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The first time Monsieur Neuvillette starts to refer to this relationship as “personal” had been, of course, courtesy of Lady Furina. In his office, on an early morning when the Palais Mermonia is just beginning to drink in the early morning sunshine and the Gardes are just beginning to file in, she was lying on the leftmost sofa in his room, turquoise blue, and barely listening as he reads out quietly the contents of the latest letter sent by Wriothesley himself.

“The Duke of the Fortress of Meropide has been experiencing overcrowding within the prison as of late due to the increasing number of outcasts and inmates.”

“And what’s that got to do with me, Monsieur?” Lady Furina grumbles, cheek squished against the chair.

“He is therefore considering expanding the fortress by a layer or two. However, he is requesting to be sent some capable architects and builders to take a look at the site first. Furthermore, as the Fortress is connected to the Opera Epiclese, the Duke will need your direct approval before he can begin renovating.”

“Then approve it already,” she says irritably, sitting up, “you don’t need to ask me for that.”

He just stares at her for many long seconds, before sighing inwardly, feeling the tendons of a very familiar headache creeping forth that only arrives when Lady Furina is being particularly difficult. “You cannot just approve requests left right and center. A request to renovate the Fortress needs to be considered carefully before approval — will the resources be enough? Will he need funding? Will the surrounding wildlife within the ocean be affected, their habitats destroyed?”

The mention of the wildlife, at least, seems to hit a chord, for she hums, “I see your point. Alright then. Please do the relevant research, and then make a wise decision based on what you think is right. I trust your judgment.”

He had expected she say this, but all the same, feels exasperated. “Lady Furina.”

“Iudex.”

“I am but the Chief Justice.” He tries to explain, delicately, so she doesn’t take it the wrong way and throw a tantrum and make his life a nightmare. And he means it. As the Chief Justice, he is busy. There are two trials scheduled for the day, not to mention suspicious case files that have been sent up from the Maison Gardiennage for inspection. But truthfully, his extra work would not be too much of an issue for him. However, he has been trying to encourage more Archonlybehaviourisms in Lady Furina — all in vain, at the moment — and he genuinely believes that this approval can be something she can take on herself. It’s simple enough, at any rate. “As the hydro archon, it is your duty to remain involved in the affairs of your people — no matter how trivial they may appear.”

She either doesn’t catch the meaning of his words, or deliberately ignores it, for she leans forward, “you may be the Chief Justice, but you are Monsieur Neuvillette. Someone undoubtedly more suited to deal with Wriothesley’s problems than anyone else in Fontaine.”

He blinks, slowly, at her, “I’m not sure what my name has anything to do with the Duke of the Fortress of Meropide.”

She just rolls her eyes at him, “I’m saying you are closer to him than anyone else here. Besides, do you have to address him as his full title? Humans address those who they share a personal relationship with by their first names. And me!”

Seeing as there’s no getting out of this one — or rather, there’s no getting this girl to agree to extra work — he just closes his eyes and exhales, “I understand, La—“ she shoots him a glare. He clears his throat, “Furina. I will deal with… Wriothesley’s request myself, since I am the most suitable.”

“Splendid.”

And that was the day that Neuvillette began to refer to his relationship with the Duke of the Fortress of Meropide as “personal” rather than “acquainted.”

 

 

✳︎✳︎✳︎

 

 

Water is complex, in a way most people — humans and dragons alike, Fontainian or not — other than Neuvillette don’t seem to understand.

At first glance, it appears simple, clear, and tasteless. Yet, to truly savor its intricacies, one must venture beyond the surface. The water from across Teyvat tell stories — and only those willing to listen can truly understand the differences. To be able to perceive the differences in taste, freshness, enduring aftertaste and the quality.

Much like water, relationships are complex, in a way everyone except Neuvillette seem to understand. 

After that day, long after the hydro archon had taken her leave, he had picked out his Teyvatan dictionary from the bookshelf, and read and reread the definition of the word “personal”.

 


Personal (adjective)



Of concerning one’s private life, relationships or emotions rather than one’s career or public life.


 

That in itself puzzled him. Because himself, as the Chief Justice, did not see himself as much else. Indeed, the entire basis of who he is and how he perceives himself in the grand scheme of Fontaine would be his career — I am Monsieur Neuvillette, the Iudex and Chief Justice of the Court of Fontaine, impassive and impartial in the face of delivering justice.

Humans, he has noticed, extend beyond this career. They have hobbies, hopes, and dreams. The closest he has to a hobby is water tasting, and the closest to a dream is for the peace of the Melusines, to preserve Carole’s memory. However, even those, to humans, would appear both alien and foreign and unusual.

Because Neuvillette is an outsider, even after 400 years dwelling in this world. And it is made strikingly, glaringly clear when he reads and rereads this definition, over and over, until he has it memorized and it haunts his mind even when he is home, alone, and lying in his bed.

Personal.

Three mere syllables, a world of complexities. Personal relationships could mean anything. It could mean the relationship between one’s family, kindred, held by blood, born at birth. It could mean the relationship between friends, forged by time, until the two parties are as close enough to be considered family, in a figurative sense.

