.

“The Oratrice!” a voice from the crowd bursts, and there’s a few gasps of shock, “It’s— It’s handing down its verdict!”

Furina whirls around to look behind her, then takes a few unsteady steps back at the sight of the Oratrice’s magnificent dial, beginning to spin faster and faster.

“No,” Lynette hears Furina say, “No, no, no. It’s— It’s still too early. It’s too early. It’s too  early! It hasn’t gotten—”

Lynette loses the rest of what she’d been saying as the last burst of light explodes across the room, and the telltale mechanical clicks of a verdict popping up can be heard.

Instead of staying in front of the empty Chief Justice chair, however, the small slip of paper is shot high up towards the ceiling, and Lynette’s eyes track the movement. It turns around and around, traveling farther and farther, until, very slowly, it begins to fall.

The entire theatre watches, frozen, as the verdict flutters around, catching different parts of the air, before quietly touching down directly in the center of the stage.

No one moves.

The hall is thick with the sort of silence whose presence is felt more than just heard, oppressive and heavy around every limb.

Time stops for one, two, three, four,  five seconds, before Neuvillette, as if hardly daring himself to, slowly walks forward, and picks up the paper.

His breath catches. It punches the air like a pistol being fired.

“The Hydro Archon…is found guilty,” he reads, and even he isn’t able to completely hide the tremor in his voice. “And will hereby be sentenced to death.”

Silence. His words hang in the air, as if they intend to carry out the sentence of their own accord.

Then,

“She  what?!” Lyney bursts, jumping to his feet. “But— That’s insane! That’s—”

“A guilty verdict has never been given before,” Freminet says, and his hands are trembling. “Lady Furina, she— she doesn’t deserve that.”

“That’s actually one of the available sentences!? I’ve always thought that it was just a myth…”

“How can a verdict be handed out already? We don’t even really know what the crime was!”


 “Isn’t this too much?!” 


Despite the chaos, Furina has not moved an inch, still staring up at the Oratrice. Neuvillette moves toward her, face creasing in concern, and he turns to address the crowd once he’s reached her side.

“I sincerely apologize, everyone,” he says, and Lynette doesn’t miss the way he shields some of Furina’s body from view with his own. “These are…entirely unprecedented circumstances. I think we should—”


 CRASH! 


What feels like the entire Opera House itself shakes, and people begin to scream in horror as debris begins to fall from above with the force from a second collision.


 CRASH! 


A guttural, piercing, animalistic  wail echoes around the air, each resounding trace of it reverberating painfully against every bone in Lynette’s body. It feels like the ache of loneliness personified, crashing over her again and again like a child pounding their fists against a door that will never open.

A spot of air above them quite literally cracks,  and bursts into a gaping, bottomless pit, the edges jagged and pulsing with something horrifyingly otherworldly. There’s another wail, still overwhelmingly loud despite the sound of everyone’s screams, and Lynette is only able to get a glimpse of movement from within the hole before Lyney is hauling her close and pushing both her and Freminet to the ground, trying to cover them protectively with his body as drops of water rain down around them.

Lynette twists in his hold, and catches the end of an impossibly large tail flying over her head. She cranes her neck around to follow it, and watches in horror at what appears to be a monstrously large whale, body made of hardened light and crystallized shadow, in hot pursuit of the crowd of people attempting to flee for the doors. 

It unhinges its giant jaw, and air seems to be pulled towards the back of its throat, whipping loudly in Lynette’s ears. Lyney tries to pull her back in the other direction, but they have to fight to remain planted where they are.

Lynette knows, without a shadow of a doubt, that this is what she’d seen in her vision at the Fountain.

But…if Childe had been trapped somewhere, with  this thing, for so long, then—

Electricity crackles, and Lynette only catches a single, split-second flash of purple before something  slams into the creature’s side, and it lets out a cry of a different sort of pain than its earlier ones. 

The purple— figure? It’s far too fast to properly tell— flies around the room, piercing the whale, and Lynette can hear a few low, unnatural-sounding grunts and yells among the now near-constant wailing. 

The people that had been running for the door are now pressing themselves against the back wall, chests heaving, and looking up at the sight of whoever had saved them— because it is definitely a person, Lynette realizes, even if they look a little off— fighting tooth and nail against a creature dredged up from the depths of Lynette’s nightmares.

Lynette pushes herself up to get a better look, and, once she’s processed more of what she’s actually seeing, can’t contain her shock.

That red hair, even as wild as it is now, is unmistakable. 

Tartaglia races up the whale’s back, plunges his sparking weapon into the creature’s strange flesh, and rips it through just as a powerful burst of water appears to slam into its other side, creating a powerful, sparking explosion of light.

The whale cries out, loud enough to reach all the way down to the center of Teyvat, and twists itself around to flee back into the hole it had come from.

Childe remains hanging in the air, shoulders visibly heaving even from this far away, and Lynette sees pieces of his odd armor break off and fizzle into marks of soot on the carpet. 

He looks down at his hands, and the people crowded against the wall, then turns around, and his attention seems to catch on Lynette and her brothers.

