
1. A trip abroad

Notes for the Chapter:The idea struck me and I have to do this immediately. Will contain lots of Wanderer audacity, Nahida wisdoms, Furina both stressing and coping, and probably everything that went through my mind while visiting Fontaine and Meropide with Wanderer, getting worked in along the way. It will be a most educational field trip.

I’m done feeling homesick for Sumeru. We bravely forge ahead. (My Pari story is still ongoing though. Once started, I do not stop.)





“People often say that wisdom isn’t about what you know, but knowing what you can change,” Nahida had mused, dangling her little legs off her chair in the Sanctuary of Surasthana, over fragrant tea with the Traveler. “It is beyond question that the ‘prophecy’ was carved into Irminsul long ago… and while it may look like nothing has changed, it also seems like everything has.” She’d looked up at the blond outlander, smiling brightly, yet with a hint of sorrow to her radiant eyes. “I think we both know Furina to be smart enough to turn the fate of the world around.”

The Traveler had nodded. “She gave her all for five hundred years, without lowering her guard for even a moment. She spent her whole life in a cage of her own making… I couldn’t help but think you’d understand, when she asked me to let the other Archons know about the situation in private.”

“A cage of her own making, maintained out of pure willpower, would perhaps be even more unbearable than the physical cage I was in,” the Dendro Archon nodded sagely. “At least my mind could fly free whenever I wished it.” She gave a little shiver, then looked up at the outlander. “I want to visit her.”

The Traveler blinked. A little ways behind him, idly perched on the glassy arches criss-crossing Nahida’s personal chambers, the Wanderer jolted as well.

“…In Fontaine?” the Traveler ventured carefully.

“It’d be only right. I wish to talk to her, in an environment where she herself feels most comfortable. Her home. I think we may have a lot to talk about, and our nations do share a border…” The little Archon looked from the Traveler to the Wanderer. “I… would of course be leaving Sumeru for the first time, ever… I can’t deny I’m a little nervous… ah, I’d need to let Furina herself know I’m coming as well, of course…”

“I’ll come with you.” The Wanderer dropped down, folding his arms as he leant against a slender pillar, just a little closer to his Archon. “…If you permit me to take a break from imprisonment in your nation, that is.”

“We’ll… temporarily change the rules to imprisonment at my side? You can’t leave my line of sight!”

“Heh.” He gave a little grin. “Works for me.”

Nahida gave a sweet smile. “It would also be an excellent opportunity to further your studies! Fontaine is the Nation of Justice; catching a glimpse of how justice is done up close would be a far more vivid experience than the Akademiya’s lectures… We could definitely go visit a trial…”

He rolled his eyes. “Do you have to turn everything into an educational field trip, Kusanali? Or…” He was glaring now, on to her. “…an excuse for me to go out and socialize…?”

“That would be a fortunate side effect!” Beside her, the Traveler was attempting to hide his laughter, although badly. “Not leaving my line of sight is still a rule, though, so don’t wander off too far!”

“I see you’re going to be just fine,” the outlander smiled. “When are you planning to leave?”

The Archon exchanged glances with her right hand. “As soon as we can finish up our own affairs, and as soon as Furina herself agrees to receive us. Soon enough, I think.”


Notes for the Chapter:
Next chapter probably coming rather soon. I’m on the aquabus next to a rather annoyed Wanderer as we speak.

Feel free to leave a comment, I’d love to hear from you :D <3






2. A Rebellious Bird That None Can Tame

Summary for the Chapter:
The Wanderer insists on the full ‘Nation of Justice’ experience.


Notes for the Chapter:Note the chapter title. Points for those that recognize it and can extrapolate all other titles from there, and maybe even guess at some of the happenings in the upcoming chapters :D (there will be no shipping, but I do sense quite a strong bond incoming). I had a lightning strike to the brain today, it instantly helped me organize the whole story into segments. The overlap between Furina and Wanderer is amazing. I was hoping this story would help me love Fontaine more, I think it’s working! :D





Their flight to the edge of the desert had gone off without a hitch.

It was a long way from Sumeru City to the northern coastline, but Kintsugi had made the trip before. With a stop to spend the night in Caravan Ribat and an early start the next morning, they stood overlooking the raised continent of Fontaine before noon, perched upon the sandstone desert cliffs. Its giant rushing waterfalls glittered in the sunlight, casting up rainbows where they plunged into the sea. Nahida stood as though frozen, her little hands clasped to her chest, staring out at it with a mixture of fear and longing.

Kintsugi impassively looked down at her, only concerned on the inside. “Are you alright?”

“Mm-hmm!”

Her eyes were wide. She looked absolutely adorable.

She wasn’t visiting Fontaine in her capacity as an Archon, and didn’t plan on standing out. Instead of her crown, she wore a pale, wide-brimmed sun hat that’d also prevented her skin and her leaf from being scorched in the desert, matched by a simple white dress, making her look like an ordinary little girl. Venturing into unfamiliar territory, she’d swapped her barefoot anklets for sturdier little sandals. Earlier that morning, her right hand had taken it upon himself to braid her hair into a delicate crown around the back of her head, Fontainian style.

In contrast, Kintsugi himself was completely unchanged, refusing to adjust for any circumstance, a dramatic shadow by her side. If his giant hat or trailing sleeves inconvenienced anyone, good, he’d reasoned.

“…Come on. Let’s get going.”

They ended up taking the waverider to Romaritime Harbour instead of flying, as Nahida insisted on properly sampling the nation and doing things the Fontainian way. Once they docked at the harbour, Nahida marveled at the first Melusines, then the fragrant new flowers she’d only ever seen dried or crafted into perfumes, then the towering elevator that brought them up to Fontainian sea level…

“Look, look, how intricate! Oh, it moves so smoothly! You think we could install one of these in Port Ormos? Or Aaru Village?”

Kintsugi groaned, biting back something far more foul. “It’d probably break in the desert, these mechanisms seem far too delicate for sand,” he ground out, not at all appreciating the cramped elevator, let alone all the people they were forced to share it with. “And in Ormos you’d probably get vines jamming the gears. Too close to the heart of Vana, remember.”

“Mm, I suppose.” Nahida tapped her chin, visibly already pondering a workaround. Kintsugi gave a fond eyeroll, and kept trying to breathe.

The elevator was full. The harbour down at Sumeran sea level had been thronging with people. And arriving up in Fontaine, the Melusine-operated aquabus was also already packed. People were forced to make room for his hat, but that was only a small mercy. “Are you sure you don’t want to fly?” he hissed at her from the corner of his mouth as they got on the gleaming deck. “It’d be faster, the view would be better… I’d be far less likely to indulge in recreational homicide…”

“We’re not going to stand out,” she adamantly replied. “We’re doing things the Fontainian way. We’re here to learn, as unassuming visitors.”

“…I already regret everything about this.”

“Well, you’re free to go back if you want, and confine yourself back in Sumeru,” she retorted smartly, taking a seat on the aquabus, excitedly dangling her little legs, clutching her hands to her chest as she beamed at the blue-and-pink Melusine in the captain’s hat. “I’m sure I can find my way on my own. Furina’s supposed to be waiting for us at the station.”

“Absolutely not.” He resolutely took the seat next to her, folding his arms and crossing his legs, closing his eyes as Nahida gave a fond little chuckle at the exact demeanor she’d expected. A moment later, her attention returned to the Melusine. “So… when does the aquabus head out?”

The Melusine jolted a little. “O-oh, right! It’s time to go already, isn’t it?” She set the boat in motion, most people finding seats, other remaining standing, talking amongst themselves as the Melusine began her guided tour. Nahida listened in rapture, the cool, crisp ocean breeze ruffling her hair as the desert coastline receded behind them.

“Welcome to the Clementine Line aquabus! This boat tour will take you to the magnificent Court of Fontaine, the most important city in our nation! I’m Aeval, and I’ll be your tour guide for this trip! Even though I’m not as reliable as Elphane from the Navia Line, I’ll still do my very best! And if you’re dissatisfied with anything, feel free to lemme know right away!”

Kintsugi let out a heavy sigh, but Nahida gently elbowed him before he could mutter anything foul – most likely ‘everything about this trip, this method of transport, and this stupid continent’. “Give it a chance, c’mon! You’re the one that wanted to come along.”

He gestured at the waterway stretching ahead, endless pillars paving their way across Fontaine. “This is ridiculous,” he hissed. “A mind-boggling waste of resources. Why not just sail across all the water that’s right there?”

“Well, let’s find out! We came to learn,” she beamed. She gestured at Aeval. “Your first assignment is listening to her.”

“Homework?” he seethed, but he did sharply turn to the Melusine, following his Archon’s directions. “…Fine.”

“…Speaking of Fontaine,” their little guide went on. “You may have heard of the unique trials held in our courts, and presume this nation to be a very serious and solemn place. In reality, Fontaine is also a center of culinary and artistic delights, full of fine architecture, music, paintings, and delicacies, each of which are well worth experiencing for yourself!”

“That’s every nation,” Kintsugi hissed. “It’s called culture.” Nahida shushed him, barely holding back her laughter.

“For any new passengers, you’ll get your very first look at the splendor of the Court of Fontaine towards the end of this tour! So keep your eyes peeled, and prepare to gasp with amazement when the moment comes!”

The puppet rolled his eyes. For now, the only thing he was keeping his eyes on was the edge of the Fontainian continent he was facing, granting him a rather baffling overhead view of most of Liyue and Sumeru. Even in flight, he rarely had views like these. To the sides, the steep mountains of Fontaine gradually took over from the receding desert rock formations, although the mighty Harvisptokhm remained a striking landmark, and a fond memory.

The amount of water around them was equally baffling. They crossed over its vast, glittering expanse, full of swaying kelp and glimpses of sleek aquatic creatures flitting under the surface, schools of fish and colourful rays, bubbling vents and submerged ruins. Truly the Nation of Hydro – half of it, or more, was submerged. In contrast, the land was home to tranquil flower meadows and charming, scattered little villages. He briefly envisioned how those had been fully submerged not even that long ago, and had to admit he was impressed by how fast the Fontainians were already recovering and going about their lives as usual.

Then his eye fell on the monstrous shape in the foggy distance, just before the aquabus entered into a tunnel carved into a mountainside. At first he mistook it for some gargantuan machine, but then he realized it was the Court of Fontaine itself. He groaned quietly. That’s where all of the nation’s hustle and bustle was, and also where they were headed. If it were up to him, he’d point his sails the other way entirely…

While in the tunnel, Aeval prattled on about some Fontainian type of stonework and how the material was won from inside the earth. Kintsugi had to wonder at her complete omission of the recent flooding – and the conspicuous absence of the Archon’s name.

The people believed Furina had done nothing to stop the catastrophe. They simply thought the prophecy had been wrong. And she’d done nothing to disabuse them of this notion either, taking no credit, only blame…

As the aquabus exited the tunnel, Kintsugi’s eye immediately fell on the towering building to their right, also redirecting his quiet musings. Nahida gasped seeing it as well, and the Melusine took note with a smile. “Passengers, just to the outside of the track, there’s a towering building… that’s blocking your view!” She gestured animatedly. “Behind it, you’ll find the pride of the people of Fontaine: the Opera Epiclese! This opera house is the highest court where Fontaine holds its trials, so it’s no exaggeration to say that it’s one of the most important buildings in the nation!”

“Yes,” the puppet muttered with no small hint of malice. “The Opera. Fontaine sees justice as amusement, Kusanali – even the judging of their own Archon. It’s disgusting, even for me. This nation is foul and rotten to the core.”

“A scholar stays objective,” was her serene reply. “Focus on your assignment, now.”

“Ugh.”

“Of course, normal artistic performances are staged here too… but those can sometimes be a bit too avant-garde and confusing,” Aeval went on. “Trials are much more interesting, because Monsieur Neuvillette will always be present…” Her eyes lingered on the Opera, her voice trailing off somewhat. “Ah, I really wanna ditch work right now and go watch a trial…” She shook herself. “…No! No! Bad Aeval! You’re a model tour guide! How can you think about doing something so irresponsible!”

“You’re doing great,” Nahida supplied. “I’m learning so much! I’m sure you’ll have some free time to do what you want later!”

Aeval gathered herself, doffing her hat with a smile that squeezed her eyes shut almost completely. “Thank you so much, miss! Now, to our left…”

Kintsugi momentarily lost track, gazing out behind them. The desert was so far away already. The forest, even further. How had he let himself be tricked into getting attached to Sumeru to such a degree he was already capable of feeling homesick…? Pesky emotions, he never should’ve allowed it…

Then he looked ahead, and almost backed away in his seat as he saw how close the overwhelming architecture of the Fontainian capital suddenly was. It already towered over them as their waterway widened into the beginnings of the main station, a handful of white and black swans gracefully paddling out of the way of the aquabus. Aeval gestured up with a flourish. “Okay, listen up! We’ll be arriving shortly at the final destination of this tour, the Court of Fontaine. Please remember to bring your personal belongings with you, and mind the gap between the deck and platform as you disembark!”

People started getting up. Conversation picked up, and the sounds of the city started to surround them like a buzzing blanket. Kintsugi was acutely aware of everything around him, and even moreso of Nahida’s whereabouts. The rule might be that he couldn’t leave her sight, but the other way around would very much apply, too.

“The aquabus operator bears no responsibility whatsoever for any injury or loss incurred as a result of disobeying the rules. Umm… maybe it’s a bit late for the disclaimer?” Aeval let out a bashful laugh. “Anyway, I’m happy you’ve had an incident-free journey today, and it was my pleasure to serve as your tour guide for this trip. Thank you!”

“Thank you,” Nahida beamed, lingering as everyone got off the aquabus around them. “What a delightful tour, and what a fascinating mode of transport…”

The Melusine perked up even more. “Ah! Dear passenger, I definitely agree! It’s a wonderful thing, isn’t it…” The two of them animatedly chatted for a while, praising the aquabus and the beauty of Fontaine, Nahida asking about the city and getting a plethora of recommendations in response. Kintsugi patiently waited, only too glad to postpone plunging into the crowds a little longer. Eventually, though, even his patience ran out. “Someone’s waiting for us,” he remarked. Nahida looked up at once. “Ah! You’re right!” She turned to Aeval. “I’m so sorry, we must be off…”

“That’s alright!” the Melusine nodded. “So must I, in fact! The next group of passengers will be here shortly and I still need to turn the aquabus around… Enjoy your stay, and I hope to see you again on your way back!” She hesitated just a moment longer. “…If I may, I would like to make an observation…”

Nahida tilted her head. “Yes?”

“The both of you look very unique compared to most other passengers, to me at least. It is said we Melusines have a special kind of perception, so this might be out of line or completely incorrect from a human perspective… but you, miss, seem to me like a lovely white branch just sprouting some fresh green leaves, while your companion…”

Kintsugi braced himself. “…Spit it out.”

“…you seem to be made of the same white wood, but carved into the most exquisite, although empty cup, sir. Most unique indeed!”

He had to give a wry smile, although it quickly turned more mirthful. “My cup isn’t empty. Not even half-empty, in fact.”

“It’s full? Of what, if I may ask?”

“Full of air.” And with that, and one last, sharp grin, he toted Nahida with him off the aquabus and into the elevator down to the city of Fontaine.

 

The elevator had been on its second trip and thus slightly less crowded than the aquabus had been. Emerging into the station’s main hall at Fontainian ground level, however, was torture.

People milled around like headless chickens, squeezing past in a hurry on their way to Archons knew where, bumping into him, making him lose sight of Nahida. The perpetual rush seemed to affect her as well, and he was just a little relieved as she quietly clenched a little fist into his trailing sleeve, her face just a little tighter as she relied on him to make his way through the crowds. Her other hand nervously held on to her hat. “Furina should be here waiting for us,” she quietly spoke up, barely audible above the buzz of the city. “Do you see her?”

“I’m not the tallest, myself,” he grouched. “But… no. Not yet.” He craned his neck, making use of his elbows now, stealthily tripping the odd Fontainian to momentarily gain a slightly better vantage point. He didn’t fly, still respecting Nahida’s wishes to be here as two normal people, not an Archon and her right hand. “…She should stand out. The Traveler mentioned a gaudy top hat.” He saw plenty of hats, but none blue and crowned. In fact, the gaudiest hats weren’t even worn by people, but dogs – poodles, dressed to the nines for some reason. He shook his head as he saw it. Fontaine had truly gone overboard. He refrained from saying it, or thinking about how proud Cyno would be.

They eventually wrestled their way out of the station, into the city proper and onto a square dominated by a water-operated spinning sculpture, all graceful loops and luminous Hydro energy. The city itself towered over them in tiers and stairways, sheer walls and manicured gardens. Nahida was stunned beside him, her eyes taking everything in, her mind clearly going a mile a minute.

He himself was steadily losing his temper. No Furina. No idea where to go. Half the city looked inaccessible on foot. “This city is a nightmare,” he growled. “Where is she?!”

“Maybe we could go to a café,” Nahida spoke up. “We could wait for her, get our bearings… oh, or try and find some of the detective novels Aeval recommended, or plan our trips to the other islands in advance, or…”

“This is ridiculous,” Kintsugi fumed. “This is beneath both of us. I’m going up.”

“N-no!” She barely held back a shout of his name. “We shouldn’t stand out – !” She lowered her voice. “Neither me nor Furina want to be Archons right now…!”

“Don’t worry, I’m the only one anyone’s gonna see. You’ll thank me later.” He stepped out closer to the fountain sculpture where he wasn’t directly pressed up against anyone, and called upon his Vision, ascending on an abrupt gust of wind blowing back people’s clothes, carefully coiffed hair and hats, leading to quite the commotion and shaking of fists and canes. He only chuckled, husky and foul, ascending further. “…Fancy vermin. You’re all beneath me.” He looked around, trying to make sense of the city from higher up, trying to find a certain young woman in blue anywhere, but still failing and only managing to get even more annoyed, his eyes narrowing in restrained rage.

Then there was a shrill, grating whistle below him, making his gaze snap down at once. It sounded again, and again, stirring up more commotion and clearing a space around Nahida, to his immediate alertness. Beside her was a pink Melusine in a blue uniform he recognized as law enforcement. She was blowing a small whistle, gesturing at him. “You, up there, sir! Please, kindly descend at once!”

“I don’t think so,” he called back.

“You are under arrest for breaking the law, sir! No one is permitted to release any flying objects within city limits during the first three days of the month, and as you well know, today is the second!” The Melusine authoritatively put her hands on her hips, looking up with fierce eyes. “Are you resisting arrest?”

“Damn right I am!” He stayed right where he was. “What kind of inane law is that? Barely two steps in, and your nation still manages to get even more ridiculous than it appeared at first glance… whatever will you come up with next?” He turned away, returning to scanning the city, but immediately screwing up his face as the whistle rang out again. “Sir! I must insist you listen to me!”

People were starting to clamor around the Melusine. “Come down already!”

“This is illegal!”

“Stop disturbing the peace, you ruffian!”

He let out a loud, heartfelt growl, only refraining from taking off entirely because that’d mean leaving Nahida. He looked down again. “Kusanali, let’s just –”

– she was looking up at him with admonishment. That halted his plans and belligerent thoughts. “If you don’t comply, I’ll have to come up there myself,” she called out. “You wouldn’t want to make me break the law, surely?”

A bluff, he reasoned. Had to be. Although… she had managed to hover up to him by herself, when taking the Gnosis from him… perhaps it wasn’t entirely out of the realm of possibility…

“I’m counting to three, mister. One… two…”

He threw back his head, groaning. “Alright, alright!” He gave in, descending back to ground level, where the Melusine immediately stepped up to him. A man and woman in similar uniforms joined in as well. “If you’ll kindly come with us, sir. You are charged with breaking Fontainian law, and must therefore comply with procedure. We’ll be taking you to the Palais Mermonia for further processing.”

He had to snicker. “Kindly?” But then they made to grab his upper arms, and he violently wrestled free. “I’ll come,” he growled, his entire demeanor instantly flipped around. “But touch me again and I’ll break every bone in both your bodies.”

The Melusine jolted, pointing at him with her stubby little hands. “A second charge! Threatening a member – no, two members of the gardes!”

He glared down at her. “Wanna make that three?”

“Implicit threatening of a third member of the gardes!”

“H-Hat Guy!” Nahida piped up. “I understand, but please don’t make this worse!” She turned to the gardes in a fluster. “He hates being touched – he’s had certain… experiences…”

“I’ll have it get as bad as I have to,” he replied darkly, cutting her off. “Well? What’ll it be?”

The two gardes exchanged glances. He was a Vision wielder. That always made matters a little more complicated. “…We’ll have to take your word for it, sir. But be assured that resisting arrest further will increase your chances of a more severe sentence.”

“I’m getting sentenced, now. That’s new.” He couldn’t really count his Sumeran imprisonment as a sentence. The entire nation and its skies were open to him, and he’d never particularly wanted to leave.

…He realized the thought was strangely appealing to him. There was much he considered himself responsible for, had thought so even before he’d attempted to erase himself and he’d understood the full context and weight of his actions. None of that came into play here, but still…

…Consequences, huh? How novel. He wondered what this fussy little nation could possibly do to him. He was somewhat looking forward to finding out.

“Alright,” he sighed, looking and sounding utterly uncaring, nonchalantly raising his hands. Nahida’s expression softened as she caught on. “Take me away. I’ll cooperate.”

 

To his mixture of exasperation and amusement, he was marched straight back into the station’s elevator, apparently the only way to get up to the lofty Palais Mermonia. Having his hands free, he took the opportunity to press every single button in the cabin and aggravate quite a few people, including his gardes. The pink Melusine grew more flustered. “Hindering law enforcement and wasting the gardes’ time! Holding up hardworking Fontainians!”

He scoffed. “Shut up, that’s not punishable by law.”

“It is if you’re already being convicted!” She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m sure this is gonna be worse than community service for you, mister.”

“Good. It’ll be a nice change of pace.” He glanced at Nahida. His little Archon was clearly torn between chewing him out and breaking down into giggles.

Then, on one of the city’s tiers where he’d forced the elevator to stop, a very specific someone got in. Someone in a frilly blue dress and a crowned hat.

“…Oh, it’s going up…? I’m so sorry, I’ll be taking up some space, I’m afraid…”

“Furina!” Nahida exclaimed brightly. “There you are! We were waiting for you at the station!”

The Hydro Archon whipped around at once, staring at her Sumeran counterpart with wide eyes, surrounded by people packed in on all sides. “…L-Lesser – no, Nahida!” She attempted to compose herself. “Ahem… I’m so, so sorry! I got held up at home – I’m afraid I’ve had a little… kitchen mishap…” She trailed off, her eyes wandering to the side, where Kintsugi beheld her with folded arms, a flat expression, and a garde at each of his shoulders. “Is… is he…” She swallowed. “He’s with you, isn’t he.”

“He is,” the puppet remarked with a wry little grin. “I’m matching you in the mishap department.” He gestured at the gardes. “Tried to fly up and find you when you failed to show up. Now headed up all the way. Thanks for that.”

“I – I didn’t –” Furina faltered as the elevator arrived at the very top of the city at last, and they were ushered out and towards the Palais Mermonia, gleaming in the sunlight. The Hydro Archon attempted to halt the gardes at once. “Stop, stop! I insist! That preposterous little law – it should never have applied here!”

“It says so very clearly in the current legislation, Lady Furina,” the Melusine spoke. “‘According to Fontaine law, no one is permitted to release any flying objects within Fontaine city limits during the first three days of each month.’ Your words exactly as you spoke them, to the letter!” she proudly added.

“I retract my words!” Furina demanded, putting her hands on her hips imperiously. “I was the law then, I can change the law now! Release this young man this instant!”

“I’m afraid we can’t do that, Lady Furina,” one of the human gardes replied. “You know as well as anyone else you decided to hand over administrative and executive privileges to Monsieur Neuvillette after the catastrophe. There is nothing to be done. This young man will be tried in court.”

“But… but I…”

“He deserves it, too,” the Melusine added with slight malice. “He’s only been making it worse for himself.”

“Hey, I just got here. Let me have a little fun as a tourist,” Kintsugi grinned, sharp and foul. “Really get the full ‘Nation of Justice’ experience.”

“It’ll be fine, Lady Furina,” Nahida smiled, gently taking and squeezing Furina’s gloved hand between both of her own in comfort. “We can handle it! I’m sure everything will work out. I’m just sorry our time together will have to wait a little while, but I promise I’ll make it up to you as soon as I can!”