It could also refer to the relationship between those in love — the most complex and befuddling of all. To surrender yourself to someone in a way he is told is so wholly different to family, to friends. To love in a way that’s both a physical and emotional connection between two people… he still finds it hard to comprehend the difference between all three.

He’s seen people refer to their lovers as “my love” — but he’s also seen mothers refer to their children that way. He’s seen people refer to each of their siblings as “sister” or “brother” — but also close friends.

It’s all muddy waters, to him, so murky he cannot hope to see the bottom.

He continues to ponder over the meaning of this word throughout the months to come. But he never stops referring to his relationship with Wriothesley as “personal” — because that’s what Lady Furina said it is, isn’t it?

 

 

✳︎✳︎✳︎

 

 

Clorinde shares a personal relationship with the President of the Spina Di Rosula. Neuvillette feels rather pleased with himself to pick up on it. It marks progress, he thinks. Evidence that he’s improving, little by little, in understanding these tedious things humans call emotions.

The exact nature of the personal relationship, however, he is as of yet unsure. As a champion duelist, their best in fact, Clorinde often attends trials that are serious enough to require a duel to the death. Much like him, she remains impassive, quiet, and emotionless as the trial commences and the verdict is brought out. And most importantly, she remains fair and free from bias when in the ring, when they must fight.

This time, the current trial was one against a man charged for the murders of his wife and two sons. The evidence gathered so far was flimsy, and the investigation was still undergoing, while the final trial and verdict was set to be decided on Friday. However, due to vital new evidence and a turn in the case, the trial date was moved a day earlier, with little notice, causing a very inconvenient bump in his schedule.

It was as he had entered the Opera Epiclese, half an hour before the trial was set to commence, that he noticed Clorinde in the corner of the lobby, looking quiet but evidently displeased. He’s not sure how exactly he noticed, what with Clorinde’s blank face revealing nothing of the usual indications of anger or sadness — such as frowning, or tears, or furrowed brows.

But some part of him just knew she was unhappy, just by seeing her, and thus considered approaching the girl. He wasn’t sure whether it was appropriate — what with his position and hers, and their relationship that was rather formal, it just didn’t feel appropriate at all.

But then he considered that her personal problems may indirectly affect the outcome of the trial, should the man plead to fight for his life, and thus inadvertently cause injustice, and therefore it was perhaps his duty to see what was wrong.

Not least because he was genuinely concerned.

She straightened as he approached, bowing her head ever so slightly, “Chief Justice.”

He returned the gesture, “Clorinde. You’re here for the trial, I presume?”

A nod.

He chooses his next words carefully, “I cannot help but notice that you seem somewhat… vexed. Is everything alright?”

She blinked at him, slowly, looking pained, “I apologize if I seemed that way, Chief Justice. I’ll try and steel my expression before the trial, don’t worry.”

“No, no,” he shook his head quickly, “please do not think I am reprimanding you. I am merely asking if everything is alright.”

“Please do not worry, it’s rather trivial. Nothing serious that should warrant your attention, Monsieur.”

“Trivial as it may be, perhaps it would be good to talk about it,” he said, gently, “I know Lady Furina likes to vent her troubles to me. She says complaining makes her feel better. Perhaps it will be the same for you.”

Clorinde didn’t say anything for a long while, looking strangely troubled, before Neuvillette realized it was embarrassment, “well you see… I was initially supposed to have lunch with Demoiselle Navia at Café Lucerne today. However, due to the recent turn of events, was forced to cancel.”

“I see. I can understand why that may be a little frustrating.” He replied, nodding, and tried to remember what Furina said about comforting people. She said it’s good to sympathize with them rather than apologize, “I, too, was rather irked at this recent turn of events, seeing as how my busy schedule had to be reorganized.”

His words, at least, seem to brighten Clorinde’s mood a little, who looks — dare he say — amused? 

“Thank you, Chief Justice. It’s good to hear I’m not the only one inconvenienced by this.”

He had nodded then, tried to smile, before hearing the sound of bells indicating that the trial was soon to start, and entered the courtroom.

At that point, he forcefully shoved the encounter out of his mind as he focused on the trial, mentally revisiting what had occurred last time, piecing together the information and defenses of both the criminal and the victim’s family, as he entered his seat at the very center.

He could see Clorinde from the corner of his eye, in the right viewing box, watching the people file in quietly, and the trial finally begins to start.

The man’s attorney had barely started explaining the recent evidence when the door swung open again, and Demoiselle Navia ran in.

He felt himself bristle, frowning. Lyney Snezhevich’s trial had long since been over, but even so he thinks back to the countless times the girl had frivolously and shamelessly interrupted the courtroom, and considered getting some of the guards to forcefully escort her out.

However, she seemed genuinely apologetic this time as she waved and bowed her head, “sorry, sorry! I was a little late, I’ll take my seat now.”

And she scurried off, to a seat in the right row, directly in front of Clorinde’s viewing box. She waved at her.

