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Neuvillette has been told that he has an intimidating presence — more times than he can count, really. He’s been told that the way he remains impassive from his high seat — the way his gaze doesn’t once waver, the way his frown doesn’t once break, the way he delivers firm and swift judgment over all in the courtroom — is the reason why so many within the Court of Fontaine have come to admire him, and fear.

He had felt rather disappointed when he was first told that. It had never been his intention to appear hostile or unapproachable. His only goal was to deliver justice, remain objective, and to fulfill his role as the Iudex of Fontaine to the very fullest, as he had promised Focalors all those many years ago.

Even Lumine had told him once, at a time when they had been out traveling, that she had expected him to be so very stoic and stone hearted when she had first laid eyes on him — and that she was thus pleasantly surprised to discover just how adorable he really was.

Yes. She really used the word adorable.

He had expressed his concerns about it to Furina once, asking for her advice on how to deal with everyone being so intimidated by him all the time. He remembers that she had looked at him, before laughing, and laughing some more, for so long he began to feel annoyed and considered dousing her in water to calm her down. Then, she wiped a tear, and had just said “there’s nothing to be done, Iudex, you just have a natural RBF!”

As for what RBF stands for… well he’d prefer not to repeat it.

Fear is a foreign emotion to him — all emotions, really, feel like distant islands he can see across a distant shore, floating, looming, in sight but out of reach. He’s aware of what they are, and what they mean, and he thinks he can vaguely understand how they must feel. Similar to when one knows how to read a foreign script, but not understand the words and phrases written. 

So, as the Dragon Sovereign of Water, Monsieur Neuvillette really is not someone who feels fear easily. Like he said before, it’s usually the other way round.

But, gods, if anyone could give him a run for his money right now, it would be Reporter Charlotte of the Steambird Newspaper.

Perhaps agreeing to an interview with her had been a bad idea, he mildly considers, after she enters his office, looking far too giddy and brimming with such eagerness as she sits there behind his desk, pulling out a clipboard and pen and not wasting anymore time in her questions.

The girl is… well, she’s relentless.

“So, Monsieur,” Charlotte says, speaking very fast and frank to the point where he can only barely keep up with her words, “you’ve said before that your role as Chief Justice is precisely that: to maintain order and judge everyone in Fontaine freely and fairly.”

“That is correct.” He begins, “I—”

“And of course, after you deliver a sentence, it needs to be verified via the Oratrice?”

“Yes.” He nods, “you see, the Oratrice Mechanique D’analyse Cardinale was created—”

“But 99.9% of the time, the Oratrice agrees with whatever verdict you decide, no?” She raises an eyebrow, cutting him off once again, “so why do we need it? Surely your judgment as a living breathing person is superior to that of a machine? After all, Artificial Intelligence cannot, no matter how advanced, replicate the complexity of human judgment.”

Human judgment. If only.

“I see your point.” He nods slowly, “but the Oratrice Mechanique D’analyse Cardinale is no ordinary machine, but a divine tool created by the hydro archon to deliver and uphold the justice that the gods believe to be correct.”

“But there has been a time when the Oratrice was wrong, hasn’t there? When the Fatui Harbinger Tartaglia was found completely innocent in relation to the Serial Disappearances case, yet because of the Oratrice, he was still sentenced to the Fortress of Meropide despite it.”

He purses his lips, “I wouldn’t say wrong exactly. The investigation is still undergoing—”

“Don’t you think that, should you have asserted your own judgment over the Oratrice, a lot of issues could have been avoided that day?” The girl insists, scribbling away at her clipboard while staring at him with eyes razor-sharp, like the focusing of a camera lense, like she’s trying to read the deepest crevices of his mind. “I have heard that in arresting the Harbinger, diplomatic relations with Snezhnaya have grown strained, and the Fatui Harbinger known as The Knave is requesting a diplomatic meeting to discuss the verdict.”

“While that may be correct, I do still believe that l obeying the judgment of the Oratrice Mechanique D’analyse Cardinale was the right choice.” She opens her mouth, but this time he interrupts her firmly, “and I would strongly urge we move away from this topic now, Miss Charlotte, before I take any more criticism of the Oratrice Mechanique D’analyse Cardinale as indirect blasphemy.”

She freezes, pen stopping halfway on her clipboard. And though he tries to smile at her, they both know he definitely would not go back on his word.

Then, clearing her throat, she grins sheepishly, “ah, my apologies. I don’t doubt for a second you’d do that, Chief Justice. Nothing seems to get past you. Alright, I’ll stop with the Oratrice for now.”

His shoulders sag ever so slightly in relief, “much obliged.”

She shuffles through her papers, flicking through, mumbling, “let’s see… you know, my colleague back at the Steambird were beyond ecstatic upon hearing I actually managed to snag an interview with you. They even gave me a list of their own questions they’d like me to ask. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. I cleared my afternoon for this very interview, after all.”

“Hm.” She bites the edge of her pencil absentmindedly, “okay. Here’s one. Many people are curious, Monsieur, as to what exactly it is you see within the Fountain of Lucine?”

The question throws him.

Many of those, even those from outside Fontaine, are aware of the world famous Fountain of Lucine, situated directly outside the operahouse of the Opera Epiclese.

Superstition dictates that all the waters in Teyvat are said to ultimately flow under that very fountain. It is said that the wishes of the people of Fontaine are cultivated there, purified, evaporated into the gentle air, and that their memories and their hopes and their tears fuel the divine water that flows from its very base. That the fountain listens to their pain, and hears their heart’s ache, and grants the wishes of those who throws mora in with the blessings from the gods above.

It’s also said that sometimes when a Fontainian looks in, what they can see alongside their reflection is the face or faces of those who they love most in this world. To look down and see one’s family beside them, or friends, or lover, or pet, or anything and everything. When a person from Fontaine looks down into the Fountain of Lucine — the fontaine d’amour — they see the what they love most.

So really, what Charlotte is asking is who he loves most in this world. No amount of euphemisms, of beating around the bush, of parables and metaphors and half-winded analogies can disguise that.

She is asking: what or who does Monsieur Neuvillette, the Chief Justice and Iudex of Fontaine, love most in this world? What or who does he see when he looks into the fontaine d’amour?

The truth is, he doesn’t know.

Love is something to him that is as alien as though he were an outlander from another world. In fact, he’s unsure if he even has the capacity to feel it, let alone have something or someone he loves most in this world.

When he looks down into the clear water of the fountain, what he sees isn’t someone or something beside him, but the boundless blue sky and clouds of Fontaine in the reflection. Not even his own ghost of a reflection. Just the sky above reflected in the water.

Furina says it’s because he is the embodiment of hydro, as the Water Sovereign, that has his presence reacting differently to the enchantments of the Fountain of Lucine. 

He thinks it is simply because he does not have the capacity for love at all.

Neither answers would be satisfactory to his young reporter though, of course.

He looks at Charlotte slowly, blinking, trying to think of the best way to explain without revealing his true self to her.

In the end, he gives up.

“No comment.” He says, wincing, knowing exactly the kind of implications an answer like that would give.

He’s proven right when all Charlotte does is smirk behind her clipboard, nodding, and writes down the answer.

She moves on, then, and the interview continues without much of a hitch. The girl is fast, archons, and thorough. He had cleared his entire afternoon for her, yet she had them finished in no less than twenty minutes. She stands up, thanking him, shaking his hand, before bolting out of the Palais Mermonia to get it published as soon as possible.

He glances up at the large grandfather clock at the corner of his office. In preparation for the interview, which he had anticipated to take at least two hours, he had made sure all of his duties had been done for the day and all the paperwork for the next upcoming trial completed. Now with the girl gone, he realizes he has two whole hours with himself with nothing to do.

He mildly wonders whether it would be worth it to visit the Merusea Village. He hasn’t gone in quite some time, and has always been meaning to, but what with the recent trial of the magician twins, and the absolute upheaval that was Tartaglia’s conviction, he’s been far too busy to even consider paying a visit, despite missing them all dearly.

He decides against it, finally, considering that the next trial was in just under three hours, and he would not be able to make the journey and return in time.

So in the end, he leaves the Palais Mermonia, stepping out and inhaling the fresh, salty air, and takes a walk out of the city. Towards the Opera Epiclese. He’ll need to go there at any rate, later this afternoon, so he may as well take a long walk and enjoy the scenery during this rare window of free time he finds himself in. 

It’s no short journey, but regardless he finds himself unwontedly pleased as he passes by the rivers and waterfalls, feeling the cold breeze play with his hair and the high sunshine warming his neck and hands.

Once or twice passes districts and villages and camps, and he tries his best to smile at the locals and appear like a friendly old tourist and not some executioner sent to guillotine someone, but it’s no use. They always scramble up, bowing, letting him pass, praising him.

He sighs inwardly. He really isn’t going to guillotine them. He has no idea why they all act so scared.

Perhaps it really is his RestingYou-Know-What Face.

Finally, just as he begins to feel weary and consider taking a break, the Opera Epiclese comes into view. Large and gleaming in the high afternoon sunshine.

He takes a seat on a corner bench, beside one of the many flowing springs, to regain his bearings.

People stop when they see him, whispering, and rush past him, but he tries his best to ignore it as he closes his eyes and tries to unwind and soak in the afternoon sunshine and birdsong.

He hears someone sit next to him, and opens one eye.

“Clorinde?”

“Chief Justice.”

She’s not looking at him, one leg crossed over the other as she takes a sip from a cup of coffee. In this brightness, with the backdrop of a clear and sparkling sky behind her, her eyes look bigger and brighter and more alive than ever.

“What are you doing here?”

“I’m here for the trial.” 

“It’s rather early for that.”

Her eyes flicker towards him. “I could say the same for you.”

He smiles, despite himself, “it’s a lovely day. A beautiful day. So I walked.”

She nods, “I saw you.”

He blinks. “At the Court of Fontaine?” 

Another nod. 

“Then… did you follow me here?” 

She rolls her eyes, “no. I was on my way here anyway. I…” she stops.

He watches her silently, waiting, giving her time to hesitate and ponder over her next words. 

She takes one more sip of her coffee, gulping, before finally shrugging, “… to pick flowers.”

“I see.” He nods, “today is a perfect day to pick flowers. Any reason in particular?”

“To give to someone.” She says quietly, face blank, eyes trained straight forward.

But he’s known Clorinde for years, and can tell just how strained she feels letting those words float out in the open.

He, for reasons he’s unsure about, can’t help from smiling, “I see. That’s quite a touching sentiment. Hand picked bouquets of rainbow roses does seem to be your style. I’m very pleased for you.”

She nods without saying anything, but her shoulders relax imperceptibly.

He wants to place a hand on her shoulder, squeeze it, comfort her. He wants to tell her he’s happy for her, genuinely, that she’s finally managing to bridge things with Demoiselle Navia after all these years.

He remembers all those years ago, almost an eternity ago, back when they had been lovers. Those days when Clorinde had been so different — how much more vitality she’d had behind those rose gold eyes. How often he’d see them standing beside one another, near the fontaine d’amour, holding hands, whispering, with her arm around Navia’s waist and the girl’s face buried in her hair.

How often Clorinde would hand-pick rainbow roses after every trial, to gift her lover.

And when Mr Callas died, their relationship died with him.

It had broken Neuvillette’s heart, even then, to watch it unfold helplessly before his eyes. And recently, when Navia had burst into his office with Lumine, amidst all the tears and the screaming to his face, he supposes he’s been thinking about the two of them a lot more lately.

About the meaning of justice, and the injustice that unfolded that day.

He’s only grateful now that the case has been closed, the truth has been exposed, and Navia and Clorinde can slowly but surely mend the bridge that had broken and collapsed between them all those years ago.

Back then, he thought it best to stay silent. As Clorinde’s boss, he had never said a word, never offered any consolations, never said anything alluding to the breakup, and watched as the girl’s walls grew thicker and thicker with every passing day. Watched on rainy days after trials when she would stand by the fountain alone, no hand around her waist and hair in her face, staring wordlessly at the reflection with blank and colorless eyes. And he never said a word.

As somewhat her friend, he now wishes he had. Perhaps then this happiness that he can see so subtly seeping out of her now would have appeared so much earlier.

He’s so lost in thought that for a moment he doesn’t notice when she pulls something out from beside her, handing it to him. 

A bottle of water.

“Here.”

He stares at it, “for me?”

She shrugs, “it’s a hot day, Monsieur. I know how much you hate heat. And you’ve had a long walk. So when I stopped to get myself a coffee, I got you some water.”

He looks at her unblinking for a few seconds, before taking it from her. “You’re too good to me, Clorinde.”

And he thinks he sees, for a tiny, minuscule, fraction of a second, the ghost of a smile.

Many people say Clorinde has just as intimidating a presence as himself. That the lethal look in her eyes when she’s in the duelist ring is enough to turn the hearts of men to stone. 

But here, in the sweet sunshine, as she talks about picking flowers and drinking coffee and getting him a bottle of water because she knew he’d be tired, Neuvillette can’t help but think about how wrong they are.

He thinks that perhaps if he was someone else, if he wasn’t the Iudex Neuvillette, the Dragon Sovereign of Water, and instead someone who is able to live as humans live and love as humans love — then maybe the person he’d see in the reflection of the Fountain of Lucine would be Clorinde.

After all, much like himself, she may have an RBF, but she really is quite adorable. 

 

 

✳︎✳︎✳︎

 

 

Sigewinne is the reason he’s finally able to visit Merusea Village.

It seems while he had been missing the melusine abode, many miles away under the sea at the fortress, she was sharing the exact same thoughts.

And so, here they are together, after her having taken off a few days leave after asking for the Duke’s permission, sitting with Mamere and Canotila as they help themselves to Sigewinne’s specialty milkshake blend and three bowls of Poisson Seafood soup.

The table is low and the chairs are lower, so Neuvillette himself is sitting cross-legged on the stone without a stool, as he listens to the delicate and lovely chatter as they exchange stories. Right now, Sigewinne is telling the three of them all sorts of stories from back at the Fortress.