Furina weakly reached after her as the Dendro Archon let go. “I… alright… if you insist…”

And with that, Nahida gave a last, enthousiastic little wave, and they left the speechless Hydro Archon behind to step into the Palais Mermonia, its doors shutting behind them like a marble tomb.


Notes for the Chapter:
Ah, Furina. Don’t take it personally… (she will, everything everywhere is always because she slipped up somewhere -)






3. Like Duckweed In Water

Summary for the Chapter:
A puppet and two Archons walk into a courtroom…


Notes for the Chapter:I love how this chapter turned out send tweet :D





A new day, a new problem.

Nahida and Kintsugi had completely lost their first day in Fontaine, having been forced to wait inside the Palais Mermonia until Kintsugi’s case of arrest could be processed. It’d been an agonizingly slow nightmare of paperwork, assorted signatures, jammed machinery and office workers accidentally picking out the wrong forms – to not even mention Kintsugi’s refusal to give his actual name, which had led to more waiting for higher-ups to appear, argue with him, then argue with Nahida, and eventually passing the whole mess on to Kintsugi’s upcoming court case, simply putting him down as ‘Hat Guy’ for now.

There would be a court case. Somehow, that could already take place the next day. Fontainians sure had their priorities straight, it seemed.

The Dendro Archon and her right hand had courteously been offered dinner and lodgings at the prestigious Hotel Debord, where Nahida had been quietly delighted by the food and facilities, but Kintsugi had been sorely disappointed by the so-called coffee bavarois dessert – far more sugar than coffee. Even the actual coffee didn’t taste right, having far more added frills than the pure roasts of Sumeru.

He’d realized he’d been grumbling about all this to distract himself from Nahida’s slight tension, which he’d effortlessly picked up on, and her from the cause of that tension.

His trial. The potential outcome of that trial. The likely outcome, considering his current attitude.

Eventually, they’d retired to their shared room, all azure-and-gold opulence, and he’d sat down on his bed while Nahida tucked herself into hers, tiny under the extravagant sheets. He’d looked to the side, taking off and fidgeting with his hat. “…Hey. I’m sorry.”

She’d turned to him at once. “What for?”

He’d growled a little. “You know what for. I ruined the trip. You’re supposed to be spending time with Furina, not getting inconvenienced by me.”

Her expression softened. “I won’t deny I’m a little nervous. But I’m curious as well.”

“…Hah. Can’t ever stop being curious, can you.”

“Everything we experience is valuable and worthwhile to me. Everything that happens on this trip, or indeed in life, is equally important. There is no set way life is ‘supposed’ to happen, and so it is for this trip.” She thoughtfully gazed at him from under the blankets as he also slowly got into bed. “I’m sure everything will work out, one way or another. But whatever happens, don’t worry about me, alright?”

“…Who else am I gonna worry about?”

“Kintsugi.”

He blinked, picking up on the fond amusement in her voice, but moreso, the slight hint of alarm as well. He switched gears at once. “…Well. If I am sent to this prison they keep going on about, I guess worrying would be a waste of energy anyway.” A little jolt of unease coursed through him at that – there’d be nothing he could do but worry about his Archon. “Whatever happens, don’t give me a reason to worry, then.” A faint glimmer of his foul grin. “Surely the Dendro Archon could manage that much?”

She smiled, her eyes slightly luminous in the dark. “It’s a promise.”

“…Alright.” His gaze lingered on her a moment longer, but then he rolled over. “Goodnight. Let’s see what unique, worthwhile experiences tomorrow will bring, hm?” The mockery was back in his voice. Nahida smiled just a little wider at that. “…Goodnight, Kintsugi.”

 

“Charges have been pressed and a trial is in order. Since all parties are now present, I declare that the trial regarding Mr. Hat Guy is now in session.”

The Opera Epiclese was cavernous, opulent, and packed with people. Most of them had come simply because they craved entertainment – the catastrophe had changed much, but not the way the average Fontainian was wired, deep down. Some, however, had already heard about the audacious flying newcomer and his deeds as soon as he’d stepped out of the aquabus station. The Steambird had immediately swooped down, and the people had eaten it up like the nation’s many disgusting little cakes.

Kintsugi’s one consolation was the fact he could look down on all of them from the defendant’s balcony. He idly leaned on its balustrade, gazing out over the vast expanse of the courtroom to the Chief Justice above the center of the great stage, with a look in his eyes that could almost be boredom. “Great. Let’s get it going.”

By his side, Nahida stood on a little stool to see over the balustrade as well, slightly bouncing on her tiptoes with a mixture of excitement and nerves. On his other side, Furina seemed ready to let the ground swallow her.

The prosecutor’s balcony held only one little figure, also standing on a stool; the pink Melusine that’d brought him in. Her eyes were narrowed in determination.

Kintsugi glanced over at Furina with a crooked smirk. “Hey, relax. I hear you enjoy watching these trials. This one is nice and up close, without the hassle of it being your own. You should appreciate this.”

She laughed nervously. “Ahaha… yes, you’re right! I shall enjoy it to the utmost. Do try to give me a good show, now.”

“Heh. Sure.”

They’d met up in the city earlier that morning, and taken the aquabus to Erinnyes together as a trio as well. Kintsugi knew her story, or at least what the Traveler had told him and Nahida. It’d shaken him, but he’d refrain from forming any real opinions on it, or her, until he saw for himself who she actually was. For now, she was just an acquaintance, distant like most of the world was to him.

Chief Justice Neuvillette spoke again, tapping his cane to recapture everyone’s attention. “First, for the sake of clarity, could we please have the prosecutor, officer Talochard, explain the causes and results of the incident?”

“With pleasure, Monsieur Neuvillette!” The pink Melusine drew herself up even further, gesturing animatedly as she spoke. “Firstly, the defendant was arrested on the charge of flying on the second day of the month, which by itself is a punishable offense. He then proceeded to resist arrest, threaten two officers with bodily harm, imply threat to a third – that’s me, Chief Justice, so we can add ‘implied threatening of a Melusine’ to the charges as well. He then caused public disturbance in the station elevator on the way up to the Palais Mermonia.”

Neuvillette had gravely nodded along as the charges were listed, his eyes narrowing in particular as the threat against a Melusine was named. The people in the audience murmured amongst themselves, clearly all with opinions of their own – not very favourable, and in line with those of their Chief Justice. By Kintsugi’s side, Furina brought a distressed hand to her forehead.

“However, that is not yet all!” Talochard went on. “Once inside the Palais Mermonia, he proceeded to trip and mock the gardes, use the power of his Vision to scatter paperwork, mock the hardworking members of the Maison Gestion, and… well, he really just generally made a nuisance of himself during the entire – lengthy – duration of his processing, if I may be so bold to summarize the rest of it, Monsieur Neuvillette. You probably get the gist.”

“I most certainly do,” the Chief Justice graciously nodded. “Very well. Thank you, officer Talochard.” He raised his head. “I will now call upon the defense. What is your response to these charges?”

Kintsugi folded his arms, speaking loudly and clearly. “Guilty as charged.”

Next to him, Furina let out a gasp loud enough to be heard over the similarly shocked reactions of the crowd. He turned to her, spreading his hands. “What? I can’t very well deny what literally happened.” On his other side, Nahida bit back a little smile, although there was worry in her eyes as well.

“Of these charges, implied threat to a Melusine is considered the most serious,” Neuvillette spoke from his lofty stand. “To clarify, did you or did you not intend to cause officer Talochard bodily harm?”

Kintsugi tilted his head. “I said what I said,” he shrugged. “If she’d have put her hands on me, I would’ve retaliated according to my warnings.”

Talochard planted her stubby hands on the balustrade of the prosecutor’s balcony, leaning forward. “Which were, verbatim, to ‘break every bone in my body’, Chief Justice, if I may be so bold.”

“I must ask you to refrain from speaking out of line, officer Talochard,” Neuvillette spoke. “But your words are duly noted.” His expression had tightened yet further. He reluctantly turned back to the defense. “It is, however, also duly noted that the defendant cooperated with the procedures of his arrest without any further need for physical contact or the cause of bodily harm.”

Kintsugi gave a little grin in pleasant surprise. “Heh.” He hadn’t expected that detail to be considered, let alone voiced.

“Chief Justice, if I may interject!” Furina spoke up by his side. Neuvillette nodded to her. “Thank you. Ahem.” She straightened out, adjusted her hat. “If we put all the distracting, muddling issues that resulted from the original offense aside for a moment, all this arose from the breaking of the ‘no flying’ law. This law was made up by yours truly, on a whim!” She let out a dainty little laugh, and some of the audience below echoed her. “I’m sure some of you remember the very day! The legendary Traveler had just arrived in Fontaine, and I was looking to stir up some spectacle…”

“That’s our Lady Furina!”

“Always on the lookout to entertain the people…”

“Very correct, my good people. Not keen on facing him in a physical duel, I challenged him to a courtly battle of wits! My opening move made use of the fact I embodied the very law at the time, convicting him on the basis of his little flying companion being aloft in Romaritime Harbor on the third day of that month.” She flicked back her hair. “A genius move, if I do say so myself. But as it was all rather silly, I really do think we should be able to retract my words now they are about to convict the Dendro Archon’s right hand, no? After all, he was simply trying to aid his Archon, and fully unaware of the existence of the law.” She folded her arms, leaning back a little – but looking to the side as she caught a subdued sputtering, and saw Kintsugi covering his mouth, eyes wide with hilarity. “…What?”

“You – you –” He incredulously shook his head. “…You’re joking, right…? That’s why that law exists…? Oh, for –” He turned away, shoulders shaking with silent laughter, closing his eyes for a moment, muttering something probably very uncouth in Inazuman, but still with an inflection of undisguised delight. “That’s the funniest, stupidest thing –”

“Yes, yes,” the Hydro Archon flapped at him. “I’m hilarious. Tell me something I didn’t already know.” But she couldn’t seem to help a small, genuine smile from blooming on her face. Nahida also stifled a little giggle seeing it.

“Lady Furina, Mr. Hat Guy, if I may have your attention.” Neuvillette’s voice was still grave, heavy as an anchor, dropped on and shattering their little moment of lightheartedness. “Lady Furina no longer holds the authority to revoke any laws, not even those she instated herself. In theory, an exception could be made, and I myself could strike the law from Fontainian legislation, but it would take months before the Maison Ordalie has fully processed this decision. The defendant would have to be held in custody during the full duration of this process. It may be swifter to retain the law, and simply convict him for his offenses. Of course, if the defendant insists –”

“No,” Kintsugi immediately spoke up, returning to the balustrade, wiping his eyes, still grinning a little. “I do not. If I’m to be locked up, do it properly, none of that half-hearted bureaucratic nonsense.”

“Duly noted, Mr. Hat Guy.”

By his side, Nahida stood up on her tiptoes on her stool. “Chief Justice, if I may?”

Neuvillette turned to her, inclining his head. “You may speak, Lesser Lord Kusanali.”

“The exact wording of the law in question is ‘no one is permitted to release any flying objects within Fontaine city limits during the first three days of each month’, correct?”

“That is correct.”

“I consider my companion, Mr. Hat Guy, to be a person, not an object.” Her little voice rang out through the court, bright and clear. “Therefore, the law in question should not apply to him.”

“A valid argument, Lesser Lord Kusanali. But as the law in question was instated in response to the presence of the Traveler’s flying companion, who is also a person and not an object, we can consider the exact wording to be intended to apply to both people and objects.”

Nahida was not deterred. “In that situation, Lady Furina intended to convict the Traveler, not Paimon. It is forbidden to release flying objects, or people – therefore, considering Mr. Hat Guy is my right hand, acting on my behalf, and this specific act of taking flight was done to aid me, should I not be the one being convicted in his stead at this moment?”

“Kusanali,” Kintsugi hissed. “Breaking your promises already…?”

“We’re getting lost in semantics, Lesser Lord Kusanali. Clearly, the defendant was the one that released himself into the air, as he is the one bearing an Anemo Vision.” Neuvillette stroked his chin for a moment, considering. “It is true this particular law is not one of the gravest importance. The defendant only ascended to survey the city in order to aid his Archon, both parties being unaware of the fact this was illegal at that specific place and time. We may be able to waive some of the charges considering these circumstances.”

Waive? Kintsugi narrowed his eyes. “I did still break the law. I threatened a Melusine.”

“That is very much being considered where it comes to the formation of the final verdict.”

I should get what’s coming to me. Just this once. I’ve gone without consequences for far too long already. His eyes flicked to and fro in thought, almost an unhealthy frenzy. He looked up, meeting Nahida’s gaze, knowing she knew exactly what he was thinking. His expression turned questioning – almost pleading.

She seemed to deflate the smallest bit, her eyes dimming a little – but then she gave the most minute of nods. That was enough for him. He spoke up, looking out across the courtroom. “I don’t need special treatment, Chief Justice. Surely my offenses are enough to warrant consequence. If not, can this nation really be called the Nation of Justice? Or did I just not create enough of a disturbance?” He didn’t bother to keep the malice and derision from his voice. His little grin only grew hearing the scandalized gasps and cries from the audience. “Should I threaten officer Talochard again, perhaps? What will it take for you to act?”


I exist. My actions have consequences. Don’t just smooth me over like nothing ever happened.


“There will be no need for that.” Neuvillette’s voice was a little firmer. This only made him grin wider. “Your refusal to state your actual given name, thus obstructing the legal process, is already enough to increase the severity of your final verdict.”

“Wonderful. I don’t intend to state it for any reason.”

“…You present a most puzzling case, Mr. Hat Guy.”

“Heh. I get that a lot.” He drew himself up, deciding this farce had gone on long enough – and knowing exactly how to end it with a suitable flourish. He called upon his Vision, hovering up from the defendant’s balcony and out over the now very frantic audience. He kept going, approaching the stage with a smirk, only stopping once he was face to face, eye to vibrant reptilian eye, with Neuvillette himself. “Remind me of the date, Chief Justice?”

To his credit, the Iudex’ voice was calm and subdued as always. “Today is the third, Mr. Hat Guy. You are hereby guilty of yet another charge of illicit flight. Must I remind you of your current circumstances and prospects?”

“I’m extremely clear on both.”

The strike of the ornate cane to polished wood was thunder from up this close. “Then you are hereby sentenced to two months within the Fortress of Meropide, effective immediately. The gardes shall escort you there within the hour. Case dismissed.”

His grin was knife-sharp as he closed his eyes in something akin to relish. “Ah. Finally.”

 

They let him properly take his leave, although it wasn’t clear if this was out of courtesy to either of the Archons, or Kintsugi himself.

“…I guess this is goodbye for now, Kusanali. I suppose you’ll be returning to Sumeru soon, after your business with Lady Furina is over with?”

He stood in one of the court’s adjacent rooms, all elegant couches and giant flowerpieces. He was a little stiff and on edge with anticipation, arms folded. Nahida and Furina had each taken a seat before him, letting the events of the trial settle. He narrowed his eyes a little as his Archon looked up at him. Sumeru better send the finest escort to take you back home –

Nahida beheld him with the smallest smile, just this side of sly. “I won’t be returning, actually. I’ve decided to stay in Fontaine for the duration of your sentence.”

He jolted, eyes widening at once. “That’s – that’s not – !”

“We didn’t agree on anything specific beforehand. I want to experience this nation, spend time with Lady Furina, and, yes, also have you feel what you’re feeling right now. That, I’m afraid, is also a consequence of your actions.” She tilted her head, eyes softening a little at the hurt in his. “I’ll be fine, don’t worry!”

He grimaced in sheer disbelief. “Sumeru can’t go without an Archon for two months.”

“Sure they can. They’ve been without an Archon for five hundred years. The Akademiya is used to running things.” She idly kicked her little sandaled feet on the couch. “I’ll be in correspondence on the details, of course, but I have complete confidence in Alhaitham and the others.”

“…You know he’s gonna hate every second of it.” That’s one consolation, I suppose. The sentiment was clear on his face, and Nahida giggled to see it. It did very little to ease his sudden inner turmoil.

Beside her, Furina had been lacing and unlacing her gloved fingers in her lap, not stopping even once since they’d left the courtroom. Now, she finally spoke up, meeting the Dendro Archon’s eyes. “Lesser Lord Kusanali, I truly cannot in good conscience insist you spend time with… with me… while you have a nation to watch over. Really, with the way things have gone, perhaps it’d be best if you returned as soon as possible…”

“Oh, no, it’s totally fine,” Nahida replied brightly. “I came to Fontaine because I wanted to meet you! Unless you prefer to be alone, I’d be delighted to stay!”

Furina made to speak. “I…”

“…Kusanali. I can’t let you do this.”

The little Archon looked up as her right hand protested once more. She gauged his expression, holding his troubled, stormy gaze for a long moment. Then, she reached up both hands towards him. He blinked in puzzlement for a moment, but then hesitantly took them, letting her enfold his fingers in her tiny palms.

At once, her bright voice rang out in his mind. Kintsugi, did you really think I’d abandon you here? In any way, shape or form?

He took in a sharp inhale, almost as if in pain, opening his mouth to speak but unable to find his voice at all. He grit his teeth, closing his eyes for a moment, hating the warmth welling up behind them, trying very hard not to break. But I’m abandoning you. I’m breaking the rules. I’m leaving your sight –

I’ll know exactly where you are. And you’ll know where I am, too. Close by, right here above the sea. She smiled, tranquil and steady. “I’m used to being firmly planted in one place, like a tree,” she spoke quietly. “But now I must be like drifting duckweed, floating on Fontaine’s waters… watching over you as you sink into them, for a time.”

Kintsugi turned his burning gaze to Furina. “Take care of my Archon.” He narrowed his eyes. “Know that if anything goes wrong, I will take measures that will get me sentenced for life, so… things better not go wrong.”

“I… I will!” Furina sat up straighter at once. “Never fear, the Lesser Lord will be in the best possible hands with me, Furina de Fontaine!” But as she looked down at a beaming Nahida, there was no way she could conceal the doubt in her eyes. “I’ll… I’ll try, at least…”

A knock on the chamber’s doors. A garde peeked in her head. “Mr. Hat Guy, your time is up.”

He balled his fists, taking a last long look at Nahida, then fixating Furina with another, rather piercing stare. Then he sharply turned around and walked off, outwardly totally fine, but Nahida’s sympathetic, bittersweet smile spoke volumes. “Be safe. I’ll be there when you’re released!”

He only raised a hand, not turning around or speaking. The ribbons on his hat swished as he stepped through the doors and into the custody of the gardes, and he was gone.

Furina remained quiet for a respectful moment. Then she looked at Nahida, drawing the little Archon out of her wistful, slightly distant reverie. “He has a very… interesting personality, doesn’t he…? How did the two of you meet, if I may ask?”

“Oh,” she perked up, eyes brightening at the memory. “He tried to kill me and usurp my godhood.”

Furina blinked, stunned for just a second, then letting out a startled laugh. “You… ahaha, you’re very funny, Lord Kusanali! What a fine jest…!”

Nahida hopped off the couch, still warmly gazing at the door where her right hand had vanished. “He grew out of it,” she smiled. “I hope he’ll be okay…”

Furina’s laugh trailed off, and her mismatched eyes grew a little alarmed as she followed the Dendro Archon. “…Oh dear.” She remembered her promise to take care of this little visitor to her nation, suddenly taking the request – no, the demand – even more seriously. “…Lesser Lord Kusanali, allow me to make up for yesterday’s unfortunate events, and give you a proper tour of the Court of Fontaine and its magnificent environs. I shall do my utmost to make the coming two months the finest you could have in this fair Nation of Justice…”

“I’d love that,” Nahida beamed, trotting along by the Hydro Archon’s side. “May I make two small requests? Feel free to decline!”

“Of course,” Furina graciously allowed.

“May I cancel the Hotel Debord, and stay with you in your home instead? Only if you’re truly comfortable with that, of course. And secondly… please, call me Nahida.”

The Hydro Archon halted, halfway into stepping into the Opera’s elegant marble lobby. “…Nahida.” She looked down at the eager, childlike God of Wisdom. This eminent visitor…? Staying in her home…? “…Nahida, my home, it is… these days, it’s hardly what you are used to in your capacity as an Archon. As you know, I’ve stepped down from any and all official roles, and my living quarters have, aha, lessened in grandeur to match…”

“I don’t mind,” the little Archon shook her head. “I would like to get to know you, Lady Furina. I would like us to be friends. And…” She smiled a little, bashfully turning away. “…the circumstances I’m used to… well…”

Furina recalled her visit to the Sanctuary of Surasthana during the Sabzeruz Festival, the stories of Nahida in her small, unbreakable cage. She faltered for a moment. She realized she’d already decided, not even wanting to leave herself much of a choice. Even without the promise to the menacing shadow that’d watched over her, how could she confine this child to a lonely hotel room? She managed a smile, warm, genuine, despite everything. “You’re welcome to stay with me,” she heard herself say, even through no small amount of internal panic.


The mess. My attempts at keeping houseplants alive. Archons, the kitchen –


“…Yes, you’re more than welcome to stay.”

Nahida’s beaming smile made it all worth it. “Thank you so much!”

“Oh… and… do call me Furina.” She tilted her head, giving a jaunty wink. “Archon to Archon, there’s little need for honorifics, now!”

“Ehehe! Of course!”

 

As the two Archons stepped outside, Kintsugi finished his guarded march across the tearstone bridge behind the Opera Epiclese.

He took in the view; the great lake that dominated the nation, the capital in the distance, the wooded mountains and the sky above. The fresh, cool breeze ruffling his hair, flowing with his sleeves and ribbons. He took a deep breath, feeling it on his face one last time.

The ground opened before him, falling away into a great spiral stairway descending into the bowels of Erinnyes.

“Down you go,” one of the gardes nudged him. “Come on, get moving.”

He huffed out the barest breath of laughter, thinking how easily he could fly off, mangle the meager duo that’d marched him here, get away and never be seen again. They were still too afraid to restrain him. The skies were open and blue and right there.

He gave a crooked little smirk, and stepped forward, onto the first of many, many steps leading down, losing sight of the world, and then the sky, a little more with every foot in front of the other, until the stairway curved completely overhead and blotted out every last bit of daylight. Dank bricks and copper pipes surrounded him as he entered his new world.

Time to get what was coming to him, at long last.


Notes for the Chapter:
And there they all go.

Don’t worry - Kintsugi and Furina will have plenty of interaction. This story is about all the dynamics between the three of them; I have my ways. :D






4. My Secret Is Hidden Within Me, No One Will Know My Name

Summary for the Chapter:
One above and the other beneath the waves, two Sumerans really begin their time in Fontaine.

Mild spoilers for the end of Wriothesley’s story quest, not actually about Wrio himself though!


Notes for the Chapter:Happy Wanderversary everyone!!! :D My boy, my muse, my beloved main! Let me celebrate by yeeting you into prison! I swear I love you! :D

Long chapter this time, I kept going back and forth about splitting it but ultimately decided to keep it in one piece. I hope you enjoy!





He’d been okay up to a certain point.

He was fairly sure that point had been in front of the three towering windows offering a view of the Fontainian ocean floor, blue-green light falling in in slanting, dancing beams through the glimmering waves far above, kelp swaying and schools of fish flowing by in some hypnotic rhythm he couldn’t parse.

He’d stood and stared for a long moment, before the inmate guiding him had told him it was about time they moved on, and that that’d been the last sunlight he’d probably see for the duration of his sentence. Things had gotten darker after that, the air staler, his surroundings colder. He’d been surrounded by stone and metal, whirring fans and dripping pipes, their footsteps echoing between the walls.

His guide had been telling him something about credit coupons. He’d been tuning him out, not even bothering to nod along.

Something within him had shut down. It’d been a familiar feeling. He’d been marched into cold stone halls before, into chambers filled with metal where he hadn’t wanted to be, and yet he’d been there of his own volition in the exact same way he was here now. He’d felt like he’d had no other choice. Like he’d deserved what he’d brought upon himself.

Even before the halls of stone in the land of masks and bitter cold and searing agony applied with surgical precision, he hadn’t taken too well to being locked in with no way out. He could almost see the drums and the polished wood and the fiery maple leaves, wavering before his eyes like flame. But.

But.