And then he saw the champion duelist, for the first time in his life, smile. It was small, barely a twitch of the lips, but he could tell immediately how Navia’s appearance has lifted her spirits.

That was when, much like a trial, the evidence of what he had seen before came to him — the lunch at Café Lucerne, her displeasure at being unable to meet Navia, Navia’s appearance at the court simply to see Clorinde.

Like puzzles of a jigsaw, he realized that Navia and Clorinde must share a personal relationship. Whether it is one of friends, or something else, he isn’t sure yet, however.

Now is not the time, though. Turning back to the trial, he pushes away his curious mind, and dons the mask of the Chief Justice once again. 

Later, when the trial has long since been over and the man had been declared guilty by both himself and the Oratrice, and had opted against fighting a champion duellist, he is left alone in the courtroom with Furina.

She yawns from her high seat, above the stage, “boring as always. These trials are getting so repetitive.”

“Please refrain from levity in the court.” He says slowly, descending the steps, resisting the urge to sigh once again.

She disappears in a burst of bubbles and reappears by his side, “it’s true though, isn’t it? The only interesting thing that’s happened all day was when the President of the Spina Di Rosula burst in again. I was half expecting her to bring more juicy drama like the last time, but alas,” she sighs melodramatically, “it seems she really was just here to see the trial after all.”

“She came to see Clorinde.” Says Neuvillette.

She blinks up at him, “and how, my dear Iudex, did you find that out?”

And he tells her of his conversation with Clorinde before the trial had started, that she had been planning to meet Demoiselle Navia, but now she had come to visit the court instead.

Furina, for reasons he cannot fathom, looks utterly delighted, “my, my, Monsieur! I didn’t know you had it in you!”

He blinks at her, “I’m afraid I’m not following.”

She winks, nudging him, “I didn’t take you for the gossiping type.”

“I wasn’t gossiping. I was merely telling you what happened.”

“You still have so much to learn,” she shakes her head, tutting, “one of the most fundamental aspects of gossiping is that of who’s seeing who! And you just dropped the biggest bombshell — Champion Duelist Clorinde and the President of the Spina Di Rosula in a relationship? Why, I can practically see all the headlines those Steambird reporters will come up with!”

“I didn’t say that though,” he insists, frowning, “I merely said that they meant to meet at the Café. And what happened afterwards.”

“Context clues, Neuvillette, context clues.” Furina links arms with him, “sure, they may not have said it outright, but think of it this way. Someone managed to charm the stoic, cold Clorinde, and even managed to make her smile. That’s what you call love, Chief Justice. The purest kind, purer than Fontaine’s very own waters.”

He seriously doubts that, “that is all you’re basing this assumption of? A smile?”

She hums, “I wouldn’t expect you to understand. For you have surely experienced such a thing, but not realized quite what was happening! Clorinde loves Navia, because she makes her happy. Navia loves Clorinde, because she was willing to sit through the most boring trial in Fontaine’s history, just to see her. It’s clear Clorinde makes Navia happy too.” 

He feels the cogs of his brain stop working, “so their personal relationship which can be characterized as romantic is because they make each other happy?”

“Sure. You could say that.”

“… but surely other personal relationships also makes one happy? Like seeing a family member. Or a friend. What makes this any different?”

“Ugh, you and your questions. It’s gonna make my brain hurt.” Furina rolls her eyes, “it’s different. There’s a different kind of happiness that comes with seeing your lover, than seeing — I don’t know — your mother cook your favorite meal for you.”

So not only were there different shades of personal relationships, but also different shades of happiness? 400 years in this world, and still he has no clue how to navigate these emotions.

It’s disheartening, but not all the way surprising. It seems he still has a lot to learn.

They part ways then, as he returns to the Palais Mermonia to finish off the remainder of his duties.

He’s barely sat behind his desk as he sees the piles of documents — case files, requests seeking approval, diplomatic letters sent from other regions. The mixup with the court case and the change in schedules means that all the work he had meant to have completed earlier had piled up now, which on estimate would take a good couple of hours to read and complete thoroughly.

He frowns, glaring at the stack of papers as though that would somehow make them grow mouths and apologize for bothering him like this. He hears a familiar sound behind him, of water hitting windows, and he doesn’t even need to turn around to see that it’s probably raining in heavy waves outside right now.

He sighs. Well, there’s no use complaining, is there? He had better get a move on.

Taking a sip of his goblet — sipping water from Mondstadt’s Spring Vale — he opens the first file and begins to read.

It’s perhaps an hour or so later when he hears a knock and, looking up, sees the small figure of Sedene peeking her head in through the door to his office.

She skips in, “Monsieur Neuvillette, there’s a letter for you! It’s from your Duke!”

Your.

The word stops him, sitting there blinking at her, as he looks between her and the letter.

Your. Possessive pronoun. Indicates that something belongs to or is associated with the person or people one is addressing.

Humans, he often recalls, refer to other humans in a possessive manner to indicate closeness and affection.

Blinking slowly, very slowly, he takes the letter from her. The letter from “his” Duke.


Dearest Iudex.


—is how it begins.

