
1. Prologue



Furina takes a deep breath, carefully considering her situation. Honestly, it’s so ridiculous that it is almost hilarious, but all she manages is a breathy laugh of disbelief before anxiety properly settles in her stomach, acid-like, and so sobering that it immediately brings her mind into focus.


Now what?


…

Her day had started on a much lighter note. She had gotten up early, determined to try more recipes in the cooking book that Sedene had given her a few weeks ago. Oh, how she missed that! Her only problem then had been getting the measurements right. Though she had felt aimless at first, cooking had quickly become a welcome constant in her new life. It helped her get back on track, providing her with a much-needed routine that still was flexible enough to allow her to get creative. Macaroni was a godsend, truly, it was so versatile!

Today, she wanted to try out a Flaming Red Bolognese, curious from a Mondstadt short story that mentioned it. She had been preparing the ingredients, humming to herself, carefully maneuvering around Surintendente Chevalmarin—she liked to summon her Salon Solitaire members whenever she was cooking, giggling at their antics in the background—when she had realized she had run out of tomatoes.

Ah, she sighed, I guess I might as well add a grocery run to my day.

Even two months after the prophecy, she still found herself hesitating when it came to going out. Most people no longer gave her stormy looks whenever she passed them, but there was still resentment there. That was okay for her… they had the right to be angry.


Fraud. Fake. No good Archon who had let her people die while she sat on her pretty throne.


Gentilhomme Usher floats up to her, distracting her from the spiral her thoughts were turning into. He gives her a tap and a curious gaze with those bubbly eyes of his, and she smiles slightly. Right. She can keep those thoughts at bay for now—she needs to. At least this one day should be peaceful.

…

The grocery run came and went without a hitch. It was on the way back that Furina encountered what would soon begin a series of unfortunate events.

A man paced on the side of the street, hands on his hips. He looked every bit the hardworking man, features marred by harsh days under the sun, now tiredly gazing at the damaged cart by his side. It seems a wheel had come off.

“Excuse me, sir, do you need help?”

He looked at her, brown eyes widening a fraction in recognition, though no hate ignited in his gaze. He merely gave her a small, tired grin, expression softening with faint amusement.

“Oh, nothing you should worry about, miss. I’ll have this sorted out… somehow.” He shrugged. “Guess I had it coming. This old thing was on its last legs.”

Furina blinked down at the cart, inspecting the damage. It was tilted to the side due to the missing wheel, the wood planks shattered from where the corner had met the ground. A few things the cart was carrying had spilled, though it seemed the man had already collected what he could. Thankfully, it seemed only one bag of fertilizer had torn.

Ah, he is a farmer, she thinks.

“I can help,” she assures him. He looks at her up and down. He coughs.

“Err… it’s fine, miss, I’ll just—”

Furina doesn’t blame him. With a snap of her fingers, her familiars appear by her side, startling him and the few people who had stopped to curiously watch their exchange. Between the three of them, righting the cart is no trouble. Gentilhomme Usher even floats to the pulling bar.

She gives him an expectant look.

“Oh,” is all he says, blinking.

“So? Where shall we go?”

He laughs, a gentle sound. “Thank you, miss. Truly.”

His name is Ruben, he later tells her when they begin heading down to his home. It’s a long walk, he warns her, but she hardly minds. She sends her singer, her fourth familiar, off with her own groceries back to her apartment. This is an opportunity to help her pe—to help people, which she always likes to do now that she has the power to do it. He had been on the way back from dropping his latest harvest on the market when the cart had failed him. He had been thinking of buying a new one, but he didn’t expect the cart to give out so soon.

Furina listens and listens and sometimes drops a few comments here and there. She’s not good at conversations, so she’s glad that he seems content to fill the silence. The topics he chooses are interesting, and never once did he comment on her discarded divinity, even though she can tell he is very curious.

He hadn’t been lying. It is a long walk. An hour later, as Furina is trying to hide how winded she is (500 years in the role of Focalors had done her no favors), the farm finally comes into view. Keeping her Salon Solitaire active has become less and less of a strain with time, but Furina hadn’t added much physical exertion to her exercises before, and so most of her focus now is on making sure they don’t disappear.

The farmer wants to give her something for the trouble, but she manages to slip away before he can actually go through with it. She has already failed him as a god, she doesn’t need to take away the few things he has too.

It is here, on the way back to the Court of Fontaine, that the second scene began. A bunch of Treasure Hoarders appeared, eyes crazed, with a grin so fierce it scared her. It was as sudden as that—Furina had been alone one second and the Treasure Hoarders had spilled onto the path at the next.

One locked eyes with her, recognized her, and immediately threw a frosty bottle her way.


No, no, no—


It was only thanks to the few training sessions she had had with Clorinde that she managed to back away in time. This wasn’t good—even though her vision was powerful, she had no real battle experience. Heck, the way she used her vision to begin with was more for tricks than combat purposes.

Her Salon Solitaire rose to the challenge all the same, aggressively descending on the Treasure Hoarders.

“Fuck—since when does she have a vision?” One wonders, ducking from Surintendente Chevalmarin’s attack.

“Don’t let her get away!” Someone else yelps, running away from Mademoiselle Crabaletta’s claws.

“Y-you shouldn’t mess with me!” She finally says, summoning her sword.

One of them, larger and heavier than the rest, swings his weapon with such power that it instantly cuts through Gentilhomme Usher, causing the hydro mimic to dispel into droplets of water. The sight causes her concentration to snap, gasping in horror, and the rest of the members briefly falter in their assault. Her heart twists.

“You will fetch us some pretty coin, fake Archon,” he hisses, an ugly smile setting on his lips. Furina freezes.

“Y-you can’t be serious…”

He laughs. That’s all the warning she gets before he is barreling towards her, weapon clutched to his side. Furina doesn’t stand a chance, but she’ll be damned if she just goes down without a fight. She has been through so much already…! She refuses to let them win.

Her tricks are all she has, so she takes a bow to taunt him and jumps back, summoning Gentilhomme Usher in her place. As expected, he goes to dispel him once again, but the blow meets nothing but air as the hydro mimic falls into a puddle to his feet and reforms again, hugging his legs. With the momentum of his blow plus the pressure on his legs, he falls onto the ground and gets a mouthful of dirt.

“Take that, you ruffian!”

Furina doesn’t stay to watch how indignant fury washes over his expression, turning back to run. No, no, the farm is in that direction, she can’t bring the kind farmer any more trouble, so she quickly turns on her heel and into the forest, barely dodging another frosty bottle. She catches from the corner of her eye how Surintendente Chevalmarin sends one of her opponents flying into a tree.