…It was fine. It was all fine. He was used to this. He’d wanted this. He was here… for his studies. To see Fontainian justice done up close. He was here for Vahumana, yes. All he needed to do was keep his pretty eyes open, and not fall behind…

“…It’ll feel like home in no time at all, you know? Just see it as an opportunity for rebirth.”

Hah. As if he hadn’t already had more than enough of those. “There’s no need to keep talking,” he idly replied. “It’s rather pathetic to force a conversation just to occupy silence.”

The inmate huffed. “Alright, jeez. Just trying to be friendly.”

…He could probably even gain a few witless followers while he was here, through either fear or awe. A few lackeys to keep under his thumb and do his bidding, even if it was just for his own personal amusement. He’d get some fun out of this. Surely.

Yet another steam-powered elevator had taken him even deeper down, even further away from the sky, and he’d felt himself shutting down ever further. A familiar, empty half-smile had become plastered, almost painted on his face, giving nothing away.

Two months in this place? Haha. Hahaha. It would be easy. Nothing he hadn’t been through countless times before. More than that, he deserved this. If not for the ridiculous charge he was actually in for, then for everything else he’d done. The world didn’t remember, so it’d been up to him to fabricate a sentence. He’d done a fine job of it, if he did say so himself.

Then they rounded a corner, and his eyes widened, just a little. His gaze was drawn up, all the way up – the true Fortress of Meropide towered over him, all copper and brass, pipes and cables, walkways and bridges, curving around and rising up far above. Steam and the scent of damp, rusty metal pervaded the stale air. Constant, artificial lighting irked his eyes, and the sound of clanking, grinding, scraping metal echoed up from far below.

Then there was the sound of metal up closer, too.

…Someone came striding in towards him, flanked by those fancy, brass-buttoned gardemeks he’d caught glimpses of in Romaritime and the Court of Fontaine. Knee-high leather boots carried the apparition through the steam, their thick soles lending even more stature to the already tall figure. Clinking chains and dangling handcuffs glinted in the yellow light as the figure came to a relaxed halt before him, tilting his head.

“So, this is our new Vision wielder. Welcome to Meropide.”

A calm and confident, almost languid voice, just a hint of mischief to it. Icy blue eyes looked him over with mild interest.

Kintsugi held the pale gaze with a stare of harsh determination in return, scanning the man’s scarred face, taking in his broad shoulders and the luxurious fur coat draped around them. “…Who are you supposed to be?”

Those gardemeks. Was this man here to restrain him and drag him to his cell? Did Meropide have ways of confiscating a Vision?

The figure stepped closer, forcing him to look up. The inmate that’d accompanied him leaned down, hissing into his ear. “This is His Grace Wriothesley, the Duke himself! Show some respect!”

Kintsugi only tilted his head, still seemingly unimpressed. He wouldn’t be giving anything away. No mere mortal would get a rise out of him. “You run this place?” He was aware others in the Fortress were staring at the two of them conversing – both inmates and guards, on the ground floor and down from the higher levels. This man appeared to truly be a big deal.

Wriothesley gave a slow half-smile. “I like to think I help the Fortress run itself.” He folded his arms, remaining in front of him, emanating complete calmth and absolute confidence. Kintsugi wasn’t really used to that – not from anyone but Nahida when she was in her element, or perhaps a thoroughly relaxed Rishboland tiger, lounging in the jungle sunlight, knowing itself untouchable. He almost felt like this Duke was expecting something from him, some kind of correct action or answer to an unspoken question. He huffed in sharp annoyance. “…What is it? Quit gawking at me, we both have better to do –”

“Oh, nothing in particular,” the Duke idly replied. “It’s just that I’ve heard you can fly, and you’re a bit of a troublemaker.” His smile didn’t waver. “I don’t come out to personally greet every new arrival, you know. To put it plainly, I’m here to get the measure of you, and make sure you don’t try anything funny. I’m somewhat of a… preserver of the peace. A guardian, if you will.” Wriothesley gestured at the Fortress behind him, smile going a little fonder. “Everyone here is a charge of mine, both to protect and to keep in line. That also includes you, now. Congratulations.”

The man’s attitude seemed loose and relaxed, but Kintsugi could tell there was something coiled under the surface, ready to spring into action at any moment. As he’d turned to gesture, the puppet had spotted the Cryo Vision on his back; not surprising in the least. Wriothesley might be mortal, but they might just be evenly matched. He got the sense the man was about as likely to fight fair as he was himself.

That wasn’t what had him on edge, though. No – what occupied him now was the feeling he didn’t really want to challenge this man.

Kintsugi narrowed his eyes, trying to put his finger on the strange sensation he got from this ‘preserver of the peace’, this… guardian. He had felt like he’d been slipping back into an old role out of habit, dark and bitter and masked, walking back into miserably familiar territory as he was, but now… he felt himself slipping back into an even older role, somehow… lighter, more open…

“…And if I do stir up trouble? What then?” His voice. He sounded petulant, like a child. What was going on…?

Wriothesley folded his arms with a good-natured smirk. “Well, before it gets to that point, I’d prefer you redirect the effort and energy into something more productive. Feel free to fly, actually, any day of the month! The laws of the overworld don’t apply here, as you can see there’s plenty of vertical space, and there’s plenty of ways we can put you to work near the walls or the ceiling as well. If it’s aggression you need to rid yourself of…” He stepped in, leaning over Kintsugi’s shoulder and pointing to something along the Fortress’ walls, his face far too close – and yet the puppet didn’t quite feel like mauling the man. Yet. Or ever?

There was something about him… something far too familiar…

“…well, then I’d recommend our state-of-the-art Pankration Ring over that way, where you can fight whoever’s willing to oppose you to your heart’s content.” He pulled back, icy eyes lingering on the puppet’s indigo. “Mostly, though, I advise you to save your energy for the work. As I’m sure Deakin has told you,” he gestured at his guide, “many of the clockwork machines seen all over Fontaine originate from our production zone. Work hard, earn your keep, and who knows? You might carve out an excellent name and place for yourself here in our underwater world.”

Kintsugi stared at the man for a moment, eyes wary and calculating. “You’re not gonna punish me? Lock me up?” He’d pictured chains. He’d be free to fly?


Work hard. Earn your keep. Find your place…



…to your heart’s content…


Wriothesley gave a languid shrug, chains clinking lightly. “Some consider the hard labour punishment enough. As for locking you up… isn’t it enough to be leagues below the sea, away from the sunlight?”

Kintsugi shrugged in turn. “…I’ve had worse. On both accounts.”

That slow half-smile again, satisfied, approving. A strange warmth stirred within the puppet, and he went rigid with frustrated bafflement at himself. “Well, then it seems like the warnings about you were a false alarm, Mr. Hat Guy. I think we’re gonna get along just fine. Once again, welcome to Meropide. If anything arises, my office isn’t very hard to find.” Wriothesley nodded at Deakin. “Let him show you around, alright? Get your bearings. Work starts tomorrow, first thing.”

He could only stare as the Duke strode away, still trying to figure out what he felt. Then Deakin nudged him, and he followed, barely listening to a word the man was saying, eyes distant and lost in some other time, somehow making him look younger than he’d done in centuries.

 

The Court of Fontaine was absolutely gorgeous in the light of the setting sun. It reflected off windows and gleaming brass, highlighted fragrant blooming gardens and pale alabaster walls, and glinted off the dainty crown adorning Furina’s hat as she led the overwhelmed Dendro Archon back to her home, just having canceled her stay at Hotel Debord after one last extravagant dinner.

They had quite a way to go. From the hotel, elegant stairways led them through streets full of shops just closing up for the evening, their windows full of jewelry, clockwork, the latest fashion or books on the newest research and innovation. Yet more stairs led them all the way back to the aquabus station and its spinning Hydro sculpture, Nahida giving a slightly pained little smile at the memory of Kintsugi’s arrest. “Your city is truly a marvel, Furina,” she spoke up. “I am afraid I understand my companion’s urge to have a look from above, though…”

“Intricate as clockwork, isn’t it?” Furina smiled. “Don’t worry, we’re almost there.” Gesturing animatedly and telling her all about their shifting surroundings, the Hydro Archon accompanied her into the streets on the lower level, the Vasari Passage and its iconic Café Lutece. Beyond that, just as Nahida’s feet started getting tired in the long street that followed, hammer blows rang out.

“Oh, a blacksmith?”

“A very unique blacksmith!” Furina proudly proclaimed. “Estelle uses machinery to do her forging for her. Just look at it go!”

Nahida beheld the rising and falling machine, hammering the glowing metal. The blacksmith herself, busy poring over some blueprints, looked up with a little wave. “Lady Furina! Don’t worry, I’m almost closing up shop for the evening!”

“Never fear, my dear! The walls of my apartment are sturdy enough to block out your hammering even if you went on all night,” Furina chuckled. She led Nahida just a little further, to a home just opposite the forge. Nahida’s eyes had lingered on the machinery with a little smile. Furina didn’t fail to notice. “Mora for your thoughts, ma petite?”

“Oh,” Nahida chuckled. “I was just thinking. It’s very ingenious, but… my companion would’ve hated it. He used to be a blacksmith himself, you know, in Inazuma. He takes the forging process very seriously. He’d be picking this contraption apart for hours,” she mused with a faint grin.

“Well, why don’t you have a look so you can tell him how it’s done and maybe change his mind once he gets out of Meropide?” Furina smiled benevolently as the little Archon beamed and happily skipped off to chat with Estelle. Such boundless curiosity… she supposed it made sense, considering the way Nahida’s life had looked until very recently.

Her little charge was distracted. Perfect.

The Hydro Archon took a backwards step towards her own home, surreptitiously cracking open the door and peeking inside. Slightly stale air for lack of cracked windows, clothes, pillows and blankets strewn all over the floor, less-than-happy houseplants, and of course the smoky scent of her latest kitchen misadventure – and that was just what she could see and smell from here.

She stealthily called upon her Vision, ushering her three watery friends inside. “Go, go,” she whispered. “Do your best. Step it up, now, Surintendante, Gentilhomme. Lead the way, Mademoiselle.” She closed the door behind her, leaning her back against it as the sounds of bubbling and sloshing water emanated from inside. She just hoped her three housekeepers could do their jobs right without her directly overseeing them. Controlling such a new Vision still didn’t come to her all that naturally – as her landlord could attest to.

Seeing Nahida beaming at Estelle, the blacksmith clearly being charmed by the bright little girl, Furina’s heart sank even further than it had in the courtroom – and it hadn’t been very light even then. The arrest had had it heavy already. Before that, the very message that Nahida was coming to see her. And before that, well… everything else.

An Archon – a real one – in her care, for two months, swapping the Sanctuary of Surasthana and her adoring, worshipping people for this barely-kept apartment. It didn’t bear thinking about. And it’d been her own fault, too, of course. She hadn’t shown up to the station in time to welcome Nahida and her right hand, leading to him flying up to look for her. She’d created the very law that’d gotten the young man convicted. Everything had been her fault, her responsibility, once again, over and over…

…Nahida seemed to have finished talking to Estelle. Little sandals carried her back to Furina, skipping seemingly without a care, looking up in earnest curiosity. “Shall we go inside?”

Furina managed a smile, snapping out of her negative spiral with practiced ease. “Most certainly!” She cracked open the door again – and cringed, sucking in a sharp breath and letting out a barely suppressed groan as a flood of filthy water came gushing out over the doorstep, immediately drenching both of their feet.

“…Well!” the Hydro Archon remarked brightly. “That’s unfortunate.”

 

His cell was spacious, surprisingly clean, and his bed was softer and finer than most he’d ever really been used to, even being comparable to the one in his chambers in the Sanctuary of Surasthana. The only drawback was the fact he shared the space with someone else.

“H-hey there, newcomer! Wow, you’re a sight for sore eyes… Deakin didn’t give you any trouble coming in, did he…?”

Kintsugi’s cellmate was a young man with short brown hair and earnest brown eyes, seemingly of a somewhat nervous disposition – although the puppet couldn’t tell if it was because of him, or just life in general. “I’m Faissolle. N-nice to meet you…?”

Kintsugi looked at the offered, slightly shaky hand, flatly lifted his eyes to the young man’s face, and turned around. “Save your breath. I’m not here to make friends.” He strolled over to his bed, took off his hat and plopped down onto his back, ignoring everything else in favour of folding his hands behind his head and closing his eyes. Around him, the Fortress heaved, dripped and clanked, never falling quiet for even a moment. It got on his nerves – but moreso with how familiar it somehow was than any true irritation. Just what was going on with him…?

“Well, we… of course we don’t have to be friends,” Faissolle replied, a quiet smile to his voice. “It would make things easier, but no pressure, of course.” A brief pause. “Ah, I’ll be out of here in just a few weeks, in any case. You’ll get a new cellmate then. Just thought I’d let you know.”

Kintsugi couldn’t help himself. “Skipping off into the sunset, are you? Goodie. Do try to not be stupid enough to bounce right back in here.” He rolled over, planning to end the brief conversation with the dismissive gesture.

“Actually, no!” There was even more joy to the young man’s voice now. Kintsugi minutely grit his teeth hearing it. “I’m getting married, you see, and I’ll be moving into my wife’s cell! T-that is, my future wife… my fiancée… Ah, my Avice… she’s the sweetest, most beautiful… she’s truly a ray of sunshine here in these depths…” Faissolle’s voice trailed off into loving musings, as if they were sitting in a field of flowers under the stars instead of this dark, dank cell deep under the waves, artificial lighting buzzing just outside the sealed door. Kintsugi groaned, blinking his eyes open in bafflement. “…What? You’re joking, right…?”

“N-not at all! The Duke himself approved it and gave us his blessing! He’s helped us so much already – saved our lives, really, from someone truly awful looking to exploit us and quite a few others. He’s a true upstanding citizen, and no mistake.” Faissolle prattled on about his appreciation for the Duke and his love for his fiancée for a while longer, Kintsugi only partly listening, torn between wanting to tune all of it out and being intrigued, despite his own better judgement. Then, just as the young man started to get sleepy and gradually trail off, letting the sounds of the Fortress take over once more, Kintsugi widened his eyes in realization.

“…Niwa.”

“Hmm…? What was that, friend?”

He wasn’t hearing or seeing anything in the present. His eyes grew even wider, his entire mind returning to the moment he’d been in front of Wriothesley. Work hard, earn your keep, and who knows?

The guardian of this secluded, labour-driven community, perpetually filled with the clanking of metal, machinery, forging. Calm, reasonable, accepting, protective. But scarred, his eyes glinting with an intimate understanding of the darker parts of the world – a survivor.

Of course he hadn’t immediately wanted to take the man’s head off. Of course his words had resonated. Of course he’d suddenly felt impossibly young, like he’d wanted to follow the Duke along like a lost duckling. Looks aside, on the inside and through his mannerisms, Wriothesley gave him a glimpse of a Niwa that would’ve lived.

…This was sheer madness.

As he hadn’t spoken in a while, Faissolle gave a yawn, rolling back and closing his eyes. “…Goodnight, friend. Get your rest, now. Y-you’re gonna need it.”

He didn’t reply, too lost in thought to even hear his cellmate, eyes flicking to and fro as emotions and impressions swirled through his mind. Cold, trapped, restrained, like his hundreds of years in the Fatui’s foul company. And yet, this place was unnervingly similar to Tatarasuna, too. Just what was he to make of this…?

Was this what he deserved? This merged hodgepodge purgatory of experiences? It was a good thing he’d be allowed to fly in here – the ground sure didn’t feel secure beneath his feet any longer.

He’d been so ready for punishment of any kind. It might still come. He might still find it in himself to bring it upon himself. But this…

He let out a quiet groan, the sounds of industry all around pulling his mind back into a familiar, simpler state.

…This was harder.

 

“It’s really alright, Furina, don’t worry about it.”

“It’s mortifying,” the Hydro Archon quietly wailed. “Terrible. Unacceptable…”

“It’s just water,” Nahida giggled, patting Furina’s gloved hand as she splashed through the house by her side, little feet once again bare like she was used to. “Did I tell you…? No, I don’t think I did. I’m the avatar of Irminsul itself! Look, I even have the leaf to prove it! How could I be opposed to water?” She looked around, turning to face her host, brightly looking up. “I’ll help you clean! But how did you manage to flood the place without me noticing?”

The Hydro Archon placed a hand on her Vision. “I have… I have three helpers. I’m afraid I haven’t completely mastered my Vision yet, however. I’m still very new to it.”

“Let’s work through it together! Two heads are better than one!” The Dendro Archon gave a wide smile, tilting her head. “I’d love to see your helpers!”

“…Well.” Furina attempted to get over the absurdity of the situation, water seeping into her shoes, the God of Wisdom splashing from one foot to the other in her ruined home. “Well, who am I to refuse? Here they are…” She called them forth from her Vision; the bouncing, glittery, shimmering trio of them. Nahida gasped in delight.

“This is Gentilhomme Usher,” Furina indicated the mustachioed ball octopus in the top hat. “Very insistent on etiquette, he is! He insists on me using the proper number of utensils even if I just cook macaroni for myself! This is Surintendante Chevalmarin…” She reeled in the seahorse in the dainty bow and little dress. “…never stops spouting bubbles even though she knows we don’t speak her language… and last but not least, Mademoiselle Crabaletta! Who really should’ve known better than to flood my apartment. Truly, now, Mademoiselle.” The crab in the bonnet hat let her claws droop a little. Nahida looked from one to the other, marveling and clapping her little hands. “They’re amazing! You’re very lucky, being able to use your Vision to summon friends like this!”

“…I can’t really tell anyone about them, though.” Furina blinked, realizing how she’d gone on about them. “…Ah! Forget I said anything. They visit the stage with me sometimes, but as far as anyone’s concerned, they’re just fabrications of my Vision! Never mind how I personally see them…”

“…Furina.” Something about Nahida’s voice immediately caught the Hydro Archon’s attention. “Mm?”

“May I help you clear away the water? And may we talk a little, after?”

“If… if you know a way to do it without engaging any cleaning services, then…”

The Dendro Archon smiled. “Leave it to me.” She spread her arms, hopping through the water as though across tiles of hopscotch, flurries of Dendro energy stretching out ahead of her. Luminous Dendro cores blossomed from the water where the two elements intermingled, soon sucking up the moisture, multiplying until the whole apartment was a dazzling galaxy of green buds, gradually draining the floor. Furina watched in amazement at this mastery over the element of life itself. “How brilliant…”

“Hehe! Thank you so much!” Nahida outstretched her arms as though asking for a hug, calling all the cores towards herself and balling them together into one, before letting it burst into a shower of verdant particles spreading and dissolving into the air. The apartment suddenly felt vibrant and alive, the lush and fragrant scent of a rainforest pervading the air, and every formerly drooping houseplant perked up and regained its colour. “There,” the little Archon smiled. “All done!”

Furina had clasped her hands to her chest, almost in tears. “Th-thank you so much…!”

“Don’t mention it!” The Dendro Archon gave a cheeky wink. “Don’t get the floor wet again, now!”

The Hydro Archon wiped her eyes, nodding quickly and letting out a watery little laugh. “Yeah… you’re right…”

Nahida padded over to the couch, hopping onto it and patting the spot next to her. “Now, it may almost be my bedtime, but the one who usually enforces it is not here, so I think we should make the most of this evening.” She beamed up at Furina as she tentatively took a seat. “Let me tell you about my own friends that usually go unseen by everyone else, and how much they’ve helped me in my life…”

And Furina listened, her eyes shining and her smile small and genuine, as Nahida regaled her with tales from the forest, and the little friends that’d made her long years of imprisonment more bearable. She gradually invited her own summoned companions in closer, until Usher was squeezed against Nahida, Crabaletta sat next to Furina, and Chevalmarin was clutched in the Hydro Archon’s embrace as the Dendro Archon’s sweet voice and stories filled the flourishing apartment.

Eventually, storytelling turned to the soft humming of a soothing Aranara tune, both the Hydro Archon and her creations slumping against the cushions in total exhaustion – a rare moment of total, unguarded vulnerability. Nahida very quietly got up to drag in a few blankets, expending some effort to drape one over Furina, then curling up into a tiny ball under another herself. She smiled a little bit, closing her eyes. “Goodnight, Furina.”

She knew she hadn’t truly gotten the Hydro Archon to open up about the many sorrows she could sense swirling around in her mind, like turbulent ocean currents. She hadn’t truly stopped performing – but at least she was sleeping soundly now. That was a decent start, for a first day.

Then, quieter, knowing a certain someone else must surely be struggling just as much: “…Goodnight, Kintsugi.”

She missed him. She wondered how he was doing. She didn’t like the idea of him being locked up – one so used to freedom in flight. She realized there was a selfish reason for her worries, too – she of all people didn’t wish imprisonment on anyone. There was nothing she could do now, however. He’d been very insistent on this fate.

After a little while, a small frown appeared on Furina’s face, and she started twitching, minutely tossing and turning in her sleep, her usual dreams taking over from whatever Nahida had managed to inspire. Nahida’s face fell to see it, but after a bit of consideration, she decided to leave her be for now – it was a little soon to venture into the Hydro Archon’s dreams, and she really shouldn’t do so unannounced, in any case…

The little Archon closed her eyes, and tried her best to actually fall asleep herself, at last. As she eventually did so, her dreams fanned out across the Court of Fontaine, coiling down into the nation’s waters and swaying with the endless seas of kelp, but still failing to reach the depths where she knew her right hand to be. Then, she quietly but resolutely made a decision to aid everyone she possibly could, not just the one she’d come to Fontaine for. She quietly smiled in her sleep, her dream-self realizing – helping him might even help her better, too…

…She knew just what to do tomorrow.

 

Morning came without fanfare, the sunrise being impossibly far away.

At some point, he must’ve fallen asleep, because the guard loudly unlocking the cell door woke him rather abruptly. Cracking his eyes open revealed yellow light and dripping pipes.

Ah, right. Meropide.

Kintsugi was up at once, ready to leave the cell. Behind him, Faissolle was still stretching and yawning, even if the guard was chewing him out for it. “Good luck in the production zone! Take care of yourself!”

“Why do you care,” he grumbled back. “You don’t know me or what I’ve done.”

He let himself be escorted to and installed at one of the many machines in the production zone, unimpressed as he listened to the coarse guard explaining the machinery used to automatically forge clockwork machine parts. He barely paid attention – just looking at the other inmates at work was enough to figure out the embarrassingly simple process. “This is how forging is done in Fontaine? Really?”

“Watch your tone. It’s not your place to ask questions or give me sass, prisoner.” The black-clad overseer bounced his cudgel into his hand. “Get to work.”

“Tch. Work,” he scoffed while stepping onto the machine’s pedal.

“What was that?”

He carefully watched the unprocessed widgets coming in, timing his steps to have the machine hammer them into shape. “You call this work? You call this punishment for my crimes?”

Another smack of the cudgel to the guard’s hand. “I’m warning you, catch of the day.”

Another scoff. “So far you’ve only been using that thing on yourself…” Step and wait, time it right, step again…

Clunk. The machine jammed, every light on it flaring red. Kintsugi blinked for a moment, then gave it a good whack with his bare hand, as he’d been instructed. The entire mechanism rattled, down to the point where it was bolted to the floor. The guard, who’d stepped closer in annoyance, instantly stepped back a bit. Other inmates at their own machines looked up from their work at the deafening sound.

The guard swallowed. “Good… good job.”

“Mh. I know, I’m a natural.”

“Don’t break it, alright?”

He grinned. “No promises.”

 

Azure curtains were drawn open with a flourish, letting in bright Fontainian sunlight. “Rise and shine, ma petite! The sun is high, the city is bright!”

Nahida yawned and stretched hugely on the couch, shielding her eyes, suddenly feeling rather less like a plant in need of photosynthesis than she ought. As she screwed up her face, squinting up at a bright and put-together Furina, it briefly occurred to her she should be a little more grateful for the one usually enforcing her bedtime. “Good… good morning, Furina…”

“Did you sleep well? What do you want to do today?” The Hydro Archon gave a theatrical twirl, putting her hands together. “Oh! What’s your favourite food?”