Neuvillette finds himself overthinking every little detail as he reads the letter — once, twice, thrice. The punctuation, the wording.

“Dear” is a word often associated with closeness, however in letters, that is not always the case. That being said, the use of “Iudex” is indeed an indication of familiarity — for though that is his title, there are only two people in this world who use that to address him so casually. The first is the hydro archon, and the second is the Duke — his Duke — of the Fortress of Meropide.

The letter itself isn’t anything of particular relevance — it’s mainly a follow up on his previous request of renovations, providing a number of the exact amount of workers he’ll need, as well an estimate of the funding required.

As always, he ends it with the classical “yours truly” which — while “yours” may be considered a possessive pronoun — is simply courtesy.

The ending, however, is another story. Wriothesley likes to — often, in fact — add little messages at the bottom of his letters, with the tag P.S (postscript).


P.S: an inmate ordered a batch of rainbow roses using Credit Coupons today to give his room a bit of life. I saw them and thought of you. We should meet up soon, it’s been a while.


Rainbow roses? Why rainbow roses? In what sense was Neuvillette even remotely similar to a rainbow rose?

He looks to his left, to a small mirror often on his desk, and eyes his reflection. Blue eyes, white and blue hair. If anything, he’d be more like a romaritime flower than a rainbow rose.

Why did Wriothesley use that analogy? What was he implying?

Sedene, still standing there, just tilts her head, “do you have something in your eye, Monsieur?”

He turns away from the mirror and blinks at her, slowly, “Sedene. Tell me. Do I look like a rainbow rose to you?”

She blinks, looking confused, “um. No.” Then, her face lights up as she gazes behind him, “ooh the rain has stopped! It’s so sunny now, and there’s even a rainbow!” She points a paw behind him and he turns.

The rain has cleared up into a clear and beautiful sky, the sun shining bright and warm, and there’s a large, arching rainbow in the sky now.

 

 

✳︎✳︎✳︎

 

 

Having been assured by Furina that the Café Lucerne was not just a gathering place for lovers, he agrees to meet the traveler there one afternoon. She had said it was nothing serious, just a regular meeting between friends, and so he had selected a day where his afternoon from 2 to 4pm was free, and agreed to meet her.

The looks he gets on the streets aren’t surprising, nor are they uncommon. Neuvillette doesn’t go out much, to mingle or even to admire the sights. The only place other than the Palais Mermonia, the Opera Epiclese and his home that he frequents is the Merusea village. Other than that, really, it’s as though the Court of Fontaine is as foreign to him as if he were any other outlander.

Still, it’s a nice change. The last time he walked around, it had been dealing with Kiara’s worrying case that didn’t give him much time to admire the scenery. Now though, he walks at a slow and leisurely pace as he gazes around.

The streets are particularly lively this time of day, but he doesn’t meet many crowds since most people bow and allow him to pass before continuing. It’s disconcerting, but he can’t bring himself to ask them to stop, so he just accepts it as he strolls.

At some point, he can hear flashes of a camera, and he knows the Steambird reporters will undoubtedly have this hitting headlines as early as tomorrow. Even after he gave Charlotte that interview, it seems they’re still after the knowledge of every little thing he’s doing.

Well, it’s not like he’s doing anything particularly conspiratory anyway.

He’s prepared to just hurry up and get to the café when he notices a stall from the corner of his eyes, that has him stop. It’s a florist, humble and tucked between two large buildings, and selling some of the most beautiful bouquets Neuvillette’s ever seen.

The lady heading the stall smiles at him with grace, treating him as though he were just any other customer — of which he is eternally grateful.

“Monsieur Neuvillette, are you here to buy a bouquet?” She asks, gesturing to the display.

He hesitates, eyeing the flowers on display with trepidation that he isn’t used to feeling. In particular, a bouquet of rainbow roses, tied together with a purple bow.

The woman follows his gaze and removes it from the display, “these were freshly cut this morning,” she explains proudly, “some of the freshest this season. The last too, particularly since winter is coming very soon.”

He nods stiffly, “they are rather delicate and beautiful.”

She smiles wider, “it’s all yours.”

He panics, for half a second, unsure how to refuse, “that’s very kind of you but I’m afraid I didn’t bring any money.”

“No need,” she laughs, “they’re on the house. Consider it a thank you gift, for everything you’ve done for us in Fontaine. It is because of you that our nation is able to preserve the justice we all hold so dear.”

“That is very kind of you to say.” He says, and he means it. “And I am very grateful for this gesture. However…”

She raises a brow, “however?”

“I have a meeting at the Café Lucerne with a friend. I’m afraid bringing a bouquet with me would only serve to bring about the wrong impression to her.”

That only makes the florist laugh louder, “I see how it is. I understand your concerns, although if you want my advice, anyone seeing you with a bouquet in your hands would immediately know it’s either for or from the Duke of the Fortress of Meropide, and no one else.” At that, Neuvillette frowns, but isn’t given a chance to object as she continues, “but I’ll keep them here for you. If you like, when you’re done with your meeting, you can collect them. They’re all yours.”