“I can’t believe a child was living in the Fortress this whole time.” Canotila tuts, folding her arms, “how irresponsible. You’d think the Duke would at least let her leave, or send her into — what do the humans call it now? Foster services. Or an orphanage, like the famed House of the Hearth.”

“Oh, but he tried,” says Sigewinne with a sigh, “His Grace really tried, but Lanoire insisted on staying with her mother. And when she… she… unfortunately passed, it was the traveler in the end who helped the girl leave and unite with her grandfather.” 

“Ah, Miss Lumine.” Muses Mamere, looking wistful, “how is she? I do hope she’s doing alright.”

“You know the traveler, Mamere?” Neuvillette asks, surprised, and she nods.

“She helped me a lot. A while ago there was this man who kept trying to convince me to sell my paintings to him, even after I said no. She managed to get him to leave me alone.”

He sets his milkshake down, frowning, “and you didn’t think to come to me? If a man had been harassing you into selling your art against your wishes, that’s enough to take him to court.”

“Oh but Monsieur, you’re always so busy. You needn’t worry yourself over something so trivial.” She pats his arm sweetly.

He shakes his head undeterred, “no. Please do not say such things, Mamere. I swore to protect and guard the Melusines the day I brought you here to Fontaine. It is my duty to protect you all.”

Canotila hums, “ah, so diligent. As expected of the Chief Justice.”

“He’s really just trying to hide his mother hen instincts,” giggles Sigewinne, “Monsieur Neuvillette really is the most friendly person in Fontaine.”

“Come now, that’s a bit of a stretch,” he chides softly, “you’d be surprised at how many people think the opposite, actually.”

That only makes Sigewinne giggle more, “oh, Monsieur, it’s because you always look so serious. His Grace said you always have an RBF when you’re not smiling, so really, you should take that as a sign to smile more!”

He almost spits out his drink, “Sigewinne? Who taught you that word? Wriothesley said that?” He feels a very rare, very uncharacteristic twinge of anger flare in his chest. Wriothesley.

Sigewinne just tilts her head, “yes? RBF. Really Bad Face.”

Like a campfire doused on water, the anger subsides at once, “he… I see. Er. Alright then. Carry on.”

“How is The Duke, anyway?” Canotila pipes up, ears perking, “broken your record yet, Sigewinne?”

“Oh I wish!” Laughs the nurse, “I was so close, last week, to getting almost twelve stickers on his Pankration Ring boxing gloves, but he found me before I could stick the last one, picked me up and escorted me away.”

Mamere giggles, “better luck next time.”

“It’s such a shame, they were scented too.”

“Perhaps if you get a tea scented one, he’d have been more inclined to keep them,” suggests Canotila.

Sigewinne scrunches her nose in disgust, “yuck. I’m not going anywhere near tea scented stickers. The scent has already been ruined for me thanks to His Grace. It’s why I avoid visiting his office at all times now.”

“Furina just ordered herself a new batch of tea leaves from Chenyu Vale,” Neuvillette muses, “perhaps I should send some to him. We haven’t spoken in quite some time. Our last meeting… well I was far too busy dealing with the outbreak of Primordial Water to stop for a nice chat.”

“Oh, please do, Monsieur.” She nods, “you’re all His Grace ever talks about when he comes to me, it’s really getting quite annoying.” Her voice lowers comically to mimic the man, “Has Neuvillette sent any letters? Did he send any packages? Why don’t you send him a letter, Sigewinne? Has he been overworking? When will you next see him? Convince him to take a break, will you?”

Neuvillette feels warmth burst in his chest, “been asking all that, has he?”

“That and more. He simply won’t stop,” she nods emphatically.

“Then why hasn’t he paid me a visit, hm? He knows he’s always welcome to.”

“I suspect he’s scared.” Sighs Canotila with a roll of her eyes.

“Definitely scared.” Agrees Sigewinne, shaking her head, “ugh, His Grace. I sometimes wish I was big enough to pick him up and force him to come to you myself, the same way he likes to pick me up and drag me places.”

Neuvillette frowns. Scared? Surely he really wasn’t as intimidating as people said he was? To even Wriothesley? Does he really look that hostile?

Gods know this must be a genuine problem if even the Duke of the Fortress of Meropide is getting scared away by it as well. Perhaps Sigewinne was right. He does need to smile more.

But suddenly, putting all his consciousness into it, he’s suddenly forgotten how to.

Upward lips, a little bit of teeth, heightened cheeks.

Yes… yes. He can do it. He’s doing it. Smiling. 


Look friendly, Iudex. Like you’re a cute little melusine, not a big scary dragon.


The three of the melusines stop and stare at him. 

“Monsieur?” Mamere touches his arm, “are you alright?”

“Was the Poisson Seafood Soup too bitter? I can get you some water to wash away the taste—” starts Sigewinne.

He stops trying, “pardon? No, it was fine. I was…” he falters, “smiling?”

“…”

“…”

“…”

“With all due respect, Monsieur.” Says Canotila finally, “please don’t do that again.”

Sigewinne whacks her arm, scolding, but even he can see how hard she’s trying to contain her laughter. Mamere doesn’t even try to hide it, her little head rolling back as she giggles.

He finds himself unable to look away, feeling strange floods of fondness as he watches this scene before him now, the three of them sitting and laughing together in the dreamland is Merusea Village, sipping milkshake and having seafood soup together. 

Melusines may be a Fontainian race, but they are not human. That’s part of the reason, really, that he enjoys their company so much. To understand that he is not alone in his difficulty in navigating the human civilisation.

As such, like him, they too see no enchanted reflection when they gaze into the Fountain of Lucine. He had asked Sigewinne about it once. Asked if perhaps she was an exception — due to her more human-like disposition compared to the rest of her kind. But she said she couldn’t see anything but her own regular reflection when she looked in, and that she was perfectly fine with it.

“I don’t need a silly old fountain to tell me who I love.” She had said, skipping beside him and holding his hand, “I already know.”

He is aware, of course, that unlike him, Melusines have demonstrated the capacity to love, and feel, and harbor emotions just as humans have.

But here he thinks he can, for a moment, understand why the humans of Fontaine are so fond of the fontaine d’amour. Why so many people visit every day, month, year, just to look in the reflection and see the ones you love looking back. 

Here, as he looks at Sigewinne, and Mamere, and Canotila sitting and laughing and chatting before him, he thinks that yes, he really does.

He really does think he can understand.





2. Part 2
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When Sigewinne returns back to the Fortress after her three day visit, Neuvillette is struck with the disappointing reality that it would be likely another three to six months before he’d be able to see her again. They’re both busy, so busy, what with her duties at the Fortress and him as Chief Justice, not to mention having to deal with the rocky diplomatic relations with Snezhnaya and Fontaine at the moment, as well as Furina being frustratingly vague about what exactly happened that has her so terrified of The Knave. 

As for the Fortress — well, nothing seems to be going smoothly there either. It seems that even after he had quelled the outbreak of Primordial Water, it had evoked within the prison an increasing sense of restlessness. Sigewinne tells him in her letters about how often fights are breaking out now, and how many more patients are coming to her with injuries, or just to express their worries.

It’s like they can all sense that something big is about to happen —she says once in one of her letters — and they’re all in a slow state of panic because of it. Not that I blame them. Unlike the rest of Fontaine, if disaster strikes… they’ll have a harder time escaping from the calamity, stuck in this prison under all this water.

It’s worrying indeed, reading about such things, but all he does is send a letter in response reassuring her that nothing of the sort would happen anytime soon and that it is just her own paranoia at play.

However, he can taste the lie as he sends the letter off. He too has began to feel the gradual unease of an impending doomsday on the horizon. Every day he can feel this growing dread building up within him — like the whole world is holding its breath for some great disaster. And so when the first earthquake and flood breaks out in Poisson, well, it was only a matter of time.

And then so much, so much happens, in so little time. His world upturns from under him as they discover the stone slated within those ruins. As they initiate the trial of Lady Furina. As he watches Focalors get executed before his eyes and the gnosis that had been stolen from him all those millenia ago finally returned to him.

Perhaps the only silver lining amidst this whole ordeal is that Sigewinne had returned to provide assistance during Furina’s trial, and ended up staying in the Court of Fontaine for far longer than she had anticipated after the Great Flood broke out. While no one had died, thank the Archons, that didn’t mean they were without casualties. Sigewinne thus decided to stay and help heal the sick and wounded. 

As for him… well, he remains in his position as Chief Justice as he always had. Now that Furina had stepped down, and therefore no archon to reside over Fontaine (not that she did anything particularly archonly anyway), the responsibility of the recovery and healing of the nation falls on his shoulders. But strangely, he doesn’t find himself minding it. Where one would expect unrest and chaos after the breakout of such tragic a disaster, instead an era of irrefutable peace and stability dawns upon them. It’s palpable, and has him full of hope for the future of Fontaine. He thinks that the calm has finally settled upon them, after a long and unforgiving storm.

That’s not to say he’s not been busy, however. He has. Immensely, moreso now than ever, following the aftermath of the Great Flood. Casualties left right and center, court cases being held on standby as he dedicates most of his time to managing Gardiennage troops sent out to locate missing persons — it’s all never ending workflow for him that doesn’t seem to be ceasing anytime soon.

In spite of it all, though, he doesn’t mind. It’s a small price to pay for such a wonderful outcome — to be able to fool the Heavenly Principles and escape the doomed prophecy. Finally, the people of Fontaine can let go of their long existence living in dread and fear for an impending apocalypse. As Focalors says, the curtain call has come, and it could not make him happier.

That being said, this new work also serves as a very good distraction to keep his mind from drifting off, thinking about a girl — of two girls — dancing on a stage and crushed under an unforgiving guillotine and weeping so alone on her high throne.

It’s been a long time since he’s spoken to Furina — even more so since he’s had a proper conversation with her. The trial she was forced to undergo was not something he enjoyed seeing — in fact, he hated every second of it. Seeing that fear in her eyes, the palpable anxiety, the tears and worst of all the betrayal as she looked at him… he hated all of it. But it had to be done. It was necessary to find out the truth. The painful truth about Furina de Fontaine.

He had used to think she was incompetent. That she was irresponsible and naive and so very immature for someone divinely ordained by Celestia. That wasn’t to say he resented her — he really didn’t. Rather, he was just exasperated with her, almost every day. 

But now… now, it’s clear as day that he — he who is someone who prides himself on his impartial and accurate judgments — had deeply, deeply misjudged her. Furina is stronger than he had ever given her credit for, and he wants to tell her that. He really does. He wants to let her know he doesn’t hate her, that he forgives her.

But she’s made it a point of avoiding him, and he’s resolved to giving her as much space and time as she needs to recover.

For… reasons… he already knows where she lives, though he’s never once visited. Most of the time he sends someone from the Gardiennage to check up on her every now and then. To make sure she’s eating well, sleeping well, taking care of herself.

He knows their conversation is one that cannot be avoided, but even so he decides to wait until she is ready to speak to him.

 

 

✳︎✳︎✳︎

 

 

It’s around a month of no word from her when he’s decided he’s finally had enough.

His duties have somewhat simmered down as the novelty of the Disaster has worn off. Now, at least, he can see some semblance of normalcy returning to the Court. Schools reopening, court cases beginning again, businesses booming and allowing imports from other regions in Teyvat.

With every peaceful day that comes and goes, he grows more and more restless as he waits for Furina to take the first step.

He had thought, once, that she was going to finally do it. That day with Lumine — when he had found out she had been helping out a small theater group, they had come to ask whether he could arrange the Opera Epiclese for their venue. He had agreed, and had tried to seize that moment to finally speak to her, but like an electro seelie she had run off as hasty as she had arrived, leaving him alone with Lumine.

It’s when she finally gets her vision that he decides enough is enough.

To clarify, about a week or so after she had gotten her vision, he began to notice her skulking around the Opera Epiclese more and more frequently. He’d leave the courtroom after a particularly jarring and tedious trial, only to see a flash of blue, or the gleam of a bubble, or the figures of three adorable hydro mimics, and he’d know she’d been waiting outside. But whenever he’d try and look for the girl, she’d be nowhere to be seen.

So, after growing restless, he decides to take matters into his own hands. He has stalled for far too long at any rate, and he sees now that it was a mistake to assume Furina would try and initiate the first move. He should have known that she of all people hates confrontation above all else.

Not that he blames her. After the gruelling trial he had subjected to her… well, he’d want to avoid him too. Gods know the deepest twinges of guilt he feels is part of the reason why he wishes to see her. He can’t seem to get that face of hers out of his head — her tears, her terror — all because of him.

And this is why he must, he simply must, mend bridges with her.

So, one day, he does something completely out of character. He cancels the next trial. Or rather, delays it. 

Sedene helped — working out all the details for him, and allowing the scheduled date to be moved to next week. 

Most importantly, he ensured that the whole ordeal was kept under wraps — and that no one except the parties involved were aware of the change — so that it would be enough to fool Furina.

And it worked.

He stays there, hidden behind the cypress trees, feeling half-ridiculous half-exhilarated as he waits for her to show up, among the rainbow roses and feeling the featherlight spray of the spring fountains tickle his face and neck.

It takes so long that he almost begins to doubt himself. That she found out somehow and wasn’t going to show up. But then he sees her.

The square is relatively empty, being midday and midweek where most people would be at work, and children are at school, and anyone else taking advantage of the quiet hour to shop in peace. It’s the perfect time to talk to her, so perfect in fact that he half jokes to himself that it has been set up quite nicely by the universe — “ordained by fate” as that astrologist Lumine introduced to him to likes to say.

Furina approaches the center of the square, almost in trepidation, looking around to see if she’ll be spotted by any passersby. And then, after concluding she’s alone, moves to stand by the fountain.

Neither of them move for a long time. Now that she’s here, despite all his eagerness, Neuvillette suddenly finds himself hesitating. Unable to move.

As for Furina, all she does is stand there, for an eternity, beside the Fountain of Lucine like a swaying wraith.