Nahida rubbed her eyes, wiggling out of the blankets. “Mm… candied… Ajilenakh nuts… but I don’t think…”

“Sweets, how delightful! I’m quite partial to pâtisserie myself. That settles it! Let’s have breakfast at Café Lutece.” Furina showed her little guest around the house, humming as she waited for Nahida to freshen up and get ready to leave, then ushered her out and into the Fontainian streets. On her way, still a little groggy, Nahida spotted a flower shop and widened her eyes at once. “Oh! Can we stop there? There’s something I need to get…”

“Of course, my dear! What would you like?”

Nahida raised herself on tiptoe, looking over the flowers on display outside, trying to see into the window. “Might they have anything from Sumeru?”

Furina smiled indulgently. “Well, let’s find out!” She opened the door, swooping inside. “Dear madam! Kindly show us to your finest exotics!”

“L-Lady Furina!” the shopkeeper stammered. “What an honour! Why, of course… what are you looking for?”

In the end, Nahida happily skipped outside cradling a flowerpot containing a healthy, blooming Sumeru rose with a few flowers still in bud, carefully wrapped up. Furina smiled down at her on their way to the café. “Something to remind you of home?”

The little Archon smiled back. “Something to remind someone else of home. Can we have this sent to the Fortress of Meropide?”

Furina’s eyes widened. “Oh! Well, we can certainly try. I hear the postal service there is dreadful, but… if the people know who sent it, I’m sure it should arrive just fine, ma petite.” As they settled at the café and Nahida gaped at the selection of sweets, cakes and crepes, two ladies in elaborate dresses and perfect hairdos approached, and Furina immediately turned a dazzling smile on them. “Trudaine, Graciette! How nice to see you again.”

“Lady Furina,” they both curtsied. “And… Lesser Lord Kusanali, isn’t it? What an honour, our fair city hosting two Archons!”

“It’s very important to foster good relations amongst the Seven,” Furina spoke sagely, resting a hand on her chest, elegantly folding her legs. “I shall be hosting the Lesser Lord and showing her the splendor of our nation for the coming two months…”

“…You don’t mind the fact your right hand was sent to the Fortress of Meropide, then?” Graciette directly asked Nahida. The little Archon faltered for a moment. “Well… I do miss him, but he has a habit of getting himself into trouble…”

“There will be no repercussions from Sumeru?” The woman breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s good to hear…”

“No, not at all! It was just a misunderstanding. I’m the God of Wisdom – I clear up misunderstandings, I don’t exacerbate them,” Nahida smiled. “I can only hope he learns something down there.”

“Wisdom and justice truly do make for an excellent combination,” Graciette smiled. Then, Trudaine spoke up. “Wasn’t his sentence exactly two months, as well? Are you just here to wait out his sentence, Lesser Lord Kusanali? What exactly is your reasoning in staying, if I may ask?”

“Oh! I’m here to spend some time with Lady Furina –”

“– and plan for a magnificent masquerade ball in… two months and a week, inspired by our two nations!” Furina interjected, cutting Nahida off with a resounding laugh. “It was supposed to be a secret, but the two of you are hereby the first to know, and of course cordially invited as well! Now, the Lesser Lord and I have a lot of planning to do…”

The two women had gasped in delight, their eyes wide, curtsying immediately as Furina had tactfully shooed them off. “Of course, Lady Furina!” “Oh, we can’t wait!”

As they hurried off, Nahida turned to the Hydro Archon, her own eyes just as wide. “Furina…”

“Don’t worry about it, my dear! Just a little ploy to entertain the masses!” She gestured as a waiter approached from the café. “Ah, here comes breakfast!”

 

Kintsugi had been forging all morning. Operating the machinery had eventually settled into a sort of mind-numbing monotony, leaving him to his thoughts. He did enjoy being in this clanking, busy, metal-filled environment – but on the other hand, Fontainian forging just wasn’t the same. Aside from that, he felt out of place and exposed next to the other working inmates, and he found himself venturing into his reasons for being here at all – and swiftly shutting himself down. He could still see the defeated look in Nahida’s eyes as he’d gotten himself convicted. I thought you were doing better. No. Not thinking about that.

He’d worked until the guards had pried him away from the machine, walking away as they scratched their heads at the way it stood a little more loosely on its rattling bolts with the way he’d been whacking it. He stifled a little amused scoff, pulled his hat down, and took the elevator back up to Meropide’s main area.

Apparently, it was lunchtime. Apparently, that took place at the so-called Coupon Cafeteria. And apparently, the quality of the food given out there was completely random, letting some inmates end up with delicacies, others with garbage.

He unrolled the fortune slip that’d come with his so-called ‘welfare meal’. Believe in the power of skepticism. He snorted, failing to catch himself in time. People were making jokes in here…?

He looked around with some amusement as a few of the colourful characters around him groaned in disappointment while others gloated, picking at his own food without much interest. Dinner tables. He’d always appreciated them more for the drama than the actual food – and it seemed he’d really have his fill of that in here…

…No! He wasn’t here to amuse himself! He’d wanted to taste the consequences of his actions, for once in his life, but instead…

…The work wasn’t all that challenging, the dormitory wasn’t that bad, the food was fine…

“You there.”

A bulky Fontainian inmate slid into the seat beside him. He looked up, unimpressed. “Hm?”

“What’s up with you? The guards had to drag you away from the widgets. Were you daydreaming? Too tired to pay attention?” The man looked him over. “Scrawny thing like you, there’s no way you actually did any work – you haven’t broken a sweat. Did you manage to bribe someone to put up with your laziness already?”

“Bribe?” He briefly touched on the stack of coupons in his pocket, the earnings of his first shift. “…I didn’t have any coupons before that shift, imbecile. How could I have?”

Before the big man could express the sudden anger flashing across his face, two newcomers joined the table – Faissolle, and a blonde woman Kintsugi took to be his fiancée, Avice. “Whoa, f-friend, let’s… let’s tone it down…”

“No, no,” the big man smiled, leaning his elbow on the table and bringing his face closer to Kintsugi’s. “This little fish needs to learn how things are and aren’t done around here. What did you say, little fish?”

He looked up, eyes glinting as he grinned himself. “I called you an imbecile,” he brightly informed the man. “So, you’re hard of hearing as well.” Could this finally be the opportunity to dig himself deep enough he’d been looking for?

The big man raised his hand, and Kintsugi tensed up, readying himself to fling out a fist, or a vortex. Then, the hand closed around the brim of his hat. “Such a delicate little fish, with such fancy clothes and such a fancy, shiny hat. Why don’t I just –”

Kintsugi hadn’t moved a muscle – other than his own arm. His own delicate hand, now wrapped around the big man’s wrist, squeezing in warning. “Why don’t I just move this hand a little…?” Just a touch more pressure, and something creaked, just shy of snapping. “It wouldn’t be hard.”

“Ah, f-friend?”

The puppet looked up. Across from him, Avice and Faissolle had cowered down a little. Two other looming figures had appeared behind them, putting amiable hands on their shoulders – for now. The man beside Kintsugi grinned through his pain. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

Kintsugi’s eyes flashed. They’re nothing to me. I should just –

…He sighed, and let go. A moment later, with a derisive little scoff from the big man, his hat went frisbeeing across the cafeteria. As soon as it did, the man abruptly rose, stepping out of Kintsugi’s reach. The puppet growled in frustration, but couldn’t help but feel a little spark of amusement, too. “…Really? Scared of the delicate little fish, are you?”

“You’re not gonna last in here,” the big man warned him. “Not with your attitude, no matter how strong you are.”

Kintsugi scoffed, preparing to fly after his hat – but was then pleasantly surprised as one of the guards came in, carrying it back to him. “Maxime,” the black-clad woman berated the big man. “No horsing around in the cafeteria. Or anywhere, really. Don’t let the Duke hear about this.”

“He started it, Galvana,” the man replied morosely.

“I don’t care who started it. You continued it.”

Kintsugi beheld the little confrontation, baffled, then amused – all the more as he heard Faissolle and Avice quietly laughing amongst themselves. “Called to order like a little kid,” the blonde woman giggled. Faissolle looked up at the puppet with a smile. “T-thanks for not escalating that, friend.”

“…No problem.”

A bit of actual justice, huh? The guards didn’t see everything, but they apparently did try to keep things fair…

As lunch continued without further incident, outside of anyone’s knowledge, the entire altercation had been caught on one of the Fortress’ many cameras and carried all the way up to the Duke’s office.

Wriothesley thoughtfully beheld it all from the comfort of his headquarters. “That one is more trouble than he’s worth,” he eventually sighed. He’d seen through every bit of that interaction, and knew enough about the newcomer’s short fuse and insistence on making a problem of himself. He turned around, facing the little Melusine sitting at his tea table, sipping her milkshake. “What did you make of him in the production zone, Sigewinne?”

She perked up, setting her drink aside. “I had a good look without him noticing – he works hard! But his head is full of troubled thoughts… he seems very averse to accepting help of any sort. It’s a very sad thing! How can we help him with his rebirth at all if he won’t let us?”

“Hmm. Well, he has a good influence in Faissolle, for now. Let’s get him out of the others’ hair for a bit later, shall we? Let’s let him fly, see how he takes that…”

 


Furina, Furina, Furina. What have you done? You can never stop digging yourself deeper, can you?


“Can we go to that art exhibition? Oh, and get some detective novels? And I really want to go swimming! Oh, oh, I just saw an advert for a magic show…!”

She should never have given Nahida her favourite sugary foods for breakfast. Now she not only had a masquerade ball to whip up and an Archon to entertain, but said Archon was also as hyperactive as a freshly fledged fantail pigeon.

She wasn’t even an early riser, herself. She’d only managed to drag herself out of bed early in the morning to make a good impression on the Dendro Archon…

…and now there was nothing she could do but let herself be dragged along, first to an impressionistic collection of Melusine art, painted with the most peculiar red and purple pigments, then to an extended stay in a bookshop, and then to a prime spot on the plaza in front of the aquabus station, where the great magician Lyney dazzled the little Archon by pulling flower after flower from his hat and making them disappear into showers of sparkles.

“Oh wow…! How did you do that?”

“A great magician never reveals his secrets, miss,” Lyney winked. Nahida’s eyes darted around, coming to a rest on the cat-eared girl some ways behind him, twirling around a checkered cloth. “…Oh…!”

The girl’s ears twitched, and she looked up, meeting the Dendro Archon’s eyes and seeing the understanding, the eagerness to reveal what she’d discovered, her hyperactive mind instantly making the connection between magician and assistant, magic and illusion. Lynette quietly pressed her finger to her lips, giving a small, gentle smile. Nahida covered her mouth at once, swallowing her words, giggling quietly. “…Yeah, you’re right…”

At least the Sumeru rose had been posted safely, and was now on its way to the Fortress of Meropide. It’d been marked as highly urgent mail; Furina hoped that’d get it through the notoriously terrible postal system down there.

Nahida came padding back to her, and she drew herself up with a smile. “All finished? Did you have fun?”

“Fontaine is magnificent,” the little Archon beamed. Something was off about her, though – she seemed just a little less energetic, all of a sudden. With some alarm, Furina noted her leaf was drooping. “Are you… are you feeling alright?”

“Mm. A little tired…” Nahida rubbed an arm past her eyes, staring into the middle distance for a moment, frowning just a little. “Just…”

“Why don’t we get out of the city for a moment, hmm? Some fresh air will do you good.” Furina gently took her by the hand, taking the calmest city streets to the elevator that’d take them out of the Court’s walls, eventually ending them up on the boundary line between soft grass and softer sand, the waves of the Terrestrial Lake lapping at the shore. There, the Dendro Archon wiped past her eyes again, staring out at the water as she sat down. “I’m homesick,” she murmured, her voice so small. “I’m worried about… about Hat Guy.”

“I understand,” the Hydro Archon murmured back, folding her own arms around her knees, finding herself willing but unable to reach out to the child by her side. What could she even say? “I’m… I’m sorry, Kusanali.”

“Nahida,” the little Archon corrected her, voice wobbling.

“…Nahida.”

“Why are you sorry?”

Furina looked up, puzzled despite the tears pricking at her own eyes. “…Why wouldn’t I be? It’s all been my fault.”

“H-how?”

“I…! It’s all because of me that he got convicted and you’re here now…! I wasn’t there to greet you! I made that stupid law! And now I can’t even… I can’t even make you feel welcome the right way…”

“Oh… this…?” Nahida wiped her eyes yet again, sniffling, but also smiling just a little bit. “I’m… I think this is just a sugar crash… I’ve had them before, but not as often since… since…” A shivery sigh, and yet more tears.

“…Since Hat Guy took care not to feed you too much sugar,” Furina understood. A shaky nod, and even more tears followed.

The Hydro Archon decided she’d had enough. “Alright. Come here.” She moved in, enveloping her little counterpart in her arms, letting her rest against her body. “No more sugar for you. Not that much, and not at breakfast, anyway.”

Nahida sighed, relaxing just a little. “Good idea,” she laughed, ever so quiet.

They sat in silence for a little bit, the two revered figures, free to be themselves out of anyone’s sight. Then, Nahida spoke again. “He got himself convicted, you know. It’s not your fault, not at all.”

Furina didn’t speak. Nahida kept looking out over the water, sparing the Hydro Archon from eye contact the same way she often did when making a point to Kintsugi. “You feel guilty for a lot of things that weren’t your fault, don’t you?” She smiled, wiping away her last tears. “I’m used to dealing with someone whose fault it actually was, you know. You’re refreshing in comparison, in a way.”

Now Furina was the one to let out a watery little laugh. “Nahida, I can barely keep my houseplants alive. Now I need to care for a child… a child-shaped god. Do you see my worry?”

“Look at it this way – at least the child can keep your houseplants alive!”

“That’s…! That’s not the point!”

Nahida looked up at the one holding her, a little admonishment in her bright eyes. “Why did you feel the need to announce that masquerade ball?”

Furina’s eyes stubbornly returned to the far horizon, the sun sinking towards it. Her smile turned mask-like, painted on. “It’s not every day another Archon visits our fair nation, obviously. Your stay should end with a flourish!”

“Furina.”

The Hydro Archon’s eyes softened, her face falling with defeat. “…I can’t let anyone know why you really chose to stay. I can’t even let you tell them like you wanted to. …I’m sorry.”

“And why is that?” So patient, so kind. It was enough to make one’s heart break, burst apart into a thousand tiny droplets.

“…You want to help me turn my life around, don’t you? Share your wisdom with one just starting to live as and for herself? Get me out of the hole I keep digging myself into before it’s too late, before I’ve squandered the meager time I have left in this mortal life?”

Nahida turned a little in Furina’s arms, properly looking up at her. “…Furina… I want to help you, yes, but… I also thought it would be nice to just… talk. One recently-freed Archon to another. I’m also just figuring out how to live as and for myself… you spent your life in a mental cage, I in a physical one. I respect you greatly, you know. Your resilience, your bravery, your optimism…”

Furina had to laugh at that. “Optimism?”

“You always believed things would turn out alright in the end. Otherwise, how could you have held up for five centuries? I grew complicit in my imprisonment, but you… you were fighting all that time. I can’t imagine how strong you are.” Nahida’s eyes shone with admiration. “You inspire me, Furina.”

The Hydro Archon’s eyes widened.

 

“Hey, new fish. Yeah, you. You’re not going down.”

Kintsugi glared at the guard barring his way to the elevator that’d take him down to the production zone. “Yeah? Why’s that?”

“The Duke wants to see you.” A jerk of the guard’s chin, indicating the walkways higher up in the Fortress, near the dormitories. “Up there. He said you can fly.”

“I don’t need his permission.” But Kintsugi’s eyes glinted at this, regardless – he hadn’t had any reason to fly since he’d gotten here, and he didn’t fly without a reason. Having to get up somewhere was a nice feeling. Lifting off and zipping up through this steam-filled, brass-lined cage was even better, even though he was once again reminded how much of a far cry from the open air this was. He’d just have to get used to it…

“Ah, Mr. Hat Guy.”

He turned. Wriothesley had once again been hidden by the steam. Did he create it, somehow…? “…Duke.”

Dark hair streaked with grey, not red. Icy blue eyes, not the warm brown of his memories. A Fontainian waistcoat and tie, nothing like that humble pale kimono. And yet… “…What do you want from me?” Once again, his voice didn’t do as he’d intended. It sounded like a genuine question, not an annoyed dismissal.

Wriothesley smiled. “I thought it was about time we put your unique capabilities to the test. You see…” He gestured down, where the walkways curved over a tangle of pipelines, dripping and spouting steam at the seams in multiple locations. “It’s kind of a hassle for most of us to take care of those. You, on the other hand…” He nonchalantly offered a wrench, produced from his luxurious fur coat. “It’ll earn you the same amount of coupons as a shift in the production zone, don’t worry.”

“Whatever.” Kintsugi snatched the wrench from him, hopping off the walkway and getting to work tightening bolts and valves at once, hovering around and letting his halo light the gloomy metal. After a little while, he glanced up, seeing Wriothesley still there, leaning on the balustrade. “…Come to take measure of me again? Didn’t have enough of a look yesterday? Surely you don’t lounge around watching just anybody work.”

“What if I did come to take more of a measure? Vision wielders aren’t very common down here.”

Kintsugi turned back to the bolts, giving a vicious twist of the wrench. “Is that a threat of some sort?”

The Duke leaned back a little. “Why would it be?” His expression softened into understanding. “Ah, you want to find out which one of us would be the stronger? Heh, we’d probably blow up the Pankration Ring. A waste of resources if you ask me.”

“That just sounds like someone knowing he’d lose.” Kintsugi couldn’t help but smile, himself. He hated it. “…Why don’t we take it outside once my sentence is over with?”

Wriothesley outright laughed. “What, and both end up with new sentences right away?”

The puppet looked up again, eyes widening and lingering on the Duke this time, realizing what the man had implied. “…Wait, you were an inmate?”

“Oh, yeah. I arrived here the same way as anyone else.”

“…What for?”

Wriothesley rolled his shoulders, head leaning back. “None of your business, fresh fish.” But his words couldn’t have sounded more different from Maxime, mocking and derisive. Despite the colour of his eyes and the element within his Vision, Wriothesley’s voice was warm, even now. Kintsugi gave a little shiver, returning to his work, hovering over to another cluster of pipes. Wriothesley followed at a slow, leisurely pace.

Kintsugi couldn’t help but be glad the man didn’t return to his office just yet – and growled to himself as he realized this. He’s not Niwa. You don’t know him, he doesn’t know you. He’s just some mortal trying to keep the peace to make things easier on himself. “…Your policies down here are… very relaxed. You are very relaxed. It’s gonna get you killed someday, you do know that.” I know that.

A carefree chuckle. “Don’t worry about me, I’ve held my own for a long time already. And… I think this environment should be conducive to rebirth and growth, not more misery.”

Kintsugi frowned at the bolts, not looking up. “We’re all terrible people here, though.”

Wriothesley folded his arms on the balustrade, idly taking his handcuffs off his hip and twirling them around. “You believe so? I see it more as… unfortunate circumstances and a lack of available choices molding people in different ways. The world can be cruel, and force people into cruel directions, both towards themselves and others. Only very rarely is a person truly rotten and beyond recovery.”

Indigo eyes flashed up. “Oh, you want to recover me, do you?” Just how do you plan on doing that? “…You sound just like someone I know.”

“Well, maybe they’re right. Ever considered listening to them?”

“I’ve listened to her for a frankly staggering amount of time already, considering what I allow the average person.”

That slow grin again. “Well, that’s a good start. Stay in her company when you get out if at all possible, alright? As far as I’m concerned, there’s plenty of hope for you.”


You’re a human as far as I’m concerned…


“…Only good people worry about being terrible. Just a tip, one expert on the matter to another.”

Kintsugi’s eyes widened. He tensed up, looking Wriothesley in the eye for a moment. Then he abruptly turned away, speeding off to the other side of the Fortress, continuing his work there without another word. The Duke gave a sigh, choosing not to follow. He was still smiling a little bit, though. “Certainly a troublemaker,” he mused to himself, strolling back to the elevator that’d take him to his office, “but I think we can work with this one…”

 

Furina had slipped back into her theatrics real quick.

Walking back into the city, she made a point of it to greet everyone she knew with grand flourishes, practically dancing along the streets, only keeping her performance in check to allow Nahida to keep up with her.

“Nolette, how lovely! Eloise, looking forward to the new article! Mequignon, found anything that catches your fancy lately…?”

Nahida followed with a rueful little smile, wishing Furina would let her words get through to her at all – her appreciation, her admiration. Instead, the Hydro Archon had all but brushed her off, as if denying her Sumeran counterpart could possibly feel that way about her.

Nahida understood, though. Considering what Furina had been through, she’d already been shockingly open. Listening to her talk about her familiars had been a delight. Seeing her relief at having her apartment drained, the moments of mutual comfort by the waterside… she was in there. That would have to be enough, for now…

…and what was two months, on five hundred years, anyway? How much of a difference would she even be able to make? Would she be able to ease Furina’s anxieties in any way? It was the same reason she hadn’t been all that worried about Kintsugi’s prison sentence, now she really thought about it. As long as he was treated well enough, of course, which, considering what she’d heard about the Fortress, wasn’t the gravest of concerns…

…still, she was glad she’d taken some measures of her own already.

They’d arrived at the central fountain sculpture, the first stars peeking out overhead and the city walls aglow with purple and gold, when Furina halted at the base of the gently spinning structure, staring at the waterspouts in the basin.

Nahida quietly joined her side. “Furina… I’m proud of you.”

“Don’t… don’t say that.” The Hydro Archon’s voice was even smaller. “…Please.”

“Okay,” the Dendro Archon murmured. “I won’t.” Then, still just as quiet: “…Can I take your hand, instead?”

“…Yes.”

“Only say yes if you really mean it. I’m fine, I promise.”

“How could you possibly be –” A sigh, a slump of blue-clad shoulders – defeat, or a forcibly letting go of a head full of heavy thoughts, even if just for a moment? “…Yes. You can take my hand.”

Nahida slipped her hand into the Hydro Archon’s glove. They looked at the water together for a moment, and the Dendro Archon hoped her companion’s mind could gradually settle, like the water in the basin would if only the fountains were turned off for a while.

After a little while, she spoke up again. “What do you really want to do? Right now?”

“Right now?” A long pause, a deep breath, a slow squaring of her shoulders. “…I want to go home and make macaroni for the two of us. And tomorrow I want to meet with the troupe.”

“The troupe…”

“My theater troupe,” Furina spoke, not without pride. “I took over from their previous director. I help them put on their shows – and sometimes, just sometimes…! I go onstage as well. Leave the people wanting more, you see!” She laughed, but then caught herself. “…Ahem. That, and… some other reasons.”

Nahida gently squeezed her hand. “I understand,” she murmured, not disguising the pride and affection in her voice. “Let’s meet them after a… more balanced breakfast than today,” she giggled. “I’m looking forward to it!”

Furina laughed at that as well, quiet and genuine, stifled behind a gloved hand. Then, after a short beat, she spoke up again. “What do you want to do, Nahida?”

The Dendro Archon blinked. “Oh… hmm.” She covered her mouth, thinking it over for a moment. “I don’t really want anything for myself. Really, I just want Hat Guy to get the rose!”

Furina tilted her head. “Why is that? Is it that important?”

Nahida giggled a little. “Well… there’s something special only I can do. But in this case, I’ll need a little help.” She turned, moving away from the fountain. “Come, I’ll tell you over dinner…”

 

Dinner, fortunately, hadn’t been as annoying as lunch. After Maxime’s little escapade with the guard there, and everyone having seen Kintsugi working directly with Wriothesley, he was left alone rather nicely – and Avice and Faissolle too, to their relief.

The couple sat across from him again as he picked at his haggis. They mostly spoke quietly amongst themselves, conversations Kintsugi had no interest in intruding on, but eventually Avice turned to him. “Forgive me, but people are saying you can fly.” Her dark blue eyes glinted with intrigue. “Faissolle is very lucky to have such an amazing cellmate…”

“You’re lucky to not have to break your back in the production zone all the time,” Faissolle added.

“Eh. It’s not that hard,” Kintsugi muttered, unsure what to think of his meal. Then he looked up, eyes sharpening. “…I didn’t see you in there this morning either, though.”

Faissolle brightened. “Ah, n-no! I’m actually training under miss Sigewinne, I took over the infirmary for her for a bit – I’m planning to stay on as a nurse after my sentence ends…”

He raised an eyebrow, thoroughly distracted now. “You’re staying here after your sentence ends?” His gaze shifted. “What about Avice, then?”