“You’re too kind.” He repeats, thanking the woman and bowing his head, before finally taking his leave. He feels his head swimming, buzzing in a way that’s not unlike when he’s given opposing pieces of evidence in a court case, and is left to piece the information together until it all makes sense.

He wants to ponder over her words — how she, everyone apparently, would know the bouquet is for Wriothesley and Wriothesley only. Why? Do they all know what their personal relationship is? How can they when he himself doesn’t know?

But he knows he cannot afford to give such thoughts time, because he’s very nearly late, and he doesn’t want to keep Lumine waiting.

Brisk walking towards the café, he thinks he’s just about able to make it when a soft-spoken voice calls out his name from the side.

Halting, and turning, he sees the great magician Lyney wave at him, beside his assistant and sister.

He nods to them as they approach, “good afternoon, the two of you. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Do we need a reason to approach the great Chief Justice?” The boy grins, eyes twinkling, and beside him his sister just sighs.

“I should believe so,” replies Neuvillette slowly, “considering our last meeting was rather… unfortunate.”

“If this is your way of apologizing, think nothing of it,” replies the magician easily, “you were merely doing your duty, and guilty we most definitely did look, in retrospect.”

Relieved, and also unsure what to say, Neuvillette simply nods.

Lyney continues, “actually, I approached you simply because it’s rare for you to be out at all, and I wanted to seize a chance at performing for you in person!”

This has him frowning, “but we met at the Opera Epiclese.”

“Yes yes,” replies Lyney, “and while that performance was, if I do say so myself, one of my best and most grand, performing on the streets holds a different sort of experience. At least in my opinion! And to perform a trick for yourself, the Chief Justice, who stands personally before me… why, that would be a great honor on my part.”

This has Neuvillette hesitating. For truthfully, he personally was someone who greatly admired these two children, these two magicians, for their ability to mesmerize and perform such seamless tricks. The power of the dragons and the archons and the elements itself was to him merely how the world works, similarly to how the logic of physics works. It’s simply as it is. Magic, however — the type these two twins perform — has something otherworldly about it altogether. And the fact that it’s not real is what makes it, in his opinion, all the more enrapturing.

He truly would, despite himself, not mind if Lyney wished to perform a trick before him right there, right now.

But Neuvillette is a man of his word, and he promised the traveler first and foremost that she would have his undivided attention for two hours. And therefore, he must decline.

He says such to the boy and girl, who look none too offended.

“But of course, I understand completely, Monsieur. Best not keep Lumine waiting!” He smiles, tipping his hat to him.

“I am grateful for your understanding.” Replies Neuvillette, relieved, “hopefully we will get a chance to meet again in future.”

“But of course~” says Lyney, donning his hat back on, “but I say, Monsieur, you should check behind your ear. Perhaps you’ll find a token of my appreciation there, something to remember us by.”

So he lifts his hand, feeling a smooth stem touch his fingers, and removes a rainbow rose from behind his ears.

The rose itself sends a fresh wave of memories through him, of Wriothesley and the florist and that letter. It’s perhaps ironic, really, that he’s come to associate the flowers with Wriothesley too, but not in the least because he looks like them.

He must have been frowning at the flower, lost in thought, for too long, because Lyney’s glee has shifted into mild anxiety.

“Oh, did that offend you, Chief Justice? I didn’t mean—” he starts.

Lynette finally speaks up, quietly, “I apologize for my brother’s behavior, Monsieur. He’s taken to using rainbow roses in his tricks ever since the traveler has said she likes them. He doesn’t mean anything by them.”

Blinking, Neuvillette looks at the children, “oh no. I wasn’t trying to appear ungrateful. That was a splendid trick. Rather… I was thinking of someone.”

The relief on Lyney’s face almost makes him feel guilty, “is that so? What a relief.” The boy pauses, “although I must say, I envy you. Being reminded of a certain someone when given a rainbow rose,” he sighs, head slumping like a wilted flower, “why, if only the person I think of would show the slightest bit of appreciation when I give them to her.”

“… I’m not sure I understand.” Replies Neuvillette weakly, feeling lost.

“Well rainbow roses are said to represent passion and romantic encounters.” Lyney tilts his head, “I assume that was what you were referring to?”

“Not at all.” Says Neuvillette, “rather, someone said they saw rainbow roses and thought of me, and I was wondering how on Teyvat do I even resemble one.”

Lyney blinks. 

Then he looks at Lynette, who blinks back. 

And then he looks at Neuvillette again.

“Uh, have you ever considered that he may not have meant appearance wise?” Says the boy slowly, like he is trying to imply something.

Neuvillette frowns, feeling increasingly confused, and wishing that whatever it is the boy means to say is just said already. Moreover, he used the pronoun ‘he’ — does everyone know about him and Wriothesley’s personal relationship?

A loud chime startles them both then and — looking up at a large clock tower — realizes it has just hit 2 pm.

“I’m afraid I’m late. Please excuse me.”

Neuvillette bows his head, excusing himself, walking as fast as he can to the Café Lucerne.