Her heart hammers on her chest. This is bad. Oh, Archons, this is so, so bad. What would they even do to her if they succeeded in kidnapping her? Had they planned and waited for their chance or simply improvised when they saw her alone? She needed to be more vigilant. They wanted mora, so maybe they would attempt to extort someone? Would they dare to extort Neuvillette?

“Oh, no…”

She grimaces. She was always causing trouble for him, wasn’t she…

She needed to—

The trees cleared just in time for her to run headfirst onto a dull, cold surface. Mechanic clicks greeted her ears, along with the sound of a weapon charging. She froze. The Clockwork Meka was one of the faulty ones, because of course it was, and it didn’t care for her one bit as it pointed the barrel of its gun to her head.

Of course, she thought, bitterly. This is how it ends. Not even a proper finale.

She flattens on the ground, rolling to the side, uncaring for the dirt that is now adoring her dress. The Singer of Many Waters snaps into existence, headbutting the gun and sending its shot off course.

The Treasure Hoarders chose that moment to rejoin the fight, yelping at the sight. Mademoiselle Crabaletta crashes into the head of one, sending him plummeting to the ground like a bag of potatoes. Furina’s heart leaps on her chest, both content to see the threat dwindling and feeling guilty for the blow.

A stray bottle—how many does he have???—whistles past. Right… the show isn’t over yet.

“Boss Lyam!” Someone shouts. Furina inhales sharply—he sounds so young. Her heart twists with guilt. What had pushed this young man—who should be chasing off his dreams, eagerly taking on the world—into a life of crime? He was just one more child she had failed to protect. They all were.


Failure. Fake. Fraud.


“Use this!” The large man that she had made fall before throws a bottle with swirling Ousia energy to him, which he barely catches. Furina can tell he won’t be fast enough, the meka is already aiming at him. Her vision glows angrily as she wills more water into existence, forcing it to slam into the meka’s chest with such pressure that it visibly dents the surface. Sparks fall off, a mechanized groan leaving the meka, weakly twitching where it stands.

The young man breathes deeply, eyes wide open. The Ousia bottle in his hands almost slips from his grasp.

Furina had no idea she could summon so much water at that pressure, either. It took far more energy than she is used to using, and she only manages to keep her composure thanks to years of acting. Her tricks—summons, walking on water, misdirection—all take more dexterity than energy. The Treasure Hoarders in her line of sight seem appropriately cowed by the display, halting in their steps, but it’s evident the fight is not over yet.

She got distracted. It would have cost her everything were it not for Mademoiselle Crabaletta, who jumped between Lyam’s backstabbing and her. She senses how her summon dispels, and she barely manages to turn to parry the next blow. This is so not her forte.

Though her Salon Solitaire members act on their own, she does need to keep her focus to keep them active and resummon them if needed. Her swordsmanship is so lacking, however, that the activity instantly commands every drop of focus that she possesses. Gentilhomme Usher and Surindentente Chevalmarin get their strings cut, becoming puddles on the ground.

The Treasure Hoarders can now focus wholly on her.

It is in the middle of this losing scenario that her mind finally registers the presence of a curious elemental energy emanating from Lyam.


What does he…?


Blow. Parry. Block.

Furina is thrown back. It gives her enough time to summon a jet of water that she throws to the ground to make it muddy, making Lyam yet again slip and fall.

“You crafty bitch,” he hisses.

“Excuse you!” She replies, miffed.

Her control is dwindling. She’s growing more and more tired. The rest of the Treasure Hoarders are blocking all possible exits. Breathing heavily, her senses zero in on that strange elemental energy. She warily tugs at it, surprised when it responds so easily. Activating elemental sight shows a small, fist-sized gem in Lyam’s pocket. How strange… is it some sort of relic? Where had he gotten it? Is it some sort of battery? Does that even exist? Furina doesn’t recall any records of an object that can boost vision-holders’ energy supply… though, perhaps, that may be her own lack of knowledge.

She doesn’t have any more time. He is already back on his feet, teeth bared, weapon raised high…!

In hindsight, trusting that gem had been a great mistake.

There is a flash of red light, and suddenly their entire surroundings shift. She has whiplash from how quickly the pressure around her changes, suddenly deep underwater. Her vision lets her breathe and see, and her eyes widen in horror when she notices that the Treasure Hoarders and wildly trashing around, disoriented as to where the surface is, some have already breathed water and are arching painfully.


No, no, no… I can’t let them die…!


Her sensory range expands. They appear to be inside a cave now, which she shelves away to panic about later. Adrenaline fills her with energy, and her summons quickly swim around to take everyone to safety. The water responds to her will, condensing under her feet, letting her stand on it as she surveys the location.

This is… this… where even are they? They are clearly not an hour from the Court of Fontaine anymore.

“What the fuck… what the fuck…” Lyam weakly protests, trying and failing to get on his feet.

Furina takes a second to study them. None of them look fatally injured. Once they recover from the scare they would only continue to chase after her, and she very much would like to not get kidnapped, thank you, but she couldn’t just… leave them, could she? Who knew where this cave led to?

Then again, this could also be part of their plan. Why would they attack a vision-holder otherwise?

She could still feel the strange energy signature from the gem in the edge of her sensory net, now that she was hyperaware of it. It was very faint. Gentilhomme Usher had taken it from Lyam’s pocket when he had saved him, and now it lay there on the ground. It was quite a gorgeous thing, honestly, she didn’t think she had ever seen a gem as clear and vibrant of red hue as this one.

Mademoiselle Crabaletta slowly made her way up the path, turning to look at her expectantly. Furina sighed softly… oh, just what she gotten herself into…?

…

After a long moment of rumination, where the boost of energy that adrenaline had given her had been about to run out under her feet, she finally decided to summon the Singer of Many Waters for the Treasure Hoarders and get a headstart. They were passed out for now, clearly shaken from the experience, and the Singer would heal them when Furina was far enough. She was thankful for the range she had on her summons, honestly…


Now what?


She had been walking for the better part of ten minutes when she finally saw light on the outside, which prompted a relieved sigh. However, any hope she may have had of a rescue promptly died at her feet when she finally managed to see what was outside.

Sand… so much sand…

Fontaine did not have a desert. In fact, Furina could think of only two nations which had one, and neither was her dear homeland. Were she anyone else, perhaps this realization would not have been as world shattering as it was for her. An unplanned visit to either Sumeru or Natlan could quickly be amended by heading to the nearest city, looking for an embassy, and exercising a repatriation right. But she isn’t. Oh, she isn’t.

Panic sets in.

She posed as an Archon for so long that surely the other Archons would not take kindly to her presence in their territories, even if she had been only a miserable fraud. The Dendro Archon was rumored to be kind, so perhaps she wouldn’t kill Furina on sight, but the Pyro Archon was another matter altogether. She would be lucky if there were even remains to identify.


That’s it. It’s over.