“I’m staying too! We… appreciate the Fortress, and all the Duke’s done for us. Plenty of inmates choose to stay, actually. The Fortress isn’t just a prison, it’s like its own miniature nation.”

He had to chuckle. “And Wriothesley its Archon?”

The two chuckled with him. “S-something like that,” Faissolle smiled. “One of the decent ones. A protector, wanting the best for his subjects.”

“Hah. A rarity.” A miniature nation of true justice… well, seeing is believing.

…He missed Nahida – his own rare, decent Archon, the finest of them all. He wondered how she was. Was Furina taking care of her? How was she holding up in that giant, walled atrocity of a city…?

As dinner wound down and the guards escorted them back to their cells, one of them came up to Kintsugi, snapping him out of his quiet reverie. He instantly rolled his eyes. “…What did I do this time?”

“Nothing, nothing! There’s just been a package for you. Very high priority. You can pick it up before we lock the doors.”

He heaved an annoyed sigh, following along. “…Alright…”

The post office was just closing down, but the package was waiting for him. The man behind the counter critically looked him over. “And you didn’t have to stand in line for even a moment, let alone at least two days like anyone else… justice is dead…”

“I can do it later if you like,” Kintsugi deadpanned, taking the gift. “No problem at all.”

“Taking over for other waiting inmates actually is a valid option for earning coupons,” the guard that’d accompanied him informed him. Kintsugi stifled a snicker. “…Wait, really…?”

Then he unwrapped the package and saw what he’d been sent, and his derision died in his throat.

A potted flower, a rare spot of vibrant colour and life in this industrial environment. And not just any flower – nothing less than a Sumeru rose. A piece of home.

There was only one person who could’ve sent this. He blinked, a few more times than strictly necessary. High priority, indeed.

As he was escorted to his cell, Faissolle was delighted to see the new arrival. “A real flower…! Oh, how long has it been? How m-magnificent –”

Kintsugi shot him a warning glare. “Touch it even once and you lose the hand.”

“Of – of course! I wouldn’t dare!” The young man disarmingly put up his hands, but he was still smiling, unable to look away from the flower. Kintsugi carefully put it on a crate as close to his bed as possible, keeping his eyes on it as he tucked himself in.

“Goodnight, friend. Enjoy that gift, now!”

“…Goodnight.”

The day must’ve tired him after all – it didn’t take him very long to fall asleep.

His world soon grew dark as his dreams rolled in, dreary and featureless at first. He didn’t have much cheerful inspiration in his current circumstances…

…But then two green stars flickered to life in his featureless sky, glinting down on him with a very familiar air of fond mischief. He widened his own eyes in quiet shock, opening his mouth, but unable to find his words.

A little giggle echoed through his dream, even more familiar. “Kintsugi! Hi!”

“…Kusanali…?!”
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5. They Know Not Life, Who Dwelt in the Netherworld Not!
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There was a shimmering lake under a sunset sky, the last clouds disippating into nothing. There was a small island covered in glorious trees. There were three people in the grass underneath, talking, smiling and laughing – some a little more than others.

The lake, the sky and the wooded island were not quite real, but they were real enough. The people were not actually physically together, but they were close enough. They were glad enough to be together, even the one smiling and speaking more sparingly.

“…Neuvillette and I have always thought Wriothesley is the finest warden the Fortress has ever had, and it truly flourishes under his care,” the Hydro Archon was saying, a dainty hand on her chest. “Also, he has the most exquisite taste in tea.”

The hatted Wanderer let out a little sigh, searching her eyes for a hint of mockery or dishonesty, but found none. “You’ll have to forgive me for not sharing the Fontainian tastes, there.”

Not too far away, the Dendro Archon piped up. “I think they’re delicious! We really should take some snacks back to Sumeru. I just know I’m gonna miss them soon.”

Furina let out a little laugh, a playful twinkle to her eyes. “There, you see? I insist you give them a chance, someday.”

Kintsugi couldn’t help but shake his head in fond exasperation, looking up and around at their environment for a moment, the fiery sunlight over the water. “…Now, who made this sappy sunset…”

Nahida giggled. Furina’s smile widened. “Why, if I didn’t know better, I’d swear you’re in charge of the skies in here as I am the waters, monsieur…”

 

Just how had he gotten so involved with these two and their little adventures on the surface…? Well. It hadn’t actually taken them very long at all. Barely a single night, in fact.

The very first time Nahida had contacted him through the Sumeru rose she’d gifted him, she’d gleefully looked down on him from his dreamscape’s starry sky for a moment, before descending in her usual diminutive shape and padding up to him, wrapping her little arms around his waist without further argument. He’d let it happen, smiling indulgently, gently cradling the back of her head. There was no one around to see. He’d allow it. “…So. The oh-so-respectable Dendro Archon on her perfect, exemplary little journey to Fontaine has smuggled herself into prison, hm?” He grinned a little. “What a terrible influence I’ve been.”

“Perfect and exemplary,” she giggled, hugging him tighter. “With you? I should’ve known there wasn’t a single chance for everything to go smoothly.”

“Getting arrested first thing upon arrival wasn’t exactly expected either.” He ruffled her hair. “…As nice as it is to see you, Kusanali, you really shouldn’t be doing this. I’m supposed to be doing time, not talking to you.”

She looked up at him, pouting openly, clearly knowing exactly what she was doing. “I miss you!”

“…Don’t give me that.”

“I don’t like you being locked up. The least I can do is give you what I had: freedom in dreams.”

He blinked, his hand stilling where he’d been absently petting her. “…Ah. I see.” He paused, thoughtful for a moment. “…I’m sorry, Kusanali, but at the very least I brought it upon myself.”

“They’re not treating you too badly down there, are they?”

He smirked. “Heh. Not at all. Prison labour is ridiculously light and easy. The food is fine. The inmates couldn’t hope to pose a challenge, merely annoyance. I’ll waltz out in two months none the worse for wear, don’t worry your little head about me.”

“That’s very good to hear,” she beamed.

“How are you holding up? Has Fontaine flooded a second time yet? I won’t be able to tell.”

She chuckled, loosening herself a little, merely hanging on to his hand as she absently made flowers and trees bloom up around them, a cliff’s edge with a foaming waterfall dropping away a little further, leading the eye to a rosy sunset. “Furina and I are fine! She’s taken me all around the city – you won’t believe the art, the literature, the selections of cakes and sweets they serve –”

His expression instantly went flat at that, and he took his hand out of hers to fold his arms with a disapproving glare. “You’ve already had a sugar crash. Two? Three?”

“Well… yes, one, but…”

His eyes hardened. “I have to get out of here,” he muttered to himself. “That Archon’s gonna be the death of you.” His gaze darted around, a hand rising to his mouth in thought. “…The Traveler said Childe escaped by water…”

“No!” Nahida dragged his hand back down. “You will do nothing of the sort! If you want to get out earlier, try good behaviour, mister! Anyway, you can’t swim underwater, you know that…”

He growled a little, acknowledging his hollow nature. “…Still…”

“Furina and I can handle ourselves. I’ve learned my lesson, it won’t happen again.”

“We both know that’s not true.”

“…Furina’s learned her lesson,” Nahida reluctantly conceded.

“And I just have to trust that? Hah.” He let out an amused scoff, strolling to the cliff’s edge to see how far she’d thought to form the landscape, enjoying the illusion of fresh air despite himself – but then her fingers tightened where they still held his hand. “…Oh. Wait a moment.”

He was alert again at once. “What is it?”

“…Something’s waking me up. I’ll be back as soon as I can, don’t worry!”

She faded from his side, leaving him slightly worried on the sunset clifftop.

 

Nahida had blearily woken in the middle of the night, in the little bed Furina had arranged for her in their shared bedroom. It was easy to spot what’d woken her.

In her own bed, the Hydro Archon was tossing and turning like a ship in a storm, muttering half-formed words, frowning – crying.

It hadn’t been quite this bad the first night, when they’d both passed out on the couch. There’d been nightmares then too, but not enough to wake her up. Nahida blinked, staring at the other Archon for a moment, but then slipping out of bed and padding over, gently catching Furina’s flailing hands in her own. “Furina… please… wake up…”

It took a moment, but eventually the Hydro Archon’s hands closed on hers, and mismatched blue eyes blinked open, frantic and tearful, taking yet another moment to truly focus on the little white-haired figure in the slanting moonlight. “…Oh… N-Nahida…”

“You’re alright,” the Dendro Archon murmured quietly, smiling in reassurance. “It was just a dream.”

“J-just…” Furina swallowed thickly, hastily wiping her eyes, sitting up as if in a hurry to distance herself from Nahida. “…Yes. Just a dream… nothing to worry about. Haha…”

Nahida had let go, but hadn’t moved away. “Furina… do you have nightmares often?”

“Not at all!” the Hydro Archon bravely smiled, gesturing dismissively. “It must’ve been all those ideas for the masquerade ball running rampant through my mind. Don’t fret, now. I’ll be just fine!”

Nahida’s smile didn’t waver, still as compassionate and knowing as always. “Even so… I happen to have a reliable solution for them. Would you like to see it?” Her eyes glinted. “I’m not just the God of Wisdom, you know, but also the God of Dreams!”

Despite herself, Furina’s eyes had gone a little wider, and she’d leant forward just a little bit. “A solution for nightmares? Truly, now…?”

The Dendro Archon beamed. “I can invite you into a shared dream and make sure it behaves!”

“That… that sounds marvelous…”

“Ah, but…” Nahida tapped her chin in thought. “I was just sharing a dream with someone else. I’ve left him rather abruptly…”

Furina put her hands up at once, shaking her head. “Then…! Then I insist you be with that person! We both have our duties as Archon, and yours is most serious indeed!”

“Well, we could try and help everyone at the same time. Would you like to meet him?”

A brief hesitation, anxious blue eyes holding that soothing green gaze. Furina had never looked more doubtful, and yet she managed to speak. “Erm… yes…?”

Nahida brightened at once, gently taking Furina’s hand in both of hers for a moment. “Wonderful! All you have to do is go back to sleep. Don’t worry about a thing.” She hopped back into her own bed, snuggling up and clutching the blankets under her chin, smiling excitedly before slipping away with practiced ease. After a while, Furina managed to follow.

 

On the clifftop, Kintsugi was most relieved when Nahida rejoined him. “What was that about?”

“We’re helping out a friend,” the Dendro Archon beamed. “Just be patient!”

“A friend – ? What have you done now?”

“Don’t worry about it!” Nahida bounced a little on the balls of her feet, clutching her hands to her chest, standing on tiptoe to look as far around their clifftop as she could. “She’ll be here any minute!”

Kintsugi folded his arms. “…What did you do.”

The little Archon opened her mouth to speak, but was cut off by a deep, reverberating rumble. Her eyes widened a little. Kintsugi floated up, looking ahead. “Don’t worry, you say?”

The ocean was coming.

The sky was rapidly darkening, lead-grey clouds and lightning overtaking the gentle sunset. The valleys and plains beneath their clifftop had already vanished beneath foaming waves, a furious green-black sea, vicious with nature’s wrath, rising in great cresting waves eating up the mountainside. The cold and the salt spray were already reaching the duo at the peak. Dread suffused the air, now a dull pounding, now a sharp, nigh-hysterical panic.

Nahida’s hands had risen to her mouth, her eyes wide with realization. “…I didn’t know it was this bad…!”

“…Where is she.”

“I don’t know! I can’t see her! Her fear is everywhere – !”

“Oh, don’t you start, too.” Kintsugi rose higher, scanning the horizon. “Let’s hope she’s not underwater.”

“The… the prophecy foretold her weeping on her throne… if this is her projecting that deep-seated fear, she should be above the waters, still!”

“I’ll be right back.” And he darted off, his halo the one bright thing in the darkened dream, lighting the way.

 

He found her on a mountain peak of her own, already turned into an island just above the clawing waves, about to go under completely. She was on her knees with her hands around her head, curled in on herself and sobbing. “It’s too late, it’s too late, it was always too late…”

“Hey.”

“…No, no no, don’t look at me –”

He sighed, folding his arms. “Look at me. You can do that much.”

She slowly lifted her head, pale hair whipping in the savage ocean wind. Her eyes widened, the light of his halo reflecting in them, brilliant blue on blue – as well as glinting off her tear-stained cheeks.

“That’s it. Come on, stop it with the water.” He grimaced, gesturing vaguely at her. “…Both the stuff around us and on your face. Never helped anyone.”

“You’re… Hat Guy…?” She blinked, absently wiping her eyes, her cheeks. “What are you… what’s happening?”

“This is a dream. Kusanali linked us together.” Practiced at dream-sharing as he was, he knew how easy it was to lose oneself to dream logic at first, forgetting everything but the present situation. “Come on, she’s waiting, remember?” He motioned for her to stand up, but as she hesitated and wobbled, fearfully staring at the foaming ocean, he let out a long-suffering sigh and simply scooped her up. “Let me speed that up a little.” He wrapped one arm around her shoulders, the other under her knees, lifting off and pointedly staring ahead as her arms tightly wrapped around his neck in fright. “…Sure, don’t worry about choking me to death. It won’t work anyway.”

“I… I’m so sorry – I’m so sorry –”

He had to chuckle a little. “What for this time? The death grip, flooding the dream, getting me convicted, letting the Dendro Archon overdose on sweets? Or the fact you’re not fixing any of that by being sorry?”

She was reduced to a wordless whimper, curling up tighter and hiding her face. He huffed out another little laugh in the stormy air. “Don’t waste your breath. Nobody died.”

His words didn’t seem to help much, but at least her hyperventilating eased up a little.

 

It was some sort of mercy when he eventually set her down on Nahida’s mountaintop, and the Dendro Archon could gently take her hands and look her in the eye, placing a tiny hand on her cheek and wipe away her tears. “Furina…! It’s alright, everything’s fine… we’re all just dreaming, that’s all!”

“N-Nahida…”

“Did he behave?” The little Archon sent Kintsugi a pointed look. He spread his hands. “What? I brought her to you, that’s all I set out to do.”

“Never mind him,” Nahida gently told the Hydro Archon, helping her up on wobbly feet. “Let’s take care of that water, now. Just look at me. You’re not alone. Me and Hat Guy are really here… the prophecy has come and gone, and everything’s alright.”

And all around them, the storm slowly eased up and the waters gradually calmed, turning into a placid, mirror-like lake as far as the eye could see, perfectly reflecting the sunset peeking through the dissipating clouds. Nahida smiled wider. “It’s really beautiful.”

Furina looked as well, wiping at her tears. “It… it is…”

“You made it,” the Dendro Archon softly added. “This is your dream… the calm after the storm. And I bet there’s much more beauty under the surface, too.”

Furina blinked, sensing the deeper meaning behind her words, awe for the God of Dreams filling her eyes. A little ways away, Kintsugi rolled his own. “Couldn’t wait to subject someone new to your metaphors, could you?”

Nahida stuck her tongue out at him. “I’m trying my hand at water-related ones! I’m taking this time away to broaden my horizons!”

“…Don’t you dare say anything about not seeing the forest for the trees, or how Fontainian horizons are literally wider…”

“There you go, thinking them up all by yourself. I’m proud of you!”

“Ugh –”

Furina had looked between the two as they bantered, a smile gradually appearing on her face, eventually pressing a gloved hand to her lips to stifle a giggle. “I think I much prefer this to my usual fare of dreams,” she had to admit, unable to stop smiling. “Thank you. Both of you.”

And as Nahida beamed and Kintsugi turned away to hide his own reluctant smile, the golden sunset glimmered on the water, gilding their entire little shared world.

 

As they eventually woke up in their separate beds, Kintsugi failed to bite back his grin so badly Faissolle started questioning him about it, Nahida was glowing with joy, and Furina was better rested than she ever remembered being. The Hydro Archon instantly turned to her little counterpart as she sat up. “…Can we do that again sometime? Please?”

Nahida’s eyes had sparkled impossibly brighter. “I was just about to ask you the same thing!”

 

They kept meeting through their dream flower, even as daily life whizzed by around them. At first, they weren’t always willing or able to speak with eachother, and they spent time by themselves in their own sections of the dream, sometimes even unaware the dream was linked at all while their sleeping minds were lost in its inner workings – but both Furina and Kintsugi’s dreams were gentler and more colourful with Nahida nearby.

Then, a few days later, something had happened that definitely would’ve given Furina nightmares if the Dendro Archon and her right hand wouldn’t have been there.

The day after their very first shared dream, Furina and Nahida had gone out to see Furina’s theater troupe. Nahida had excitedly followed her to their practice space, the little wooden stage, all the marvelous props and outfits, and been heartily welcomed by the troupe – even given a few free snippets of performances and musical numbers, the troupe gladly breaking out into song and instrumental music. Eventually, even Furina had joined in, and Nahida’s whole face had lit up hearing her true, joyful singing voice, outdoing the sweetest birdsong she’d ever been able to dream of.

Then Dulphy, the usual lead singer and actress, began pitching an idea for a new play to Furina and the rest of the troupe. “It’s far from finished, I only have the broad strokes,” she’d explained, “but I’m thinking bold, heartwarming, really make people think and feel…” She’d outlined the initial characters and plot – and stated the play required two female leads. “Lady Furina… might it be alright to invite you to the stage for this one, acting by my side? I’ll leave it up to you which of the roles suits you better!”

Nahida had carefully gauged the Hydro Archon’s reaction at once, keeping an eye out for Furina’s true feelings. But she’d drawn herself up bravely, and accepted. “I shall take the stage with you! I think… I think the lead role would suit me well… I think this might be good for my development as an artist, actually, and perhaps even as a person.”

Nahida had given a small smile. Furina had been truthful – even though it’d been quite the step. The little Archon had remained silent on the matter, but she’d very much had her own thoughts on it.

Dulphy had not sketched any specifics regarding setting or plot, but the dynamics between the characters were there. The lead role Furina had taken on was one that portrayed great confidence and integrity, making decisions for herself without caring what anyone around her thought. Nahida knew exactly why Furina had taken it on. It was a giant leap, however, directly opposed to everything she’d been for as long as she could remember. It would be as if Nahida herself had moved to Inazuma or Snezhnaya directly after being freed from her cage, instead of taking small steps at a careful pace.

“As an actor,” she’d begun as they’d left the troupe at the end of the day, “you have to really get into the character’s headspace, right? Think like they think, let yourself feel what they feel…”

“Certainly! You’ve picked up on the crux of it very well, ma petite.”

“So… this new character…”

Furina had turned her dual-coloured eyes down to her. “…You picked up on the crux of that instantly as well, I see.” She’d given a smile, slightly mask-like. “I should’ve expected nothing less from the God of Wisdom!”

“Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“Only time will tell!”

 

That night, the waters had risen again, and the wind had raged so wildly in their shared dream that Kintsugi had barely been able to fly out and find the panicked Hydro Archon. He’d had to focus on flying so completely he could only really speak as he set her down at Nahida’s side once more. “What’s gotten you so rattled this time?”

“It… it must be the role,” Furina had admitted. “I don’t feel like I can do it. I made another promise I might not be able to keep. I have no idea how I’m going to pull this off without retreating into a completely fake persona again, and that’s not why I want to go onstage… never again…”

He’d folded his arms, motioning for her to get on with it. “Tell me about this role, then.”

She’d fidgeted with her gloved hands. “It’s all about uncaring confidence, knowing and doing what’s best without taking outside opinion into account. I just… don’t have any experience with that at all.”

“…That’s the simplest thing in the world. You don’t need experience. You just need to keep your goal in mind, and move towards it.”

“Moving towards a goal is anything but simple,” she countered. “There’s always obstacles to take into account. Adjustments to make, compromising one’s integrity.”

“Only if you let them. Don’t let them.”

Nahida had looked between the two blue-clad figures on their mountaintop as they both drew themselves up, expressions and voices hardening as they expressed their own viewpoints and ideals, her eyes lighting up and hands rising to her chest in quiet delight, despite the apparent harshness of the scene. Little yellow flowers bloomed around her feet in glee.

“Monsieur, with due respect, you are preposterous! Outrageous! Have you no shame?!”

“With no respect at all, you are impossible. You’re only holding yourself back.”

The skies and waters around the two bickering figures were perfectly clear and calm. There was no concealing one’s emotions in a dream – both of them were completely at ease with the other. Kintsugi was being truthful – helpful, even, or at least trying to be. Furina was standing up for herself, but also listening.

This was wonderful.

The little Archon summoned her swing, and dreamed up some snacks for herself as she watched the argument unfold. Eventually, as the two seemed to have hit a roadblock and only kept arguing in circles, she spoke up again. “Let’s put a pin in that for now,” she chuckled quietly, yet clearly enough for the other two to look up at her at once. “Hat Guy, I’ve been wondering how you’ve been these past few days…”

“Hmph. Nothing too remarkable to report. I’ve been forging up a storm, making everybody else look weak,” he recounted with a foul grin. “Apparently, there’s some inane myth doing the rounds discouraging people from working for three days straight. I’m about to find out what that’s all about.”

 

Wriothesley had refrained from contacting him directly for a bit, and he’d been mostly left to his own devices – and speculating after the Duke’s motives. That suited him just fine, though. He could do without the strange conflicting impulses the man’s presence brought him – it wouldn’t do to get too vulnerable in here. He’d taken to forging, taking comfort in the hammering of metal even if he himself didn’t wield the hammer. The strange ‘three days’ hidden rule only encouraged him more.

The other inmates had taken note of his drive, muttering amongst themselves, some even warning him – but quickly trailing off once he gave them one of his flat, unimpressed stares. “You think some vague threat is gonna scare me? Try harder.”

Ultimately, it paid off during lunch on the third day.

As he sat down with his complimentary welfare meal, it was just him and Avice for a moment – Faissolle had yet to return from the infirmary and his work with Sigewinne. She took the opportunity to excitedly show him something, undaunted by that very same unimpressed look. He supposed he did look over of his own volition.

“I’ve been forging these out of widgets myself,” she told him in hushed tones, holding out two glinting brass rings. “They still need some engraving and polishing, but I’m very much looking forward to surprising him with them. He has no idea. What do you think?”

“…Not bad. Although I think Faissolle will be beside himself with joy no matter what you do.” His voice had been flat and indifferent as ever, and yet Avice beamed at him, carefully tucking the rings away. “You think so…?”

“Not a doubt.” He looked up. “…Shush.”

Avice looked back, smiling as her fiancé took a seat beside her. The two greeted eachother in their customary lovey-dovey way, Kintsugi leaning his chin in his palm and looking away in mild disgust, then opening and focusing on his meal instead.

…The meat was an interesting hue of purple today, coming in rubbery, raw-looking cuts, only garnished with some fruit and mushrooms on the side. He curiously poked at it for a moment, but then shrugged and dug in. Avice and Faissolle halted their conversation, looking on in horror. “I – I told you to stop forging, f-friend!” his cellmate exclaimed. “S-Stop eating that…!”

“Why? It doesn’t taste of much, but I don’t really see the harm.” He paused. “Oh, you think this is what everybody’s been warning me about?” He huffed in faint amusement at their aghast looks. “Is this all…?”

The couple’s alarm had caught the attention of some other inmates. Before Faissolle could reply, there was someone leaning in over his shoulder, making him lean away in annoyance.

“Did you really just eat that, comrade?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. You have a problem with that?”

The auburn-haired man in overalls didn’t move away. “You know what it’s made of?”

“No. But food is food. Unless it’s sweet,” he remarked offhandedly. “Then it doesn’t count as a meal to me. I’ve never gotten the point of snacks, but this seems fine.”

“Might be something you really don’t want to be eating, though.” The man gestured with his chin. “I get you’re still somewhat of a new fish, maybe haven’t heard the rumours and all…”

He was starting to get annoyed. His gaze sharpened. “Bold of you to assume there’s anything I wouldn’t eat on some inane principle.”

The man leaned in, lowering his voice. “What about something… of the two-legged, talking, thinking persuasion…?”

His eyebrows rose in sudden surprise, an abrupt chuckle escaping him. “…Wait, really? You think this is human?” He gestured at the purple meat. “And even if it was…” He gauged the stranger leaning over him. Did he believe the cafeteria served human meat…? Did he believe there were cannibals in the Fortress, feeding their kill to unsuspecting inmates out of some twisted impulse?