He suddenly recalls a day when he had asked her what exactly she sees in the Fountain of Lucine. It was rather uncharacteristic of him — their relationship back then was one where he tried his best to maintain the professional boundaries between them, but she’d always be the one to ignore that rule and find any moment to pestire him and treat him as more than a colleague.

He remembers it had been raining. They were in the Palais Mermonia. It was so very late, and he was so very tired. And she, wrapped up in silken blue bubble-themed pajamas, lay on one of the sofas of his office, reading a book and cuddling a plushie.

When he had posed the question to her, she had just laughed. Loud, boisterous, such was her fashion. He used to find it childlike, but now he realizes just how strained it really was.

Without looking up from her book, she had said, “the blessings of the fontaine d’amour affect not the very archon of hydro, Iudex.” Another featherlight laugh, “I see nothing but my own reflection, in that still blue water.”

And he had just nodded, tired, and continued his work. 

So domestic it had been, in retrospect. How could he not have noticed at the time? How could he have only noticed now, now that she’s gone and his office is empty and he doesn’t have someone to eat breakfast with, and no one to visit before he goes to sleep, just how domestic it was that they had once shared?

He almost misses it. 

He does, he does miss it.

Now, realizing the truth. Realizing that she really isn’t all that different from any other human, has him wondering the truth. Wondering what she really does see, beside her reflection, when she looks into the fountain.

He can’t see her face from where he’s standing, because her back is to him. She could be smiling right now, or weeping.

So timeless, they’re stood here now. So still. Like the world itself is holding its breath and waiting for the hydro archon and hydro dragon to mend their broken blood once more.

Well then. No point wasting any more time, is there?.

He inhales. Steps out from his hiding place. Approaches her.

She doesn’t move a muscle, even when he draws so near behind her that he can see his own reflection in the water. She doesn’t say a word, doesn’t move an inch.

“Furina.” He says softly.

She jumps. Yelps. Turns around in surprise, like she had been electrocharged.

“Wh— ah!” seeing that it’s only him, for some reason, doesn’t calm her down but instead has her looking even more panicked, “I-Iudex?”

He tries to smile, “it’s been a while, Furina.”

Regaining her bearings, he watches as she tries to compose herself, plastering on her most dazzling smile. But he knows her well and even now, it’s clear as day how anxious she is in his presence.

She leans forward on her sword, grinning, “it has! I thought you— uh— had a trial to go to?”

“It got canceled, unfortunately.” He says bleakly, shrugging.

She frowns, and that’s all the indication he needs to know that she’s caught on immediately. Furina is smart, she always has been. He sees the realization in her eyes — that he had canceled his trial in an attempt to trap her, lure her in, bait her, just like last time.

He winces internally. To lure her in was his intention, yes, but never in any ill manner. He simply wanted to talk to her. Not prey on her like a predatory dragon to a hopeless jellyfish.

He steps closer to try and put a hand on her shoulder, but she steps back immediately.

It hurts a small part of him. So much so that he blurts, “I’m sorry.”

She smiling for a moment, blinking, before laughing. Loudly. Boisterously. Theatrically. “Oh, Iudex, if you’re apologizing for what happened at the trial, don’t! It all worked out in the end. You know what they say. Alls well that ends well!”

But he can see the broken heart behind those irises, “It was never my intention to betray you like that.”

He thinks he sees anger, for the tiniest fraction of a second, on her face, “I said it’s fine. Nothing to worry about. All water under the bridge.”

He frowns. He wants nothing more than to take her hand, to shake her shoulders, to beg her to rip off this mask she’s still adamant on wearing in spite of everything. He wants to talk to Furina, gods, not the performance of Focalors she’s put on for all these years.

All these years, he had thought he knew her. All these years, she had been his anchor. Humanity was foreign to him but Furina, she was familiar. She was an outsider like him, she understood him in a way no one else in this world did, and he understood her the same.

But now here she stands, shattered like glass, and he can’t help but feel devastated at just how utterly wrong he had been. At how grand a performance she had put on for the past 500 years that meant the girl he knew was but like dissolved seafoam to who he was actual talking to.

But he wants to try. He wants to learn about Furina.

And so, he latches on the most prominent aspect of her new identity. “That vision suits you.”

She freezes, fingers reaching down to hover imperceptibly over the thing. Then she huffs, “I must say I agree. It makes everything worlds more convenient too. I mean, who needs a tap anymore, huh?” She tries to laugh.

He smiles, genuinely relieved, “I’m glad you liked it.”

And then her smile fades, and she looks away, her eyes fleeting up and away and around.

Embarrassed.

She plays with her fingers, twisting them, a shuffling on the spot, “I suppose thanks are in order, too.”

“No need.” He says gently, stepping closer again. This time she doesn’t back away. “I can think of no one more worthy to be my first vision holder.”

He means it, from the very bottom of his soul. Having his original power restored to him was a nice bonus, to be frankly put, but the truth is he didn’t feel much else apart from the weight of a greater duty impressed upon him now to maintain justice not just in Fontaine, but the entirety of Teyvat, the skies and beyond

On the other hand, having Furina as his first ever allogene had come with the greatest sense of honor he had ever felt in his life.

She doesn’t say anything, looking at him with uncertain eyes — not directly at his face, but rather through their reflection in the fountain.

“I mean it.” He repeats emphatically. And when she doesn’t respond he clutches her shoulder, “why must you avoid me like this, Furina?”

She turns away again, stepping out of his grip and taking a few steps forward. Her back is towards him, her arms hugging her shoulders, a deep blue silhouette against the backdrop of the Opera Epiclese and the rapidly approaching sunset.

“You didn’t need to do that, yknow.” She whispers, “I don’t need your pity.”

“It was never pity. Never, Furina.” He insists, “no one could be worthier of getting a vision. I daresay after everything that has happened these 500 years, it’s an insult you were never given one already.”

He hears her laugh then, choking and breathless, and he feels a weight ease off his chest.

He continues, relieved to have broken some of the ice, “besides, I do think it matches your color scheme quite nicely. Better a hydro vision than a dendro or geo, don’t you think?”

When she laughs again, he feels like laughing too. Gods, he’s missed her.

Then she turns around and—

Oh. She isn’t laughing. She hadn’t been laughing at all.

She’d been crying.

He watches her, dumbly, unable to do anything except stand there and stare as she sobs, tears flooding down her cheeks and trickling down her back before falling into the ground in heavy droplets. It breaks his heart.

It begins to rain.

He had always thought sadness did not suit Furina. She had a soul built from laughter. She had a face that broke into a million shades of sunshine when she smiled, and sang the songs of a million springs when she laughed.

Sadness was an emotion that never suited Furina, because she was made to be happy. Made to be the human Focalors was never able to become. Made to live, and laugh, and love, and be free. Made from the very washed out wishes of a God who was shouldered with the burden of a mistake from her predecessor.

Sadness was not a good look on Furina, and Neuvillette has always hated — always, for years — seeing her cry.

And if seeing her weep at the trial that day broke his heart, seeing her now would shatter it into a billion discarded pieces. The girl is sobbing, in heavy, heaving bursts in front of him.

And the only thing he can manage to say is, “why are you crying?”

She either doesn’t hear him, or can’t reply in the midst of her sobs. She wipes her eyes over and over but it’s futile as more and more tears keep coming.

He feels a lump in his throat. He’s only ever felt like crying two times before this in his life. The first was when Navia confronted him in his office, weeping in very much the way Furina must look like right now, begging him to reconsider what the meaning of this justice that he holds so dear to him means. 

The second was when Focalors— when she—

With Furina before him now, crying in such a way, he can do nothing but watch helplessly, “Furina…”

She shakes her head, trying to smile even now amidst all the wetness and the red eyes and the breathy gasps, “I’m okay. I’m fine. It’s nothing, Chief Justice. I’m perfectly fine. I’m okay. Thank you for the vision. It was very kind of you.”

She’s still crying.

He watches her in despair, unsure what to do.

So Neuvillette and Furina stand there, in the empty square of the Opera Epiclese, staring at each other. Both utterly broken and equally heartbroken. Soaking wet. Silent.

There’s a million things he wants to say. 

Don’t cry. 

I’m sorry about your trial. 

You didn’t have to move out. 

You didn’t have to avoid me.

I don’t see you as any less because you’re not a god.

The deaths at Poisson and the Great Flood wasn’t your fault.

I’m proud of you.

I’m sorry.

I miss you. I miss you. I miss you.

Gods, he misses her so much.

He misses those early days when they’d eat breakfast in his office. 

He misses the nights when everyone’s asleep and the Gardiennage are sent home, and it’s just him working in his office and her reading on one of the sofas. 

He misses seeing her, bratty and barefoot, prancing around his office and acting like a spoilt child. Pestering him, singing on the carpet, dancing on the furniture. 

He misses when they’d walk together after every trial, and talk about anything and everything. The days when he’d help her run Fontaine and she’d help him understand how to be human.

He wants to tell her it all and more.

But amidst all the rain and seeing her saltwater tears, all he can manage is, “hydro archon, hydro archon, don’t cry.” 

And that’s when she laughs. For real this time.

“Furina,” he whispers, “the world has changed. You don’t need to keep up this performance.”

Finally, the tears have slowed, and though they’re still flowing, she can manage words and sentences without them breaking off into incomprehensible gasps.

She says, softly, almost to herself, “I’m not who you thought I was, Iudex. I’m not your Furina. She never existed.”

“Yes she did.” He replies, fiercely, “I’ve always known my Furina. And if I don’t… introduce me.”

She stares at him.

“I want to meet her. I want to meet my allogene.” He steps closer, nodding his head ever at her, “allow me to introduce myself. I’m the Iudex, Neuvillette. And you are?”

Furina doesn’t say a word, gaping at him, half with disbelief half with despair.

“Pardon?” He says loudly, leaning forward, “I’m very sorry I didn’t catch that. And you are…?” 

And finally, finally, the corners of her mouth twitches upwards. She whispers something weakly.

“Please speak up, I’m afraid I didn’t catch that. I’m rather old, you see, my hearing isn’t very good.”

“My name is Furina.” She repeats, louder, “I like to sing. And dance.”

Oh what he would do to hug her right now.

“Nice to meet you, Furina.”

“A-And,” she continues shakily, “I really like cake, and tea parties, and performances.”

“Interesting.” He smiles, “you remind me of a girl I once knew. She also liked those things. Very much, in fact. I miss her dearly.”

“But could that girl cook?” Furina asks defiantly, almost smugly.

He shakes his head.

She humphs, wiping away her tears and sniffling. Then she folds her arms, “well this one can! I can make macaroni. A really mean, really damn good macaroni.”

“Oh?” He feels himself smiling wide, “would you care to indulge this old dragon and let me try this magic macaroni then?”

She swallows, “y-yes. Yes. You can. Um. We can have a tea party together, at my house. And you can try it then.” 

She looks almost shy at the semi-invitation, self-conscious. But she must be deluded if she thinks Neuvillette would reject such an offer. 

In the past, he’d often reject her when she’d ask if he wanted a tea party, feigning work or a trial or tiredness. Now, he can think of nothing in this world he’d rather do than sit with her and have tea and cake and chat the way they used to.

She’s still crying, ever so slightly, the wet corners of her eyes still trickling, but excitement seems to win Furina over as she gasps and jumps on the spit as she thinks about their tea party, “or we can have a sleepover at my new place! And then we can paint our nails, and apply facial masks while we have tea, and read books and in the morning I can bring you to the theater.” 

There she is. There’s the girl he knows.

“I would be delighted to have a sleepover with you, Lady Furina.” He says warmly, before stopping himself, realizing his slip only a second too late.

She stops, but thankfully his blunder didn’t put too much of a damper on her new high mood, “I’m no longer Lady Furina, you know. Just Furina is fine.”

He nods, “understood, Furina.” She looks pleased, and a little shy, so he adds, “but you know, we don’t need a silly old gnosis to tell us who’s the archon and who isn’t. As far as I’m concerned, you performed the role of Focalors for 500 years. And though that may have, at one point, been just a performance, that doesn’t make it any less real.”

“No.” She shakes her head fiercely, “no. No, no, don’t say such things, Neuvillette, don’t compare me to Focalors. She did so much for Fontaine. All I did was pretend. In the end, I’m like any old Fontainian. I bleed when I fall, I dissolve in the Primordial Sea, and I see the reflection of— of the person who I love most in the fontaine d’amour.”

He’s prepared to object, to argue and plead her case as though he were a defendant on a court case and she were the judge. To convince her that she is the archon, no matter how theatrical she felt that role to be. That to the people of Fontaine, she earned their love and respect for generations upon generations upon generations.

But the last part of her sentence stops him.

“You…” Neuvillette whispers slowly, “what did you just say?”

She blinks, “I’m… just like any Fontainian?”

“The last bit.”

She pauses, thinking, “I bleed when I fall, and dissolve, and see the reflection of—”

“The person you love most in the Fountain of Lucine?” He finished, his mind reeling, “Furina.”

“… what?”

“… do you know why it is only Fontainians who see their heart’s reflection in the fountain? Only Fontainians, no one else from Teyvat?”

She ponders over this, “I never used to know before but after everything that’s happened… I’m guessing it’s due to Fontainian’s being Oceanids from the Primordial Sea?”

He nods, “yes. It is said that all the waters in the world ultimately converge into this fountain. That is the reason only Fontainian’s are affected by the enchantment of the fountain. They are beings of Primordial Water after all.”

“Your point?”

“Furina.” He steps closer, “the people of Fontaine are no longer Oceanids. The Original Sin has been washed away.”

She blinks, confused.

“So.” He elaborates slowly and carefully, “the magic of the fountain has stopped its effect on them now, too. They’re all regular humans now.”

And then finally he sees the realization hit her, all at once. Surprise contorts her features first, and then shock, before she steps back with a hand plastered across her mouth.

Furina had no idea. Furina had no idea that the fountain had stopped working it’s magic. But she and Neuvillette had been standing over it side-by-side for a long time now. She should have noticed by now, unless…

“Furina,” he smiles at her, feeling the happiest he’s ever felt in his long, long life, “am I perhaps the person you see in the Fountain of Lucine?”

