
Happy Birthday, Mr Iudex



For the past four centuries, the Iudex of Fontaine’s working days have, for the most part, been quite the same.

Wake up. Put on his elaborate – and inconvenient – ceremonial gown. Exit his quarters (without stepping on his robes), say hello to Sedene. Review the day’s cases, do various paperwork, review and sign the forms the employees bring to him, answer their questions. Take care not to tangle his long hair in the backrest of his chair (he’s gotten quite adept at this). Go out for a walk, eat lunch (preferably some kind of light broth). Work some more on cases in the afternoon – or preside over a trial, if it is such a day. Take a break when Lady Furina bursts into his office, proclaiming that she is terribly bored, to sample one of the bottles of foreign water in his cabinet (hydration is of utmost importance). Work until late. File his nails, lest they turn into claws again and cause all kinds of trouble ranging from tearing his gown to damaging his documents. Go to sleep if he feels like it, or go on another walk with the hope that it rains, if he feels a little restless (he could make it rain himself, but he does not want to inconvenience the humans around the city). Repeat.

Of course, the repetition doesn’t bother him; after all, it is his honor to work to serve Fontaine in the ways he can for now, as he awaits the day he will finally preside over the trial that will encompass the entire world.

On his off-days, he goes for longer walks – or swims – where his steps often take him to Merusea Village. The Mélusines’ company is soothing and familiar; they are gentle souls, and much more pleasant to be around than the humans he has to deal with on a daily basis.

He doesn’t blame humans for this, of course. His role is simply such that the Iudex often has to witness them at their worst while they navigate what is generally the lowest point of their lives.

Once, he used to be indifferent to these strange, alien creatures. The sight of their buildings on his land only brought him feelings of vague dislike, but he left them alone as long as they did the same. Now – Now, things are much changed. He does not feel the same way as them – he never will. He will always be other; his emotions are much more muddled and complex than theirs, muted, as if he’s observing them while they rest at the bottom of the sea. He does not feel time’s flow in the same manner – what is several generations for humans is quite a short time for him.

Still, now, he understands humans better, both them and their motivations. Some are monstrous. Most are simply leading their lives – neither good nor bad. Some are admirable, resilient and honest, with sincerely good hearts.

Because of his role as Fontaine’s foremost judge, he has always made it a point to avoid anything that could affect his impartiality, and for the longest time, this meant he had not formed many – if any – close personal connections with anyone since he had arrived at the Court of Fontaine.

But this too, has changed recently – ever since the entire matter of the prophecy has been resolved and he’s been restored entirely in his status as the Hydro Sovereign. For a reason that quite escapes him, the people involved in these matters seem to have concluded that he now counts amongst their friends. On several occasions, he has found invitations from Miss Navia on his desk, requesting him as a guest for one of her tea parties that she holds regularly, often with Miss Clorinde. He hasn’t been able to go to one of these events yet, busy as he is, and he doesn’t quite have the heart to tell her he does not like tea very much, as it hides the taste of the perfectly flavorful water underneath. Perhaps he should bring some bottles from his collection when he finally finds the time to show up, and introduce them to the art of water sampling.

He also regularly receives invitations from Mr. Lyney and his siblings to attend their magic shows, and he has gone to see a few at the Opera. Thankfully, none have resulted in another impromptu trial; he is quite fond of their performances, after all, and would be saddened to see such fascinating displays of human ingenuity be cut short.

Sigewinne is among the ones who invite him for meetings, along with the Grand Duke of the Fortress of Meropide; regrettably, he has to decline most of the time, as it would be improper for the Iudex to be seen too often in a place that is independent from Fontaine’s Court – after all, the people of Fontaine must be able to sincerely trust in his impartiality and dedication to his duties (Sigewinne says he is being “too stuck-up” about this. He disagrees.) Still, he hopes that Sigewinne gets a few days off and comes to visit him in the palace soon. He quite misses their conversations, and he wishes to perhaps go see a magic show or an opera with her. Maybe the Duke would come up along as he does sometimes, and the three of them could go to the Opera.

The Traveler and her friend Paimon have not departed for Natlan yet; he has offered Fontaine’s hospitality to them with utmost sincerity, and has been quite pleased to see them around the city, on the few occasions he has had the time to come out of his office for one of his walks. They’ve even come up to the palace to visit a few times.