Feeling faint, she summons Surintendente Chevalmarin and lets her float up, and up, and up. When she delivers the news that she sees a Sumerian pyramid, Furina almost sags in relief. This is… manageable.

Forget the legal route. Furina will walk back to Fontaine if she must. Surely gods don’t have eyes on every part of the land…? She obviously wouldn’t know, having faked her authority for 500 years. Where is she, anyway? Is she anywhere close to the border? Knowing her luck, she would probably die of heatstroke before the day even ended.

The gem had brought her here… perhaps it could bring her back? Then again, what if this time it dropped her in Inazuma? The Electro Archon would—

Yeah, no, nope, she’s walking. Uh-huh. Way better.

When she regained her energy a little, she’d summon Mademoiselle Crabaletta and ride on her shell, which should be quicker. Hopefully. If she even picked the right direction to begin with…

(She knew the Treasure Hoarders had their contacts. Surely, they’d run into or look for their own, so she tried not to be too worried about them.)


Notes for the Chapter:
English is not my first language so this probably has a thousands of awkward phrasing + grammatical mistakes but I really wanted to get this idea out there. I would absolutely love seeing Furina interact with the other Archons in canon!






2. Stay

Summary for the Chapter:
Furina finds out she didn’t have anything to fear.





It takes Furina an embarrassing amount of time to realize something is… not quite right.

She can’t put her finger on what it is, though. She tilts her head, listening. Is someone playing off-key? Surely not! These performers had already excelled in numerous occasions in the past, and both her event coordinator and Furina herself trusted their talents. A curious glance at their direction didn’t reveal anything amiss. But there’s… in the background, there’s a…

The decoration remains impeccable. Her guests maintain animated conversations with each other. Even Neuvillette seems to be enjoying himself, chatting the evening away with Sedene and Clorinde. She can’t quite tell from this distance, but she thinks she sees a small smile on his lips. That’s good… she can’t remember why, but he’s been very busy these past few weeks. He deserved a chance to destress. Yes, yes…

Ah! Her staff were nearly done replenishing the sweets on the buffet table. Perhaps a little slice of cake will help her pinpoint the source of her unease a bit faster…

But then, as she passes one of the many windows on her way there, she catches a glimpse of her reflection. Since when did she have short hair? She frowns, pausing in her step. The world seems to quiet down as she does.

Come to think of it… this event… what was it even for?

She was sure she had just finished some sort of speech for it, but when? What had she said? Is that… is that a vision on her hip? No, no, this won’t do, what would her people think of their Archon using a vision…! They’d see through her act in an instant. Everything would be—

Blink. Blink. Blink.

No… this was…

“Ah, so you’ve realized,” came a soft voice to her right. “That was remarkably quick.”

Furina slowly looks down at a small, cheerful kid enjoying a macaron by the buffet. Suddenly, it’s only the two of them in the room, though the music mysteriously remains. It’s from one of her favorite operas.

“Hello,” Furina says, a bit uncertain. “When did I fell asleep?”

“Just a few minutes ago. You were very tired.”

“Everything is a bit fuzzy right now…”

“Mm, dreams tend to be like that.”

Furina often dreamed of the flood. Even now, two months after her people had been freed from the prophecy, she still woke up from all sorts of nightmarish scenarios. This was a welcome change of pace, even if she still felt inexplicably anxious and the girl’s presence was puzzling. She looked… familiar. She was fairly sure she had seen her image in one of The Steambird’s articles. Yes, it had been recent, too.

“You have an excellent eye for detail,” the little girl continued. “Most dreams aren’t as elaborate as this… see? You’ve even included the moldings, they’re striking shapes. I see Fontanian architecture is gorgeous.”

“Ah… y-yes.” She got the feeling that she was overlooking something important, but for the life of her, she couldn’t figure out what. “You’ll find different styles across the city, of course. If the Palais Mermonia is to your liking, then surely you’ll find the Opera Epiclese utterly breathtaking. Oh! You absolutely must attend one of the shows, they are simply stunning, there’s nothing like the vibrant emotion that a live performance can offer.”

She giggles. “I agree wholeheartedly. Operas have a remarkable way of capturing emotion.” She grows a bit more serious, then. “You are a very interesting person, Furina. I’d love to keep chatting with you, but I need to ask you something important first.”

That’s… not quite the response she expected. Then again, she’s not just any little kid, is she? Furina blinks, noticing her pointed ears, the vibrant, almost unnatural green in her eyes… suddenly, her unease makes perfect sense. Of course. She isn’t in Fontaine right now, how could she forget? To think she’d let her guard down so much… The faint memory of the article announcing the comeback of the Dendro Archon suddenly gets crystal clear in her mind eye. Stifling her raising panic, Furina forces herself to greet her companion with a perfectly composed smile.


Breathe.


“T-there’s no need. I’ll get out of your hair soon, you have my word.”

Buer pauses, apparently caught off guard.

“I am truly, terribly sorry. I’ve… I’ve committed quite the faux pas, yes? I did not mean to intrude in your land. Of course, if you want to start a case for deportation, I—”

“No, no,” Buer gives her a warm, kind smile, the sort of smile that one would give to someone they are… fond of? That can’t be right. “Sumeru welcomes you with open arms, Furina. If you decide to extend your visit, I would be very happy to accommodate you.”

“B-but… I’m not… I-I didn’t follow the proper procedure. I was never the, um, the Hydro Archon to begin with, so…”

“I think,” Buer said slowly, the very epitome of patience and understanding, “that you are someone who stepped up as the leader your nation needed and did so remarkably. Divinity does not automatically grant the Archon title. It is undeniable that, without you, Focalors would not have gotten very far. One could say you are two sides of the same coin, no?”


How does she know all that? I guess… word gets around, huh…


“And you’d be… okay with having the charlatan of Fontaine in your land…?”

That was the wrong thing to say, because the goddess looked stricken.

“I would never see you as that.”

“Oh…”

After a few seconds, Buer softly clears her throat. “I’m sorry, Furina… we are running out of time, and I still need to ask…”

“O-of course.”

“Would you like to stay for a few days?”

…would she? Her mind spins. It’s… tempting, she thinks. She had always been curious about travelling. Back when she was looking into the prophecy and maintained a information network, she couldn’t help but think of the people behind the reports. The places they had visited… the people they had talked to…

“I, um, I wouldn’t want to impose.”

“It’s no trouble,” Buer assured her, kind smile returning. “I ask because I sent one of my people to give you a belated welcome. Of course, should you wish to return to Fontaine, she will escort you to Romaritime Harbor instead.”

“I… see…”

“I’m sorry about this, Furina. I wish the situation wasn’t so rushed, but I do have to write to Iudex Neuvillette.”