The traveler is there already, alongside her companion, eyeing the menu. He can see even from this distance the Paimon’s eager looks as she points at any and every item on the menu, and Lumine’s exasperated but fond looks in return.

They notice him as he approaches, and wave him over.

“Neuvillette! You made it.” Paimon waves cheerfully, ushering him over.

He takes a seat opposite, “I apologize for my tardiness.”

Lumine blinks, “tardiness? But you’re right on time.”

“Not at all. We agreed to meet at 2. It’s been three minutes since then.”

She gapes for a few moments, before bursting into giggles. 

That, at least, manages to soothe his anxiety, and he finally allows himself to relax and order.

The afternoon, like Lumine said it would be, wasn’t serious at all. It seems she really had simply intended to have a nice afternoon tea with him.

There are points when he struggles, quite frequently, at initiating some of the more interesting forms of conversation that he’s seen Furina do so effortlessly. It’s painful, and disheartening, especially when particularly awkward silence descends upon the two with the only sound being Paimon munching snacks loudly from beside them.

For the most part, though, Lumine makes him feel at ease, doing most of the talking, and telling stories about her travels. It’s to be expected, really, when considering how many companions the girl has met on her journey, how many people she’s traveled with.

It’s when the topic switches to the entertainment within Fontaine, and subsequently to the Magician twins, that the conversation turns strained.

He notices immediately, and rushes to reassure them, “as the Chief Justice, I strive for impartiality. The unfortunate events of the Opera Epiclese and the magician twins is in the past now. I thus have no ill feeling towards them.” Seeing Lumine still look vaguely uneasy, he adds, “in fact, I saw them just now. Before I came here.”

“Oh?”

Nodding, he takes out the rainbow rose from his pocket and shows her.

He doesn’t need to explain for recognition to spark across the girl’s face, “so he played that trick on you too. He really has no shame.”

“He did it to you as well?”

A nod, “a rainbow rose magically appearing on your person? Of course. It’s actually pretty cool.”

“It is quite impressive,” he agrees, sincerely.

The mention of rainbow roses, however, sparks a whole new train of thought in him. Because suddenly he’s reminded of what the children said the meaning was — of passion and of romance — and he’s suddenly reminded of Wriothesley and his letter, and what the florist said, and what Furina said, and what Sedene said.

Neuvillette resists a groan, feeling unwontedly exhausted all of a sudden. He doesn’t like this. He doesn’t like this at all. This agonizing as he tries desperately to grasp at strings that just won’t make sense. It’s like he’s dealing with a particularly flabbergasting case, where each and every clue and evidence opposes one another until all that’s left is an amalgamation of confusion that makes no sense.

Lumine must sense his worry, for she frowns, “is everything alright?”

“…” Despite himself, he looks at her, and asks her with uncharacteristic desperation, “May I ask you something?”

“But of course.”

“As a traveler, you have more experience with dealing with humans — with all sorts of people — than I could ever dream of. So tell me, do you believe I could ever come to understand the meaning behind humans and their personal relationships?”

She looks surprised, “personal relationships? Wow, that’s a heavy one. I don’t blame you for feeling lost. Most people, even humans, have trouble navigating such boundaries.”

“What is it to you, then? How would you go about describing it? Understanding it?”

“To me,” she says slowly, thinking, “it would be the people who I care about most in this world. Who make me happy, who stick by me when no one else does. People who I know well, and know me well in return.”

“But how,” he sighs, rubbing his temple, “how do you go about knowing what type it is?”

“Type?”

“Familial? Friendly? Something more? I simply can’t… I can’t… get my head around them all.”

The girl stays silent for a long time. So long in fact that he thinks he may have stumped her as well — that he had overestimated her, maybe, because she’s also not from this world. Perhaps it is something she struggles with as well.

But then she leans forward and covers his hand with her own, “I think you are overthinking this.”

Those words, for reasons unfathomable, make him laugh. 

It’s small, barely more than a cough, but a laugh nonetheless. “Am I really?”

“You are.” She nods firmly, “because these questions… they’re hard to understand not because you’re not human, but because everyone finds them hard to understand. Sometimes it’s difficult, really difficult, to tell the lines between where you truly stand with someone.”

“… is that so?” He breaths.

“Paimon agrees!” Pipes up Paimon, finishing off the last of her macaron, “sometimes all that’s important is knowing the people who are most important to you! Like Lumine. She’s Paimon’s best friend in the whole of Teyvat.”

Lumine pokes her cheek, “oh yeah, I agree. And Paimon, she’s the best emergency food in all of Teyvat.”

“Wh— hey! Paimon was actually being sincere, and you have to say that?!” The fairy glares, before turning to Neuvillette, “anyway, if Paimon had to guess, Paimon would say Lady Furina and Duke Wriothesley are the closest people to you!”

“Oh?” He asks weakly, “and what makes you say that?”

She shrugs, doing a little twirl in the air, “don’t know. Paimon can just feel it. Sometimes you don’t need to understand, you just need to know.”

Sometimes you don’t need to understand, you just need to know.