And, lastly, Lady – Miss Furina, as she prefers to be called these days, has started coming out of her apartments more often to give advice to eager artists and directors alike. The creations that have gotten her input are unfailingly delightful, and he always makes sure to attend. He hopes she is enjoying her newly-obtained Vision. They have spoken a few times since she stepped down as the Archon, but she seems to be avoiding him and the palace, which he understands. She must need space and time to move forward with the new life she is building for herself, and he is only a reminder of difficult and painful years for her. He does not hold it against her at all, although not seeing her around the palace anymore feels somewhat strange – the halls a little emptier, even if they are always full of people.

But all of these changes have not been enough to disturb his routine overmuch.

Which means that when the people around him start acting oddly, he notices it immediately.

It is only minor, at first. By now, it is the end of autumn, and it has been raining more frequently lately, to his delight. He walks all the way to Merusea Village, even permitting himself a swim in the waters of the lake on the way; when he arrives, he greets Selene, and inquires of the other Mélusines, his mood lifting when he learns they have all been doing well. The only thing that attracts his attention is the fact that as soon as he showed up earlier, some of them scurried off, holding things in their hands he hadn’t quite been able to recognize from afar. They return quickly enough, a little out of breath.

Strange.

He asks, but is assured everything is well. Perhaps it is only his imagination? Some of the younger Melusines avoid his inquisitive gaze, but they do not look wounded or unhappy.

He hopes he is mistaken.

-

He does not receive any more invitations for Miss Navia’s tea parties in the following weeks, and hopes he has not offended by declining so many times. He tries apologizing one day, when he sees Miss Navia speaking to Sedene, but she assures him emphatically that she understands completely and there was no harm done, and that he is gladly welcome the next time she organizes such a soirée, if he has free time.

He is relieved, but a little intrigued.

-

It is almost winter, and he is growing somewhat restless. By now, at least four Mélusines have asked him in the past week alone if there is anything in particular he might want, he has caught Miss Navia and the Traveler conversing animatedly with Sedene on several occasions (if “caught” is even the right word – speaking to her is not a crime after all, no matter how many peculiar laws Fontaine has), and the last time he went on a walk late at night, he saw Sigewinne sitting at a table outside Café Lutèce with the two women and Miss Furina. Perhaps it had been his imagination, but their conversation immediately died off as soon as they had spotted his unmistakeable silhouette coming down the street. Sigewinne hadn’t even told him she would be in town that day.

Something is surely going on, but he has no idea what it is. He tries asking around Merusea Village again, but none of the Mélusines can provide any explanation, and nothing seems amiss. A human matter, then? He questions the Traveler, but she says she has no idea what he is talking about; yet it does not escape his sharp eyes that Paimon is fidgeting and glancing at her friend too often to be natural. He turns his attention to her, but the Traveler immediately takes her leave, dragging Paimon behind her.

Whatever could be the matter, that nobody wants to consult him about this? He now has all his Hydro Sovereign powers back. Surely they know he can help? He tries collecting information from the water veins around Fontaine, but nothing stands out as suspicious. He asks the vishaps in Erinnyes, and they have not seen anything.

Unless this is a matter he would not be able to help with? He’s not sure what kind of problem that would be. Something intimately related to human emotions or the human condition? And yet the Mélusines are involved in whatever this is. But surely, with the few centuries he has spent trying to understand humans, he could also provide advice, despite being inhuman himself?

In any case, he’s grown convinced it’s not anything that would require sheer battle power; otherwise, they would have talked to him already.

Whatever could the matter be? He had never been quite as curious as the Mélusines, but he finds himself increasingly relating to their inquisitive natures.

And the whole situation is unpleasantly similar to his disagreement with Lady Furina, at the time where she didn’t want to reveal what she knew. Do they simply not trust him? If that is the case, he can’t quite figure out what could have made him lose their confidence. His restored status as a Dragon Sovereign? It would be very saddening for the people around him to grow afraid because of his power. Perhaps he needs to make more effort to show he wishes to protect both Fontaine and every living being in it, Egeria’s creations included.

He walks back and forth in his office, until he resolves to consult the Traveler about this. He thinks they get along well; he thinks, if she permits it, they could even be called friends. Surely, if he states his concerns, she will understand.

-

She innocently blinks her golden eyes at him. “I’m sure you’re mistaken, Neuvillette. I’ve seen Navia and the others regularly these last few months, and they’re perfectly fine. If they seemed troubled at some point, it’s probably just usual little problems from everyday life.”