They stare at each other for a few moments before Childe, still trying to scrape up a steady breath, gives them a single, understanding nod.

Then, the creature gives another wail, audible even from within the void it had returned to, and Childe’s head whips towards the noise. He shoots himself towards the hole, throws out his weapon, and plunges back inside.

Lynette watches Neuvillette— who had, at some point, moved to float up in the air— return to the floor of the stage, and he watches the still remaining hole in the sky briefly before hurrying to help Furina up. She’s a little ways away from where she’d been before, so he’d likely reacted similarly to Lyney when the whale had first appeared.

“Is everyone alright?” Neuvillette asks, once he notices the three of them on the ground, and Lynette nods, slowly pushing herself to her feet. Lyney pulls himself up onto the stage, and offers his hand to Lynette so she can follow.

“What— What was that?” Freminet asks once he’s joined them, and they’ve all hurried over towards Neuvillette.

“That, I believe,” says Neuvillette, looking grave, “was the true cause of the Prophecy.” He turns around to once again look up at the rift in the sky. “We must not have much time left. Though…” he returns to them, grimacing, “I fear it may be too late.”

Lyney bristles. “What do you mean?! So all of this ends, just like that?”

Neuvillette shakes his head, expression swimming with regret. “With how things have escalated, and the available resources we have, I—”

“It’s  you!” 

The words are sudden, and loud, making all of them startle.

Furina is standing just a few ways away, staring resolutely up at the Oratrice with her fists clenched.

“I…I think I get it, now!” she calls. “It’s you, isn’t it? This is what you meant! This is what you wanted, all along!”

Neuvillette looks uneasy. “Furina?”

Furina’s hands flex at her sides, but she doesn’t turn around.

“…The verdict,” she continues. “We can stop it, but only after the verdict is handed down. The death of…the death of the Hydro Archon. The  Hydro Archon.” 

The Oratrice begins to spin.

Lyney makes an aborted noise, and Neuvillette steps forward in alarm.

 “Why!?”  Furina cries, as the spinning grows faster and faster, a wind picking up around them. “If the prophecy really is inevitable, then the ending— I’m not  you!  That’s— this was supposed to save  everyone!” 

“The Oratrice is carrying out its sentence,” Neuvillette breathes, staring up at the machine in horror. “Furina, what are you  doing?!” 

Furina’s shoulders rise up to her ears, then fall back down. She turns around, twintails whipping about in the now-whistling wind, and offers them a small, shaky, apologetic smile.

“I’m sorry, Neuvillette,” she says. “But, ah…there’s a method, to this sort of thing.”

The machine’s spinning reaches a fever pitch, Lynette sees Lyney stumble forward with a hand outstretched, and then everything goes white.

 

 


 

 

When Neuvillette opens his eyes, it is quiet. 

Dew droplets glide through the air, cool against his skin, and the edges of his vision are tinged with a calm, soft fuzziness that marks this place as one not of normal reality.

And there, just a few ways away from him, is Furina.

Furina, calmly standing underneath a massive, gleaming blade of water.

Neuvillette inhales sharply, instinctively moving forward, but a hand grabs his wrist, and he whirls around to find— Furina.

His confusion must show on his face, because she winces.

“I’m me,” she assures, then eases her grip. “And that over there is, well…”

Neuvillette turns around again, and looks,  really looks, without his initial panic in the way.

“You…” he starts, once it hits him. “Who are you?”

Because this…is not Furina. 

In fact, now that he’s given it some consideration, he isn’t sure how he’d ever gotten the two confused. Everything, from the simple way she holds herself to the gleam in her eyes is different from the person he’s come to know for so many years.

Not-Furina laughs. “Oh dear, look at that face! Furina, you’ve just gone and confused him more, the poor man.” She waves a hand. “Go on, you can tell him what you know. I’ll jump in where you leave off!”

Furina stares at Not-Furina, an odd look on her face. Then, she clears her throat, playing with one of her fingers. “Right. Well. Um. The…The verdict wasn’t meant for— me. I…”

She trails off, then opens and closes her mouth a few times to little avail. The twisting of her finger gets faster. Neuvillette frowns.

They both turn to look at Not-Furina, who nods, and makes a little  ‘go on’ motion with her hands.

Furina swallows. 

“Um. I’m…I’m not…”

She stops, and has to start again, shaking her head and taking a deep breath.

“I’m not the Hydro Archon,” she says, and her face slackens a bit after she does. She jerks her head in Not-Furina’s direction. “She is.”

Neuvillette is too busy focusing on how visibly difficult that had been for her to get out for the words to fully register, but Not-Furina—  The Hydro Archon?— can clearly tell when they do.

“Ah,” she says, laughing again, “Yes, there it is!” She gestures to herself. “Hydro Archon Focalors, the one and only. I do hope you don’t mind all the deception too terribly. As you will no doubt soon come to see, it was…hm. Quite necessary.” She sighs. “As are the woes of having such a troublesome matter thrust upon you to deal with by your predecessor. Though I think the solution I came up with turned out rather swimmingly.”