He’s proven right when he sees how embarrassed she looks, shaking her head, smacking his arm.

He is. He is.

He is who she sees in the fountain.

And it really isn’t all that much of a shock, really, when he now thinks about it. Him and Furina… they had always been in the same boat. Outsiders. They ruled together, they lived together, they watched each other grow (more mentally rather than physically).

She was the closest and truest thing he had ever had in his life, and knowing she feels the same is beyond exhilarating.

Furina had always been the closest he had ever had to family, a sister. And he was the closest she had to family too, a brother. A lonely little jellyfish and a lonely old dragon, sticking together in a long, vast world.

He seizes her into a hug, pulling her close against his chest and holding her tight and close. She doesn’t move an inch for many long seconds, before finally melting into the hug. He feels her small arms circle around his waist.

And here he can’t help but think about how funny this all is, really. How Focalors is the one who had been behind everything. How she was the one who invited him to be Chief Justice. She was the one who offered him the position.

But Furina is so very wrong if she thinks he only cares about the person who she was pretending to be. He doesn’t. 

After all, it may have been Focalors who invited him to Fontaine, but it was Furina whom he had come to—

Huh. How curious.

For a strange moment, he had almost said the word “love”. That it was Furina was whom he had come to “love”.

But the hydro dragon cannot love. Love is grounded in humanity, and Neuvillette is an outsider in every respect of the word. He cannot, it has been proven many times before, experience such a thing.

But here, in the rain, as the dark clouds go away but the soft showers remain, and a vibrant and bursting rainbow breaks into the boundless blue sky, and he’s here hugging Furina close beside the fontaine d’amour while she weeps again and he strokes her hair and she whispers between gasps about their future sleepover and how much fun they’ll have—

Well, he can pretend for just a moment that this feeling in his chest, this need to hold her close until her sadness evaporates and nothing more remains of her saltwater tears, is this feeling of love that he’s heard so much about. 

And hope that one day, maybe, he’s able to look down into the Fountain of Lucine, and see Furina’s reflection staring back.
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When Sigewinne is finally able to say for certain that her help isn’t needed in the Court anymore — one month after the Great Flood — it’s Neuvilette who escorts her back to the Fortress himself. She had said he needn’t trouble himself, but he had insisted. He wanted to see her off while he still could, knowing it would be an eternity before he’d be able to see her again.

Besides, he had been wanting to pay a visit to Wriothesley for a while now. Returning to the Fortress to catch up now was something he had been planning to do for a while.

He tells her, as they make their journey, about his reconciliation with Furina. She’s beyond ecstatic, of course, and that only serves to skyrocket his mood even higher. Furina doesn’t hate him, and Sigewinne had managed to stay a whole month longer than usual at the Court (granted, not for the best reasons, but still). Good fortune seems to be following him very closely recently. He just hope it stays this way.

When they arrive and waved in by the guards, prisoners from all sides bow at him and wave at Sigewinne, and more than once they are stopped by inmates asking to see how she is, and how glad they are that she’s returned, and how everyone’s missed her terribly.

When they’re alone again, walking, he looks down at her, “Sigewinne is very popular here, I see.”

She smiles serenely, “ah, people think the Fortress of Meropide is some gruelling torture boot camp for labourers and convicts. It’s true to an extent, but I think you’ll find everyone here really are just big softies.”

“That’s very much a relief for me to hear. I have been worrying about how they’re treating you — no one being rude, I hope? No one bullying you?”

“You worry too much, Monsieur.” She reaches up on her tiptoes to pat his arm, “everyone here is very kind to me. And those who aren’t… well, Wriothesley doesn’t let them get away with it.”

“His Grace has my eternal gratitude for that.” Replies Neuvillette, unwontedly pleased, “now I suppose the question is: where is he?”

“Well it’s noon, and His Grace always likes to watch the Pankration Ring duels at that time. So he’s probably there.” So she takes his hand in hers and pulls him towards the tunnel leading towards the Pankration Ring elevator.

A guard stops them, however, just as they’re making their way. A woman, young, with deep rouge hair, smiling apologetically at the two.

“Forgive me for eavesdropping, Chief Justice, Sigewinne. But if you’re looking for His Grace, he’s in his office right now.”

The melusine tilts her head, “office? At this time? Did something happen?”

A weak smile, “you know him well, Miss Sigewinne. You’re right. Ever since the Great Flood, he’s been holed up in his office day after day. In fact, he’s stopped visiting duels altogether. Everyone’s been secretly worried about him. He only comes out to get his welfare meals and a refill of his teabag stock.”

Sigewinne frowns, looking deeply troubled, “now that is a surprise. I wonder why he’s so down.”

“We hope it’s nothing serious. Perhaps he just misses you so much, Miss Sigewinne.” The lady tries to smile, “everyone’s been so keen for you to return so you can talk to him and try and revive him.”

The girl nods, “I see. Thank you for letting me know. I’ll go check up on him immediately.”

The woman nods, bowing her head and leaving. Neuvillette watches her go wordlessly, before looking down at Sigewinne.

“I do hope everything’s alright.”

“I do too.” Is all the girl says, turning on her heel as they go towards his office instead.

She knocks twice, and waits.

“I’ve already issued an order not to bother me. Any inquiries, please submit a form to the guards and I’ll get back to you.” Comes Wriothesley’s voice, slightly muffled, from the other side.

“Is that really how you’re going to treat my return, Your Grace?” Chides the nurse, smiling, even though Wriothesley can’t see it.

There’s a long pause, as they stand there in silence outside his door waiting for a response, before finally it slides open automatically and they’re allowed in.

It takes a while to notice the man, sitting up on his high desk, with an empty mug of tea on his right. Neuvillette can’t help but crinkle his nose, understanding what Sigewinne had meant now. The place reeksof tea leaves.

He doesn’t look up from his paperwork for a few long seconds.

Sigewinne skips up the stairs to stand by his side, before cupping his cheek and turning his face towards her.

“Oh my,” she breathes in shock, “you look terrible.”

He puffs out a laugh, “good to see you too, Sigewinne.”

She doesn’t smile back, “Your Grace, what on Teyvat have you been doing? You look like you haven’t slept in a week!”

“That’s more or less the reason then.” He admits, and blinks when she suddenly looks furious. In that adorable little manner of hers, but furious nonetheless.

“Wriothesley. What is this about?” She demands, clutching his shoulders, glaring, “I leave for one month and suddenly you’re not eating or sleeping well. How old are you? Do you need me to keep feeding you and checking up on you?”

Despite it all, despite the situation, Neuvillette can’t stop himself from laughing. He had always thought of Sigewinne as someone who could be seen as Wriothesley’s daughter. But now, there’s evident role reversal at play as she’s the one acting now like a fussing parent. 

Wriothesley’s eyes flicker towards him, seemingly only just noticing his presence.

They lock eyes for a few seconds, before Sigewinne reiterates fiercely, “answer the question. Is this about the Great Flood?”

“Uh, partly?” He says, slowly removing her hands from his shoulders and leaning back on his chair, “many inmates tried to escape in a panic after the Disaster. Even the guards were so terrified they didn’t try and stop them. So many have escaped, so I’ve been spending this past month trying to track them down.”

“This all happened?” Neuvillette finally says, incredulous, “and you didn’t think to tell me? Wriothesley, I’d have gotten the Maison Gardiennage to do a wide scale investigation for you. You didn’t have to shoulder it yourself.”

His words, for some reason, only seem to aggravate the man, which was the opposite of his intention, “it’s fine. You have your own work cut out for you. We’ve managed to find most of them, at any rate.”

Neuvillette is speechless for a few long moments, before saying, “you’ve never shied away from asking me for great favors before. What makes this any different? You know I’d have offered you assistance if you asked.”

The man closes his eyes, arms folded across his chest, “well I just didn’t feel it was worth it.”

And all of a sudden, Neuvillette realizes now why Wriothesley seems so strange. Why this conversation feels so completely, unutterably off.

The man is angry at him.

He can see it now. He’s not yelling, or frowning, or even glaring. But it’s obvious, as he’s sitting there now from the way he’s looking straight at him, the way the muscles in his neck are wrung with tension, the way in which his jaw is set.

Wriothesley is furious at Neuvillette.

And Neuvillette’s first thought is: why? What did he do?

Sigewinne, bless her, doesn’t seem to notice the growing thickening tension between the two men as she examines Wriothesley’s face, feels his pulse, and promptly blanches.

“Your pulse… Your Grace, just how many cups of tea have you had? There’s enough caffeine in your system to run a clockwork meka!” She looks mystified, and he avoids her gaze. She forces him to look back at her, “You. Are such! An idiot! Wait here. I’m going to get some supplies from the infirmary.”

And then, before Neuvillette can stop her, she bounds down the swirling staircase and leaves the room, and the two of them are left alone in the large, quiet office.

Wriothesley turns away from him, picking up his stack of papers and shuffling them, aligning them properly, cleaning up his desk, and it takes a while for Neuvillette to realise he’s waiting for him to speak.

Except he really doesn’t know what to say. “Did you get out of the flood alright?”

“Nope. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to make it and I ended up drowning. This is my ghost you’re speaking to.”

Ah. Well, lucky for him, years of living with Furina means Neuvilette’s well versed in identifying sarcasm.

Frowning, he steps closer, “did I do something wrong?”

Finally, the man stops shuffling around.

“Wriothesley.” He continues quietly, “if I, in any way, unwittingly offended you, I sincerely apologise.”

The chair swivels and Wriothesley looks at him. All the anger has dissipated and now Neuvillette can see clearer than ever an unmistakable weariness along the lines of the man’s face and in the bags under his eyes.

“It’s not something like that.” He says softly.

“Then?”

“…” Wriothesley bites his lip, “I heard from Lumine that you’re in possession of the hydro gnosis now?”

Surprised at the shift in topic, Neuvilette finds he can’t do much but stand there and nod dumbly, “er, yes. And no. I was. After Lady Furina — for want of a better phrase — ‘fell from grace’, I received the hydro gnosis as my rightful property. However, I am not currently in possession of it now. I gave it to The Knave.”

And then, like shrouded mist, that look of fury has returned, “I knew it.”

Blinking, Neuvillette just gapes, “that’s what you’re upset about?”

“How could you just casually give away the Heart of God to a Fatui Harbinger like her?” Wriothesley demands, “have you lost your mind? 500 years, and your rightful property has finally been returned to you, and you just hand it over to the most cunning and notoriously two-faced organization in Teyvat?”

“I fail to see how what I do with my own property is any of your business,” replies Neuvilette defensively, “besides, she earned it. She helped us a lot, Wriothesley. A great deal. If it weren’t for her, I daresay we’d have a far greater number of casualties than that of which we currently have. In fact, perhaps the prophecy may have played out completely in the end had she not sent her aid.”

“The Knave is known to be the most duplicitous of the 12 Harbingers, Iudex. Wake up. You think she saved Fontaine out of the goodness of her heart? In giving her the Gnosis, you’ve played right into her trap. Her goal was always to collect it.”

“Wriothesley.” Neuvillette stares at the man, completely incredulous, “surely you can’t be so worked up over that? I no longer have a need for the thing. The nation’s been saved, and the prophecy has been avoided. And I do truly believe that, while her goal was always the Gnosis, she did care very much about the safety of Fontaine as well.”

Wriothesley doesn’t say anything then, turning away from him and burying his face in his hands. He rubs away the tiredness from his face, and heaves a long and loud sigh.

And then it hits Neuvillette. “You hate her, don’t you?”

“I don’t make it a habit of liking any Fatui, Iudex.”

“Yes, but you hate her especially. Don’t you?”

There’s no reply.

“It can’t be because she sent spies into the Fortress in order to learn about Tartaglia’s conviction, could it?” But even after Neuvillette says the words, he knows it’s not true.

No, he’s known Wriothesley for a long time. Over a decade. 

He thinks back to a day ten years ago, when he had been sitting on his high seat at the Opera Epiclese, and Wriothesley before him was opposite and in the accused’s seat, pleading guilty for the murder of two people he had once called mother and father. 

And because Neuvillette has known Wriothesley for so long, he knows exactly what type of person, what type of criminal, the man absolutely detests most in this world. Those that hit a little too close to home.

Even as he realizes this, Wriothesley is already speaking, quietly and resentfully.

“She sent so many. She was relentless, that woman. Day after day she would send Fatui spies directly into the Fortress, and each time I would remove them all. It was a direct provocation towards her — I dared her to send more and she would, waiting to see how long this game of cat and mouse would last between us.” Then he laughs bitterly, “I was so certain I’d worn her out when the spies finally stopped coming in, but then I realized she’d done something worse than sending Fatui agents to the prison to gather intelligence. She sent Fatui children.”

“Wriothesley—”

“Children, Iudex. Children. I had disposed of every other spy she sent before them, and so she decided to send children?”

“She probably knew you wouldn’t harm them.” Neuvillette tries to reason, “she’s sharp, Wriothesley, very sharp. She definitely must have realized you have a soft spot for them.”

“But she still took the risk. Do you know how easy it was for me to take Lynette, Neuvillette? I could have killed her. Or worse. I could have done whatever the fuck I wanted to her if I had ulterior motives. And The Knave would have been the one to let it happen.” He laughs again, in unmistakable frustration bordering on hysteria, with white-hot fury behind those eyes, “I guess that’s just how the House of the Hearth works, huh? All the children under Lord Arlecchino are just faceless little tools at her disposal.”

Any form of resistance dies on Neuvillette’s tongue as he realizes it’s no use arguing with the man in this state of his. Wriothesley is tired, and so very upset right now. It would be better to stay silent as he lets it all out

“So it’s really not a surprise that after all that, I despise her guts, is it?” He glares venomously, “and now, after all that’s happened, I’m hearing that you, Iudex, are praising her, joined forces with her, and even handed over the fucking Gnosis to her, like the cherry on top.” He shakes his head, running a hand through his hair, “and you ask me now why I’m furious?”