He thinks he sees a glint of mischief in her smile, but it’s gone as soon as it had appeared. Next to her, her floating companion is studiously avoiding his stare, fidgeting with the end of her little cape.

“I don’t think I’m imagining it,” he tries again. “In fact, I’m sure of it. If I did something that made me lose your trust, I must apologize, but if you could do me the favor to explain – “

The Traveler interrupts him hurriedly, a hint of worry in her expression as she waves a hand between them. “No, no. I assure you, you did nothing wrong, and you have all of our trust. If something is brewing, it’s really nothing bad or to worry about. I swear it,” she says firmly, looking him in the eye. “There is no trouble of any sort, everyone is happier and much less stressed than they used to be before this whole prophecy business was resolved. The Mélusines are all happy and safe; I paid a visit to Merusea Village just last week, and the ones living in the Court are all perfectly fine as well.”

Neuvillette frowns, and yet is inclined to believe her. Her words seem sincere.

But that only leaves him more confused.

“Don’t worry your draconic little head,” says the Traveler with a mischevous grin. “We’ll all have a marvelous time. And if we don’t, well – I just swore a minute ago to you, the Iudex, that nothing bad would happen, so you can throw me back into Meropide Fortress for contempt of court.”

And with these enigmatic words, accompanied by a wink, she saunters out of his office, Paimon on her heels.

-

The cold season has been here a little while now. The winters in Fontaine are never as cold as Snezhnaya’s, but the rain still sometimes turns to snow, and the edges of the great lake start turning to ice. Neuvillette doesn’t really mind – he prefers cold weather over dreadful heat, and unlike humans, he will never get frostbite from swimming in freezing water, so winter is the season he favors.

One evening, however, he feels… tired. Today’s case has been somewhat draining to hear, and he wishes the weather was a little warmer so he could walk under the rain instead of the snow; but as powerful as he is now, he can’t control the seasons (or, at least, doesn’t wish to). Instead, he thinks he will just go for a stroll around the palace’s gardens.

But when he steps out of the office, Sedene stops him. There is an invitation for him to attend Lyney and Lynette’s magic show later tonight – what a pleasant and à propos surprise.

 

And from then on, the surprises don’t cease.

 

When he gets to the Opera, he is greeted (very enthusiastically) by Sigewinne and (more politely) by the Grand Duke, who stand in front of the Fountain along with Miss Clorinde (who nods at him). The Duke has the strange little smile he tends to have when he is pleased with the progress of his latest schemes.

As it turns out, by an intriguing coincidence, they all have elected to see the twins’ magic show tonight – is it a coincidence? The part of him that never quite steps away from his analytical role as a judge tells him it might be purposeful on their part, especially since the Duke very rarely leaves the Fortress, but it is pleasant all the same, and even more so to be seated alongside them.

Sigewinne sits right next to him, and tries to hand him one of her (in)famous milkshakes, telling him he looks “a bit under the weather” (a human idiom he never quite understood – isn’t everyone under a weather or another? As for himself, he would prefer to be under rainy weather, of course). He turns her down gently, as it is improper (and illegal) to bring food and drink to the Opera.

Who he is seated next to usually does not matter to him, unless the person is particularly loud; after all, speaking or making noise during a play is very impolite, so he does not converse with his neighbors after a show has started.

Still, he finds that being a spectator next to someone he cares for is surprisingly uplifting, and Sigewinne’s expressions of amazement and fascination only enhance his own enjoyment of the show. Neuvillette files this among the latest discoveries he has made about himself. It is strange; he has lived several centuries, and yet, he thinks that it is in these last few months that he has come to understand the most about his own feelings.

The magic show tonight is particularly grand and innovative. One of these days, he really must congratulate the twins again on their art – and Mr. Freminet as well, since he now assists his House of Hearth siblings in their shows. Perhaps he should try to speak to him as well and apologize – one day, some time ago, as Neuvilette was enjoying his day off by having a walk on the beach, Mr. Freminet had come out of the lake in diving gear not far from him… and immediately made a sound of distress and ran back into the water when their eyes had met. When Neuvillette, concerned, had approached, the boy had already swam away.