…He’d seen some things, during his life. He’d seen what some of his underlings had been driven to do in the Abyss, when they managed to survive long enough to outlast their rations, when they’d been unable to locate a portal back to the surface in time. He’d seen the haunted look in their eyes, after. This was not that.

Question was, what was it, then?

He turned to face the stranger properly, motioning for him to sit down. “…Why don’t you tell me what’s really going on?” He idly toyed with his cutlery. “Trust me, I know a liar when I see one.”

The look on the man’s face shifted to startled discomfort. He sat down, reluctantly, but swiftly enough. Kintsugi smirked. “Good man.”

During the remainder of lunchtime, and under the rapt attention and increasing amusement of Avice and Faissolle, Kintsugi pulled the truth from him with the practiced ease of a veteran interrogator. He discovered the man’s name was Alexis, he had two friends named Leonide and Poirier – who joined in when he started getting overly nervous – and neither of the three had any actual idea where the meat came from, themselves. They just kept up a fairytale about cannibals living in the Fortress, circulating through the prison community, scaring people away from a specific set of pipes leading out into the Terrestrial Lake in order to help a fellow inmate escape. That’d been some time ago, but they kept the rumour going for the fun of it, and their lingering respect for him.

“Helping a fellow inmate, hm?” He looked the three of them over, still occasionally taking a bite from the strange purple meat, unnerving them and making them sweat. “You went to great lengths for this guy. How lucky he is, with a bunch of loyal lackeys like you…”

“He… he was an example to us all. He worked just as hard as you, and racked up wins in the Pankration Ring like you wouldn’t believe.”

“Did he, now.” Kintsugi stroked his chin in thought. “Might this have been ‘Childe’ Tartaglia, the Harbinger?” It really couldn’t have been anyone else. Strong and capable – to the eye of a mere human, at least. Escaping through the pipes like some sewer rat. Alexis’ initial use of ‘comrade’, no doubt picked up from the one he’d admired.

They stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “H-how did you…”

“Call it intuition. There, that wasn’t so hard, was it? It’s nice to be truthful. Model citizens, you are.” He had to restrain himself to keep from laughing. These were Childe’s cronies? Well. At least his ex-colleague hadn’t wasted any time in building up a little cult for himself, loyal enough to keep up their little charade to this day out of sheer respect. He had to appreciate that at least.

“If anyone finds out,” Poirier muttered. “Nobody can know we were behind the rumour. What do you want? Our high-quality meals? Coupons? A line to the outside…?”

He flapped an idle hand. “Keep your trash. Let’s just say… you owe me a favour, from now on. For me to decide when I cash it in. Anytime, anywhere.”

“Y-yes! Of course!”

They left in a hurry. Kintsugi was left quietly chuckling into his mysterious meat. After a beat, Avice spoke up. “Are you… going to take them up on that?”

“Hm…? Oh. Nah. I’m just going to make them wonder when I will. Watching them get all worked up over nothing and breaking out in cold sweats at the sight of me will be a far better treat than anything they could actually offer me.” He poked at the food, then finished it, rising from his seat after. “…I’m off. Let’s see if this happens again if I keep it up another three days.” He’d like to find out where the meat was actually coming from.

 

He didn’t actually have to work another three days before he found that out.

At dinner that very evening, Faissolle informed him Sigewinne had asked for him, wanting a word in the infirmary after their meal. As the inmates were escorted to their cells, he was left to hover up to the head nurse’s place of work instead.

He was a little unnerved, feeling a little unsafe. With everyone in their cells and the guards mostly retiring as well, the Fortress went eerily quiet – as quiet as it could be, with its constantly clanking, dripping inner workings – and there was a pointed sense of being completely on his own, nobody being able to look for him if anything went wrong now.

He stepped into the infirmary, his body tense, his mind on edge.

He caught a glimpse of injured inmates recovering in their beds in a room off to the side, caught a whiff of disinfectant and various medicines. His eyes were soon drawn to the main office, however, and Sigewinne herself – a little Melusine, pale blue, sitting at her desk poring over some records. She soon turned to face him with a smile, meeting his eyes with hers; intense, dark pink – almost red.

He faltered at that, despite everything, despite himself. The combination of that scent and those colours made him blink, trying to ground himself.

“Ah, Mr. Hat Guy! Thank you so much for coming in!”

He forced himself forward, throat tight. “Why am I here exactly?”

She hopped off her chair, skipping over to him. “I’m so happy you actually finished the meal I had sent out for you! So many people forgo it and even make such a fuss over them, even though I put so much care into making them. I just wanted to thank you.” She blinked up at him with those innocent eyes – those Melusine eyes that saw things he couldn’t fathom, those eyes so close to the colour of agony and lies.

“…You’re the one sending out those weird meals?” He let it sink in for a moment, covering his mouth, letting out a little chuckle despite everything – this was the truth behind the rumours? “How ridiculous. What gave you the notion I had any need of one?”

“You’ve been working so hard! You should take good care of yourself. I just sent you some extra nutrition to get you back on your feet.”

“I’m staying on them just fine.”

“Hmm. Yes.” She kept gazing up at him. “That’s true. You’re not like the others. You’re a lovely doll, carved from white wood. White wood does not get tired the way humans do.”

He knew about Melusine sight. The tour guide that’d ferried them into Fontaine had observed and told him the same thing – although Sigewinne at least saw him as humanoid instead of a carved chalice. Still, hearing it spoken aloud like that, being seen for what he was, and here of all places, surrounded by the scent of medical supplies – it cut right through him. He warily narrowed his eyes. “…That’s not something I like to share with a lot of people.”

“Don’t worry,” she reassured him, raising her little hands. “I haven’t even told the Duke. Even though he does have his eye on you, for your own good, of course! No, your secrets are safe with me. Doctor-patient confidentiality, you know!”

His mood soured even further immediately. Those eyes, seeing right through him. That reason. That part of him being completely in her hands, only safeguarded by her rules, on her terms. Even her cheery demeanor… it felt fake, plastered on, sugar hiding something else entirely. “I’m not your patient, nor do I trust you,” he flat-out told her, his voice biting. “I’ll eat your food, keep sending it if you want, I don’t care. But don’t think for a second I’ll let my guard down otherwise.”

She tapped her chin, unperturbed by his sharp tone and words – confirming his thoughts on her. “How surprising. Usually people think and do the exact opposite, shunning my food and trusting me. My appearance and demeanor tend to endear me to most people. I like it that way.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not most people.” He folded his arms. “Can I go?”

“Mm-hmm! Sleep well, now!”

“…Right.” Now that she’d said it in that cheery tone and voice, he wasn’t so sure whether he would. As he left the infirmary and crossed the walkways to his cell, two late-night guards awaiting him, he felt watched by both the Melusine behind him, and the tall spire of the Duke’s office ahead.

 

To his own surprise, he made it to the dream he shared with the two Archons without further issue – a testament to Nahida’s soothing influence, and the strength of her Sumeru rose, blooming away in his cell. She and Furina were intrigued by his exploits, if in disagreement on the way he saw Sigewinne.

“Sigewinne is a treasured member of society and Meropide staff!” Furina protested, indignantly spreading her hands on their little island, the waters just a little perturbed while the skies glowed with a rosy sunrise, spiraling clouds soon dissipating. “There is no need to be wary of her, let alone treat her with disrespect. You should apologize for your baseless attitude at once!”

“No. I don’t treasure her. I don’t care.” He’d held her huffy gaze. “If I don’t follow my own intuition and take care of my own preferences, who will?”

“That’s – !” She shook her head in exasperation. “Don’t you ever consider what others say or think?”

“Seldom,” he grinned. “Didn’t my arrest and trial show you that already? These dreams are a nice break from prison life, though. I’m willing to listen to some tales from the outside, if you’re willing to tell them.”

Furina put a hand on her hip, expression unamused. “Is this you asking us how we’ve been, in the crudest, most boorish way possible?”

“If that’s what you want to hear. Sure.”

“Well!” She brought her hands together, smiling pointedly. “I’d be delighted to tell you! Nahida and I have been trying out the Sumeran recipes she’s taught me, to the best of our ability with the ingredients we’ve been able to procure. I’m especially fond of tulumba, and the potato boat…”

“And we’ve been looking for inspiration for the troupe’s play!” the Dendro Archon piped up. “All over the city!”

“…Well, ma petite, you’ve been getting lost in libraries and bookstores, mostly.” Furina fondly looked back at Nahida, sitting on her swing suspended from the branches of one of her trees. The little Archon bashfully looked away, kicking her legs. “…Yeah, I suppose…”

Kintsugi flatly looked at her over Furina’s shoulder. “What have you been learning out there…”

“Only the finest enrichment our fair Court has to offer, of course!”

 

Furina had just been glad Nahida had been entertained.

The Dendro Archon got distracted surprisingly easily. One wondered how she’d been able to rule a nation when she could spend hours picking apart detective novels, guessing at their plots page by page, coming up with countless ideas that, frankly, often sounded far better than what would actually end up happening.

…Come to think of it, maybe such an imagination and quick wit were exactly what was needed to rule the Nation of Wisdom. And now that Nahida was not doing that, her wit needed to go elsewhere. The sparing letters the Akademiya sent her were not nearly enough engagement.

“I think this nobleman is just looking for a cure for his comatose mother – that must be who’s in the attic! Of course, the cure he’s planning to make requires all sorts of illegal ingredients, which is why he’s probably running a black market from the tavern he owns…”

“I think you’re overcomplicating it again, ma chérie. Also, is this really the type of book you should be reading?” She gently took it, looking at the last few pages. “I’m afraid it’s just going to disappoint you. But, you could be a great writer yourself!”

“Maybe I will!” Nahida had beamed, looking around for something new to devour. She’d torn through many of the Research Institute’s articles and volumes, and even looked into aquatic flora and fauna – deep waters and their inhabitants unnerved her, but she’d maintained that when in Fontaine, she should have an open mind.

They both looked through many stories and went out into the city for inspiration both on the details of the play’s plot and Furina’s interpretation of the main character, but nothing really stuck yet. While they searched, Furina also set about preparing for the masquerade ball she’d announced, reserving a most prestigious venue and arranging the dress code according to the latest fashions. When Nahida had curiously inquired what location Furina had in mind, the Hydro Archon had only given a teasing little laugh, a theatrical gesture. “What’s the fun in spoiling a perfectly fine surprise? You’ll see for yourself in time! Just know it’s going to be absolutely magnificent!”

Nahida had pouted for a moment. Then, the gleam in her eyes had turned a little mischievous. “Then… is it alright if we don’t tell Hat Guy about the ball at all? It can be a surprise for his getting out of the Fortress!”

“This ball is to honour you, ma petite. Well, you and me both, I suppose.”

“Yes, but… I wouldn’t have been inspired to stay so long if it hadn’t been for his sentencing.” She’d kicked her feet a little. “Part of the reason I’m staying is because I don’t want to leave him behind,” she confessed. “He’ll deny it up and down, but he really doesn’t like the feeling of being abandoned. And I don’t like the feeling of doing that to him. So… maybe the ball can secretly be a little bit about him, too.”

Furina had cocked her head in thought. “It’ll only work if he doesn’t go and get his sentence extended, though… there’s no shifting the ball’s date.”

“Hehe… yes, let’s hope so.”

As they’d walked and talked, Furina had looked around at times, baffled by the lack of paparazzi. Two Archons, out in the streets – she herself had become rather good at deflecting the press, but with this current display she’d have expected dozens of interviews already. Then, however, she’d spotted a certain pink-haired, red-clad reporter she knew rather well, staring at them and clearly about to combust as she hid behind some potted foliage near Boucicaut’s grocery shop.

Furina certainly wasn’t about to approach. Being left alone was blissful. However, it appeared she’d stared a little too long, as now Nahida’s attention had been caught. “Hm? Furina, who is that?”

“That’s… Charlotte. A reporter from the Steambird.”

The Dendro Archon had tilted her head. “She looks… very excited.” She’d skipped on over. “Hello! Are you alright?”

Charlotte’s eyes had impossibly widened further. “Ohmygosh ohmygosh – really?!” She leaned forward, but then just barely kept herself from stepping towards Nahida. “N-no! I shouldn’t – !”

Nahida halted, looking up at her in puzzlement. “What’s going on?”

Charlotte bit her lip, fidgeting with her hands, almost taking out her camera, her notebook, anything. “I really want to interview you, Lesser Lord Kusanali! But I can’t…! I just can’t!”

“Why not?”

Furina had joined the Dendro Archon by now, and Charlotte almost hyperventilated under the gazes of the two. “…Monsieur Neuvillette has… passed a private regulation stating no news reporter can approach the two of you during the Dendro Archon’s stay in Fontaine, Lord Kusanali, Lady Furina…”

“Did he, now,” Furina remarked. “That silly man. Well, I suppose it’s quite sweet, really.”

Nahida’s eyes had narrowed with glee. “I see! But it seems we’ve just found a loophole.”

“We… we have?”

“I approached you!” the Dendro Archon giggled. “I’d love to take part in an interview. I’ve never experienced one before! Lady Furina can sit in and make sure I don’t mess up. Just the one, to let everyone know what they’re so curious about. Questions should be answered, after all!”

Charlotte nearly fainted. Furina quickly summoned Mademoiselle Crabaletta to support her as she stumbled back, a hand on her forehead and a loopy grin on her face.

The rest of that day was spent at Café Lutece, answering question upon question, resulting in a massive, multiple-page article titled Dendro Archon Spreads Roots in Fontaine. In it, Charlotte detailed Nahida’s intentions of learning about Fontaine, celebrating both their cultures, and fostering a good relation with the Hydro Archon, as well as properly announcing Furina’s masquerade ball to see her off.

And that night, the two Archons would tell their dream-sharing conversation partner everything but that last bit.

 

“…So, all in all, you accomplished precisely nothing you initially set out to do. You still have no inspiration for the play.”

Nahida sent Kintsugi a disapproving pout from her swing. “No, but we had fun!”

He rolled his eyes, then fixed them on Furina. “I mean, I get it. I wouldn’t feel very inspired in that birdcage of a city either.” He gave a foul little smile. “How about getting out of it? I’m sure the ideas will rush in immediately.”

“Monsieur, are you calling my fair city stifling?

“What if I am? What are you gonna do, send me to jail over it?”

Furina let out an affronted gasp, clutching her chest. “Ah! I’ll have you know the Court of Fontaine has been the cradle of the arts for hundreds of years, not in the least my own stunning performances on the grand stage!”

He huffed in amusement. “Yeah, well, just imagine how much better you could be if you’d leave once a while, shake things up a little.”

The Hydro Archon fumed for a moment, white heads of foam forming on the waves around their little island, but then those died down, and she brought a hand to her chin in thought. “…You know… you may just have given me an idea.”

Kintsugi’s eyes widened in surprise of his own. “Wait, really?”

She gave him a sharp little smile. “Yeah. Really. I must be crazy, but there really is no time like the present…” She’d turned to Nahida, eagerly leaning forward on her swing already. “…Ma chérie, how would you feel about taking a trip to the countryside?”

Nahida’s only reply was a delighted gasp. Kintsugi drew down his hat to hide his fond grin, and Furina knew enough.

 

For all the time Furina had spent in the Opera Epiclese, she’d never seen much more of Erinnyes than the courthouse’s surrounding gardens, blooming, manicured and of immaculate design. She’d of course known there was more to the island, the rumours of wondrous sights within its thick forests – but that wild realm was no place for the eminent Regina of All Waters, and besides her image there’d just never been any time. She’d gone on snooty little strolls and the occasional picnic in the hills with Fontaine’s nobility, but that had been it – and she’d also been so focused on her conversation partners that she hadn’t actually managed to have a look around even then.

Now, however, she was in the best possible company to go camping out in the woods, and more importantly, she was going as herself – even fully admitting she wasn’t a morning person and not used to this at all, yet doing it anyway. What was her new life for if not trying new things?

Nahida and Furina had prepared for a multiple-day trip into the Foggy Forest, which didn’t really amount to much considering Nahida’s position as the Dendro Archon. They wouldn’t need a tent; Nahida could shape any tree into a shelter, and turn it back again come morning. They didn’t need much food, only the seeds of those fruits and vegetables they planned on eating, and the few additions and utensils they’d need to fashion proper meals; Nahida could grow the seeds to maturity in a matter of moments. All in all, they both carried little more than a small pack each.

As the paved pathways of the Opera gave way to dirt roads winding through flowery fields, conifers slowly gaining in number around them, Nahida couldn’t help but skip for joy, her sandals already hanging from one little hand, happily sinking her feet into the dirt. “This is so nice! Fontaine is so pretty!”

“It really is,” Furina had to agree, looking at her own nation with new eyes, unable to keep a small smile off her face. “Alright, maybe Hat Guy had a point.”

Nahida giggled. “Don’t ever let him hear you say it. He never forgets a thing.”

Soon enough, the trees closed in around them more tightly, and the skies turned overcast and grey. It didn’t diminish the beauty of the world around them, however – the skies might’ve dimmed, but the forest sparkled.

As soon as they’d truly entered the Foggy Forest, the air had shifted. Everything had turned humid, mist-veiled – mystical. The trees around them were droopy, dripping with condensed mist; soon, Nahida and Furina were covered in glistening droplets as well simply from walking through the water-suffused woods, covering their clothes, hair and skin. Nahida nearly closed her eyes, quietly laughing at the way the droplets on her eyelashes made the world go blurry, exaggerating every light source.

They walked between dark trees and strange bubbly flowers, long and elegant and pale, the odd Hydro crystalfly sparkling and fleeing before them. Then the path trailed off, and briefly they’d been at a loss – but then Nahida had pulled Furina along, splashing through a stream and finding a new path, one of their own.

“Are you certain –”

“Come on, come on! Everything’s so beautiful! The forest is singing – can’t you hear?”

Nahida’s joy was nothing if not infectious. Furina found herself grinning, and not caring one bit about her feet getting wet. The next stream, however, she crossed in a slightly different way – stepping on top of the water, dancing and gliding across, taking the little Dendro Archon’s hands and swinging her over so only her toes trailed through the water. Nahida whooped with delight. “You didn’t tell me you could do that!”

“Hidden depths, ma chérie,” she’d jauntily winked. And they’d taken turns swinging and spinning and splashing eachother through the water, marveling at the waterfalls and hidden caves they’d passed, until the point where Nahida’s face had lit up in wonder and Furina had turned to see what she’d seen.

“What an amazing tree…”

It seemed to be made of pure, pale water, swirling up into a few elegant, looping branches, each holding a droplet of endlessly streaming dew. It was surrounded by bright blue flowers, each crowned with a clear droplet as well. “Lakelight lilies,” Furina knew. “Traditionally given to those embarking on long journeys to wish them a tranquil road ahead, and a safe return…”

“That must be good luck,” Nahida mused, poking at one of them, tilting her head as it jiggled but didn’t spill its dewdrop. “For our journey here… and yours, after.”

The Hydro Archon smiled, considering another of the flowers, tracing its stem with a gloved hand. “This is the first time I’ve ever seen one in the wild…” Her voice had trailed off, and she’d looked up, narrowing her eyes in thought. “…Nahida, it’s strange, but…” Her eyes scanned the forest, the rock formations overlooking the dewdrop tree. “…Do you feel watched as well?”

“Hmm?” The Dendro Archon had looked around. “Not particularly, but… oh! Look!” She pointed up at the rock formations. A small, dark blue shape dove away behind them just as she did. “…Was that a Melusine?”

“Hmm.” Furina considered for a moment. “Let’s hope so. If it was, we have nothing to fear. And if it wasn’t… my helpers of the Salon Solitaire can probably keep it distracted long enough for us to get away.” She glanced at the sky. “It’s getting late. We should make camp…”

“Oh! Allow me!”

Nahida had shaped the dewdrop tree itself into their shelter, albeit with some difficulty as it contained almost more Hydro than Dendro. Eventually, though, its waters flowed down around them without ever touching them, letting them rest comfortably in its trunk. After a simple meal and some hushed, increasingly sleepy conversation under the stars, Furina found she’d never fallen asleep quite so easily before.

 

When she and Nahida had arrived on the little island within the dream they shared with Kintsugi, Furina found she’d taken the dewdrop tree with her into the dream. Kintsugi was waiting for them both, thoughtfully looking up at it, tilting his hat back to properly take it in. “Quite a sight…”

“Is that approval I hear?” Furina couldn’t help but rib him a little. “Something in my nation warrants a good word from Mr. Hat Guy himself?”

He turned, facing them with a little grin. “Well, look at you. A refined lady in the wild, who’d have thought. Do keep taking the scenery with you, it really beats Meropide.”

She’d playfully tilted her head. “I’m really not sure a criminal like you deserves boons such as these…”

He’d raised an eyebrow. “Oh, as if you didn’t jump up and down to revoke your own law and prevent me from being sentenced.”

“You got me there,” she conceded with a smile, raising her hands and sitting down in the grass. Nahida and Kintsugi soon joined her, watching the increasingly wondrous sky over the water, and the marvelous shapes in the far distance, hinting at everything yet to come on their journey.

 

Nahida and Furina traveled further into the forest, leisurely gathering inspiration, discovering new plants and animals for themselves, crossing streams and weaving in and out of the thick of the trees for a few days. At times, they felt like they were being watched, but nothing ever posed a direct threat to them.

Then, a few days later, they ended up at a truly magical sight deep within the forest.

They’d crested a hill and could finally look down at the clearing beyond when Furina halted first, her eyes glinting with wonder. Nahida, catching sight of it just a beat later, followed suit. “Oh, stars…”

Ahead of them was a crystal clear lake, the island at its heart dominated by a giant, sky-blue weeping willow. Its massive umbrella of bowed branches shone in the sunlight, radiant like an ethereal, mystical fountain of pure Hydro. It seemed partly comprised of actual water, glimmering and constantly flowing, coursing up through its trunk and down into its swaying leaves. The lake’s shores were surrounded by sprawling flowery meadows dotted with lakelight lilies, and lined with smaller, but equally beautiful willow trees of the same species as the one at its heart.

The very air sparkled with Hydro energy, interlaced with Dendro in the most intricate of ways. Both Nahida and Furina felt their own powers resonating with it all, and they briefly glanced at one another, reaching out in wordless agreement – and giggling as all they managed to do was create a giant Dendro core as their powers mixed. Their laughter intensified as its eruption reacted with all the Hydro in the air, creating more of its kind until green glimmers and explosions of verdant energy coursed all the way down to the lake itself. Nahida spread her arms and raced downhill, trying to outspeed the eruptions, Furina soon abandoning all decorum and following her, shouting and laughing in a mixture of shock and hilarity, holding on to her hat for dear life.

“Catch me if you can!” The Dendro Archon turned around, hopping and skipping and running backwards through the dewy grass, willow branches swaying all around. Furina’s grin widened as she sped up, quickly gaining on Nahida’s short legs. She soon reached out, snatching up her counterpart on the shores of the lake. “…Gotcha!” She lifted the Dendro Archon as she kicked and struggled and giggled, her blue eyes narrowing in further mischief, then filling with an idea. With jaunty, dance-like steps, she carried her counterpart onto the surface of the lake, letting her look down into its flowing depths as she stilled and her bout of giggling calmed into a wide grin. Dragonflies flitted away across the surface where they went, glittering green and blue.

“Look at that,” Furina marveled. “You mentioned you wanted to go for a swim earlier, in the city. Wouldn’t this be the perfect place to learn how to swim underwater?”

Nahida stilled further, really looking this time. She gave a little gulp, her eyes widening. “I… I’ve always been a little scared of deep water and everything in it,” she admitted, a little ashamed. “I know it’s all part of this world, but…”

“It’s alright to have likes and dislikes, even fears,” Furina reassured her. “I mean, look at me.” She laughed, a little reflexively, but then sobered once she realized what she was doing. “…Ahem. …But… if I know anything about you, it’s that you’re curious, and you love learning and experiencing new things.” Her smile was so gentle, rivaling Nahida’s own in situations where their roles had been reversed. “This is just a lake, not the sea. We can stay near the surface, and I’ll be here with you the whole time.”

“…Yeah,” the little Dendro Archon nodded, considering quietly. “Yeah, you’re right. Okay.” She met Furina’s eyes. “I’m ready.”

“I’ve got you,” the Hydro Archon smiled. And then, without further ado, she let herself sink into the water, still holding Nahida. Their clothes billowed around them as bubbles rose up, rendering everything hazy and confusing for a moment.