Oh, Archons. Furina draws in a sharp breath. She’s always causing problems for him to fix, isn’t she? And Clorinde was supposed to come in tomorrow for a small tea party (is it tomorrow already?) …as soon as they knew she was missing, they’d waste resources in trying to find her, and if they knew she had been kidnapped to Sumeru, it could become quite the international issue…

“It’s only been a few hours, but I don’t think tomorrow will be as peaceful.”

Had she been kidnapped, though? Of course, the group had that intention—probably to satisfy the citizens that weren’t satisfied with how “scot-free she’d gotten off”, she realized with a shudder—but she had been the one to activate the gem, hadn’t she? Doesn’t that mean she kidnapped them? To Sumeru, no less?

Oh, dear.

“A few hours, you say…”

“You’ll wake up soon. We’re running out of time.”

“I’ll… stay.”

Whatever the Sumerian Court decides, she’ll need to be there as a witness. No need to overcomplicate the—

“Wait, I’m asleep? In the middle of the desert?!”

Buer’s smile turns apologetic. “I really needed your response. I did take measures to ensure your safety, but I have to say, your Hydro mimics can be really… aggressive.”

The taller girl blushes. “I… I guess they can be, yeah…”

“A few more things before I go,” she continues, a bit more quickly. Furina can tell the details of the room are starting to fade. “The person you will meet is called Dehya. She should reach your location in an hour. I have a few things to take care of, but I should be free to meet you in person in three days, so feel free to explore until then.”

She says something else, but it’s lost to the depths of her subconsciousness.

…

It takes a few moments for Furina to wake up fully.

She’s almost convinced that she’s still dreaming when the first thing she sees are thick branches enveloping her from all directions, like a nest, as if she were a newborn bird. Huh. Wasn’t there a play with this theme? It’s a bit…

Blushing furiously, she quickly gets to her feet and does her best to brush the sand of her mistreated dress, quickly growing frustrated when she feels sand everywhere. How bothersome! She summons some water to freshen up, pondering her situation as she does. Buer had, unexpectedly, welcomed her into her land. The rumors weren’t wrong at all.

What would have been her fate in Natlan, she wonders?

Actually… never mind.

Mademoiselle Crabaletta had managed to remain active despite her impromptu sleep. She could feel the influx of information from her—the surroundings were clear, though there was a Red Vulture a few meters from her location. It had been content to coexist so far, it seemed, and Furina wondered how much of it had to do with Buer’s protection. How magnificent! Crabaletta didn’t share her excitement, warily eyeing the… deformed, suspicious, overgrown chicken?!

“Mademoiselle Crabaletta!” Was Furina’s scandalized response. “A good lady would never say that! Repent at once!”

An annoyed bubble was all she got for a response.

“This must surely be one of Sumeru’s local legends,” she continued. “We must show respect to—” a pause, “well, yes, I-I did challenge dear Vivianne once, but—” a gasp, “Crabaletta! What has gotten into you?!”

Their banter went back and forth a few more times—to the poor Red Vulture, eyeing what few it could see of them between the branches, it surely seemed like Furina had lost her mind… scratch that, anyone would come to that conclusion, seeing her so animatedly talk to an “unresponsive” Hydro mimic—until Furina finally noticed the half-buried parchment at her feet, which she slowly opened.

A… letter?


Dear Furina de Fontaine,



You are hereby welcomed to the land of Sumeru as an esteemed guest. Please be assured that all expenses will be covered by Sumeru City. Enclosed you will find a selection of places I think you’d like to visit.



See you soon,



Nahida.


She quietly folds the parchment. What had she… done to deserve this kindness? This almost seemed too good to be true.

…

When Surintendente Chevalmarin—who had relieved Mademoiselle Crabaletta half an hour ago—announces that something is approaching, Furina sends her thanks to Buer (no… Nahida, was it? That was the name on the letter) and guiltily breaks the branches to free herself. The Red Vulture has grown alarmed from its place, staring warily, much like Furina is doing now.


No, no, these are people I can trust. B—Nahida does.


It doesn’t keep her from wanting to run when she sees the Sumpter Beast, of course. Even from this distance, she can tell it’s huge.

There’s only one woman on it. A gorgeous, but very intimidating-looking woman.


A-ah, of course, this was a very unexpected situation. She must have hurried over.


Suddenly, she misses Clorinde dearly.

“Hello, miss,” she greets easily, dismounting in one smooth maneuver. “Furina, is it?” She gives no indication that she recognizes her, which almost makes her sigh in relief.

“Indeed,” she says with a flourish and a bow, Surintendente Chevalmarin blowing some bubbles in greeting. Dehya looks faintly amused. Now, how to proceed… she should be respectful, no? “Lesser Lord Kusanali mentioned you. It will be an honor to travel with you.”

“Heh. Dehya, at your service. Sorry for this, by the way. I had a wagon, but we ran into the Treasure Hoarders that brought you here, so I had to improvise.”

Oh. That was… news. Is that what they thought? Dehya must have some form of authority if she had the right to perform an arrest. Maybe. Honestly, Furina isn’t sure. Anyway, withholding crucial information wouldn’t be good at this point.

“About that… um, I should probably explain—”

“Don’t worry, they won’t be able to harm you anymore.”

“N-no, it was, um, it was me who brought them, well, us, here.”

Dehya blinks at her. “Whaddya mean?”

“There was this gem…? It felt strange, and I was quite desperate because they were trying to kidnap me, but last thing I knew we were here. I’m not exactly sure how it happened…”

“Ah. That. Yeah, Lesser Lord Kusanali explained that to me.” Dehya steps back, motioning for her to mount the Sumpter Beast as she talked. It was kind of cute, actually, even if it still intimidated Furina. “There’s a lot of relics from ancient civilization that are lost to time. The gem is one of them. Something about messengers, I think. Anyway, it will always transport people to that location. You did us a favor by returning the gem to Sumeru, actually.”

“Oh, it was my pleasure…? It can only be activated by someone with a vision.”

“Seems so. Anyone who can sense and manipulate elemental energy, I guess. I’m honestly not the person to ask if you want details about how it works, but you can ask one of the researchers at the village if you want.” A pause. “I assumed, sorry. Will you be staying here in Sumeru?”

Dehya looks at her expectantly. She is walking beside the Sumpter Beast even though there is enough space for the two of them on the mount. Ah, it was probably to give Furina her space… how thoughtful.

“I’ve decided to stay, yes.”

“Great. Then we’ll be going to Aaru Village, it’s nearest.”

“Will it be long?”

“About four hours.”

Going by the position of the sun, it would be sunset soon. They’d get there at night…

“I see. In that case, we could swap. Walking for so long would be—”

Dehya laughs. “No need. I’m good.”

“No, no, I insist. I’ve imposed too much on you already, making you cross half the desert at the last minute.”

“Eh, most of my jobs are like this. It’s fine.”