Neuvillette has seen Mr Freminet other times in the distance, underwater, as he had been making his way to Merusea Village or simply enjoying the lake’s waters, and has been impressed by how deftly he could move underwater. For a human, it certainly seems he feels more comfortable in the depths than most. It is a shame the young man seems even more frightened of him than the rest of the humans around the city.

The show is over all too quickly, and it is with a tiny prick of disappointment that he starts bidding goodnight to his companions. He should probably head back to his quarters now.

Except, when he tries, Sigewinne catches his sleeve. “How about we pay a visit to Merusea Village? It’s been a while since I’ve seen everyone.”

He blinks at her, and while some unreasonable part of him is very eager to accept, he must caution her against this. After all, it’s already late, and she must be tired.

 

She is very adamant that she isn’t, and that she wishes to enjoy her holiday to the fullest.

 

Before Neuvillette has the time to think about it further, they are on their way – and he is particularly puzzled by the fact that Clorinde and the Grand Duke are following along. It’s not that he doesn’t trust them with the Mélusines, of course, but as far as he knows, they’ve never visited the village or followed him like this.

Tonight is starting to look like a long series of strange firsts.

-

He doesn’t think he’s ever had company when visiting the Mélusines or even on an evening like this. Of course, Neuvillette is on good terms with many people around the Court of Fontaine, but none he could call a close friend. It has never bothered him; it is necessary for him to be free from any bias in his role as the Iudex.

Furina asked him a long time ago if he felt lonely, and he had said he didn’t. Recently, the Traveler had asked him the same question, and he had given her the same answer.

At the time, he had been quite sure that he wasn’t. Of course, he’s sure having close friends is a lovely experience, but as he’s never quite entirely understood his own emotions, he doesn’t even think he would know what being lonely would feel like to someone such as himself.

He doesn’t feel unhappy, at least. He thinks. He is sure he isn’t dissatisfied with his position.

-

There is an unusual amount of lights around the entrance to Merusea Village. Neuvillette squints as they approach, at first worrying it might be fire – but no. A silhouette, dressed in light clothes, accompanied by some kind of floating object, is waiting for them on the beach.

The Traveler waves at the small group, beckoning them closer; and from the shadows, Neuvillette spots Selene, who, it seems, had also been waiting for his arrival.

There is a question on his tongue, but it stays where it is as his eyes widen, taking in the scene in front of him.

 

It seems the entire population of Merusea Village is there, and then some; he recognizes Mélusines from the Palace, the Maréchaussée Phantom, and various other places in the city. Sedene stands at the entrance of the clearing, waving at him. Behind her, the path widens on a grassy meadow next to the pond. An ever-so-familiar scenery, and yet tonight it is entirely foreign to him. Tables and chairs have been set around the clearing, the style of which he recognizes from being of Mélusine-make. On the tables are a frankly dizzying number of plates, some with human food, others with substances that he identifies as the Mélusines’ enthusiastic experiments with cooking – and there are piles of Tidalgas as well, some of the younger Mélusines already drooling over them. Various garlands hang on the trees and extend between haphazardly planted (and a little tilted) wooden poles; most are made from seashells, and on some of them dangle tiny glass bottles filled with bioluminescent organisms he recognizes from the waters around Elynas. Actual human-made lanterns are scattered about as well, being the source of most of the light he had perceived from afar.

Miss Furina is sitting on one of her Hydro-made bubbles, looking at him arrive with a noticeably satisfied expression on her face, and he spots Miss Navia at the back.

He blinks at the scene, distantly thinking his confusion must be evident on his face, before a few of the younger Mélusines run up to him, breaking the awkward silence.

“Monsieur Neuvillette! Happy birthday!”

The rest of the people in attendance follow suit after a short moment. “Happy birthday!”

 

Ah.

 

The Traveler grins impishly at him, and a memory suddenly surfaces. Neuvillette, when’s your birthday? the Traveler had asked him one day, when she had invited him to that fascinating teapot she uses as a home. He had had to think about it for a moment – coming into existence had not been a clear and entirely conscious process, and it wasn’t like he had much cared about the human calendar before coming to the court of Fontaine.

He had given her the day he had been sworn in as the Iudex, which is the official birth date he had chosen a few decades ago, and, if he is quite honest with himself, he had all but forgotten about that conversation. After all, he has never bothered properly celebrating his birth, even if Miss Furina always questioned him about it and thrown lavish parties anyway – which had ended up with no particular themes and half of which he hadn’t attended, preferring the soothing company of Mélusines to the loud cheer of humans. Of course, Lady Furina’s own birthday was a national holiday and always an occasion for incredibly extravagant celebrations throughout the entirety of Fontaine.