The blade above her head glistens in the light. Furina bites at her lip.

“I’m…sorry,” Neuvillette says, slowly. “I’m afraid I still don’t entirely follow.” 

Focalors smiles at him. “Ah, but that’s certainly music to  my ears. So, no need to apologize. I do like seeing just how successfully my plan to deceive everyone turned out.” She waves a hand. “Well, except for that one teeny blip at the end, with Furina. But that’s what makes humans so lovely, don’t you think? All their little surprises. Ah! One finds it all truly delightful.”

One of Furina’s hands is gripping tightly at her arm, and Neuvillette looks between her and Focalors in growing confusion.

“…Human?” he asks, because— surely, he’d heard wrong.

“Yes,” Furina says, quietly. “Human.”

“I think some explanations are likely in order, hm?” Focalors says, as Neuvillette’s mind immediately begins running over every single detail of the past five hundred years. “For both you and Furina.”

Then, she smiles, clasps her hands behind her back, and begins to tell a story so outlandish Neuvillette knows it can’t be anything but the truth.

 

 









 

Having nearly five hundred years’ worth of questions and turmoil resolved within the span of about ten minutes is a…strange experience.

Furina has absolutely no idea how to feel about it.

She doesn’t know how to feel about a lot of things at the moment, truthfully. Especially in regards to the person standing just a few feet away from her, plainly recounting every detail of Furina’s miserable, miserable life as the blade she’d silently placed herself under for the sake of everything Furina holds dear hangs innocently overhead.

Furina can tell that Focalors doesn’t quite… get it, so to speak. It’s evident in everything from the way she talks, to the way she moves, to her self-professed love for humanity; her godhood is made clear through all the ways in which she doesn’t seem like a human. But Furina also can’t exactly go and blame her for it, because, as it would seem…Furina’s existence in the first place is entirely to blame for why she doesn’t.

She’d fully given her ability to be able to away, and had left to go quietly wait for her turn on the chopping block instead.

“So…you were truly in the dark?” Neuvillette asks, directly to her, and Furina is somewhat glad that this is the detail he’s chosen to focus on out of her general life experiences instead of…quite literally anything else. Though he still sounds far more devastated than she’d like him to. “About everything?”

“I knew I had my ‘mirror-me,’” Furina tells him, though the name feels a bit silly to say, now. “But we’d only met that one time. I only figured out who and where she was once the verdict came out in the trial.”

Focalors sighs. “Ah, yes, that trial. You gave me quite a fright, Furina! Though it would seem that it was all meant to be, anyway. But— goodness! You had me on the edge of my seat, I’ll give you that. Especially since your resolve had been so strong, for so long! You really did do so well, all these years.”

Furina immediately shakes her head. “I wasn’t— I would never! People were just supposed to jump to their own wild conclusions, and talk about the prophecy, and—”

She stops herself, and swallows. Forces it back down. This is her one chance to know, and she doesn’t think she’d ever get it back. This is it. This is  it. 

“But what does that…mean to you, exactly?” she asks, and sees Focalors tilt her head curiously. “Me…holding my resolve. Doing  ‘well.’”  

Focalors hums. “Well…you never told anyone anything, right? I presume so, since we’ve all gotten this far.”

Slowly, Furina shakes her head no.

For the first time, Focalors’ posture slackens. They all stare at each other.

“Lyney found me panicking in my room,” Furina starts, slowly. “He was there when I was kidnapped. I told— I told him I didn’t have the Gnosis.” She begins to pick up speed. “Neuvillette had to rescue me in the aftermath. I fell apart into a sobbing mess on his  couch.  They can tell whenever I’m feeling scared, or nervous. I— I go to them, when I want to talk, and they  listen.”  She shakes her head, repeatedly. “Lyney told me he sees me as human, and Neuvillette has  always  known that something was wrong, so— so  why?!”  Her hands start to tremble at her sides. “Why would you let me— for five  hundred years!  What did you not  tell me?!” 

Her entire body is shaking by the time that she’s finished. She can feel Neuvillette’s presence at her back, and she knows that he wants to try and comfort her but doesn’t quite know how. 

She isn’t sure if she does, either.

Focalors blinks. She looks completely, genuinely taken aback. “You… What?”  

“Why would you let me  think that?”  Furina gasps, her eyes beginning to well with tears. “You never came back, and I— I tried  so hard, but then it never even—”

“Wait,” Focalors interjects, though she still looks entirely thrown off balance. “No, wait. Hold on, just for one moment.” She shakes her head. “That…Furina, that’s impossible. That doesn’t make any sense.” Her brows furrow. “Are you truly certain?” She starts to chuckle, though it doesn’t sound quite as confident as her other ones. “If this is an attempt to turn things around and deceive  me, then very well-played!”

Furina inhales sharply. “Am I  certain?” She buries her face in her hands. “How can you possibly look at all of that, and say—”

She stops, abruptly. 

Perception. Perspective.