And Neuvillette realizes now, seeing just how distressed the man looks before him, with his unkempt hair and bags under his eyes and frustration in every corner of his face, just how much this has been playing on the man’s mind. Despite it having happened almost two months ago, he realizes now that meeting the twins must have left a burning impression on the man, opened up fresh wounds and reminded him of a time in his life that he wishes to forget.

The anger on the man’s face has subsided, replaced with complete, all-encompassing exasperation. He’s tired, and stressed, and overworked, and seeing him in this state for reasons unfathomable breaks Neuvillette’s heart even further.

He leans forward to rest hand on the man’s hair, “Wriothesley. I understand. I can understand now why you must hate her.”

“That’s putting it lightly.”

“But please understand. I don’t know her well, nor have I had the chance to see her true colors. Who knows? Perhaps her intention in helping Fontaine really was just to secure the Gnosis. Maybe I did fall right into her trap.” A pause, “however, I truly, undeniably believe that the relationship between her and her children is not so sinister as you may think.”

Silence.

“I’ve met the children, and they seem to adore and revere their dear ‘Father’ more than anything.” 

The man leans back against his chair, slumping, rubbing his temples, “that’s all well and cute, Iudex, but as for the children adoring her, I have no qualms over. It’s her perspective on them that bothers me.”

“While that may be correct.” Nods Neuvillette, “you have to understand that these children have been through a lot, a great deal, before their adoption into the House of Hearth. They’d have all sorts of walls, defenses, issues with trusting others that must have stemmed from the scars from their past, and yet still in spite of it all the Knave managed to win their love and undying adoration. Surely not all of it must be superficial?”

Wriothesley falls silent. Looking down, he sees that the man’s eyes are closed, his breathing heavily as he rests against his chair. One might have even thought him to be asleep were it not for the rhythmic tapping of his finger against his desk.

With a faint smile, Neuvillette continues, “Like I said, perhaps I’m wrong. Maybe she really does see them in the most superficial way possible. Who knows?”

He doesn’t get a response, and the silence in the air between them grows longer with each passing second, the only sound being Wriothesley’s heavy breathing and his rhythmic taps against his desk.

Suddenly, standing alone with his hand still resting on the man’s head, Neuvillette feels as tired as Wriothesley looks. Without thinking, he sinks his fingers into the soft tufts of hair beneath his hand, stroking his head.

Wriothesley stiffens quite perceptibly from under him, before relaxing ever so slightly.

“What happened in your childhood was a tragedy, Wriothesley.” Says Neuvillette softly, “A tragedy that, every day, I wonder what would have happened if things had been different. If those parents of yours had been caught earlier, without the cost of you committing murder and being sentenced in order to stop their horrendous crimes.” Then he leans forward, close, grilling the man’s shoulder with his free hand. “I’m sorry. I really am.”

Wriothesley shrugs half-heartedly from under him, “it’s past now. No use crying over spilt milk. I just don’t want a repeat of my past to happen again to anyone. Not when I can prevent it.”

“It’s very sweet of you to care.” Says Neuvilette, and he means it more than he’s ever meant anything before in his life.

It’s a strange sensation, this tightness in his chest. He doesn’t know what to make of it. What to make of these strange new feelings bubbling to the surface as he sees how tired Wriothesley looks and listens to how concerned Wriothesley is about children he doesn’t even know. He doesn’t know what to make of these strange new urges — to comfort the man and hold his hand and not let him waste away in his office like he had apparently been doing for the whole of this month. 

And when Wriothesley turns ever so slightly to face him fully, their faces so very close to one another that Neuvillette can see the flecks of blue within those violet eyes, he thinks he can feel every nerve ending in his body light up in brilliant sparkling electro. He doesn’t know what to make of any of it.

Of this position they’re in, himself leaning over the man still sitting in the chair, one hand on his shoulder and the other carding its way through his hair. Noses brushing, foreheads touching.

“I’m sorry for being unreasonable.” Wriothesley mumbles, not breaking his gaze from where they’re so close, their faces are so close—

“Don’t be.” Breaths Neuvillette.

And then Wriothesley says nothing, but his gaze flicks down — towards his lips — and then Neuvillette realizes with cold shock what is happening, and feels even more shock at how much he wants it.

The man leans in, bridging the gap between them, and—

Neuvillette pulls away.

He lets go of his hair and shoulders. He steps back once, twice. Tries to put as much distance between them as he can without seeming too rude.

But it’s too late. The damage is done, and he thinks he sees, for the fraction of the tiniest second, the light behind the Wriothesley’s eyes die out.

A million unfinished questions are swimming around in his head. A million rampaging emotions are running berserk in his chest.

The deepest, most selfish parts of himself regrets pulling away. Is begging him to run back, to seize the man, to finish off what they were so very close to starting.

But he swallows it down and pushes such thoughts away. They have no place for someone like him. He, who is the Chief Justice first and foremost, and who knows that to allow Wriothesley to hold him and love him would be the gravest injustice enough to topple Celestia itself.

Because he is the Dragon Sovereign of Water. The embodiment of hydro. The reincarnation of one of the Primordial beings of Teyvat.

He may look like a human, and act like a human, and sometimes feel like a human. But behind all such appearances is a simple and painful truth. He knows it, the fontaine d’amour knows it. The dragon of hydro is not a human, and therefore he is incapable of loving.

And Wriothesley is someone who deserves to be loved to the fullest. He deserves someone who can feel the way he feels, and give him his whole heart in a way Neuvillette knows he cannot give him.

Could never have given him.

So he tries to open his mouth to try and speak. To say what, he doesn’t know. To apologize? To change the subject? To try and explain himself?

But all Wriothesley does is stand up, not meeting his eyes, and clears his throat, “Sigewinne is taking an awful long time. I suspect she’s being held up by the inmates who’ve missed her terribly. I’ll go and find her, just wait, Chief Justice. And then the two of you can catch up and you’ll be on your way.”

And then, wordlessly, he walks past him, descends the steps, and leaves the office without looking back. The large metallic door closes behind him with a resounding bang, and Neuvillette is left alone, standing there, staring at the empty chair.


Notes for the Chapter:
FURINA AND NEUVILLETTE MAKE ME SO

ILLLLLL I LOVE THEM SO MUCH

when we realise he chose to give her a vision??? I am??? Inconsolable??!

they’re adorable






3. Part 3



That encounter with Wriothesley had, far more than Neuvillette cared to admit, deeply troubled him to the point where it began to bleed into his role as the Chief Justice. He had always been a firm believer of maintaining boundaries — to keep the lines between one’s public and private spheres clear and separate. Not that he had much of a private life to begin with. Being the Iudex was the entire basis, really, of his self-constructed persona as a spokesperson for Fontaine’s past, and the uncertain future now that lay ahead. Even more so ever since Furina had stepped down.

But after he left the Fortress of Meropide that day, troublesome thoughts began to needle at his mind, eroding, to the point where he couldn’t concentrate in his office, or when he’d try and sleep, or even most importantly during trials. Doubts and whispers of what he had said. What he had done.

Gods, what had he been thinking, giving the Knave the Gnosis? Wriothesley had a right to be furious. It was a deep error on his part — a hasty decision where he could have easily misjudged her, where he could easily have fallen into her trap.

He also tries not to think about other things… about what they had almost done. But it’s no use. It infects his mind like a parasite, these wild and uncontrollable anxieties, these rampant thoughts, until he decides he can’t work like this. He can’t allow this personal matter to fester within him as he goes about trying to pretend like it’s nothing.

So, he asks Sedene to halt his schedule for a week. A complete week, where there will be no trials, no work sent up to him, no public appearances. It’s inconveniencing not only him, but the Gardinage, but he decides it’s worth it. It’s clear at any rate that in his current state, he’s certainly unfit to make any sort of objective judgment within court. To do so would be to allow room for irresolvable error and grave injustices on his part — best to nip it in the bud as soon as possible.

With that notion, he decides his first form of action in soothing his increasing worry would be to speak to the children in question himself, and so decides to pay a visit to the branch of Lord Arleccino’s House of the Hearth situated in Fontaine.

He arrives at the foot of the Hotel Bouffes D’ete and waits. It’s a quiet morning, late enough for the children to be awake, but early enough that the rest of the city has yet to. The air is crisp and cold, and he finds it refreshing in a way that has his nerves — even for just for a moment — settling.

The door opens slowly and a woman is there — dark haired, smartly dressed, with a badge shaped in the emblem of the Fatui attached to her chest — blinking up at him.

It’s early enough, it seems, for her to blink rapidly three times at him, as though she believes she’s still dreaming, “Ch-Chief Justice?”

He bows his head ever so slightly, “Good morning. I hope this isn’t a bad time.”

“No,” she replies dazedly, “no, it’s perfectly alright. Um. Is there a problem?”

“Are the children Lyney, Lynette and Freminet here?”

A nod.

“I’d just like to speak to them. I do hope they’re not sleeping.”

“Yes.” The woman nods, before shaking her head quickly, “I mean, yes you can speak to them, and no they’re not sleeping. Um. One moment.”

And then she disappears, scurrying back into the hotel as she goes to call the three of them.

With nothing but the open door before him, Neuvillette peers in curiously, seeing a dark but otherwise neat interior inside. It’s far larger than it looks on the outside, with a cozy seating area directly in view and a large swirling staircase not far behind.

He thinks he can see the faces of curious children — other orphans, most likely — poke their heads out from behind chairs and stair railings to get a good look at him. Whenever he tries to smile at them, however, they turn and flee quick like frightened mice. Sigh.

Feeling increasingly awkward, he considers whether it would be rude to just walk in and take a seat on one of the sofas while he waits. But then the woman returns, with Lyney and Lynette following close behind, looking curious, and even further along he can make out the slight and hesitantly approaching figure of Freminet.

“Please come in,” the woman ushers him in to sit on a drape red armchair, “is there anything I can get for you, Monsieur?”

He shakes his head, “no need. This will be quick. I just ask for a few moments of privacy with these young children. I hope you’ll understand.”

She smiles uncertainly, nodding, “of course. I’ll be a call away if you need me.”

And she leaves, the door swinging shut behind her with a faint clock.

Neuvillette then looks at the children. Lynette is sitting with her legs curled up under her on the armchair directly opposite his own, separated only by a low birch tea table, while Lyney sits on the floor with his back against her armchair. Freminet, on the other hand, remains standing behind his sister, gaze trained on the ground and avoiding his gaze.

Despite the somewhat late morning hour, the three are still dressed in pajamas — adorably patterned with cats for the twins and penguins for Freminet — and so the first thing Neuvillette can even think of saying is, “I do hope I didn’t wake you up.”

It’s Lyney who finally speaks, “ah, no don’t worry, Chief Justice. We were already awake.” Silence. “So… why did you need to speak to us?”

Neuvillette clears his throat, “is your ‘Father’ here, by any chance?”

The three of them blink.

“Um, no.” Says Lyney, “she left for Snezhnaya. Just yesterday, in fact.”

“Perfect.”

The children gape at him.

Hastily, he adds, “oh, it’s nothing serious, don’t worry. I just wanted to speak with you three, without her presence.”

The twins exchange uncertain glances, looking troubled.

Then, as if realizing this will be a rather long meeting, Lynette pipes up, “would you like some tea, Monsieur?”

The mention of tea — so innocent, and so very common in the nation of Fontaine especially — has his mind reeling back to Wriothesley in a way that has been common this whole week. He sees tea, he thinks of Wriothesley. He sees criminals, he thinks of Wriothesley. He sees a couple in the street and he thinks Wriothesley and of when they almost—

“No, no tea for me.” He tells Lynette, “although if you’d like some, please go ahead. I just wish to have a chat with the three of you.”

Nodding, the girl stands up, leaving the room like a gliding wraith, off to prepare some tea.

Not wanting to continue the conversation without her, he tries to smile at the two remaining boys. Lyney smiles back, albeit tightly, while Freminet seems to shrink into himself even further under Neuvillette’s gaze.

“I think this is the first time we’ve properly spoken, Mr Lyney.” He says to the magician.

“Indeed it is. I hope you’re doing well, Monsieur.”

“Likewise.” Then he pauses, “and I believe apologies are in order.”

The boy catches on immediately, “are you referring to the trial, Monsieur? Please don’t worry about it.”

“You were falsely accused—”

“And rightfully so!” Lyney interrupts with a smile, “please don’t apologize, Chief Justice, for doing your duty. I daresay if you hadn’t, a lot of interesting things wouldn’t have come to light. My false accusation was but a catalyst in uncovering the truth behind the serial disappearances case.” Seeing Neuvillette open his mouth to likely object again, he adds, “and you were only doing your job. We could never resent you for that. Neither could ‘Father’.” 

His throat feeling suddenly very dry, Neuvillette swallows, “… I see. As long as you don’t harbor any ill feelings towards me, or Furina, after what happened that day—”

“All water under the bridge,” the boy waves it off, “what’s done is done. How is our dearest Lady Furina anyway? Abdication couldn’t have been easy for her. I hope she’s alright.”

Neuvillette considers telling them about her new vision, and her decision to pursue her passion of performance, and her learning how to cook macaroni, and their upcoming sleepover. But then the door opens and in comes Lynette carrying a steaming teapot and a plate of scones.

Sitting back down, she offers him a scone which he refuses politely. Lyney, on the other hand, downs two at once while Freminet nibbles delicately from behind him. The girl takes a sip of her tea.

Neuvillette realizes then, with a faint pang of guiltiness, that this must be their breakfast.

He decides to get this over and done with as soon as possible so he can leave and they can eat in peace.

“So. Children. I wanted to ask.” He begins, feeling unwontedly nervous, “how are things? How are you faring?”

There’s a long, dragged out silence as he’s scrutinized by the three of them, each looking confused like he’s spoken in a foreign tongue, or in a riddle that’s impossible to solve at any odd angle.

He inhales slowly, “I’m asking if the House of Hearth is treating the three of you well.”