“So that is why you asked,” Neuvillette says, turning to the Traveler. She looks like… What is the idiom the Duke uses sometimes? Ah, yes. The cat that got the proverbial cream.

“She asked on everyone’s behalf,” Miss Navia intervenes with a wink. “But to be fair, this is also because Lady F – because Furina insisted.”

“She just wants to have an excuse to eat cake instead of macaroni!” chirps Paimon, immediately yelping as she takes an impressively aimed splash of Hydro to the face.

A red-cheeked Furina clears her throat. “Nonsense! Celebrating a dear old friend’s birthday must be done properly.” She looks up at Neuvillette and pouts. “It is simply a shame that our dear Monsieur here kept skipping his own birthday for centuries on account of his impartiality. Nonsense, I say! Work obligations must never win over such happy occasions!”

And with a flourish, she gestures to the rest of the guests in an invitation, and everyone in attendance seems to take it as a sign that the celebrations are now truly beginning.

It seems that, even if she has renounced any kind of leadership position, Miss Furina is still a natural at directing festivities.

-

What a strange feeling, for one as himself, who has viewed himself as an outsider to the life of this nation for so long.

Neuvillette gets a dizzying amount of well-wishes, and does his best to thank every single person properly. Then, he takes care to find out who the main organizers of this event were, and thanks them with the utmost sincerity.

He is in the process of thanking Selene for her time when he feels the back of his robes being tugged insistently, and he finds an exasperated Furina standing behind him with a hand on her hip. “You will not waste the entire night being polite and thanking people without actually enjoying yourself! My goodness! What did we organize all this for?”

“It’s only polite – “ Neuvillette starts, but Furina groans loudly, and he hears Selene chuckle.

“No! No more being polite today! It’s your birthday, you can be as rude as you like!”

Neuvillette doubts the logic of this statement, but he does not really want to argue, instead making a mental note to send a thank-you letter to everyone involved as Miss Furina drags him back towards the crowd and Selene waves at him.

He gets many trinkets made from seashells and other various little objects from the Mélusines, too many that he can’t hold them all and has to put them down in a neat little pile on a table (he will take care to put these up in his private quarters later).

Next, the Traveler hands him a bottle of water from an oasis in the desert of Sumeru, and says she thought he may not have tried that type of water yet and that he may not get to in person – she adds jokingly that he’d probably shrivel up and die immediately if he stepped foot on the scorching dunes. He can’t deny her sound logic, and even if he knows she meant this as a joke, he’s quite sure he would take it as an assassination attempt was he ever brought to that hellish place. Still, what a shame he hasn’t been made aware of the occasion in advance. He could have brought a bottle or two from his own collection.

With a smirk, the Duke hands him a small bag of fragrant tea, telling him it would “flavor his water”, and while Neuvillette is pleased to receive a gift, he is quite incensed at the idea water would need any flavoring. It is plenty flavorful as it is. He really must introduce his friends – friends? – to the art of water tasting, and soon.

Miss Furina simply hands him an invitation to the next play she has been directing lately; it is one of her proudest creations yet, she tells him, and Neuvillette is very much looking forward to it.

A small distance away, Miss Navia, helped by Miss Clorinde, is distributing some of her famous macarons to the guests in attendance. She has prepared an entire batch for him. He is very moved by the gesture, although he makes sure to share it with Miss Furina, who he catches drooling over the box when she thinks he is not looking. His tastebuds are not entirely adapted to eating sugary confections, although he can still enjoy a small bit of it from time to time (he thinks he has eaten every type of cake in existence throughout his centuries of being invited to Lady Furina’s tea parties, so he has grown used to it by now).

And dear Sigewinne says that he doesn’t look as “bad” as he had earlier, but she still puts one of her colorful milkshakes in his hands and instructs him to drink it. It is a truly nice gesture.

The taste is not so nice, but he would never tell her that.

Distantly, at some point during the evening, he thinks that this goes entirely against the motto of impartiality he has so stubbornly adhered to these last four centuries and yet infringed upon more and more frequently these past few months, but the thought seems distant to him somehow – yes, that’s it. Like he is looking at this thought from the bottom of a lake.

 

He thinks he would like to do this again next year.