 “We can be presented with all the contradictory evidence in the world, but our own feelings will always determine the final verdict.” 



 “I never even needed to in the first place, because they’ve already been living among the stars.” 


And Focalors doesn’t  get it. 

“Oh,” Furina breathes. “Oh.  Oh.” 

She runs her hands down her face, inhales deeply, and lets it out.

“It is possible,” she says, quietly, then looks up to meet Focalors’ eyes. “It’s— It’s really,  really possible. You just…didn’t think it was.”

She doesn’t know whether to laugh, or cry, and never, ever stop. A knife twists deep into her chest just as another one is blissfully pulled out, because this— the entire time…

It was as avoidable as it was inevitable, and entirely, painfully understandable. What does she  say to that?

Focalors frowns. “Well, of course I didn’t, Furina, because it isn’t.” She sighs, shaking her head. “I’ve put quite a lot of thought into my explanation of everything, you know, and I do hope it hasn’t gone completely ignored. Fooling the Heavenly Principles? Deceiving the masses, for five hundred years? An extravagant feat, sure, and required some clever setup on my part with bringing our lovely Iudex here, but I made sure the steps on your side were as simple as can be. One knew how terribly difficult their execution was going to be, of course.”

“…Focalors,” Neuvillette starts, after a moment, which Furina is grateful for— she doesn’t know if she could come up with anything of actual substance to say at the moment. “I think that, perhaps, the…line between  human  and not is not one as easily drawn as you might believe. It’s something I myself have come to understand throughout my time here, though…” his expression turns a little sad, “…it would seem the only reason I can say that is because  you  gave me the chance to. Isn’t that right? That letter, all those years ago?”

Focalors smiles, though it looks a little wistful.

“Have you been enjoying your seat from the audience, Chief Justice?” she asks, then points to the gleaming blade above her head. “It’s nearly time for the final act to begin, you know.”

Neuvillette stills, expression going slack.

Ah. So he hadn’t realized it, then.

Focalors laughs. “Oh, don’t make that face! You’ve got quite the job waiting for you, once I take my leave.”

“You,” Neuvillette breathes, “This entire time, it’s all been so…so you could…”

“Of course,” Focalors says, easily. “This troublesome prophecy needs to be dealt with somehow, hm?” She holds out her hands, gesturing to Furina and Neuvillette, and smiles. “But just look at you two! Seeing you here now, hearing you’ve learned all sorts of interesting things living alongside my lovely, wonderful citizens…I’m not at all worried.” The wistfulness bleeds back into her expression, stronger than before. “You’re both everything I’ll never be. And… nothing  could make me happier.”

Neuvillette inhales sharply, and Furina knows he sees it, too.

Focalors is the way that she is, because they are the way that they are. She’d allowed Neuvillette to enjoy the show, at the expense of foregoing her own seat. Hadn’t realized the errors in what she’d told Furina, because Furina had been the one given all the opportunities in the world to discover the ways in which it wasn’t always true.

The God of Justice, whose only avenue for experiencing humanity for nearly five hundred years had been serving as their hammer on a gavel. Of course her thinking leans black and white.

And there’s another tragedy here, one only the two of them can see— because the person who’d penned it views it as nothing more than a plain recounting of the facts.

But…perhaps Furina can try to change that. At least a little. Prove something to the both of them, once and for all.

Furina takes a deep breath. Lets it out.

“I have a favor to ask of you,” she says. “If that’s alright.”

Focalors chuckles. “Well, I certainly owe you that much, after everything! Of course. What will it be?”

Furina reiterates it all to herself again, in her head. If even a god isn’t immune, then—

“I want you to let everyone in here, too,” she announces, and her voice is steadier than she’d thought it be. “All the people still at the Opera Epiclese. And anyone nearby.”

Focalors’ eyes widen. “I…beg your pardon? What about the prophecy? The… entire plan, I’ve been setting up?”

“It’ll still work out,” Furina insists. “Please, let them in. They deserve it. Explanations are…certainly  long overdue, and I—”

She turns her head towards Neuvillette, who gives a small nod.

Furina steadies herself. “I want to show you something. And…show myself something, really. Though I’ve, ah. Admittedly been looking at it for quite some time, already.”

Focalors looks between the two of them, a frown deepening on her face.

“…Well,” she says, after some consideration, “I suppose if even our Chief Justice agrees, I should trust his judgement. Which is honestly just trusting my own, really, since I appointed him in the first place, so— alright. Things might get a little crowded, though, so don’t go saying I didn’t warn you, hm?”

She waves her hand, and, suddenly, the space they’re in is considerably louder.

Furina hides a smile at the various sounds of confused shouts and yelps as people try to reorient themselves after inexplicably materializing into existence. She hopes it wasn’t too terrible of a trip.

Then she hears Lyney’s voice, in particular, and braces herself before turning around, and facing the people.

 …Her people. Though not perhaps in the typical sense of the word.

“Hello, everyone,” she calls, as a few of them hesitantly begin to sit down in the chairs that aren’t currently floating ten feet in the air. “I sincerely apologize for all the…well, everything. I don’t mean to cause any alarm. I promise all of this is actually happening.”