“Uh.” Lyney mumbles between mouthfuls, “social services only visits every six months. And I don’t recall checking on orphans to be in your job description, Monsieur. Why are you asking us this so suddenly?”

“Purely for the satisfaction of my own thought.”

From the looks they give him, it’s clear they don’t buy his excuse.

He ponders for a moment, and considers the best way to approach this conversation, in the most delicate manner possible.

Then he decides it’s not worth hiding anything from a bunch of children.

“Is the Knave treating you well?”

The question, for reasons he’s unsure of, seems to spark the children into a semi-frenzy.

“What? Of course ‘Father’ is treating us well.” Lyney insists, “how could you even doubt such things? Didn’t she save Fontaine? Don’t you trust her?”

“‘Father’ has always been kind to us.” Lynette adds, calmer but just as firm as her brother, fixing Neuvillette with a hard look.

Even Freminet, silent behind his siblings, looks displeased by his words.

Neuvillette tries his best to simmer them down, “please do not misunderstand, I am by no means accusing her of mistreatment. In fact, having met her, I can say now that my opinion of her is better than it has ever been before, and I can see that she is one of the few honest Fatui Harbingers to exist. But…”

“But?” Lyney presses.

For a few long seconds, Neuvillette doesn’t say a word.

Then he sighs.

“To tell you the truth, I had no qualms over this whole ordeal before this week. However… the Duke of the Fortress of Meropide has expressed his concerns to me.”

Mentioning him was a bad idea, he realizes soon after, because the disbelief in Lyney’s eyes now has shifted into mild fury.

“How ironic,” the boy hisses, “that he should care, after everything that’s happened.”

“I understand you may not have the best opinion of him after your unfortunate… convictions… within the Fortress.” Replies Neuvillette slowly, “but please listen to me when I say his care for the three of you is genuine. He sees a lot of himself in you, you know.”

Lyney still looks unconvinced, frowning, until Lynette leans over to put a hand on his shoulder, “Lyney. I told you already. He treated me really well. Even invited me to have tea with him. He’s not a bad person.”

“He still took you Lynette.” Glares Lyney, “he took you—”

“Did you know that the Duke was a criminal sentenced to the Fortress before he became the Duke?” Interrupts Neuvillette.

Confused, the pair stop and look at him, before nodding.

“He used to be like the three of you. He was an orphan living with foster parents, whom he loved and revered as much as I can see the three of you adore your own ‘Father’.” He explains, “but soon he came to realize the lies and deceit behind the superficial love he was given, and…” he stops, “well, let’s just say he didn’t have the best goodbye with his so-called foster parents.”

None of the children say a word, listening, though Lyney’s anger appears to have subsided substantially.

“And so,” Neuvillette finishes off softly, “he’s worried because he doesn’t want the three of you to end up in a similar position to him. So please, for the sake of his own peace of mind as well as my own, will you indulge my questions?”

Slowly, one by one, the children nod. Lynette takes a sip of her tea, and Freminet shuffles awkwardly, while Lyney still looks conflicted.

“I just want to know if you’re being treated well. If you’re safe.”

And then, so surprising that both Lyney and Lynette as well as Neuvillette jump, Freminet speaks up in a low whisper, “Chief Justice… ‘Father’ loves us all.”

“… And you’re sure?”

“Yes. She does.” Adds Lynette, nodding firmly.

“She may not seem like it. And… and I know she’s not perfect.” Freminet continues, “but without ‘Father’, I don’t think I’d ever have known what love felt like again.”

“You have to believe us, Chief Justice.” Lyney insists, “we’re perfectly happy here with ‘Father’.”

Neuvillette watches them, listening silently as they all speak at once, insisting and explaining and trying to dispel any doubts he has about their ‘Father’ and their current situation. 

In court, he’s often learned not to trust the words of children. Anyone, really, who are potential victims in any situation — domestic or not. More often than not, fear is a core driver for such people to defend those that harm them, even if they wish to be saved from such persons.

And yet… after 500 years at this post, judging trial after trial, one could say he’s gotten accustomed to noting differences between when one is being genuine or not.

And here, as he sits in an armchair across three children who defend their ‘Father’ before him with such blatant devotion, he feels an inexplicable sense of ease break into his chest and… he decides to listen.

He decides to believe them.

“You must love her a lot,” he says quietly, after everything has died down. And it’s clear now, so clear that he doesn’t understand how he could have missed it, their sheer adoration for the woman.

“We do.” Says Lyney, “we really do.”

“How ‘Father’ expresses love… not everyone can accept it,” Lynette says softly, “but just because she expresses it differently doesn’t mean she’s incapable of feeling it.”
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Furina’s house is a staggering juxtaposition compared to her old residence at the Palais Mermonia. Back there, her old set of rooms was a suite — at the highest point of the highest building in Fontaine, built in with only the finest kitchen and dining area, and a most luxurious chamber with drapes woven from the silk of Sumpter Beasts and a queen-sized bed stuffed with feathers from Inazuman cranes.

It was grand and mired in splendor, opulence flooding from every corner of her, as fitting of the hydro archon Focalors.

For performer Furina de Fontaine, however, this new home of hers is small — practically a hut — in comparison to her spacious home before. The kitchen barely two meters in width and breadth, and the living area — though slightly larger — is still humbly furnished, and slightly worn. Corners and crevices reveal the age of the house. The creaky staircases, the faded wallpaper, the dusty cupboards that are still not completely full.

The house is simplistic in every way possible but somehow it still fits Furina like a glove.

She has furnished it to her liking quite nicely, and though it’s nothing like her old home, there’s still a lingering sort of familiarity wafting through the entire home that just screams Furina. Instead of Sumpter Beast drapes, there’s a vase of padisaras resting on the windowsill. Instead of Inazuman crane pillows, there’s an adorable statue of a kitsune on the kitchen counter.

He eyes it now from above his newspaper, as he sits at her kitchen table and she cooks macaroni on the stove, babbling happily about her latest performance and new roles she’s taken on, and ideas and lyrics she’s been working on for new shows and songs.

The atmosphere is warm in this dark, sweet night. It’s late, almost 11 pm. Most of the Gardes would have filed home by now. Neuvillette himself would be finishing off last minute work in his office, or resting in his own suite in the Palais Mermonia. Now, though, clad in pajamas with his hair tied back in a swaying braid courtesy of Furina, he sits at her kitchen table with painted nails, reading a newspaper as he waits for a very late dinner to be served.

He can smell it, the warm scent of starch and melted cheese wafting around the kitchen, and the toasty garlic bread baking in her oven. Even he, who has for the most part never needed nor cared for any human food before, is unwontedly eager to taste this specialty of Furina’s. Not so much because it smells good than because it was made by herself. He didn’t even know she was capable of making an egg without burning it to a crisp, and now here she is before him cooking cheesy macaroni and garlic bread — it’s almost enough to make him proud of her. Which he is. Undeniably.

“Hey!” A pale hand waves across his vision, and he snaps his head up to meet Furina’s curious eyes, “you’re spacing out again.”

He sets down his newspaper, “were you saying something?”

She huffs, “I was askinghow you like your marine majesty nails!” 

He looks down then, at his painted nails of deep blue and lined with silver, done meticulously by Furina with utmost concentration that was part of the reason why they’re having this dinner so late. So much effort she had put into his manicure, painting them a dark and delving blue lined with silver streaks in the shape of bubbles and crowns, that by the time she had finished it was far past dinner time.

Not that he minds, of course. He strangely finds himself enjoying this strange habit of humans. Maybe he’ll take to painting his nails more often.

“They’re beautiful, like I said,” he says to her earnestly, “I didn’t know Furina was not only good at cooking now, but also shines in artistic talent as well.”

She preens, “ah, you flatter me, Iudex, you really do. I’m ecstatic that it’s to your liking. But tell me now. What’s on your mind?”

He blinks, “whatever do you mean?”

She wags a finger in his face, “you, dragon man, can’t fool me. I’ve known you for centuries. You keep zoning out this entire sleepover.”

Genuine guilt, he feels, at that, “I’m sorry, Furina, if that’s the impression you’ve had of me. I really am enjoying myself—”

She waves away his apologies, “ugh, stop already. I know you’re having fun. I can tell. But I also know something is on your mind. And as your favorite person in the whole of Teyvat, I want to be able to help. So let me reiterate: what’s on your mind?”

He frowns, looking down at the discarded newspaper as he tries to order his thoughts. He begins to fiddle unconsciously with his sleeves before Furina slaps his hand away to prevent him from smudging the nail polish.

“I…” he starts, before stopping.

She rolls her eyes, “come on. Out with it. You went to visit the House of the Hearth, is that right?”

“Pardon?” He blinks up at her. She rolls her eyes again, “how did you know that?”

“You really thought no one would notice?” Furina laughs incredulously, “Neuvillette, seriously. Anything you do will cause waves in this city. Gossip travels like water currents in the Court, especially with the eyes of those Steambird Reporters hidden in every corner of this nation.”

He’s… not so sure he’s comfortable with that.

“Well. Yes.” He clears his throat, “I did visit the House of the Hearth.”

She doesn’t say anything, waiting for him to continue — and when he doesn’t, just pokes him on the arm gently. “Aaaand?”

“And nothing.” He shrugs, “the children are fine.”

“Iudex.”

“Furina.”

“Why did you visit the orphanage?”

“Am I not allowed to?” He asks, oddly defensive, “now that you’re no longer archon, it really is my duty alone to foresee and manage Fontaine like any other ruler would. I wanted to see whether they were faring well, especially after the Great Flood.”

She scoffs, “that is the most ridiculous excuse I’ve ever heard. You and I both know that you have been the ruler of Fontaine for far, far longer than after I had abdicated. This is nothing new. And if you wanted to check on the children after the Flood, you’d had a whole month to do so. What’s wrong?”

He’s about to answer, to reiterate something, although what that something is he doesn’t know. His mind is a mess, full bubbles and gushing currents and he can’t seem to think straight amidst all the thoughts eating at him from the inside. 

Then something stops him, “er… do you smell burning?”

Like wildfire, Furina yelps and jumps up, “my garlic bread!” And, seizing oven mittens, opens the oven and yanks out dusty black and burnt garlic bread slices.
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Needless to say, the burnt garlic bread had at least provided him some excuse to stray away from Furina’s questions, at least for the time being, as the girl fusses over her ruined food.

“It’s really not so bad.” He says after taking a bite out of the charred bread, “a little smoky, maybe, but otherwise still edible.”

“For you,” grumbles the girl as she repeatedly stabs a fork into her macaroni like she has a vengeance, “anyone else eating that wouldn’t survive a lick.”

“… Well the macaroni is still very much well done.” He tries to assure her and smile, although he’s certain it must be more like a grimace.

A small light shines behind her eyes, “you really think so?”

He tries to nod as convincingly as possible, “yes, the macaroni is—” 

Chewy. A little too cheesy. Sticky in a way that clings to the roof of his mouth and back of his throat and behind his front teeth. Kind of bland.

“—wonderful.” He smiles at her, taking another large bite to prove a point and resisting his gag reflex as much as possible.

It’s worth it seeing her beam so happily at those words, “I’m so glad you like it! You should take a whole tub to give to the rest of the Gardes when you return.”

“That’s really not necessary—” he tries to say quickly, but it’s no use. The girl’s already up and about, pouring some of the food into a circular take out container made of plastic, and putting it in the fridge. 

…Well maybe the Gardes will appreciate it more than him. It might not even be that bad, he thinks. Just than his fussy dragon taste.

He takes another bite and considers.

… nope, still too chewy.

The girl returns to her seat, watching him curiously as he eats, so he tries to smile behind the pain and gives her a thumbs up to assure her he really does like the food.

She doesn’t smile back.

He gulps the food down, “Furina? Is everything alright?”

She stares at him, her mismatched eyes boring into him hard, “why did you visit the House of Hearth, Neuvillette?”

Gods. She doesn’t relent, does she? It seems even after her fall from grace, that steely stubbornness remains still with her to this day.

He sets down his fork and slumps forward, cupping his cheek with one hand.

“Wriothesley addressed a few concerns to me he had regarding the children,” he admits, trying to look nonchalant, absentmindedly picking at the dried nail polish on his other hand.

She smacks his hand to stop him, “concerns? About what?”

“About their… ‘Father.’”

Furina is a smart girl. She catches on almost immediately. Far faster than he had, that’s for sure.

“Oh.” She breathes, breathlessly unnerved, and a glazed look mists her eyes, “I suppose that’s natural, especially after she intentionally sent them to the Fortress—”

“You’re right, that’s the whole reason for his concern,” says Neuvillette, wincing as he remembers the man’s temper directed at him, “not that I blame him. He has a right to be concerned over these children. It’s only natural, especially with how similar their situation seems to parallel his own.”

“Was he upset?” She asks suddenly, and he must have given away something in his face, because then she just sighs, “oh, he was. He was. That’s why you’re so upset, aren’t you?”

“How are you doing that?” He demands weakly, “Furina, did that vision of yours grant you mind reading powers? Perhaps I shouldn’t have granted it—”

“Oh please.” She rolls her eyes, “dream on. Those that liken you to an emotionless statue really are deluded. You’re an open book, Iudex, especially to someone like me who’s known you for longer than anyone.” He wants to frown, object, argue that point with every fiber of his being, but she continues, “you visited the House of Hearth in order to reassure him then? Or perhaps… yourself?”

He doesn’t reply. He can’t. Because he’s suddenly taken back to that early morning, sitting in a small living room, with children in pajamas eating scones and drinking tea in front of him, looking so tired, and defending their ‘Father’ with so much burning love behind their eyes.

Furina waits for him to say a word, and when he doesn’t, gently clutches his forearm, “Neuvillette.”

“Do you think it’s possible for me to uphold complete justice within Fontaine, Furina?” He asks suddenly.

Her eyes soften, “why are you asking such things?”

“Wriothesley was right. Perhaps I have been growing reckless lately.”

“What? He said that?” She frowns, “did you guys have a fight?”

“No.” He says, far too quickly.