“I could summon a Hydro mimic, then? You could take the Sumpter Beast, and I’ll follow with the mimic.”

Dehya looks… she doesn’t look offended, no. Furina had briefly feared her insistence might be seen as a doubt of her abilities, but she honestly didn’t want to bother Dehya more than she already had. They had gone out of their way to arrest the Treasure Hoarders, after all!

Furina had thought there would be no justice on that front.

No, Dehya just looks puzzled.

“What, for four hours?”

“Err, yes? You did say that’s how long it would take.”

“Yeah, but you must be spent already. You fought those guys, right?”

“That was a while ago though. I’ve had chance to recuperate.”

“Huh.” Dehya turns to regard Surintendente Chevalmarin, who had gone ahead to curiously inspect a cactus. “I’m guessing you’ll keep that one active then? If I refuse.”

“Well, yes. He can be useful in a fight.”

“Hm. A Hydro mimic. In the desert. For four hours.”

“Night is approaching, so the temperature shouldn’t be an issue soon.”

“Well, you are quite the interesting one, Miss Furina,” Dehya sends her a grin. “This will be fun.”


Notes for the Chapter:
As Furina’s “visit” was quite unexpected, Nahida had to improvise a bit. Dehya was the closest person to Furina’s location, and someone she knew she could trust. I debated a while between Dehya and Wanderer, actually, but decided it would be better if he shows up later.

The Treasure Hoarders did send a letter for help once they got their bearings. Too bad it was intercepted, really :)






3. Aaru Village

Summary for the Chapter:
Furina tries some food, meets Candace and receives a letter.





The hours go by quickly.

Dehya is a delight to talk to. Furina is not very good at maintaining casual conversations after so many years trying to keep people at arm’s length, so her choice of topics is poor at best, but Dehya rolls with it, sharing anecdotes and interesting tidbits about the desert which the former Archon tries to return in kind. All Furina has is diplomatic knowledge of Sumeru, so she is utterly fascinated by everything her companion says, especially in regard to local customs. Thankfully, they only get interrupted two times by hilichurls which Dehya dispatches quickly.

Chevalmarin doesn’t get the chance to help, which saddens her greatly, so Furina gives her permission to explore in hopes it will lift her mood. It does. It also helped settle her nerves, as night had fallen a little while ago and she felt especially vulnerable with the inky darkness surrounding them. As much as she’s come to trust Dehya, she can’t avoid being paranoid in such an unfamiliar place. The Knave had left a lasting impression on her, even after all this time, and even after everything Furina had done to rid herself of the anxiety.

It was a… work in progress, like everything was nowadays.

Still, this opportunity gave her a chance to broad her horizons. Dehya had also mentioned the current fashion trends as well as some make-up tips for the dry weather, so perhaps a makeover was in order? Furina couldn’t help but grin at that. Sadly, her dress had been damaged in the fight and the time she had spent walking on the sand had done no favors to her shoes. Though she was still somewhat presentable, it was not a look she wanted to stay in for the rest of her visit. Oh, it’s too bad that she didn’t bring a kamera, Clorinde would love to hear all about this…!

“There we go,” Dehya announces, pointing at some lights in the distance. “That’s Aaru Village. We’ll stay the night and head out for Caravan Ribat in the morning. If we keep good pace, we should get to Sumeru City in two days.”

“I wouldn’t mind looking around a bit. You mentioned that some merchants there sell Candied Ajilenakth Nut, yes?”

“Heh, yeah. Don’t worry, you’ll have the chance to try that out after dinner. Oh, but one last thing before we head in…” Dehya sighs, lips curling in distaste. “The village elders are a bunch of single-minded, mistrustful old farts. They’ll throw a fit if we enter with the Hydro mimic.” She gives Furina an apologetic look. “Sorry about that. You can resummon it when we leave if you like.”


Of course. 


Furina swallows a hint of fear expertly.

“No, no, it’s perfectly understandable,” she says, calling Chevalmarin over for a farewell hug before dismissing her, instantly missing the influx of information she offered. “I am a stranger, after all. Besides, as a guest, it is my duty to respect the locals.” Leaving a bad impression of her homeland just wouldn’t do.

Dehya snorts. “Nah, girl. Believe me, they don’t deserve that.” A pause. “Well, except for Uncle Anpu and Belkacem, they’re cool.”

“Ah, the village chief and his guard, was it?” She sighs softly. “Thank you for the stories you told me before we arrived, by the way. It will be great to put faces to names. I won’t be going in blind.”

“There’s still plenty to tell. You won’t be getting bored anytime soon.”

Aaru Village sat blanketed in darkness amidst the rocks and sand, the dancing flames and soft golden colors of the architecture giving it an inviting, cozy feeling despite the unrelenting, raspy wind constantly beating its walls. Dehya had mentioned that the village had sheltered many a traveler from ferocious sandstorms. A soft gasp left her lips at the sight, desperately trying to commit it to memory. If Furina had a coin for every scene of a weary traveler returning home after a torturous journey she had seen depicted in opera, she could probably treat Paimon and Lumine to a small feast. She thought she understood the concept well, and yet the image found new meaning in the brief, blink-length story that had just written itself on her head. She would hesitate to call herself a weary traveler, but if she had spent four hours trekking through the sand without a companion, Vision, or mount, she would have cried tears of joy at the sight of the village.

Oh, if she had a pen…

All she could do was stare in awe.

“Boss!”

She’s startled out of her reverie by the voice. Dehya greets the person with a nod. It must be one of the Eremites…

“Everything went without a hitch. The Corps of Thirty stationed in Caravat Ribat have received the culprits.”

“Heard that, Miss Furina?” Dehya gives her a cheeky grin. “As soon as the paperwork is done tomorrow, those guys are getting sent straight to the Court of Fontaine.”

“You have my thanks.”

They enter the village shortly after. When Furina goes to dismount the Sumpter Beast, Dehya swiftly offers a hand to help her down. She really seems used to the bodyguard job, Furina thinks with a small smile. Dehya’s subordinate takes the Sumpter Beast away, probably to feed it. Now that she has had more time to get used to the gentle beast, she finds herself saddened to part with it. Oh well, I will probably see it tomorrow.

“Ah, we made good time. Seems like most restaurants are still open. Do you have any allergies, Miss Furina?”

“Oh, um, no—just Furina is fine, by the way.”

“All right. How’s your spice tolerance?”

“…Nonexistent.”

“That’s fine. Okay, I think I know just the place. They have a good selection, so you can try a bit of everything.”

“I am quite famished, as I skipped lunch due to the attack, but I doubt I could finish more than two dishes if I dared to try a bit of everything.”

“I’ll help you finish,” Dehya promises. “Besides, I’m pretty sure Candace will join us at some point, so there’s no doubt we’ll clear the table.”