Furina takes a deep breath. If the trial, and Lyney, and  Neuvillette weren’t enough to convince her, she isn’t sure what will ever be.


 “The evidence is right in front of you, Lady Furina,” Neuvillette had said. “What will you make of it?” 


“I…” she starts, then stops, because she’s  really doing this.

“My name is Furina,” she says. “And…I am not the real Hydro Archon.”

Then, for the first time in nearly five hundred years, she well and truly  talks. 

She talks, and talks, and talks, and it doesn’t cover everything— she doesn’t think any amount of words could— but it all sort of builds and builds the longer she goes, till the sentences are practically tumbling out of her mouth faster than she can fully come up with them.

It’s unrehearsed, and messy, and likely horribly incoherent since she has to fully stop and skip over certain parts when she gets to them, but when she looks out at the audience— they’re the most captive one she’s ever held. For the performance that’s the most  her she’s ever been.

It isn’t till she feels a hand on her shoulder, large and steady and warm, that she notices she’s started crying, and she needs to take a moment to breathe, because it’s as if the realization belatedly causes all of her emotions to slam into her at full force, and she’s thrown completely off balance. It’s here she notices that some audience members are crying, as well. Lyney’s knuckles are white from where he’s gripping at the arms of his chair.

Wiping at her eyes, she turns around, and holds out a hand to Focalors, who stares at her with slightly widened eyes. She’d been oddly quiet, the entire time Furina had been speaking.

“Could you come over here?” Furina asks. “Just…Just for a moment.”

After a few seconds, Focalors slowly begins to move forward. Though her legs make the motions of walking, it looks more like she  glides,  shoulders raised and steps as smooth as water. Furina’s jacket is rumpled, and she’s got strands of hair sticking to her wet, tear-stained cheeks. Yet the people of Fontaine, when asked who  their Archon is, would likely not have an immediate, unanimous answer. Furina, strange as she finds this, will not let what she’s been given go to waste.

What a weight, it is, to know that you are loved. 

“Everyone,” Furina calls, addressing her audience, once Focalors has come to stand at her side opposite Neuvillette. “In just a few moments, the prophecy will play out, and we’ll all have to be out there when it does. So…I need each of you to help me put on this one, final show. The water is going to rise, and Fontaine is going to flood with all of its citizens still inside it, but it  will not be the end.  And it’s okay if you’re scared— would help sell our performance, really— but all I need you to do is go out there, let the water rise around you…and  trust me.”  She gives a small, exhausted smile, then slowly drops herself into a bow. “This will be the last thing I ever ask of you, as your ‘Archon.’”

When she lifts her head, the people are bowing back.

“Oh,” she says, sniffling and wiping at her face again, “Oh, goodness, you don’t— that’s quite—”

“Happy to be on board, Lady Furina,” Lyney says, once he’s straightened. He does an exaggerated flourish with one of his hands, then grins. “I look forward to working with you.”

A few more people chime in with their assent, some even displaying the ‘extra-panicked’ expression they’ll use, just for the occasion, and though Furina finds fresh tears prickling at her eyes, she can’t help but laugh.

“I…don’t understand,” Focalors says quietly at her side, watching them. “I mean— I think you’re perfect regardless of the manner in which you choose to carry yourself, Furina, but…how? The people— they needed an  Archon.” 

Furina chuckles, wetly. “And they have one. As…nontraditional, and— and equally  bewildered by their choice as she may be.”

When Focalors still seems confused, Furina gives a small sigh.

“Let me put things this way,” she says. “I, ah…think you’ll rather like to hear it, actually.”

She gestures out to the crowd, chattering eagerly amongst themselves.

“You let your own view of the situation wash over the real one,” Furina says, plainly. “But I’m guilty of much the same thing, too. Because, really…” she shrugs, letting out a tired, tired laugh, “…there’s nothing quite more painfully  human than that.”

There’s a beat of silence, and then Focalors makes a very small, very controlled, sharp intake of breath. When Furina turns to meet her eyes, they’ve gone wide.

“…Oh,” she says.

Furina huffs.

“Indeed,” she agrees.  “Oh.”

Focalors turns to look at the audience, and stares.

“…Thank you,” she says, after some time. “Yes, I…yes. I did quite like to hear that.”

They both go quiet. Focalors continues watching the people.

“I fear I owe you a truly sincere apology, by the way,” she says, once she’s gathered herself and is facing Furina once more. “These years have been tremendously difficult to you, and for that, I am sorry.”

And as much as Furina has wanted to hear these words, begged and wished and  longed for them under the dark cover of night, all she can think right now is that Focalors sounds an awful lot like Neuvillette used to. Where the actual words are there, but get buried under the immediate, ‘logical’ response.

 Used to, being the operative term. And the reminder of what comes next hangs ever-present, large and looming over them all.

She doesn’t think she has the time to try and explain that one.