“Oh my archons. You did.” And then, most flabbergasting of all, she smiles. She looks so relieved, “that’s why you’re so upset.”

“I’m not sure what you mean.” He frowns at her, growing more irritated when she just smiles wider.

“Tell me, Iudex. When you visited the orphanage, what did they say?” She leans back and folds her arms across her chest, “did they lament to you about her cruelty? Did they run their mouths about her abusive hand? Did you see any tear streaks on their cheeks, or fear behind their young eyes? Did they tell you about all the horrors of the House of Hearth that happen under the sun?”

He has been taught that rhetorics are questions not expected to be answered. In spite of this, he replies, “no.”

She grins, all teeth. It’s both adorable and infuriating, “so what did they say instead?”

“… They said that she cares about them dearly… and that she treats them well… and that they love her.” He hesitates, thinking back to Lynette’s words that he hasn’t been able to get out of his head since that day, “and that even though she has a strange way of showing love, it doesn’t mean she’s incapable of feeling it.”

Furina nods, “and did that make you feel better? She’s not a bad person, you know.” Then she stops, and he sees how nervous she’s suddenly become as she remembers her last meeting with the woman, “well. To her kids at least.”

“Furina…”

“Not that I’m scared of her or anything! Hahaha!” She laughs loudly, in a way that makes it obvious that she is bone deep terrified of the woman, “I’m just saying. She’s not all bad, yknow?” He tries to speak, but she continues, “anyway this isn’t about me. This is about them. They love her, and she loves them. Surely that should be enough for Wriothesley.”

“You of all people should know words without evidence accounts for nothing when it comes to justice, Furina.” He says weakly, “lies are as easy to say as truths. Not that I don’t believe them but… I’m not sure if he will.”

She rolls her eyes, “what solid evidence does he need? How does one even gather evidence of someone loving another person?” Then she suddenly stops, and it’s like a lightbulb has lit up above her head, “wait a second. There is!”

He blinks.

She beams at him, beams, looking incessantly proud of herself, “you know the young one. Freminet.”

“Yes?”

“He’s so young,” she sighs wistfully, “and so very lonely. And he’s one of the orphans who is a lot closer to Lord Arleccino than most.”

“Your point?”

“Iudex. You’ve seen him, I know you have. He’s almost always at the Opera Epiclese.”

That is true. He had never noticed before, in truth, because the Opera Epiclese is almost always busy with passers-by, Gardes, audience members or even tourists. And for an immortal like him who’s lived for hundreds of years, these faces all eventually blur, pass, like fading pictures or paintings year after year.

But now that the girl has mentioned it, he can’t help but look back at the past two or three years and notice that the young Snezhevich boy really has been spotted very often near there.

Which, really, could only mean two things. Either he really likes watching trials, which is unlikely. Or—

“You know that as Fatui The Knave is bound by duties oversea. It’s only natural then that she only visits Fontaine and her children here very rarely.”

“Furina.” He gapes at her, “surely you’re not implying that—”

“She is who he loves most? That’s exactly what I’m implying, you silly old dragon. He goes by the fountain and talks to it sometimes, you know. I’ve heard it.”

“You spied on him?”

“You call it spying, I call it being conveniently close to him while he was there.” She replies cheerfully, “and let me tell you, he talks to her about all sorts of things. He tells her about the orphanage. About his penguin friend and this place called Penguin Land. He tells her that he misses her.” She pauses, “well, he tells the reflection that. I doubt he’d say any of that to her actual face.”

Neuvillette just stares at her, flabbergasted, before heaving a long and tired sigh.

“Whatttt, why do you look so exasperated? Hm?” She pokes his cheek, “was this not the evidence you wanted?”

“I rather do feel like the evidence you’ve given has been taken without a search warrant.” He admits, “please don’t spy on children in your free time, Furina.”

She smacks his arm, “why are you wording it like that?! That’s not what I was doing at all!”

He can’t help but laugh, grabbing her band before she can smack him again and squeezes it gently. “Perhaps that’s all the reassurance I need then. Human testimonies can be flawed, but the Fountain of Lucine tells no lies.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Furina rolls her eyes, “in fact, I think that fountain is a rather stupid old thing.”

It feels like blasphemy, coming out of her mouth, and he gapes at her, “why on Teyvat would you say that?”

“Who needs a stupid old reflection to tell us who we love?” The girl shrugs, “people rely on that thing too much. I’ve seen too many people — young couples, oldest friends, family — having their hearts shattered like glass and ties broken apart all because someone doesn’t see what they wanted to when they look down. It’s a cute concept, sure, but I’m glad it’s stopped it’s magic. Humans can love whoever they want to love. No one needs a fountain to tell them that.”

“I have to disagree.” He shakes his head, “I think having such a reassurance is healthy. It shows people that they do have someone they care about. That they do love and experience such things in this world. And I must say, I’m rather envious.”

Her eyes soften.

Suddenly self-conscious, he turns his attention away to the forgotten newspaper he hadn’t finished reading, picking it up and twisting idly at the corners of a page, “you know, Charlotte told me during our interview that many people want to know what I see when I look into the Fountain. I told her no comment.” He laughs a little, “I rather regret that now. I’m sure many rumors are sure to spread thanks to that response.”

“Let them.” Says Furina, shrugging, but she’s still watching him carefully, “they’re harmless anyway.”

“Harmless, but ultimately untrue.” He says quietly, “because it’s not that I don’t want to disclose who I love most, but that I don’t have one at all.”

This stops her dead. He can see her physically freeze from his peripheral, like hydro turned cryo, “what? What are you saying?”

He runs a hand through his hair, tired, “I honestly don’t know anymore. I think it’s getting late, Furina. It’s about time we to go bed—”

“Neuvillette.” She hisses, fierce enough for him to snap open his eyes and dispel any spells of fatigue at once, “what the fuck did you mean by that?”

“Language.” He frowns.

“You.” She stares at him, and stares some more, for a long time before laughing incredulously and slightly hysterically, “you do realize that the reason why you can’t see a reflection in the fountain is because you’re the Hydro Dragon, right? Right?! Because, Neuvillette, you are very much not an oceanid from the Primordial Sea???”

“Your point—?”

She looks ready to slap him, “you can’t see an enchanted reflection just like anyone else in Teyvat that wasn’t born with the Original Sin! Not because— because—” she groans loudly, practically wailing in frustration, burying her face in her hands, “oh you idiot. You stupid, ridiculous, airheaded idiot.”

He has no idea what she’s trying to say. “Furina—”

“You really thought, all this time, that the reason you couldn’t see a reflection is because you’re unable to love? Are you really that stupid?” She demands, “huh? Huh?!”

“Love is something humanity experiences,” he tries to tell her gently, which unfortunately only appears to make her more mad, “not dragons.”

“That’s the dumbest fucking logic I’ve ever heard in my life.” She snaps, “yknow, for the Chief Justice, you’re really quite thick.”

He can’t just sit here and take this, “Furina. This is starting to feel like a personal attack—”

“Oh it is. It is!” She laughs furiously, “tell me, idiot, if you are incapable of loving, then why did you hug me by the fountain that day?”

“I—”

“If you’re incapable of loving, then why do you care so much about the Melusines?”

“…”

“And Clorinde. You care about her a lot. And the traveler. And Navia. And about upholding justice.”

“…”

“If you’re incapable of loving, then why is the thought of the Hearth orphans being mistreated so painful to you?”

“…”

She pokes his chest, hard and harsh, “If you’re incapable of loving, then why has the thought of Wriothesley being angry at you hurt you so much?”

“Furina—”

“Shut up.”

He shuts up.

“You know what you are? You’re a hypocrite!” She yells in hysterical despair, “oh you have no idea how much I want to scream right now because I swear to the gods, so much, so much makes sense now. Archons!”

She gets up, and he thinks for a moment she might do something impulsive like smack him, but all she does is pack up the rest of the macaroni.

She’s still raging at him, “I mean. This explains so much. The way you act around Wriothesley especially. Gods, you’re an idiot.”

It feels like asking for suicide when he blurts out, “what’s he got to do with this?”

She ignores him. She’s stopped speaking altogether, and in the ensuing silence that fills the kitchen, the only sound is her deft movements as she cleans up the leftover food, and the rapid beating of his own heart.

Lynette’s words scream at him, scream so loudly from the deepest recesses of his mind, and he can’t seem to let them go. 


Just because you’re bad at expressing it, doesn’t mean you’re incapable of love.


Maybe Furina is right. 

But he… this revelation doesn’t make any of this easier. He can’t just— just— flip a switch and accept this heavy realization with open arms. That he’s maybe not so different as he once thought himself to be. That perhaps all this perceived alienation was but a self-inflicted shackle, a mirage cast by himself in a desert of isolation.

He looks at Furina, at all her frustration and anger, and realizes that this might be about more than just his ignorance. That this may have hit a chord deep down within her that he hadn’t noticed before.

“Furina.” He says softly. She doesn’t look at him. “Furina, I’m sorry. You’re… right. You’ve always been right.”

She turns around to meet his eyes fiercely, “right about what?”

“… about love.”

“What about love?”

“That I can… experience it.”

“Oh yeah? Can you really? Can you?”

“… yes?”

“Prove it.” She demands, “Say it to me right now. Who do you love?”

“Is this really necessary?” He tries laughing, but then she strides over, seizing him, and grips his shoulders tightly.

“Please.”

And in that one desperate word, he realizes that Furina needed this more than him. Furina, who has been alone for so, so long, with Neuvillette as her only salvation, her sole companion, her dearest friend.

So, he covers her hand with his own and says gently. “I love you, Furina. You’re like my sister, my friend, and my greatest pride.”

Her eyes glisten with the shean of tears, and she swallows, lips trembling, but doesn’t cry.

Instead she smiles weakly, but smugly, “good.”

“Aren’t you going to say the same to me?”

“No. That’s cringe.” She rolls her eyes, and he’s about to do the same when the air is suddenly knocked out of lungs as she throws her arms around him, holding him close.

He hugs her back, a little awkwardly from where he’s sitting, patting her back. 

Her face is buried in his shoulder, and her voice is so quiet and muffled, “I love you too, stupid.”

They stay there for a long time, embracing in the quiet ambience of midnight, in a dimly lit kitchen with the scent of leftover macaroni and burnt garlic bread wafting through the air, with painted nails and tied up hair and both so very exhausted after everything that’s happened.

Then, he adds, “I suppose this isn’t the best time to tell you then that Wriothesley tried to kiss me the other day and I didn’t let him.”

She goes  ballistic.
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Needless to say, he finds himself standing at the entrance of the Fortress of Meropide, the one directly behind the Opera Epiclese, the next day. Not his choice, really. Furina’s repeated threats last night were plenty, and it was only after he had given into her demands and promised her that he’d set things right, that she finally calmed down and agreed to go bed.

So now, after being kicked out of her house and she made it very clear that he is not welcome back until he goes and “sets things right with his man”, he stands there preparing to enter the prison. He’s been stood for quite a many minutes, actually, and it takes him a while before he realizes this must be what humans call ‘anxiety’. Ugh. How unpleasant. The warm feeling of love, he decides, is his favorite human emotion.

Well. No no use dawdling here anymore, is there? After all, the more seconds that he spends simply standing here, the more increasing dread he feels at the impending confrontation that awaits.

He takes a deep breath, and forces himself to enter the lift heading to the Fortress.

It takes a while — and in the minutes he waits to arrive, he rehearses in his head over and over the sort of things he will say to the man. An apology, firstly. Then an explanation. 

He should remember to appear friendly so he doesn’t scare the man away with his RBF, but the last time he consciously tried to smile had ended horribly with the Melusines.

He shakes his head and decides to try again. Lifts his lips, widens his cheeks. A little bit of teeth, the crinkle of an eye.

“Chief Justice? Are you alright?”

Sigh. It can’t be helped.

“Good morning.” He turns to the guard speaking, that same woman with burnt red hair that had spoken to him and Sigewinne before, “I’m here to see His Grace. Would you mind telling him I’m here?”

She smiles sheepishly, “of course, but it might take a while until I can get his attention. He’s at the Pankration Ring right now.”

“I see.”

“But please feel free to take a seat.” She adds quickly, “I can provide refreshments while you wait—”

“No need. I’ll go visit the Rings instead. Thank you.” And he makes his way to the Pankration Duelist Rings, ignoring the woman’s weak protests behind him.

Stepping out of the elevator, it’s hard to see among the crowded sea of heads what exactly is happening, but soon he catches sight of Wriothesley’s jet black hair on the podium, swinging at a tanned muscular man — an Eremite from Sumeru — with sweat on his forehead and fire in his eyes. Neuvillette feels a strange sort of pang in his chest at the sight.

He walks forward to get a closer look, ignoring the gasps and shocked whispers circling through the spectators as they notice him and part ways for him like a sea, and plans to wait until the fight is over to speak to Wriothesley.

Which is sooner than he anticipated, because the second his presence becomes known to the man, he stops fighting immediately. The Eremite man, not realizing, continues one last swing at him, which Wriothesley blocks with an arm without turning his gaze from Neuvillette’s.

A sudden feeling of self-consciousness builds up as Neuvillette realizes all the eyes in the room are now fixated on him. Some of the prisoners look curious. Some shocked. Some resentful — which, you know, fair enough.

He clears his throat, “Your Grace. Er. Apologies for intruding. Can we talk in private?”

“No.” Says the man with little to no hesitation. 

He’s glaring so venomously at him, but despite it all Neuvillette can’t help but think that, paired with the sweat and the exhausted set of his shoulders and the way his sweeping hair clings to his forehead, that he looks somewhat endearing here.

Of course, saying that to the man in his current mood would be suicidal.

“Wriothesley.” He says, more exasperated than intended.

Whispers circle around the room now from the prisoners, trying to be discreet as possible but in the metallic ambiance of this room, every echo can be heard like they are being yelled at the top of someone’s lungs.

“Oh my… everything makes sense now.”

“No wonder His Grace has been acting so strange. He had a fight with the Chief Justice.”