“Well, if that’s the case…”

…

Furina must stand out like a sore thumb with all her blues and blacks amidst the warmer colors the village folk favor because the few children they come across do a double take when they see her, but it is all quickly forgotten when the food is presented. Furina quickly learns that Dehya is not fond of bitter dishes, so she makes a point to only order one, which she can finish on her own. She feels brave enough to try out the dishes with a low level of spice, because otherwise she’d only have a very limited selection, and it’s not as unbearable as she feared. It helps that she doesn’t have to finish the entire thing.

Even so, the table remains worryingly full. Will there even be space for dessert…?

“Hello, Dehya. Hello, visitor.”

Furina startles. Honestly, she should really work on her spatial awareness. Unless she had elemental sight active or one of her summons, she was effectively blind to the world, which had cost her dearly twice. First with the Knave, then with the Treasure Hoarders…

“Hey, Candace. Feel free to join us. It’s all on the client’s tab for tonight.”

Furina winces to herself. I’m so sorry, Buer.

Daintily dabbing the side of her mouth, she turns to greet the newcomer—the formidable guardian of Aaru Village and its strongest warrior, if memory serves her right—and lets out a small gasp of surprise when mismatched eyes meet mismatched eyes. Candace looks equally amazed, her relaxed smile turning delighted. All the while, Dehya gazes at them in amused satisfaction, as if she had been waiting for this for a while.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Candace. It seems we have something in common already.”

“Two, in fact,” the taller woman says, turning ever so slightly. Her Hydro vision clicks softly against her hip. “How lovely.” Then, she takes a seat next to Dehya. “Thank you for the kindness in allowing me to join you for dinner, visitor. May I ask for your name?”

Furina reaches upwards to tip her hat. “Furina d… ah, just Furina. Your village really made an impression on me.”

“I am glad to hear that. Will you be staying for long?”

“Regretfully, I must depart come morning, but perhaps I’ll stay a bit more on the way back.”

Dehya smiles at that. “I thought you were going to take the hot air balloon or a boat back. That’s usually what people from Fontaine do.”

That would involve being stuck in an enclosed space with her former subjects for at least a day. Furina doesn’t feel strong enough to endure that just yet, so she’d much sooner climb on Mademoiselle Crabaletta’s shell and put up with the raspy desert air before taking that route.

“I am an artistic consultant, you see,” she says instead, a half-truth. “I’ve written few things in the past, but I would love to dedicate a poem or a song to the village, but I wouldn’t be able to compose anything in such a short time, so the other option I have is to come back. I hope that’s okay.”

“Few people from Fontaine have visited the village,” Candace hums, “but all have shown a penchant for the arts. Is it popular in your homeland?”

“Oh yes, we are very appreciative of opera in particular. There have been efforts by the… government to ensure there are at least six free admission event per year, though those are usually held in public spaces.”

“If the previous sages heard about that, they would have gone into cardiac arrest,” Dehya laughed. “Before Lord Kusanali rose to power again, the Akademiya censured the arts as if they were a plague, especially public art performances.”

Furina paled at that. “Truly? What did people do for enjoyment?” Her 500-years duty had been hellish, but she would have gone mad only a year into it if she had nothing to entertain herself with.

“Well, most just went into academics. Not all performances could be banned, so there was still something to watch. It’s changed since then, of course. When we get to Sumeru City, if we are not too tired, our first stop is going to be Grand Bazaar.”

“I’ve heard a few things about the place,” Candace adds. “You will enjoy it. Those with artistic spirit are truly touched by it.”

Their chat is interrupted when a small Hydro mimic comes flying through the door a young couple had just opened to leave. Furina, with her back to the door as she is, can only draw into herself at the sudden explosion of movement around her, not understanding what is happening until she turns around. Candace is already halfway to the door in the blink of an eye, Dehya manifesting in front of Furina with a speed that would make Clorinde proud. It ends almost as soon as it begins.

Candace has the Hydro mimic—a Bluecrown Finch—by the tail, eyes narrowed in focus as she searches for any other threats. The restaurant’s owner is mumbling all sorts of heavily worded things, lips curled in distaste. It seems like he had knocked over a bowl of soup due to the surprise. The few patrons scattered about stared in silence, not daring to move.

“A messenger who carries a foreign sigil,” Candace observes, moving to let Furina see the letter that the Finch was holding onto for dear life, flapping its little soggy wings furiously in an attempt to break free. “Am I correct in assuming this is for you, Furina?”

Timidly, she extends her arm to welcome the freed Finch. It mimes a chirp, unable to produce sound, letting the letter drop in her lap. It stares at her expectantly, but Furina can feel the weight of other prodding stares in the back of her head, and for a second she’s back on stage, the sole performer, all lights on her, no space to breathe, think, feel.

She takes a deep breath.

“You have my thanks, friend. I will send my reply later.”

Another chirp. The Finch doesn’t immediately dissolve. Furina gives it a small smile. He must be worried. “As soon as I can, I promise.”

That does it.

“I apologize for the disturbance, everyone.” Her voice comes out surprisingly steady. They seem to understand that it’s not something she planned for and go back to their meals and conversations. There’s a young boy, who had been half-asleep not a minute ago, who can’t stop staring at her in wide-eyed wonder, giving his parents a thousand questions in trying to understand what that ‘funny blue bird’ was.

“You will have to forgive my caution,” Candace says, dropping back in her seat. “It is unusual to see Hydro mimics in the desert, so I mistook it for a construct at first.”

“Ah, the temperature does make it hard to maintain them.”

“Mm,” Candace gives her a look she can’t decipher. “You are a curious one, visitor. Most—”

“Old man Avyaan is going to hold a grudge,” Dehya unexpectedly interrupts, piling up the dishes they had finished already. She wasn’t kidding when she said they’d be able to clear the table. The unspoken message is clear: this place is too public, though Furina can’t tell exactly for what. The topic seemed a safe one…? “I’ll go pay for that soup, so he’ll stop giving us that look.”

Furina perks up at that. “I could help clean up! It’s the least I could do.”

“C’mon, it wasn’t your fault,” her bodyguard says dismissively, already heading towards the counter. The owner, Avyaan, is scowling so hard that all the wrinkles on his forehead seem sculped there.

“He’ll forget about this come morning,” Candace assures her. “These things happen. Why, just earlier today little Ramiz knocked over a jar of jam.”

Furina shakes her head. In the end, she does go to the counter to help, using her Vision to clean as fast as possible. While his frown doesn’t get any more welcoming, she can tell Avyaan appreciates the gesture by the way he drops the subject entirely. The round of desserts before they finally head out is heavenly.

It seems they’ll spend the night at Candace house, where the taller woman is happy to lend her guests some night gowns. Furina has to make some adjustments to hers to avoid looking ridiculous, but she appreciates the chance to finally step out of her ruined dress. Even if she now looks like a jellyfish. The young guardian even lets them take a bath!