Nahida instinctively held her breath, cheeks slightly puffing out as she dared to open one eye, letting the underwater world come into focus. She could see whirling schools of fish, swaying fronds of kelp below… beautiful, glowing roots coursing down all around, descending and stretching outward, flowing with Hydro energy. The lake was so much deeper than she’d expected…!

She needed to breathe, though… and while she knew she could breathe the water, it was still scary to actually trust it…

…Furina came bobbing up before her, smiling, her mouth comfortably open, keeping eye contact while gently motioning for her to breathe.

Nahida braced herself, opened her mouth, and let in the waters of the lake.

They flowed through her like air. There was no pain, no suffocation, nothing. She gave a soundless gasp, her body jolting with shocked delight.

There were so many new sensations waiting for her outside of dreams, even now. Her mind was spinning with it. Before she knew it, she was grinning. She tried moving her little limbs, propelling her through the water – diving deeper didn’t put uncomfortable pressure on her ears either, the way she’d read about happening in the waters of other nations. It was fine – it was all fine. She could weightlessly paddle down and venture between the kelp and the schools of fish, Furina staying by her side the whole time…

…and then there were those beautiful glowing roots, hinting at the vastness of the great willow tree, its deep reach into Erinnyes itself…

She swam over to one, placing a little hand onto it. She was aware of Furina joining her, curiously beholding the way her luminous green Dendro connected to the tree’s Hydro – but there was no way to explain without speaking. Nahida thought about it for a moment, then held out her hand with a questioning look in her eyes.

Furina took it, widening her eyes as Nahida’s voice resounded in her mind. Is this okay? I’m not reading your mind! It’s really just a connection like the dreams.

Perfectly fine, ma chérie! She glanced at Nahida’s powers intertwining with those flowing within the roots. …What are you doing, if I may ask?


I’m connecting to the willow. It’s so big! The roots seem to extend all the way below the island of Erinnyes, and maybe even connect to the leylines. It’s connected to all the smaller willows, too, they’re effectively the same tree. I can’t tell for sure, but they might all be offshoots of Irminsul itself!


Furina’s eyes glinted as she looked up and around, to the roots surrounding them on all sides, radiant and surging with energy. …And therefore, part of you, yes?

Like a distant cousin! the Dendro Archon beamed.

Furina let out a soundless laugh. Well then, we mustn’t rush this precious family reunion! Then her eyes widened in alarm, and she pulled back her hand, breaking their connection. Nahida followed her gaze.

Someone had joined them. A small figure, dark purple and blue, shaped like a Melusine – but the eyes were wrong. Sharp, violet, reptilian, with unnerving slit pupils and a piercing stare.

She was smiling, however, eager and bright, and gesturing animatedly at the roots and the connection Nahida maintained with it. The Dendro Archon hesitated for a moment, but then stretched out her free hand to the newcomer.

Furina kept a wary eye on the two, ready to summon her helpers. She might trust the Melusines, but this one… there was something wild and strange about this one. She truly seemed to care for the willow tree, however, and didn’t make one move to harm the Dendro Archon.

It took a while, and Nahida’s expression shifted from slight confusion and careful consideration to sudden understanding, and then intrigue, before she let go of the little being and reconnected with Furina. Pahsiv wants to show us something!


…Pahsiv?


That’s her name! She’s really interesting – she uses ‘Pahsiv’ for ‘yes’ and ‘Melusine’ for ‘no’, and a few other stand-ins for other words as well, so it took me a bit to understand her. I think I’ve got it now, though. Nahida looked after the little figure as she swam off towards one of the tunnels leading beyond the lake. Do you want to follow her?

Furina brought a doubtful hand to her mouth. I’m not sure…

We came for inspiration, Nahida reasoned. This might be it. I’m not afraid!

Well… Furina’s eyes flitted between her and Pahsiv. …Alright. Anything for the sake of the arts! And keeping you safe, she added, quick and quiet, making Nahida giggle soundlessly. Alright. Then let’s go.

Together, they swam after Pahsiv, Furina with practiced strokes and Nahida with inexperienced little paddles, but still steadily making their way through root-lined tunnels where the willow’s blue light was their only guide. Pahsiv led them deeper and deeper, until they knew they must be under another part of the Foggy Forest entirely, before diving straight down into a well-like hole in the tunnel floor.

They emerged into the most stunning space.

Roots, roots on all sides – massive, pillar-like, flowing and bubbling like water from the ceiling to the distant floor of the most enormous submerged cavern either of them had ever seen. It was bigger than the interior of the Opera Epiclese, humming with Hydro energy. The two Archons swam out into the huge space, looking around in bewilderment and awe, right up until Pahsiv rejoined them. The little being popped up in front of them with a beaming smile, holding out her stubby little hands.

They both took them, tentative and curious.

Roots of Erinnyes! the Melusine-shaped creature exclaimed brightly in both of their minds.

Nahida gestured around. Are these the willow’s roots, Pahsiv?

Pahsiv shook her head. Melusine!

Furina cocked her head. But they’re clearly connected. What do you mean, they’re not the willow’s roots?


Willow, Pahsiv!


Furina frowned, but Nahida moved closer to Pahsiv and placed her other hand onto the mysterious being’s as well. Do you mean this is the real willow, Pahsiv? Its main body?


Willow, Pahsiv!


The Dendro Archon’s eyes sparkled as she looked around at the majestic cavern. This is where all the energy is. The trees on the surface are just that… the surface… a shallow glimpse of the full organism that stretches out through Erinnyes.

Willow, Pahsiv. Roots, Pahsiv. Before, water, bitter, ka-pow. Tree, sick, wilting, yellow. Roots, strong. Pahsiv gestured around at the roots. Traveler, ka-pow. Water, sweet. Roots, flowing. Willow, blooms.

Furina had grown more bewildered with every next word. Nahida…?

The Dendro Archon had covered her mouth, thoughtfully pondering. I think she’s saying that… in times of hardship, the roots can withdraw their power from the trees, making them wilt but safeguarding their life force here. Then, in better circumstances, the energy flows back to the trees. They wilt and bloom alternately, storing and taking energy from the roots. And… the Traveler was here! He mended whatever was wrong with the water and the roots, allowing the energy to flow back to the trees and make them flourish again. Is that right, Pahsiv?

The Melusine-shaped being nodded enthusiastically. Pahsiv!

Furina faltered, staring around with new eyes at what’d been beneath the island she’d basically called home for five centuries all along, and Nahida could only smile as she saw another realization sink in, too.

 

That evening, drying off in the balmy air by the lake’s shores as they’d left Pahsiv behind underwater, Nahida waited for Furina to speak. It didn’t take too long. The Hydro Archon wasn’t the best at staying quiet.

“…Yes, yes, I know, the willow and its roots bear a striking resemblance to me and what I should be doing. I too should withdraw my energy from the surface and safeguard myself so I don’t ruin myself…”

Nahida could only smile up at the first stars, the purple sky truly stunning over the luminous blue willow trees. “Do you think we’ve found it? What we came for?”

“…Eh?!”

The Dendro Archon turned to Furina. “It feels like this might be it,” she beamed. “Your muse. The character acting out of her own considerations and doing what’s right purely because she knows it’s right…”

Furina was quiet for a moment. “…It might not always show on the surface, but for the willow’s sake, the energy needs to go underground from time to time. People may want to see the tree beautiful and blooming all the time, but that’s… just not possible…” She thoughtfully covered her mouth. “We… really might be able to work with that, yes…” She let out an incredulous little laugh, her eyes glinting with new understanding, and just a hint of moisture. “…Thank you, Nahida… this’ll be a performance to remember.”

“I should be thanking you for the entire adventure!” the Dendro Archon beamed. “Without you, I’d still be on the shore…”

“Haha! Anytime, ma chérie!”

 

That night, Kintsugi immediately folded his arms at the sight of the giant willow dominating their dream island, and the clear addition of endless glowing labyrinths below the waves. “What have you been up to now?”

They told him, with starts and stops, enthusiastic rambling he had to interrupt just to keep making sense of it all, and lots of disapproving glares from him. “You mean to tell me you let her swim down and out underneath Erinnyes Archons know how far, into the dark, guided by a creature you’d just met –”

“It was fate!” Furina exclaimed. “She was a muse! The embodiment of the performance itself! The wild fairy of Erinnyes!”

The glare intensified. “Forgive me for not entrusting your imaginary muse with the fate of my Archon. Remind me again why I’m not breaking out through the pipes, or, hell, simply Meropide’s ceiling right this instant?”

“Because that would get you locked up more securely and for far longer and that would make me really sad!” Nahida interjected, taking his hand. He seemed on the verge of snatching it away, a newly wary eye on Furina, but then sighed and gave in. “Yeah, yeah. Just don’t do it again.”

“Only if you don’t immediately break the law again when you get out.”

“No promises. That depends entirely on how ridiculous Fontaine is when I get out. Maybe you can already get started on revoking just a few of your more… nonsensical laws, just in case.”

“Don’t be such a grouch,” Furina teased, waltzing over to the island’s shore and onto the endless lake by herself, elegantly spinning and skating. “When you see our performance, even you surely must agree it was all worth it!”

He merely raised an eyebrow. “I won’t be out in time to see it, remember?”

“Ah… that’s true. What a shame…”

“We’ll tell you all about it, and maybe the troupe can show you the best parts,” Nahida reassured him. He scoffed, rolling his eyes, but didn’t say anything against the idea. The Dendro Archon smiled. “So… how have you been in the meantime?”

“Oh, you know. The usual. Still getting the weird meat for allegedly overworking myself. Still hiding it in people’s shoes and overalls when I don’t feel like eating it.” He gave a malicious little grin. “The reactions and new rumours are priceless.”

Furina tried to look affronted, but ended up breaking that façade and bursting into giggles. “Monsieur, you are too much –”

Kintsugi folded his arms, beholding her little lapse in dignity with fond amusement. “On the contrary, I’m exactly what the place deserves.”

 

He’d enjoyed being a menace to some of the other inmates, especially Maxime and his burly friends.

The big man that’d tried to foolishly threaten him on his first day in Meropide still glared at him from his own table during basically every meal, and sometimes even tried something foolish again, so Kintsugi supposed it was well within his rights to mess with him.

Today, a few days after Furina and Nahida’s discovery of the willow, wasn’t much better in that regard.

As Avice came walking in to join them, Maxime stuck out his foot from where he sat, tripping her. She managed to prevent herself from falling on her face, but couldn’t prevent two little objects from flying out of her pocket, tinkling across the cafeteria’s metallic floor. Kintsugi instantly recognized the brass rings she’d wanted to keep a secret from Faissolle – now finished, ready for their rapidly upcoming wedding.

He reacted quicker than lightning, leaning down and making a grab for it, hiding the rings within his own pocket. Avice sent him a grateful look as gave her a slight nod. Thankfully, Faissolle hadn’t seen a thing, as he’d risen to face Maxime and help up his fiancée as soon as she’d fallen. “N-now, Maxime, was that really necessary –”

“Shut it, little nurse. We both know there’s nothing you’re gonna do.”

Faissolle stammered, torn between wanting to stand up for Avice and his own conflict-averse nature. Avice fumed seeing the effect Maxime had on her fiancé. Maxime just grinned. “Yeah. Thought so.”

“If you want to annoy me, you can just do it directly.”

The big man looked up. “What was that?”

Kintsugi hadn’t even looked up from his food, his hat still obscuring his face. “Everybody knows you’re just trying to get on my nerves without confronting me directly and things getting physical like last time,” he explained, patiently, as if to a child. “You know that’s the only way to get me to even consider your meaningless existence.” He shook his head. “It’d be laughable, if it weren’t so tragic.”

Maxime fully turned to him now, going a little red. “You’d rather I target you, little fish?”

Kintsugi slightly raised his head, grinning. “Why drag this out?” he countered. “Come on, you know you want to.” He knew he’d been a thorn in the big man’s side since his first day here. He’d let him have a glimpse of his strength, his delicate, slender hands that’d made the bones in his wrist creak and grind together effortlessly. He’d known then as he knew now that Maxime wouldn’t be able to let that go. The big man had been picking at him like a scab.

“Those are fighting words, fancy little man. Do you want to test yourself against me?”

Oh, this was too good. He was just talking himself into his own trap now. Especially seeing the attention these words drew from all over the cafeteria. The murmuring had already started. Kintsugi stroked his chin, pretending to consider it. “Do you? I don’t really see the need.”

Maxime scoffed. “Of course. A scrawny little fish like you. Must be frustrating, being so small – where to put your fighting spirit in a place like this?” His friends chuckled with him. “The Pankration Ring doesn’t offer matches that fit your like. Nothing that’d be any fun to watch, in any case.”

“No, you see, that’s where you’re wrong,” Kintsugi idly corrected him. “I don’t particularly want to rid myself of my aggression. I’m perfectly fine holding on to it for the opportune moment.” He wasn’t even bluffing – he knew the virtues of sharpening oneself like a fine blade, not wasting a single drop of fury until the moment came to put it all into one’s actions. “But if you insist on providing such a moment, well, who am I to refuse?”

Maxime hesitated.

Kintsugi toyed with his cutlery. “Or, you know, you could always cause a scene here and now and have me slam you into a wall before you could show off in any way, but that’d be such a waste. Undignified. At least in the Pankration Ring there’d be some semblance of honour and intent – although it’d be more than you actually deserve…”

Maxime warily narrowed his eyes, ignoring all the eyes now fixated on him from all around the cafeteria. “What, you and those dainty little hands, against these fists…?” He balled them in demonstration. They were huge. Kintsugi already knew that meant nothing at all. “I don’t see you being particularly eager to make a move against these dainty hands,” he remarked, returning to his food.

“You’re a Vision wielder,” Maxime conceded, backpedaling just a little. “Pankration would hardly be fair.”

“Oh, I don’t need my Vision to leave you in the dust.”

Maxime’s next words actually surprised him. “…It’s on. I challenge you to pankration. Right now, after lunch.”

He looked up, fixating the man with sharp violet eyes. “I accept.”

 

The cafeteria buzzed with activity, so many inmates buying themselves out of their next shift in order to watch the upcoming match that the guards had to start offering extra coupons for those that did want to work. Faissolle and Avice tried to talk Kintsugi out of it, stating he didn’t have to defend them in any way, to which he could only offer a flat glare. “I’m not doing it for you. He amused me, for a little while, but I’ve grown bored. Time to end the charade.”

Entering the Pankration Ring, his sandals clanked on rusty metal as he strode through a noisy crowd, pulling away in annoyance from those that wanted to clap him on the shoulder, jostle him or address him in any way. The arena itself rose up before him, framed by higher balconies, dripping pipes running overhead.

Looking up, he saw Wriothesley already there, casually leaning over the highest of the metal railings and only offering a slight nod as their eyes met. A little jolt coursed through him at that – and not even at the fact the man seemed to know everything, watch his every move, be ahead of him no matter what he did. What was that feeling…? Nerves, pride, shame…? This was far less noble than the sword dance he’d once performed under those other, far warmer eyes…

…He shook himself. Enough of that nonsense. He wasn’t here to impress Wriothesley or even stay in his good graces. He was just ridding himself of a pest, that was all.

He’d heard the Traveler hadn’t been allowed to partake in pankration at all when he’d been in here, on account of his reputation preceding him and no one wanting to run the risk of him accidentally killing anyone. He supposed he didn’t want to create such infamy for himself. He’d hold back.

He and Maxime entered the ring, opposite one another. Just outside of it, Roussimoff was rapidly building enthusiasm. “On the one side, our trusty Maxime, the thundering fists of Mont Automnequi! You know him well! He seldom misses, never falls! On the other, a newcomer of some renown, looking the Iudex in the eye and breaking the law during his own court case! He was using his Vision for that, however, which he won’t be doing during this match – we have to keep things fair! Is he foolish or brave? One way to find out! I give you Hat Guy!”

Kintsugi completely ignored the reactions to his alias – laughter, mockery, curious murmurs – choosing to leisurely study his nails instead. He didn’t need to look up to know Maxime was fuming in front of him, so he didn’t. Vermin like him wasn’t worth a second more of his gaze than strictly necessary.

Roussimoff raised his arms. “Fight!”

Maxime charged in like a bull, relying on strength, speed and weight, intending to grapple him, slam him down and let his fists do the talking.

Kintsugi didn’t let him. He danced aside, spinning away as lightly as he would’ve done with the aid of his Vision. He was still a hollow puppet, slight and agile, with a lifetime of highly varied experiences giving him all the reflexes he could ever need.

He’d hold back. He would, however, also be giving the audience a little show. He was nothing if not theatrically inclined.

With every single one of Maxime’s blows, he stuck close to the man’s side, but made sure he was always just out of range. He dove under his grasping hands, danced backwards, planted his own hand on the man’s outstretched arm and lightly vaulted over it altogether. He was grinning the whole time, robes and ribbons fluttering, tauntingly out of reach.

The audience had reacted with mixed sentiments at first; some had wanted to see blood, booing his less-than-violent approach, but others applauded and encouraged his acrobatics. Those reactions started winning out. He knew he was fun to watch, and most of the inmates appreciated an underdog. He didn’t look like much next to Maxime – the longer he could outwit the big, increasingly red-faced man, the more fun it was for everyone but him. His foul little grin at that idea only improved matters.

“Come here, you little insect!” Maxime roared, to which Kintsugi merely stuck out his tongue while darting straight back. The big man turned even redder. “You must be using your Vision! Dancing around like a pathetic little bird – !”

“If I was using my Vision, you’d know,” Kintsugi retorted, at the same time as Wriothesley finally straightened out above. “He’s not, Maxime,” the Duke called down. “And you’d best keep to the rules as well.”

Something warm coursed through Kintsugi’s chest at that. He caught himself smiling again.

The big man faltered, then turned a little thoughtful. “I call up Yves, Julien and Francis,” he then called out. “No rule against bringing in a friend.”

“There’s not,” Roussimoff agreed. Wriothesley leaned back, interested, but not worried. Kintsugi turned to the newcomers coming up, rolling his shoulders. “Alright, fine by me. I will be getting serious, though.”

“Fine by me,” Maxime echoed him with a grin at least as foul.

That grin died very quickly as Kintsugi actually made his first move.

Julien came in swinging first, Francis and Yves attempting to approach him from the sides while Maxime was still behind, trying to cage him in. The puppet, however, reacted like lightning. Julien was the first to reach him, so his fingers shot out for his throat first, forcing a choked gasp from the man and letting him crumple to the ground at once. Dive, skid away across rusted metal, jab once, twice, and down went Francis and Yves. He stood up, wiping imaginary dirt off his hands before the eyes of a stunned, and even angrier, Maxime. “Now what?”

He’d once dispatched of over a dozen armed swordsmiths before they could blink. This was child’s play.

He was being booed again, though. “Blood! We want to see blood!”

“Punch him into the infirmary!”

He gave a slight smile. He wouldn’t be doing that. Sparing Faissolle the hassle was the point of all this. The other three would wake up with nothing worse than a headache and a bit of a sore throat, either.

He was aware of Wriothesley leaning in. He gave one glance upward, the barest acknowledgement for the Duke.

Maxime came charging in as soon as his eyes were elsewhere.

Kintsugi gave the slightest twitch of his mouth, let out the barest sigh. Other than one twitch of his arm, he did not move.

Maxime gargled, choked, and thudded to the ground, nicely completing the pattern of fallen men around him.

The crowd around the Ring fell silent for just a second, before erupting into louder cheers than ever. He briefly basked in it, unable to help himself, spreading his arms in a cocky gesture that had them cheering even louder before nonchalantly walking away. At the exit to the Ring, Avice and Faissolle were waiting for him. “That was… that was…”

“Don’t you worry about a thing,” he remarked. “Your wedding is days from now, it’s the last thing you both need.”

“That’s really t-thoughtful, friend,” Faissolle beamed. There was still a glint of worry to his eyes, however. “T-they won’t let this go, though, you know…”

Kintsugi faltered for a moment. “…No, I suppose not.” Humiliation and knocking people out had been tried and true tactics when he’d still had somewhere else to go in order to leave his opponent far behind, or even when he’d still been a Harbinger instilling sufficient fear through his title – but here and now…

He glanced at Wriothesley. The Duke had turned away, a contemplative hand at his own chin. That didn’t make him feel better in the slightest.

 

That night, Nahida and Furina agreed with him. “That may have been a… bit of a foolish tactic,” the Hydro Archon had to admit, after the Dendro Archon had given Kintsugi his expected, although half-amused chewing out. “But I do appreciate your sense of drama! I wish I could’ve been there to see it!”

“Meropide is turning me into a moron,” he grouched. “Can’t believe I just forgot I’m locked in with them. But what was I supposed to do? They’re annoying vermin that should know their place. I’m happy to shove them into it as many times as I have to.” He shook himself, turning back to Furina. “Tell me something else. Are you back from the Forest yet? You’ve been traveling back for a few days now.”

“We… we are,” she nodded, a glint of unease of her own to her eyes now. “We’ve made it back to the Court earlier today, and it’s lovely to once again be surrounded by the amenities of civilization – hot water, soft beds, morning coffee…”

“…Don’t remind me,” Kintsugi muttered, a hint of yearning to his own eyes. “But…? I’m sensing there’s a ‘but’. Out with it.”

“…But… well… our trip to the Foggy Forest was, I’m afraid, my first-ever holiday.” She let out a jittery little laugh. “The past two weeks have been lovely. Coming back from that, slipping back into regular day-to-day life…”

“We can extend our break,” Nahida suggested.

“No, no. We can’t. The show must go on! The performance needs work, and then there’s everything else, too…” The ball she wasn’t supposed to mention to the Dendro Archon’s companion…

…Hmm. That didn’t feel quite right anymore. Sharing dreams with the two of them so often now, almost every night, Hat Guy was starting to feel a little like her companion, too.

“…I’d almost forgotten what we were in the Forest for,” she admitted. “When we found our inspiration, I hardly realized it. I was having so much fun just… being. Being away from everyone’s eyes…”

“I know what you mean,” Kintsugi heard himself say, surprising himself. “You can almost stop judging yourself, right?”

“I don’t think I’ve ever judged myself. I simply stopped feeling judged by everyone else.”

He grinned at that. “That’s still you, you know. You don’t actually know what anyone else is thinking. You can’t read minds like Kusanali.”

She stared at him, opening and closing her mouth a few times. “That’s…”

He folded his arms. “Making too much sense?”

“…Far too much.” She had to sit down, sinking into the grass. “You are a most peculiar influence, monsieur. Most peculiar indeed.” She looked to Nahida. “I have to thank you for introducing us.”

She beamed. “You’re very welcome!”

Kintsugi let out an amused little scoff. He couldn’t deny he felt a little better about his own situation after talking to the two of them, and the feeling of having helped Furina, even if just a little bit, either. He nodded at Nahida. “…Thanks as well, I guess.”

He pointedly ignored her giggle, and the grass around them bursting into many-coloured little flowers with her joy.

 

The next day, things weren’t going quite so well.

“We found some incredible sights and discoveries out in the forest,” she’d started, pitching her new idea to the troupe in their little practice space. “The idea I came up with is that of a fairy, a nymph of the mystical Weeping Willow, guarding and nourishing the deep roots of the tree and the tree itself alternately, cycling the energy needed to keep the whole system alive.” She’d gestured theatrically, but her hand had trembled. “People may want to see the beautiful blue Willow, but sometimes the roots need to rest and recover or overcome hardship, and all the energy needs to go underground, no matter how this makes the tree wilt. The tree and the nymph are not always beautiful, but they are… always worthy of love…”

She’d lost steam and confidence by the word, even though she was addressing her own troupe.


What’s happening to me? Why can’t I just…


Usually no role, no performance was too difficult, too great a challenge for her. She could tackle anything, she was a chameleon onstage and off. She knew how talented she was. But this…

This role was too close to her own thoughts and feelings. The willow tree they’d found in the Foggy Forest had struck her right in the heart. Nahida’s insights were too accurate, and now she’d gotten too attached to the idea, equated it with herself too intensely…

The Little Oceanid had struck close as well, but at the very least that performance had been last-minute, and she hadn’t had the chance to really soak up the feeling of being forced to look at herself before it was already over, before she was already taking that bow.

She couldn’t stop thinking about Hat Guy’s words, even as the troupe praised her idea and discussed her setup. She felt so exposed. They were all looking at her. Discussing her. Taking her apart.