So, Furina hums and ducks her head and says  Thank you,  and Focalors smiles and nods and still doesn’t quite  get it. 

She looks slightly sheepish, though. So maybe she’s a little more aware of what the gap looks like to both of them, and is trying her best to cross it regardless.

Which is, also, just like Neuvillette. So Furina can’t bring herself to resent her for it.

“I’ll let you all go, now,” Focalors says. She casts a glance towards the giant blade, still spinning lazily in the air. “The curtains shall close soon, I think.”

She meets Furina’s eyes, smiles, then lowers herself into a curtsy.

“Thank you, Furina,” she says. “For everything.”

Furina opens her mouth to respond, but the world dissolves away before she can.

When she blinks her eyes open, now seated comfortably on her seat at the Opera House, her cheeks are still wet.

 

 


 

 

Focalors and Neuvillette do not immediately move, once everyone has gone.

“…So, Chief Justice?” Focalors asks, quietly, the two of them still looking out over the now-empty seats. “What verdict will you give?”

Neuvillette swallows, thickly, and needs to blink his eyes a few times to clear them.

“Oh, Focalors,” he says, and his voice shakes around the edges of the words. “How…How could I ever declare any of us guilty?”

 

 


 

 

On the day the world ends, Lynette goes diving again.

She, thankfully, does not nearly die, this time.

Lynette and her brothers make quick work of guiding as many non-Vision-holders to the surface as they can, and then look up in awe at the sight of someone who can only be Neuvillette fiercely fighting back the whale monster from earlier, spearing it with powerful blasts of spiralling water as the creature twists its way in and out of the air itself, until it disappears entirely.

Shortly after, just as Furina had said, the water goes back down.

The citizens are all still alive.

Fontaine lives to see another day.

It’s a bit of a mess, trying to clean everything up— no one ever really prepares their house or apartment for the possibility that it may, at one point, be completely submerged in seawater for around fifteen minutes and then have to continue functioning as normal— but Lynette thinks that the collective efforts of hundreds of people, every single day, out in the streets, have left the city feeling more united than it has in some time.

Lynette finds Neuvillette, one afternoon, when he’s working on papers in his office.

“So,” she starts, “for clarification. You’re the Hydro Sovereign, aren’t you?”

Neuvillette promptly knocks over the water glass he’d been reaching for.

“Okay,” Lynette says. “Just making sure.”

The confirmation doesn’t really change much, but it does have her thinking about some things. As have other…recent events.

Lyney happens to come to her, on one such occasion, when she’d been— up until that point, at least— quietly lying on her back on her bed, arms and legs stretched out in just the way she likes.

“I still fail to see how you find that comfortable,” Lyney says, because  he  likes to be difficult. He walks over to the side of her bed, and pats one of her legs. “Move.”

“Position locked.”

“Oh, come on.” He leans over to wave something in front of her face. “We’ve got mail! Freminet found this waiting at the clock shop. I wanted to show you.”

The fact that he’s coming to tell her about it means that it isn’t any of the usual letters and flyers they get, and so she begrudgingly pushes herself up.

Lyney sits down on her bed, and hands her a small, single piece of paper.

At first glance, the words barely cover the page, so Lynette is immediately a fan.

 Hello, the paper reads. 


 Sorry, I don’t actually know all of your names. A bit awkward, huh? I felt weird only addressing this to Freminet. 


Lynette wouldn’t mind in the slightest. She continues reading.


 Ah, the person I’m verbally conveying all of this to is telling me to get to the point. Anyway; 



 I heard you went looking for me. So I am grateful, for that, though I also heard it got you into some trouble. But I’m glad to know you made it out okay, despite it not being too much of a surprise. You’re all pretty good at that, you know. 



 I saw you at the Opera House, and I think you saw me, but I’ll say what was a little hard to convey from 20 feet up in the air: 



 Thank you. Really. 



 Guess I did have some spare parts lying around, after all. 



 See you when I see you. Hopefully it won’t be when I’m half-dead and being carried bridal-style out of a rift in existence by the strangest resident of your nation, next time. 


The letter isn’t signed, but it’s more than obvious who’d sent it— she’ll have to go drop his Vision off, before he gets out of the hospital—  and Lynette looks up at Lyney once she’s done looking it over.

“I told you it was worth reading,” Lyney says, and his expression is slightly smug. 

And Lynette sees an opportunity, here. Just something small, like this, and silly. Inconsequential.

Well, it isn’t. But— comparatively.

Instead of responding, Lynette fixes her attention on a point in the distance, and— she has to put so much thought into this, it’s been  so long— slowly folds her ears back. 

She sees Lyney’s face slacken out of the corner of her eye.

“Previous settings still largely preferred,” she says, and it isn’t her best one, but it’s incredibly difficult for her mind to focus on anything else at the moment.

Lyney is quiet for a few, agonizingly long seconds.

Then, he gives a small huff, and playfully nudges her with his shoulder.

“Goodness,” he says. “Dear sister, what has the art of the written word ever done to you?”

Then, they sit, and just sort of stay like that.