Furina emerges from the bathroom ten minutes later, feeling refreshed.

“Sabbah has some spare clothes she could sell you if you’d like. All my older clothing wouldn’t be good for the trip you’re about to make, otherwise I’d be happy to gift you some.”

“Ah, no, you are too kind, Candace. I appreciate it. I’ll talk with this Sabbah in the morning.”

As Dehya and Candace talk about the trip tomorrow, Furina opens the letter she had received, an odd sort of apprehension burning on her stomach. There was only one person who used that seal.


Miss Furina,



The Dendro Archon has briefed me on the current situation. Please rest assured that Lyam Dalier and his group will be prosecuted to the full extent of the law once the Sumerian Government surrenders them to the Court of Fontaine.



It pains me to know that such an attack has come to your person. I will increase patrols around the area with the hope that this situation will not occur again to you or other Fontanian citizens. Moreover, all Treasure Hoarder activity detected on the Court of Fontaine will be immediately penalized with no exception.



If something were to happen during your stay in Sumeru, please inform me immediately. The Court of Fontaine will evacuate you should any crisis arise.



Finally, Champion Duelist Clorinde has formally requested to act as your bodyguard during your stay, which I have granted. Of course, it is not our intent to trouble you with this arrangement. You are in your right to decline.



Neuvillette.


 

Furina… doesn’t know what to think, honestly. Now that she doesn’t have to put an act, Neuvillette and her have finally been able to strike a tentative friendship, as there was no more reason to keep him at arm’s length. He is too kind to her. It’s surprising just how many things they’re learning about each other despite ruling together for half a millennium.

Still, to send the strongest Champion Duelist… that feels like a bit too much. Furina would be lying if she said she didn’t want a familiar presence by her side, but Clorinde had more important duties to attend than this. It would be indefinite. She would probably need to use her hard-earned vacation days. It would also be a great offense to Dehya, who had performed her duties admirably thus far, and by extent to Bu—Nahida.

Sighing softly, she pens her response, taking some time to give a summary of what she had experienced so far so that he would have a clearer picture. She would have to decline their kindness this time. She pauses half-way through the motion required to summon a mimic, remembering what had happened earlier, and clears her throat instead. Her companions look at her curiously.

“I’ll summon a Hydro mimic to take the letter back. Is that okay?”

“Go ahead,” Candace says. “Though if you prefer, you can also hold onto the letter and send it through courier at Caravan Ribat tomorrow.”

Now that would just invite chaos. The mimic must have told Neuvillette that she was okay, but that wouldn’t be enough. The only reason he hadn’t manifested out of thin air already was the many political factors tying him down to Fontaine. Ah, sweet freedom of mine, Furina thought with a bitter smile.

Clorinde, on the other hand…

“My friends are worried,” is all she says, opening the window. Gentilhomme Usher appears by her side, tipping his hat in the ladies’ direction in greeting, ever the gentleman. His efforts earn him amused chuckles. “Here you go, Gentilhomme Usher. You have a mission of upmost importance.” He bows, disappearing barely a second later.

There’s a beat of silence.

“Genti-what-now?” Her bodyguard asks.

Candace’s smile widens ever so slightly, though she does give Furina a concerned look. “Will you be all right for tomorrow though? That’s quite a long trip for your mimic, and you do need to rest.”

“Oh no, it’s fine. I usually keep more Hydro mimics around when I am working with a troupe. They are very helpful with the props.”

Dehya snorts. “I guess we shouldn’t be surprised you can keep it active in your sleep and not get tired at all.”

Furina takes a second to ponder that. True, it had been taxing in the beginning when she had just gotten her Vision, but Furina didn’t have any problems with summoning the members of her Salon Solitaire all day by the end of the first week. They were a tremendous help around the house, and none of her friends had ever expressed surprise at them before. Neuvillette seemed especially fond of her familiars, being the only one who could establish a connection with mimics created by others.

That was a particular ability she envied.

“Is it… unusual?” She finally asks, suddenly self-conscious. Neuvillette also summoned Hydro mimics to deal with the amount of work he now had, and probably to a bigger extent than—oh. The Hydro Sovereign is not a good reference, is it?

“I’ve tried my hand at creating mimics myself,” Candace answers, “but I’ve never been able to give them instructions. They remain uncooperative with me. I would say maintaining them active distracts me more than it helps me, and it is too draining to be of use. This is why I find it very impressive that you can not only maintain them active while you sleep, but also over great distances.”

“I understand. I guess every person is different.”

“I’d love for someone in my team to have that focus and range,” Dehya muses. “It would make scouting so much easier.”

Candace seems instantly taken by this. “Ah, scouting. Is that a forte of yours, Furina?”

“I would… hesitate to call anything relating to combat a forte of mine, honestly. I really only use them for organization, as working with theatre can get hectic at times.”

“They must be quite complex if they require such unparalleled focus. What kind of projects have you worked with?”

Candace does not have any idea of the can of worms she just opened. Mismatched eyes twinkling with excitement, Furina quickly starts launching into an explanation about the world of Fontanian opera. She tells them that she actually has a project lined up for next month and that most of the preparations are already done, the only reason they haven’t started yet is because this project is an ambitious one: the first “film production” cleared to be shoot in Fontaine.

No one knows how it will go, but Xavier’s success in Inazuma had greatly bolstered their spirits, and so they had spent day and night on the script—

…

Dehya has worked for Lord Kusanali a few times, though perhaps this is the most curious task she has been given to date. Usually, her god commissioned her to investigate matters in the desert, work that had her work side-by-side with the General Mahamatra or Hat Guy. This was the first time she had been hired as a bodyguard by Lord Kusanali. Few people would be instantly granted an esteemed guest status by the God of Wisdom herself, as those affairs were handled by the Akademiya and they would usually require the guest to announce their visit beforehand. It’s not her job to pry, though, so she doesn’t ask.

That doesn’t mean she doesn’t draw conclusions, though.

The flood in Fontaine had reached the rumor mill even in Aaru Village, which was secluded in comparison to someplace like Sumeru City. Sumeru welcomed refugees. A visitor from Fontaine was not unusual, but to have said visitor draw the gaze of their god in such a way…

Dehya didn’t think it was related to the matter of the gem. No, that had only been a coincidence. She had the impression that the situation would be the same had Furina chosen to travel via other methods.

There was also her power with Hydro…

Hydro was a versatile element. Though Candace used it to buff her attacks, she was more than capable of wielding Hydro offensively when she chose to, and in quite a devastating way, too. The dryness of the desert forced her to be economical with her elemental energy, so on the spars they had sometimes, the few times Candace had opted to summon Hydro in large quantities meant immediate defeat. Heck, even Nilou, during the Akademiya Extravaganza where she had acted like a judge, had trouble maintaining a consistent output of Hydro during the Ley Lines Disruptions portion of the event.