 

 

✳︎✳︎✳︎

 

 

He does end up taking the complimentary rainbow rose bouquet after his afternoon tea. In fact, he sends it off to the Fortress of Meropide, attached with a note.


My dearest Duke. You are correct. We should meet soon. Perhaps you can clear your schedule and visit me at the Palais Mermonia, this Friday?



Sincerely yours, the Iudex Neuvillette.


There are a lot of firsts in that one note. It’s the first time he’s ever started a letter that way. It’s the first he’s ever signed out a letter that way too, with his name and without his title of Chief Justice to accompany it.

It’s the first he’s ever sent a bouquet out, to anyone, and Sedene just gives him a knowing and pleased smile as he asks her to have it sent off.

He doesn’t get a response letter, but from the strange looks Clorinde has been giving him each trial, he’s certain Wriothesley has told her a thing or two, and that means he’s definitely coming.

He’s sitting in his office, looking over the contents of a case file for a trial set for that evening, when the door of his office opens without a knock.

He doesn’t have to look up to know the Duke of the Fortress of Meropide is stood there. He hears some shuffling, as the man takes a seat on that same turquoise blue sofa that Furina had laid all those months ago, when she first dropped the bombshell that had him realize he was close to this man in the first place.

Neither say anything for a long time.

Wriothesley finally breaks the silence, “you know, getting handed a bouquet of rainbow roses in the Fortress of Meropide, I had assumed it was a misplaced gift from some prisoner’s wife or sweetheart. How unlike you, Iudex.”

Finally, Neuvillette looks up, and seeing Wriothesley sat there, in his office, elbow on his knees and cheek cupping his face, feels so many different emotions hit him at once.

“I must apologize. I suppose it was rather uncharacteristic of me.”

The man snorts at that, “that’s one way to put it. I had half a mind to believe you were possessed, or perhaps that it was sent by Lady Furina instead.”

“I see. I understand. It won’t happen again.”

“What?” Wriothesley jumps, startled, “now I never said that. I just said it was unexpected, not that I hated it.”

Neuvillette, despite himself, feels himself smiling, “is that so? So you’d like me to send more?”

“Sure. I think anyone would prefer to have bouquets of flowers rather than letters explaining the newest convicts sent to a life of exile.”

“A nice change indeed.”

“Indeed.” More silence. Then: “now allow me to ask you this, since we both know I hate beating around the bush. What brought it on?”

Finally setting down his work completely, Neuvillette looks at him, “then I will reply frankly. Many months ago, it came to my attention that my relationship with you was different to my relationship with other Fontainians, and even Lady Furina herself. Indeed, in her words, it could be described as ‘personal’.”

Wriothesley raises an eyebrow, “personal, huh?”

“Yes. And I must admit, it has caused me great anguish ever since.” 

“Ouch.”

“Because I was still unsure of what level of personal she was referring to, you see.” He adds quickly, “one can have personal relationships with family, friends, or lovers. I simply wasn’t sure where we stood.”

“Double ouch.” And Wriothesley looks, for a fraction of a second, genuinely offended, “are you saying all my attempts at wooing you have all but been in vain? Has it all just entered one ear and out the other?”

“I’m… afraid I’m not following.”

“Neuvillette,” says Wriothesley fiercely, surprising them both. Before then closing his mouth, stopping himself from saying whatever it is he was planning to say. He shakes his head, “archons. I can’t believe it. Clorinde was right.”

“Right? About what?”

“It’s nothing.”

Neuvillette folds his arms, “don’t tell me you guys had another bet about me—”

“Oh we sure as hell did. And guess what? Looks like she’s won! Now I’m gonna have to wear Emilie’s Lilac Charm perfume for an entire month!”

“…” Neuvillette stares, unblinking, at the man, who looks so genuinely tormented at the idea of wearing such effeminate perfume within his Fortress that it’s almost comical, “what was the bet about?”

“Nevermind that.” Says Wriothesley, “just tell me this— why on Teyvat would you send me flowers if it wasn’t in a romantic sense? Because let me tell you, no one and I mean no one gives bouquets of flowers to someone out of the blue otherwise. Certainly not rainbow flowers.”

“…yes.” Neuvillette replies slowly, “I’ve been told what they mean and symbolize only recently.” He stops for a moment, watching as that piece of information only seems to agitate Wriothesley even more, “and I never said I didn’t.”

“Didn’t what?”

“Send them in a,” he falters, “um— that way.”

“…”

Looking at the man right now, staring at him with a mixture of disbelief and despair, has Neuvillette turning away, facing the window and watching the sights outside instead. He just prays it doesn’t end up raining. That would be very embarrassing.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about the human world. Being the outsider I am, it’s only natural that some things manage to escape my knowledge. It seems even after 400 years, I still have a lot to learn. About emotions. About what it means to be so close with someone that even the entirety of Fontaine seems to know.”

That, at least, manages to make Wriothesley laugh, “all rumors and reports, that’s why. You don’t get out much, so you have no idea, dear Iudex, just how many rumors the Steambird have been spreading about you and I.”