Because it had been such a small thing, really, except for all the ways in which it really, really wasn’t.

Lynette thinks that sounds like something Lyney had told her about Furina, once.

And, also, sort of, like things she knows he’s said about himself.

Yes, indeed. Lynette does have quite a lot to think about.

 

 


 

 

Even to someone like Lynette, whose familiarity with performing and shows runs back throughout nearly her entire life, ‘The Little Oceanid,’ and all the leadup surrounding its opening, still manages to be a whirlwind of an event.

Shortly after the prophecy had passed, a director of a small, tight-knit theatre troupe had come to the Palais, and asked to speak with Furina. 

She’d been writing a musical for her group to perform, but hadn’t managed to finish it before everything had happened— and after its similarities to Furina’s own experiences had been revealed, she’d felt uncomfortable putting it on without bothering to consult or involve Furina at all first.

They’d gone out on a walk together to discuss things for a long, long time, but Lynette knows that Furina had given her consent to continue the show, and had even tentatively asked if she could offer her help, as well.

And, as time had passed,  tentatively had stopped being quite the right word to use.

Furina had gone from just guaranteeing them the Opera Epiclese, to painting some sets, to also providing input on costumes, then envisioning some more dynamic blocking, then working with the leads on their line delivery, and then, finally, directing an entire scene herself, when seeing one particular rehearsal had apparently gotten her so inspired and excited that the actual director had invited her to give it a try.

Lynette is happy to see her pursuing something that brings her joy. She also would really like for the trees of the Withered Forest to be removed from the kitchen sometime soon. 

Though, they did turn out quite well. Lynette is particularly proud of the hollow she’d added to the largest one. And Freminet had installed little mechanisms behind each of the branches, so they really do sway in the ‘wind’ once it’s meant to pick up.

When the four of them— Lynette, Lyney, Freminet, and Neuvillette— take their seats in the audience on opening night, Lynette feels as if she’s already seen the entire show multiple times, without having actually seen it at all. The halls of the Palais have been steadily filling with props, sets, and costumes since practically the moment Furina came on board, and she’s gushed about everything they’re working on frequently enough that Lynette can probably recount the plot of the show just as well as any of the actual cast members.

Furina’s name isn’t listed in the playbill, but it almost doesn’t have to be, because her touch is everywhere, in everything from the little blue handmade cupcakes and macarons available to purchase in the lobby to the carefully chosen music playing quietly in the background before the start of the performance. It’s almost tangible, Furina’s genuine passion for the production— at least to Lynette and the others.

And, once the curtains open, this becomes even more undeniable.

Looking at the scenes unfolding up onstage, Lynette thinks she knows exactly what had captivated Furina so much about this show in particular, and the role she could play in it.

Despite letting everything out to them all in that strange, ethereal version of the Opera House, Furina has been finding it difficult to do anything of a similar caliber again, so the people that hadn’t been present at the time had gotten a far more general summation of the truth. Lynette can tell that this has been proving quite frustrating to her; still not quite being able to get everything out in the way she’d like.

But the director hadn’t been exaggerating; the main lead’s story is almost uncannily similar to Furina’s. And with her consistent help and input,  The Little Oceanid had sort of gained a second performance, woven within every brush of paint on the set and between the notes of the harmonies sung by the choir, of everything Furina still struggles to properly say out loud.

Watching the show, and knowing what Lynette knows, it’s almost as if she and Furina are sitting and having a deep, personal conversation, without actually having said anything to each other at all.

And she thinks the rest of the audience can feel something similar, as well. Something in the air has changed; it’s that collective, shared energy that encapsulates a theatre during a performance, capable of causing an entire room of strangers to collectively feel the emotions and experiences of characters that had been completely unknown to them only moments prior.

How strange. It’s been a long time since Lynette has fully been an audience member, rather than a performer. She’d forgotten just how much was able to be conveyed, if given the chance to be expressed. 

When the show begins to near its finale, Lyney gets an odd look in his eyes.

Lynette pokes him, once the current scene finishes.  “You know something,”  she whispers.  “What do you know?” 

Lyney’s lips quirk into a smile, but he says nothing.

The final scene comes, and Lynette knows from the playbill that this is the moment of the last, dramatic ballad.

The piano begins to play, and the music starts to build and build— but when the lead actress steps forward to sing, it is not her voice that comes out.

Instead, a light soprano, soft and sweet, comes drifting out through the rafters and echoes around the house.

Neuvillette makes a soft gasp from beside Lynette.


 “Ah, si je pouvais vivre dans l’eau…” 


Freminet’s eyes are wide.  “Is that…”  

“It was a last-minute request, from her,” Lyney explains, looking satisfied. “She’s still hesitant about doing anything too big, but like this…her heart couldn’t turn away.”

“Yes,” Neuvillette breathes, staring at a point far off in the distance. “I…I believe it couldn’t.”

The song continues, and— well, Lynette is no singer, but she feels confident enough in saying that the performance is an absolute  marvel. Furina’s tone and cadence as she glides and twists around each of the notes is gorgeous, but Lynette finds herself almost more drawn to the actress still on stage.