“This explains his bad mood the whole week. Archons.”

Frowning, Neuvillette tries to ignore them — though not without feeling a slight twinge of guilt at the consequences of what he had done — and steps forward, looking up at the man who is standing on the podium with his arms crossed.

“You want my undivided attention,” says Wriothesley challengingly, “you have to earn it.”

Neuvillette catches on immediately, “you know very well I can’t fight you in the Pankration Ring.”

“Why?” He demands, “because you’re the Chief Justice? Because you’re better than all of us here in the Fortress? More dignified?”

A few prisoners — namely the ones that did not look pleased to see him when he entered — begin to cheer Wriothesley on and boo Neuvillette.

Wriothesley shuts them up with a glare in their direction.

“No.” Neuvillette tries to say carefully, gently, “that’s not it at all. It’s just… well…” he falters, “well, because I’ll definitely beat you.”

A few goading “oohs” and “aahs” circle around the crowd as they wait for the Duke’s reaction.

As expected, he doesn’t look pleased at all by that aggravation. Which was not aggravation at all, by the way, merely fact.

“Feeling overconfident, huh? Cocky, aren’t you?”

Oh, archons.

Wriothesley is a person who, all things considered, has always been regarded by Neuvillette as level-headed. Unflinching. He’s never been one to get angry easily — at least, not to the extent where he’s overridden by pettiness like now — which was what had convinced Neuvillette in the first place that he was the most deserving person to be honored the title of Duke of the Fortress of Meropide.

This is the first time he’s ever seen the man so overridden by emotions, so recklessly challenging, which is perhaps both a testament of how much Neuvillette’s rejection had hurt him and how strong such feelings for him must have been in the first place.

And that, he is loath to admit, soothes his heart in a way he’s never felt before.

Sighing, he realizes the only way to get the man to listen is to indulge him.

“Very well.” He says quietly, and steps into the ring.

The crowd erupts into ecstatic shrieks of anticipation. He really doesn’t know what they’re so excited about. He plans to go easy on the man anyway. Very, very easy.

He stands opposite him and clears his throat, “er. So how shall we, um, proceed?”

He doesn’t get a response from Wriothesley, who’s still staring intensely, looking almost as eager for this altercation as their growing crowd of spectators.

The host of the Pankration Ring — Roussimoff — steps onto the podium awkwardly. 

He explains the rules briefly, before clapping his hands and ordering the match to begin.

Wriothesley wastes no time as he charges up his metal fist with raw cryo damage.

Meanwhile, Neuvillette summons a steady stream of hydro at his fingertips.

Wriothesley swings at him and—

Neuvillette douses him in water.

Coughing and spluttering, the man staggers back, rubbing his eyes with frozen hands and looking a little like a drowned puppy.

The prisoners groan, some booing Neuvillette while others shout encouragements to their Duke from the audience. Someone even wolf-whistles, which is a bit weird.

Wriothesley scowls and tries again, taking a running start forward as he tries to approach Neuvillette—

He douses him in water again.

It catches the man off guard, enough to have him mischarge his cryo attack and shoot downwards instead, freezing the water on the floor and making him slip.

He tries to get up.

Neuvillette pushes him back with a surge of hydro.

He tries again. Neuvillette pushes him back again. And again.

Truth be told, Wriothesley is far stronger than this. Neuvillette has seen first hand the way the man can fight — against the Primordial Waters, against the largest ruin machines and the strongest meka in Fontaine. But the lines around the man’s eyes, and the fatigue wearing off his bones and shoulders suggest that he’s been at the Pankration Ring for a long time — the whole day, even. No matter how strong the man is, he is still inevitably human. At the end of the day, he will get tired.

Such isn’t the case for a dragon like Neuvillette, of course.

He towers over the man, who’s given up and instead just sits with his back against the podium railing, glaring up. “You’re welcome to try and stand up again. I can keep this up for a long time.”

Wriothesley doesn’t respond. His breathing has become ragged and heavy, and he looks more frustrated than ever. 

Neuvillette kneels down. 

The man is absolutely soaked, drenched and dripping from head to toe, and Neuvillette can’t find it in him to look away. He looks so tired, and more furious than he’s ever seen him, but somehow this silly old dragon feels even more enraptured than ever.

He can vaguely hear the faraway words from the crowd. The chants, the cheering and goading. Telling them to hurry up. To finish what they started.

Very well.

So in an uncharacteristic, impulsive action, he pulls the man by the collar and kisses him.

The room erupts into screams, of shock and joy and absolute insanity.

The kiss doesn’t last long, but he feels the man tense up like stone, unresponsive. And once Neuvillette pulls away, he can hear the prisoners more clearly. Whispering in glee. Some are even exchanging money — had they made bets?!

One thing’s for certain though. No one, and literally no one, seems surprised by this at all.

“Finally!” Someone cries. One of the guards — even they had come to witness the fight then.

“Hah! I knew it!” Cheers another, turning to his friend, “pay up, buster.”

“About time. Took you two long enough.” Says a woman, grinning, “are you okay, Your Grace?”

Turning, Neuvillette realizes Wriothesley has finally stood up. Except he’s not looking at him, instead facing the audience.

“Get out. All of you.”

There’s a long chorus of groans and complaints resounding, but they obey the man unflinchingly, and begin to reluctantly trail out. 

Neuvillette tries his best to ignore the sly smiles and suggestive winks some of the prisoners throw back at the two of them before they all leave.

And then they are left alone — completely alone — in the Pankration Duelist Ring.

Turning to the man, he’s suddenly uncomfortably aware of how impulsive that kiss had been.

He opens his mouth to apologize, but it’s forced closed almost immediately as another pair of lips bounds into his own, so sudden it has him staggering him back a step. 

It takes a few seconds before he regains his bearings, and when he does, he slides a hand to trail the man’s neck, melting into the kiss. He feels Wriothesley tug his hair gently, pulling him closer.

He can feel the water pressing against his cheeks, the man’s damp hair tickling his forehead, and can taste the dampness on his lips, but gods the only thought, the only single coherent sentence running through Neuvillette’s mind right now is: why didn’t we do this sooner?

It’s a long few minutes before they finally pull away — well, Wriothesley does, namely for air. Neuvillette tries to hide the pang of disappointment when the man doesn’t move to continue what they were doing and instead watches him sharply. Less with anger now and more like Neuvillette’s presented to him an equation that has been unsolvable for a very long time.

Then: “That better not have been because you felt pity for me, Iudex.”

And Neuvillette smiles. He can’t help it. “Pity? The Duke of the Fortress of Meropide isn’t pitiful in the slightest.”

“Then?”

Neuvillette presses their foreheads together, unsure what to say for a few long seconds, “I’m sorry if this ridiculous dragon has broken your heart. Last time, and anytime before that. I’m only recently learning what this all means, how this all feels.” He forces a laugh, “Furina’s made it very clear over these past 24 hours that I’m quite possibly the stupidest being known in Teyvat.”

Wriothesley scoffs, “that’s an understatement.”

He feels the man’s fingers trace his neck, tickling his collarbone, and he wants nothing more, archons, nothing more than to seize him in his arms again and kiss him until all his anger dissipates. Until they can forget every stupid little thing that brought them to where they are now.

But he can see Wriothesley shivering imperceptibly now, and suddenly he’s aware of just how cold the air-conditioned rooms of the Pankration Ring are now that they’re alone.

“I’m sorry for drowning you,” says Neuvillette genuinely, tucking one of the man’s soaking strands of hair away from his eyes, “you’ll get a cold at this rate. Let’s get you to Sigewinne.”

The man groans and tries to hold Neuvillette’s shoulders tight in place to stop him from leaving, “it’s fine. You here are better ways to warm me up, yknow.”

“Nice try.” And Neuvillette drags the man by the arm to the infirmary.
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Needless to say, Sigewinne takes one look at the two of them — the Duke soaking from head to toe, and Neuvilette damp only from the neck up — to put two and two together.

She looks so ecstatic that Neuvillette almost feels embarrassed. To appear this way to someone he considers almost like a daughter. How uncouth.

This doesn’t mean she’s any less scolding as fusses over Wriothesley, of course. She scolds him to Celestia about how reckless he is, and how he’s going to end up bedridden with how uncaring he is about his health, and that he shouldn’t come crying to her when he eventually gets a cold next week.

She berates him so harshly and so long that Neuvillette can’t take it anymore, butting in, “er, is this really necessary, Sigewinne? After all, I was the one who got him so wet—” Wriothesley laughs at that, and he turns to him heatedly, “oh, please, that is not what I meant. You are so childish.”

Sigewinne just smiles serenely at him, “ah, Chief Justice, it’s not your fault. This guy was the dumb one to challenge you to a fight.”

“Do you guys really have to team up against me all the time?” Grumbles Wriothesley from the bed, sitting with a towel slung around his shoulder and a steaming cup of tea in his hand.

“Of course.” They say immediately.

Sigewinne shakes her head, “I need to get some cold medication for this silly Duke. Please look after him, Monsieur. I’ll be back shortly.” And, without looking back, she walks away, past the large cabinet where he knows very well the medicine is stored, and skips out the room. 

Leaving them alone.

Slowly, Neuvillette walks over to sit next to Wriothesley.

Neither say anything for a long time, as the man sips his tea and the pipes creak and churn around them.

“Can I just ask…” Neuvillette finally speaks, “for how long have you… er… harbored… um.”

“Feelings for you?” He takes another sip of his tea, “oh, it’s hard to say. I think maybe when I first had my trial, hah. All those years ago. That’s how it starts for most people.”

Neuvillette frowns, “I’m not sure what you mean—” 

“I don’t think you’re aware of just how many swooning and simping fans you have in the Fortress, Chief Justice.” Wriothesley smirks. 

“What?” He gapes. “Pardon? Swooning fans? Simping? Wh— what does that even mean?”

“Not that I can blame them.” Wriothesley continues, ignoring him, “I mean, seeing you sit up there, judging us from your high seat, so stone cold and immovable. Archons, it’s like the hottest thing.”

Neuvillette splutters.

The hydro dragon has been described before as impassive. Fearsome. Objective. Having an RBF.

But never hot—

“…How juxtaposical.” Is all he can manage to say, feeling heat climb to his neck and cheeks.

Wriothesley must enjoy this borderline torture. He looks almost delighted at Neuvilette’s discomfort, “ah, I suspect you broke many hearts today when you kissed me in front of them all.”

“Oh. That’s not what I had in mind at all. I didn’t mean to. Maybe I should send out an apology letter—”

“No.” Wriothesley says sharply.

“…”

He clears his throat and tries to look unfazed, “I mean, that won’t be necessary.”

This time it’s Neuvillette’s turn to grin, “oh? Is that right? And not because of anything else?”

“Of course not.” Wriothesley meets his eyes fiercely, “what else could it be? I just think it’s not really necessary for the Chief Justice to send out an apology letter. I mean, it’s your own choice on who you decide to kiss. You don’t need to justify yourself to anyone, least of all these lowlifes— mmph!” Neuvillette shuts him up with a kiss. Short and sweet.

Then, pulling away, he just smiles at him, “I’m kidding. I would never apologize for choosing you over them. Ever.”

“… good.” Wriothesley says eventually.

Sitting back and facing forward, Neuvillette doesn’t meet his eyes as he takes his hand in his and squeezes it. “I think I quite like this.”

A snort, “me too.”

“I don’t mean the kissing,” chides Neuvillette, face heating up, “er— well, I do like that too. But— I mean— this feeling in my, well, heart.” He ends dumbly, realizing just how corny it sounds after it leaves his lips. When Wriothesley doesn’t reply, he continues quickly, “I mean. This feeling of love. I think I quite like it.”

Finally, the man speaks up, “you’re a fucking idiot, Neuvillette, if you think you’ve just discovered what love feels like.”

“No, I know.” He nods, “I used to think that — I was a fool — that because I couldn’t see anyone in the fontaine d’amour, it meant that I wasn’t able to love.” Wriothesley turns to him incredulously, so he continues quickly, “please don’t. I’ve already had the lecture from Furina. I know that’s ridiculous logic. I know I’m an idiot for thinking that.” 

“At least you’re self-aware.”

“I’ve come to realize that I do, in fact, know what love feels like.” Continues Neuvillette softly, “I realize I’ve known for a while now, actually. I realize I love Clorinde. I love Sigewinne. I love the melusines. And the traveler.”

Wriothesley has put his tea down now and has turned to face him, silent.

Neuvillette inhales heavily, “I love Fontaine. I love my job. I love Furina. I loved Carole — I still love her, all these years later. And I miss her every day.” 

Wriothesley leans over to squeeze his hand gently.

“And I don’t need a ridiculous fountain to tell me that I love all of this. Especially not,” he meets the man’s eyes fiercely, “that I love you.”

Oh archons, this is cheesier than Furina’s macaroni. Celestia smite him down now.

Wriothesley has an unreadable expression on his face, making Neuvillette even more nervous as silence stretches on between them.

Until the man eventually whispers, “say that again.”

“I love you?”

“And again.”

“I love you.”

“One more time.”

Neuvillette can’t help but laugh, pulling him closer, “Wriothesley.”

“Neuvillette.”

“I love you.”

Wriothesley barks out a laugh, “finally. fucking finally.”

Neuvillette intertwines their hands together, squeezing, “finally.”


Notes for the Chapter:
I had a crisis while writing this bc I didn’t know if genshin had fridges or not 😭 uhhh I meannnn. They probably do?

also I have a cute little oddly specific headcanon that the phrase “water under the bridge” is very common in Fontaine bc it’s the nation of hydro aww

ALSO I tried to research so hard about the House of the Hearth but all the lore as of rn (4.2) is really vague. I’m not sure if the actual House of Hearth is part of the Hotel Bouffe D’ete or if it’s just a headquarters for them, but in this fic I took it as the former. If this gets disproven later on, my bad.

The lady at the orphanage isn’t anyone relevant in genshin, just someone i made up to represent the head of the orphanage who i think takes care of the kids there.