“…” He makes a mental note to deal with that later, “regardless. These past few weeks in particular, I’ve been learning a lot of things about people you love. That they make you happy in a way family and friends can never hope to reproduce. Like brightening up the rainiest of days. That they can be considered yours and yours only, in a possessive sense.”

Wriothesley doesn’t say a word, and from the reflection of the window, can see that he’s just watching. Waiting.

So, he continues, “it was as though I was given every possible equation, and turning up with the same solution each time. I asked myself many questions, and each and every answer came up as you.” And finally, he turns, looking the man straight in the eye, “and so, Duke of the Fortress of Meropide, it has come to my attention that perhaps we are not simply acquaintances. Nor is our relationship merely personal. But rather… we must be in a relationship.”

And if Wriothesley thought Neuvilette’s words from before were funny, he must find these absolutely hilarious, because he laughs louder and harder than he’s ever seen him.

It goes on for quite some time, before he’s finally able to breathe, wiping away tears at the corner of his eyes with a thumb, grinning, “oh wow. Wow. I… I’m at a loss for words, Chief Justice. You really went from being unable to tell what our relationship was, to being in one? Talk about going from a one to one hundred!”

Neuvillette tilts his head, not quite understanding what the man is trying to say.

Seeing this, Wriothesley just smiles, gentler, and gestures for Neuvillette to take the seat beside him. “You overthink too much, Iudex. You really didn’t have to go through all this agonizing.”

Taking the seat, Neuvilette nods dismally, “yes, I’ve been told that as well.”

“And also.” The man continues, eyes burning fiercely, “you need to stop referring to yourself as an outsider. It’s been 400 years, Neuvillette, how much more time will it take for you to recognise that you are one of Fontaine’s very own? That the people love and respect you. That you do understand humans, whether you realize or not. You noticed Clorinde was sad that day, didn’t you?”

Startled, but not the least surprised that Clorinde had told him about their conversation, he nods slowly.

“Well there you have it. You can understand. You’re just a bit of an idiot sometimes.” The man continues, looking vaguely angry but also vaguely affectionate, “this sort of stuff… matters of the heart and all that… everyone finds it difficult. Archons know I certainly do. It’s not just you.”

“… I’ve been told that as well.”

Then Wriothesley hums, leaning back, smirking, “you’re getting there, though. The flowers, archons, have you any clue what you’ve started back at the Fortress? Everyone won’t shut up about it — the Duke’s secret mistress.”

Neuvillette frowns, “but I am no mistress—”

“And,” the man interrupts, folding his arms, “while I am eternally grateful for your confession, it seems you missed a step.”

“Pardon?”

“You see, most of us humans don’t go around switching states all willy-nilly. We aren’t like water. And going from being “personal friends” to “in a relationship” is quite a large jump!”

“… I apologize,” Neuvillette manages, “if I was too forward—”

“Hmm,” and the man leans in, so close, that Neuvillette can smell the remaining scent of tea leaves, fresh from Chenyu Vale, off his breath, “I don’t know. You seem to be missing a rather large step in between.”

“And that is?”

Wriothesley smirks, hooking his index finger into Neuvillette’s collar and pulling him close.

Before pressing their lips together.

He’s startled, so startled, that for a moment Neuvillette can’t do anything but sit there, flabbergasted, allowing Wriothesley slide his hand away from his collar and to the back of his neck, pulling him even closer.

Then his body reacts before his mind does, sliding his left arm around the man’s waist and pulling him closer still, lips moving against his, while his other hand makes its way into the man’s hair.

How long it lasts he doesn’t know. All he knows is that when they pull away, breathless and red faced, all he wants is to kiss the man again. And again. And again.

But first, he has to know.

“Your bet…” Neuvillette asks, “with Clorinde. What was it about?”

Wriothesley grins, leaning forward until their lips are brushing one another, “I’ve tried to woo you for a long, long time, Mr Chief Justice. It just so happens that you didn’t catch on to any of my hints.”

“… and Miss Clorinde bet that?”

“Yup. She bet you wouldn’t catch on at all, I said there’s no way you’re that stupid. Guess I was wrong.” He knocks their foreheads together, “they say water is denser than air.”

“I’m sorry.”

“When you sent those flowers I really thought I had won the bet, you know. I was so smug about it, but she was still convinced that you had no idea. I guess she knows you well.” Wriothesley continues, before shaking his head, “but enough of that. All this stalling, Iudex, all this stupidity has cost us many years. You owe me years, you hear me, years of this.”

And Neuvillette smiles, pulling the man closer, “I’m all yours.”


Notes for the Chapter:I wish Neuvillette told us his first name bc the closest I can use to indicate familiarity is Iudex <\3

Deleted scene from fic:

Rizzley: care for some tea bbg

Neuvillette: … *sees bottle near kettle* did you use my specially imported Watatsumi spring water from Inazuma to brew the tea?

Rizzley: oh is that what it is? I thought it was just water. *shrug*

Neuvillette:

Rizzley: wh— why is it raining all of a sudden?!

 

now with fanart here!