Because for as much emotion as Furina is pouring into her voice, the lead actress is giving equally as much with her physical expressions and movements in turn, though she’s only mouthing the lyrics.

And Lynette feels it, sees it for what it is, more tangibly than she has the entire show. It’s there, in the lines sung by the chorus ensemble, in the raw emotion carved into the actress’ face, in each of the audience members’ hearts, and even in Lynette herself, of a centuries-long story they are only just now being told.


 Understanding. 



















One night, as he is sitting and watching the culmination of hours and hours of work and passion coalesce together into a single, breathtaking show, Neuvillette gives out his very first Vision.

It starts out small, within the back of his mind. A single drop of water on a still lake, perfectly in time with the opening keys of the piano. Then, as the music swells and crescendos, it grows, and grows, and grows, till his veins are flooding with a dream so magnificent he knows it can no longer stay contained within the simple confines of his bones.

And though there are no outright indications as to whose dream this is, whose hope is so palpable he can easily guide it together within a home of gleaming metal— looking at the scene in front of him, Neuvillette is certain it can’t be anyone else. 

And it hits him, then. The confidence at which he can say that, now. That he  knows Furina, just as he knows the children that sit beside him. As he knows what lies at the core of every citizen in Fontaine. 

And, later, when Furina comes to find them after the show with a Vision clutched in her hands, she doesn’t ask why. Doesn’t seem taken aback, by a power she feels she does not deserve.

Because, he thinks, perhaps she knows  him now, too.

 

 


Notes for the Chapter:thank you so, so much for reading!! i think this really is the end, now, though i know i haven’t been the most reliable with that, haha. i’ve been so unbelievably grateful for all of the incredible support this series has received. if you’ve read all three, or only just this one, thank you, thank you, thank you! genuinely.

i came up with the theme i wanted a possible part 3 to have all the way back in september, but since i knew it was going to be mostly covering the plot of the aq its existence kind of hinged on how that went. and then act 5 came and gave me an entire climax centered around that concept specifically lol

back when i first envisioned this, it was just supposed to be a lynette pov to fit with the other two, but there were too many scenes that she would then need to be awkwardly also present for that i had to include a bit more, haha.

as usual, we’ve got plenty of author’s notes to go around.

 

- i am so self-conscious about my childe portrayal, oh my god. i spent a good like 3 hours going through all his quotes and character stories (they’re so painfully short compared to the entire light novels all the fontainians have) over and over again just to write his like 5 whole lines in the clockshop scene lmao.

- as i said before, this takes place two years before canon! so navia is a little younger, and only a year out from her father’s death. i tried to work that into how i wrote her, where she’s still getting a sense of how to center herself and find her own footing.

- this is entirely unrelated and incredibly embarrassing, but i was FULLY convinced, up until WRITING THIS FIC, that wriothesley had actual wolf ears on his head. i have seen the art. i have seen the teasers. i have played the Multiple quests he appears in. i literally read his character stories and went ‘huh it’s weird that they don’t mention the ears at all’ like yeah. no they don’t. i wonder why on earth that could be

- also no boat for wrio, sorry! he said he only noticed the levels going up a year ago, which lead him to start constructing the boat, so none of that has happened yet. i hope i made up for it with his contributions to emotional development haha. i was also going back through his character stories nearly every time he had to speak, because ngl writing him intimidates me a little like childe does lol. i hope i did them both justice!

- “remuria ne s’est pas faite en un jour” is the french, genshin version of “rome wasn’t built in a day.” remuria is based on rome, and the expression itself originated in medieval france, so like. i had to come on

- in my head the siblings end up diving past the paimon barrier, so no wonder they got into trouble haha. also i can’t get over these slates. “i found it at the bottom of the ocean” freminet that thing is literally the size of you. i wonder if who wrote them will ever be relevant because if we never find out the fact that they just inexplicably Exist is very funny to me. obsessed with how we know the person on the first one is a fontainian because of the jacket and pants they’re wearing, which implies fontainian fashion has not changed once in over 500 years. i love this game

- there is so much lore within the melusine tour guide dialogue. neuvi and furina both have private transportation they use, and there’s apparently a separate barge for epiclese workers (i’m assuming they both start from that one outside court waypoint, and go to the docks below the opera house?). the freminet line is actually in the game, so if you see it, you can thank lyney for his input ;)

- i’m making the assumption that the troupe director’s death likely happened within the past year or so, and since we are, again, pre-canon, she gets to live! good for her.

- i was blasting la vaguelette on repeat while writing that last section, and i feel like you can tell, haha. also i don’t usually pick out stuff like this but love like you is the song for literally everyone in this fic to everyone else thank you goodnight

 

and if you’ve gotten this far, again, from the bottom of my heart, thank you for reading. i hope you’ve enjoyed this fic or this series as much as i’ve enjoyed writing the absolute behemoths they’ve all been. as always, i would love to hear any sort of thoughts or comments you have, no matter how big or small! <33