She knew what Hat Guy would be saying right now.


You don’t actually know what anyone else is thinking. You can’t read minds like Kusanali.


Even though she rationally knew they didn’t know how close to her heart this idea was, she couldn’t shake the feeling of being vivisected. That horribly familiar feeling.

Should she say something? Do something?


If I don’t follow my own intuition and take care of my own preferences, who will?


But what even were her own preferences? She preferred not to feel like this. To not put herself out there like this. But she didn’t want to hide behind a smiling mask anymore either.

Who even was she? Who had she ever even been? She’d lived up to the expectations of Focalors, then her people, and she still did, even now that she was finally free. She couldn’t stop. She’d lost her true personality somewhere along the way…

“…Furina? Are you okay?”

A little hand in hers. She looked down into Nahida’s eyes, nodding brightly, even though she could feel her eyes brimming with something warm. “Ahaha, yes, of course! I’m just thinking about the role…”

…Why was she even creating this performance? What was the point? Did she even like acting or was she only doing it because it was what she knew? How would she even know?

Did she have to like something in order to do it, or should she do things – anything that felt even remotely good, no matter the reason – simply to make the most of the time she had left? Or should she just… stop, for once in her life?

She’d been happy in the Forest, for a little while. She’d forgotten about all of this.

…She needed to get out.

She was hurrying to the door before she knew it, rushing outside into the street, looking for a spot somewhere, anywhere, where she couldn’t be perceived.

“…Furina!”

Everything was a breathless blur for a little while. Eventually she found herself in an alleyway, knees pulled to her chest, arms around her head, staring down with wide, unseeing eyes. Her heart was thumping away like some little bird, trapped and panicked.

There was someone by her side.

“Furina…”

She couldn’t reply.

“Breathe with me, Furina. Just breathe.”

She could do that.

“Can you tell me three things you can see?”

She wanted to, but no words would come.

“Can you nod? Can you see the street?”

A shaky nod.

“Can you see my dress?”

She gradually looked up. The white fabric of a dress, right in front of her, just a little distance away. Another nod.

“Can you see the green of my eyes?”

Looking up some more. Green. Yes. Another nod.

Eyes. Eyes on her. Eyes eyes eyes…

She looked down again, wrapping her arms around herself again. “I want to go back to the dream,” she managed, her voice so small and thin. “Things make sense there.”

Nahida was saying something, but her words wouldn’t arrive. Something about a breakdown being close to a breakthrough. In that case, she might not want a breakthrough.

Something about going home. She nodded at that. Her body slowly got up. Walking, the streets a blur. A door. Familiar rooms. A bed.

Exhaustion and blissful sleep. Nightmares about darkness and foaming waves and cold and loneliness and endless eyes on her, all at the same time. There was no way out. There was no sky.

Some of the eyes were green. It didn’t help much.

 

Kintsugi had had the most uneventful day of forging in the production zone thus far. Uneventful, that was, aside from the feeling of Maxime’s eyes on him and Avice, and on Faissolle as well during lunch and dinner. The vermin had even made some conversation with a guard, and slipped him some coupons, but the guard had apparently refused to do anything – must be one of the good ones. Not that Kintsugi felt above disposing of some more vermin, of course.

He’d remained vigilant the whole time, but neither the big man nor his cronies had made a single move. That didn’t help in the slightest, though. He’d remained uncomfortably alert.

Faissolle had sent him Sigewinne’s regards during dinner. That didn’t help either.

He wanted to talk to Nahida and Furina, hear Furina’s reassurances where it came to the Melusine and Wriothesley, her advice on how to deal with people down here and in her nation in general, her insights on dealing with situations there was no getting away from. She was obviously very experienced in that matter. Maybe he should’ve been listening a little more closely. Maybe he shouldn’t have been acting so cavalier – not in the Ring, not in the courtroom, not hovering above the Court of Fontaine, maybe never.

Avice and Faissolle were to be married tomorrow. He’d never admit it, but he’d let himself be shattered in the widget-forging machines before he let anything go wrong with that ceremony.

He eagerly crawled into bed, sinking into restless sleep.

 

When he arrived into the dream, the sky and sea were both a mess, rain-lashed winds howling around the island, waves clawing at the shore. The blue willow tree at the heart of their dream had wilted to a greenish yellow, drooping miserably, barely sheltering the two small figures huddling underneath it – the smaller desperately hugging the taller.

He hurried over through the driving rain, not thinking at all for a moment. “Furina – ?”

Blue eyes looked up to meet his. “Hat Guy?” Her voice was so small, barely there.

The skies calmed, just a little. The seas soon followed.

“What’s going on?” He knelt down, holding out an arm to Nahida – tears were streaming down her face as well, and she quickly hurried to him, pressing herself into his chest. “What’s happening out there?”

“I don’t know who I am,” Furina managed. “I thought I’d found something in the forest, I thought I was free, but… this role… acting… being seen, it’s all… all too…”

“Hey. Look at me. Look at me.” Kintsugi felt like he was floating outside of himself for a moment, but he pressed on – it was what he did. Somehow, he knew exactly what to say. “That role, those ideas? They came to you when no one was watching. When you weren’t on anyone’s strings for once. When you weren’t thinking about anyone’s opinions, the way you always do and I told you to stop doing already – never once listening to me the way you insist I listen to others.” He gave a wry little grin and a tilt of his head that made her giggle, no matter how watery. “Right? And you were happy about it. You liked it, before. That means it came from the real you. Makes sense?”

“…Far too much,” she managed, barely a squeak. The waves calmed further. The skies opened, letting in a fiery sunset over the water.

“H-Hat Guy,” Nahida murmured, loosening herself from him a little. “Where’s all this coming from…?”

“Experience.”

She blinked, understanding, thinking about the handful of times he’d been happy during his life. “…Ah… yes, I suppose…”

“It’s okay to show the wilted willow,” he uttered quietly, hardly believing what he was saying himself – but saying it anyway. “Don’t paint it blue for anyone.”

Furina’s eyes widened. “We… we have a lot to talk about, monsieur,” she murmured, shaking, but more coherent with every moment he held her attention.

“Mh. I’m not the best conversation partner. I thought you knew that already.” He frowned a little, as though picking up on an irritating sound, somewhere far away where only he could hear.

Somewhere far away, a cell door opened, and two people slipped in, speaking in hushed tones.

“Tell me… tell me something else,” Furina said then, redirecting his attention with the words he’d spoken himself earlier. “Your day. Your thoughts.”

He shrugged. “The usual. I don’t trust anyone in here. Just biding my time until I can leave.”

“You can, you know. Trust people. Let them help you, and help them in return.” Furina managed a smile. “That’s what I can say from my experience, in any case. Neuvillette and I have always thought Wriothesley is the finest warden the Fortress has ever had, and it truly flourishes under his care. Also, he has the most exquisite taste in tea.”

He let out a little sigh, but not one of total dismissal. He searched her eyes for a hint of mockery or dishonesty, but found none. “You’ll have to forgive me for not sharing the Fontainian tastes, there.”

Nahida smiled. “I think they’re delicious. We really should take some snacks back to Sumeru, I just know I’m gonna miss them soon.”

Furina let out a watery little laugh, a playful twinkle in her eyes despite everything. “There, you see? I insist you give them a chance, someday…”

He couldn’t help but shake his head in fond exasperation, looking up and around at their environment for a moment, the fiery sunlight over the water. “Now, who made this sappy sunset…”

Nahida giggled. Furina’s smile widened. “Why, if I didn’t know better, I’d swear you’re in charge of the skies in here as I am the waters, monsieur…”

He made to reply, but then picked up on something again, and gave an absent shake instead. Footsteps, somewhere on the other side of reality. Too close. Didn’t matter. Furina and Nahida were real, and right here in front of him.

The distraction had made him lose track of their conversation, but her earlier words still echoed in his mind. Trust people. Let them help you, and help them in return.

“…Faissolle is getting married tomorrow,” he mused. “I’m not helping with that. Everything’s already set up, anyway.”

“Already?” Furina wiped the last tears off her cheeks. “How time flies…”

That it did. Faissolle’s wedding would mark the end of his first month in here – the halfway point of his sentence. He felt like it was all passing by far too easily for anyone’s good. “They’re set to come walking in through the administration entrance, as if they’re being readmitted. It’s ridiculous.” He searched her face, gauging her expression. “…When’s the performance again?”

“Three weeks from now.” Her eyes instantly grew a little frantic again. “We still have to take care of the props, finalize the costumes, the lighting, the music, the lyrics – my interpretation of the role –”

“Stop, stop.” She was getting panicked again. “You’re giving me a headache. Calm down.” He huffed out a sigh. “You can talk to me about it, alright?”

Nahida had looked between the two of them as they spoke, letting everything play out with glimmering eyes, unwilling to disturb whatever was going on by speaking herself. Her eyes widened as Kintsugi took Furina’s gloved hands, and her fingers closed around his. “And you…” she started, swallowing thickly. “…you can talk to me about Meropide, too.”

“I’m keeping you to it,” he smirked. “I’m just glad you’re not crying anymore –”

Movement, far away, far too close. His voice faltered.

And the dream… shattered.

Somewhere, something went very wrong. Somewhere, a brutish hand closed around a delicate purple flower, crushing it, ripping it from its decorated pot, and then sending that pot crashing to the floor. Somewhere, a little plant was overcome with gruesome agony – agony it sent right into the one using it to connect to the Dendro Archon.

Kintsugi clutched his head and screamed.

Everything went dark. He was blind, he was restrained, he was burning up with torturous pain, inside and out. His mind wouldn’t work. Flashes of light, flashes of blue and green eyes, flashes of –

– he was swinging a fist, slashing a clawed hand through the air, the light of his sputtering halo cutting through the dark, kicking and sending out windblades to anything and everything he could, anything that dared come close to him.

Someone screamed. He vaguely recognized the voice. Someone else he didn’t recognize, too.

“Friend! S-stop it, friend, you don’t want to be doing this – !”

Hands, holding him back. Another slash, immediate retribution. Another scream. He knew this voice, too. It didn’t matter. He just had to get away, had to get everyone away from him –

Flashing lights. A blaring alarm. Running footsteps.

He was on the floor. No – he wasn’t. He was kneeling on top of someone, his hands around something – something alive and gasping –

He let go. He looked down in horror. He recognized that face, those warm eyes, now wide and filled with disbelief, confusion, fear. Wide eyes, pale face. He realized his knees were soaked with blood. Faissolle. Faissolle’s blood –

He looked around. There was a guard, black uniform torn, body covered in wide open, bleeding gashes. There was another man, bigger, just as ruined – Maxime. Earth and roots and pottery shards next to him.

There was someone in the entrance to their cell. Someone small, with eyes the colour of blood under a pair of trembling feelers, holding what looked like an ornate toy gun.

It fired just fine. He was too out of it to dodge.

The tranquilizer dart bounced right off his neck, falling uselessly to the floor. He looked at it for just a moment before reflexive murder once again filled his eyes, and he was in the air again, rushing straight at Sigewinne –

– and finding his way barred by a far larger, broad-shouldered silhouette.

A hand in his neck, snatching him out of the air and pushing him down onto his knees, effectively scruffing him. Ice-cold eyes, very close to his face. “Kindly refrain from mauling our head nurse, Mr. Hat Guy.” The Duke’s voice was biting, of a temperature to match.

Agonized whimpers and laboured breathing behind him. The raw scent of blood. Guards, rushing past him and Wriothesley, gasping in horror at what they found in the cell. His own hand, reflexively lifting, clutching a whizzing black vortex as his eyes flared blue.

Wriothesley didn’t flinch, even as Sigewinne did, fearfully hiding behind the Duke. A heartbeat later, cold air wafted into his face as a freezing metal fist was pressed almost to his cheek. “I won’t say it again.”

“Go on,” Kintsugi ground out through gritted teeth. “Do it. See if I care.” He didn’t. He really didn’t. Not with what he’d just done.

“Sigewinne! We need you over here!” The tearing of cloth, the Melusine snapping out of her horror and darting into the cell. “Y-Yes! Of course! Just keep the pressure on…!”

Wriothesley’s eyes were still calm, even compassionate. “I think you do care, Mr. Hat Guy. I rather think I’d be short a face already if you didn’t, no?”

The vortex was still in his hand. His face was a mask of wordless rage. Wriothesley’s wasn’t a mask at all, but all the more unreadable for it.


…You can, you know. Trust people. Let them help you, and help them in return.


He stared at the Duke for one more moment, then tightly closed his eyes, gave one last growl and closed his hand, pulling back his arm with an abrupt jerk of his shoulders. Wriothesley nodded in approval. “Very good.” He looked into the cell. “I’m taking this one to my office. See to them. Come find me if you need any help.”

“Yes, your Grace!”

 

Later, in the calmth of a well-kept office filled with warmth and quiet, soothing music, playing from an antique gramophone.

“I hope you like tea, because I’m making us some.”

Kintsugi remained standing, trying not to shake apart on the spot.

“You’ve really caused quite a stir. May I kindly ask you to not wake me at an hour like this again? I do need my beauty sleep.” Wriothesley rummaged around what was apparently his tea collection with his back turned to him. Kintsugi could only stare at it, some small, still coherent part of him marveling at the man’s fearlessness. Or was it understanding? The Duke really did seem to know everything, see right through him.

Tea. The scent of tea. Not Tatarasuna’s bitter matcha, but still.

“…Bitter. Make it as bitter as you can. Just keep steeping it, it’ll do.”

Wriothesley looked over his shoulder, smiling a little in pleasant surprise to hear him speak, but then flinching, sucking in a breath. “Ahh, now there’s a request. What a violation of perfectly fine leaf. I suppose I’ll make a high exception for you, then.”

“Tch. You Fontainians and your sugar.”

The Duke shrugged. “Hey, it’s the little things in life.”

Kintsugi winced and turned away, looking down. “…Faissolle. Will he live?”

“Well, that’s for the both of us and him to find out, isn’t it?”

He was getting married. Tomorrow. “He… he has to.”

“That’s not up to either of us.” Wriothesley finally picked out his teas, pouring boiling water into two well-used cups – gifts from colleagues, former inmates…? “He’s in Sigewinne’s capable hands. She’ll do what she can.”

“How ironic.”

“He’ll be able to learn up very close, as soon as he wakes, yes. With luck, he’ll wake before Maxime and Gautier for an even better look.” The Duke set down the tea and took a seat at the table himself. “Join me.”

Kintsugi did so, extremely wary but unable to refuse. “What are your plans for me?”

“Well, first of all I’d like to get to the bottom of exactly what happened. But seeing your personal development during your time in the Fortress, and your usual demeanor around Faissolle, I don’t think there’s any need to punish you further than you’re already punishing yourself.”

“…I – !”

“I’m well aware of your penchant for letting others punish you on your own behalf, Mr. Hat Guy. I will not be a part of it, it’s not in my job description. This was an accident, no?”

Kintsugi shivered, clutching his teacup, barely even feeling the searing heat. “Could you stop assuming the best about me? I’ve been wanting to do Maxime in since –”

“But you didn’t,” Wriothesley cut him off. “You didn’t make one serious move, not even in the Pankration Ring, not until he was right there in your own cell in the middle of the night, which, I suspect, was because he bribed dear Gautier to let him in.” He leaned his chin into his hand, smiling that lazy smile. “Suffice it to say they won’t be doing that again. I ought to thank you for teaching them that lesson before I could even lay eyes on them.”

There was a resounding, metallic knock on the office’s outer doors. Wriothesley got up with a small huff, setting down his teacup. “That’ll be one of the guards I tasked with taking the wounded to the infirmary. I’ll be right back.” He descended the spiral stairs, boots clanking on the metal, leaving Kintsugi to his thoughts.

Looking into the steaming tea, he almost felt like the clueless, awkward Kabukimono again – but the Kabukimono had never lashed out in blind fear and fury and left three men bleeding out on the floor before anyone could blink.

Faissolle.

Avice. How would she react…?

…Furina. He’d been ripped from the dream just as he’d been comforting her.

The flower.

His eyes widened. That must’ve been what woke him up. The Sumeru rose that’d connected him to Nahida and Furina had been –

– he had to get back –

– but how could he even think about something like that right now –

Clanking metal footsteps came back up the stairs. His attention was instantly back on the figure reemerging into the office. “…Well?” Normally, it’d have come out like a haughty order. Now, his voice wobbled.

Wriothesley considered him in silence for a moment, prolonging his agony. Then he rejoined him at the tea table, picking up his cup. “They’re all in the infirmary. Alive.”

A shuddering breath escaped him. He hadn’t even known he’d been holding it.

“As you may know, Sigewinne possesses a Hydro Vision. It bestows upon her the power to heal, although the most she can do for these three is keep them in a stable condition. They will live, however. Although Faissolle and Avice’s wedding will, of course, have to be postponed. It remains to be seen for how long.”

He could only stare into his tea, then close his eyes to keep in something warm and traitorous.

“Our head nurse also retrieved something else from your cell. The remains of a flower, badly damaged, but she insists on trying to nurse that back to health, too. She considers it a life within Meropide, and therefore her obligation to look after.”

He couldn’t open his eyes, even as he felt something leaking from them anyway. “Maxime crushed it.” He just knew. The guard – Maxime must’ve bribed him, looking to hurt him while he slept, while he wouldn’t notice and couldn’t retaliate. Little had he known, crushing the Sumeru rose would wake him in the most horrendous of ways.

“It was very important to you, wasn’t it?”

A nod. The flower, the dream sharing, it’d been so much more than he’d deserved. The only reason he’d been able to accept it for himself was the good it’d been doing Furina.

“It’ll all work out. You’ll see.” A shifting of fabric, a sense of Wriothesley leaning in – and then a hand on his shoulder, as warm as the Duke’s metal fist had been freezing, and he didn’t even flinch at it. He found himself leaning into it the slightest bit, wobbling forward as Wriothesley pulled back, silently cursing himself for needing that warmth, for accepting it from this man he barely knew and who barely knew him, even though he felt so familiar in so many ways.

And yet…

“…I hope so. I really do.”

 

Furina had quieted down at last.

When Kintsugi had let out that bone-chilling scream and was ripped from the dream through what appeared to be a jagged tear in reality, the Hydro Archon had instantly awoken, bolting upright in bed, gasping and barely holding back screams of her own. Nahida had followed suit, rushing over to her.

“What happened?! What happened to him?!”

“That wasn’t a normal awakening,” Nahida had managed, her own voice wobbling as well. “Something must’ve gone wrong… maybe something happened to the rose…”

“Is he alright?”

“I think so,” the Dendro Archon reassured her friend. “Physically he should be fine. Mentally… he will be. If something did happen to the flower, we might not see him for a while, but… he’ll be fine. I believe in him. He knows we’re unharmed, and he’s quite strong, himself.”

Furina took a deep, shuddering breath, strengthening herself. “Then I… I will be fine, too.”

Nahida hopped onto her bed as the Hydro Archon made room. For a moment, they both just caught their breath. Then, the Dendro Archon spoke again. “And… will you believe in yourself?”

Furina blinked. Kintsugi’s words came back to her. He’d been making so much sense, just before he’d…


It’s okay to show the wilted willow. Don’t paint it blue for anyone.


“I know it doesn’t make much sense to be asking you this,” she started, voice small, the greatest possible contrast to her boisterous, extravagant daylight self, “but… who am I, Nahida? My true self, if it ever existed, is gone. Overwritten by my performance. But that’s not my ‘new’ true self, and in any case it’s no longer needed by anyone. I was a fool to think I could take on a role defined by courage and integrity…”

“Hat Guy said it himself,” Nahida smiled. “You are the green willow, and the blue. You are everything that emerged from everything that happened to you.” She took Furina’s hand. “I don’t like what happened to you… but I do like you, Furina. Your past experiences shaped you, but only you get to decide if and how they continue to define your present. You, me, and Hat Guy are very similar in that regard. And there’s plenty of hope for all three of us.”

Furina had listened intently, wanting to believe the little Archon like nothing else. “Hat Guy is… like us…?” She’d never once thought to look deeper into him. He’d never encouraged it either, but she still felt terrible for never asking. “…What is his story?”

“Maybe he’ll tell you, someday. That’s up to him.”

“I’ll listen, if he ever does.” She felt herself relax, the smallest bit. “If and when we see him again.”

Until then, she’d try her best to keep his words in mind – the memory made all the clearer by the abrupt way they’d been parted. She’d remember, and hope for his return.

 

When Kintsugi eventually entered the infirmary and sank down in a chair by Faissolle’s bedside, he felt completely and utterly drained.

The Duke had joined him. “Yeah,” he chuckled quietly. “Just seeing you like this… this is punishment enough.”

The puppet didn’t look up. “Avice…?”

“She’s already visited. She’s heartbroken, of course, but just glad he’s alive. They’ve both been through a lot. Just knowing he’ll recover is enough for her. She does not believe it was any sort of intentional on your part.”

Kintsugi’s eyes wandered over his cellmate’s bandages, crisscrossing his body, his face. Most of them were already soaking through again. “He’ll wear the scars forever.”

“Mm, and so will you, won’t you?”

“He’s not the first I’ve maimed.”

“So you were scarred already. Faissolle has clearly deepened them, though.” Wriothesley rested his hands on the backrest of Kintsugi’s seat, gently leaning some of his weight onto it. “What are you gonna do about it, Mr. Hat Guy?”

“I…”

“That’s all that matters, you know. No sense in moping about it. Reconciling with oneself is the first step on the road to redemption.”

“…You must think you sound terribly clever.”

“Doesn’t matter how I think I sound.”

Kintsugi grit his teeth, let out a quiet growl. “I… I’ll work for his coupons. I don’t need them anyway.” He pondered another moment, then remembered Childe’s former cronies. “I’ll cash in a favour and get him only good meals as long as he’s in here. None of Sigewinne’s stuff.”

That garnered a small chuckle. “Hmm. You’re a good friend.”

Kintsugi’s breath hitched. “Don’t. I’m just making amends.”

“Eh, potato, tomato.” Wriothesley paused for a moment. “As a medic-in-training, however, I rather think the actual finest gift to Faissolle would be to make sure nothing of this sort ever happens to anyone else again. In other words, to work on yourself.”

His hands tightened into fists at that – but then relaxed again, no matter how reluctantly.


Trust people. Let them help you, and help them in return.


He finally looked up at the pitiful remains of the Sumeru rose, carefully returned to the soil in a new pot; wilted and torn, impossibly fragile where it sat propped up against a support in what little way had still been possible, still bleeding sap. An apt mirror to the three men sharing the infirmary with it.

He wouldn’t be seeing Nahida and Furina again for quite a while, if at all before his release. But he could hold on to their words, and hope they’d been right.

He knew he was projecting Niwa onto Wriothesley. It was a dangerous thing, and it made him uneasy and wary – but maybe, just maybe, he could trust who Wriothesley actually was, instead.

He decided to speak, and finally actually say something.

“I let myself be sentenced because I wanted some consequences for my actions earlier in life, for once.” He didn’t look at the Duke as he spoke, voice low and quiet. He didn’t feel like he could stop looking at Faissolle. “I’ve felt powerless for a very long time. I just felt like maybe, if I could get myself some proper punishment in here, then…”

A minute shift behind him, Wriothesley leaning a little more of his weight onto the chair. “I don’t care about your previous life,” he spoke, tone impossibly casual. “Everyone’s equal here. Everyone gets a new start. That’s the whole point of this place. The only consequences you’ll get are for this, and whatever you do next.”

“So that’s how it’s done in Fontaine,” Kintsugi scoffed, very quietly.

“You get what you earn from the moment you set foot on my turf. I told you as you came in, didn’t I?”

Kintsugi finally looked back, meeting the Duke’s eyes. “You get to decide, huh? So who watches you?”

Wriothesley smiled, slow and confident, yet with a hint of cold steel behind his eyes. “I do that, too.”

“…Hmm.” For all of Fontaine’s peculiarities, that was the strangest one yet. And still, Kintsugi found himself actually believing it.

He looked back to the flower, then his cellmate. Well then. Here were some consequences, at long last. Rightfully his to deal with.

He supposed he would be doing exactly that.


Notes for the Chapter:
If you want an inkling on what’s going to happen next, try googling the title of this chapter and see if you can discern a pattern, hehe~
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