To have Furina nonchalantly summon Hydro mimics and maintain them like it was nothing was like a slap to the face in comparison. How had this woman ever been defeated by Treasure Hoarders in the first place? Inexperience meant nothing if all she had to do was land one hit to knock her opponent.

You can imagine her surprise when another Hydro mimic appeared with a letter. It had evidently come straight from Fontaine. One was bearable, but two people with this level of power was ridiculous. The fact that Furina had thought it was normal spoke volumes.

Dehya decided there and then that she would not pick a fight with a Hydro Vision wielder from Fontaine anytime soon.

So. An important political figure with impressive power over Hydro, yet the fact that she was a Vision wielder gave Dehya pause. A god wouldn’t need a vision. Perhaps this girl was like the youkai from Inazuma? The Adepti from Liyue? They enhanced their powers through Visions, right?

Ah, forget it.

Dehya was just here to do her job. Furina clearly wanted to take her mind off things, so Dehya wouldn’t bother her with unwanted questions.

She could do that much.





4. Caravan Ribat

Notes for the Chapter:Edited the ending of chapter 3. I had misunderstood the lore about youkai/adepti and thought their Visions were ornamental. Thanks to the comments for making me aware of this!

I wrote this chapter listening to HalaCG’s Promise. So many feels… I definitely recommend checking it out! It’s a Furina-inspired song.





Away from a familiar place, Furina does not sleep well.

She was alert in a way that had nothing to do with Usher’s presence in the back of her mind. The mimic was not actively sending her information, choosing to hold onto it until he was dismissed, in an effort to let her rest. Candace had a guest room with enough space for her to roll out an extra mattress which Dehya had insisted on taking, so Furina had the bed.

As much as she tried to quell her anxiety, this was the first time in her admittedly long life that she shared a room with someone. That she had a sleepover. She was hyper-aware of Dehya’s presence just a few breaths away, body freezing every time the other woman so much as rustled in her sleep (was Dehya even asleep?). She had caught herself a few times before summoning Crabaletta or the Singer, ashamed to be so jumpy when she knew Dehya would never let anything happen.

She drifted in and out of sleep like the night after the Knave tried to kill her.

Was that what this was about? The Treasure Hoarders? They had given her quite the scare, but Furina did feel guilty for the few her Salon Solitaire had knocked out during the fight. In the grand scheme of things, she had failed them. They must have turned to a life of crime because—

Usher butts into her mind quite rudely with an image of her neighbor’s cat curled on the roof of her apartment. The laugh that bubbles in her chest surprises her. She feels Dehya’s breathing change, probably listening out for any threats, before it resumes again.


Well, that answers that.


Usher was currently in her apartment packing clothes and daily necessities she would need on her impromptu trip. The Singer had been kind enough to put away the groceries before dismissing herself, but there was still some things to do around the apartment before he started the trip back. It was best to leave him to his own devices.

She just… needs to sleep.

…

She is quite used to performing while running on empty. Over the years, there was always something to lose sleep over, but the show had to continue, the act had to smile and wave and be cheerful and high maintenance. It surprised Furina how sharply her endurance had plummeted after the curtain’s call, though, because once she opens her eyes come morning tiredness hits her like an armored crab.

Dehya is already up and about, applying the last touches of her makeup. She gives her a small smile when she notices her gaze. “Hey. Did I wake you?”

“No…” She yawns. “Good morning.”

“Candace washed your dress by the way.”

Furina lets out a small gasp, all sleep abandoning her abruptly. “What? Oh, no, she shouldn’t have… I didn’t want to impose her further…”

“She wanted to. Said it was thanks for inviting her to dinner.”

On Lord Kusanali’s money! Furina wants to cry.

“But she already let us stay the night—”

“It’s fine, seriously. Candace likes looking out for people and she can be stubborn. You’d have a quicker time convincing a Sumpter Beast to fly.” Dehya frowns, then. “I’ve been trying for ages to get her to take some time off from her duties. That woman won’t budge.”

“I… I must thank her…”

“She started her patrol already, but we should run into her when we go see Sabbah.”

Furina can only nod, red in the face. They were truly too kind to her…

She doesn’t know how to repay them… but she resolves to write the best poem she can offer on the way back. It is the least she could do. 

…

Half an hour later, Furina finds herself engaged in a riveting conversation with Sabbah. She is a kind woman who used to be an Amurta scholar, which had initially surprised the ex-Archon. She had been expecting a merchant. Turns out, Sabbah had been banished a few years ago from the Akademiya and still had some of her old clothes, but it was fascinating hearing her talk about Sumerian flora before they finally got to the matter at hand.

Dehya was keeping an eye on her from a distance, as she had some things to discuss with her boys before they left for Caravan Ribat. Something about their previous job. Furina was nervous about the interaction at first, but Sabbah was a lovely woman, very gentle and welcoming.

“I have been meaning to sell them for a while, but I never got around to it.” Sabbah explained with a kind smile. “They are more suited to the rainforest than the desert and now they are too small for me. Though… you will be here for a few weeks, right? Perhaps you should consider taking more pairs with you.”

Sabbah had a good selection, though most of her clothes were Akademiya uniforms which Furina only observed. The designs were intricate, the robes beautifully decorated with golden or teal details. It wasn’t right for her to don the uniforms when she wasn’t even enrolled in the Akademiya, of course, but she made talk with Sabbah about the clothes all the same. The rest were more casual outfits, filled with cherry red blouses, gorgeous peach robes or caramel brown pants, colors that Furina wouldn’t usually pick.

On that note, when had been the last time she had ever worn something that wasn’t blue…? Hm. It had to be five decades ago at least.


Well, this is a good chance as any, then.


“Oh, no, it’s quite alright, a friend is bringing me a change of clothes. I do intend to make good use of the opportunity to try out some of Sumeru’s fashion though, as what I’ve seen of it so far has been stunning.”

Still, she had to pick something that wouldn’t clash with her complexion or eye color too terribly. She settled on a pair of dark pants and a white blouse with olive green details, one of the few Sabbah had.

“You will see more variety as you move closer to the city. At some point, everyone you’ll see will be Akademiya students—Oh! You may stop at Pardis Dhyai, that’s a great place to look at flora. I recommend looking around.”

“I will keep that in mind. I believe it is a garden, yes? Dehya mentioned it when she explained the route.”

Sabbah’s expression brightened in delight, quickly launching into an explanation of the place, what it meant for Amurta students. She could technically go back now, she mused, now that Lord Kusanali was re-investigating the exile cases, but she found life in Aaru Village charming now. Perhaps in the future. Her interest in biology still burned fiercely, after all.

“Hello, Sabbah. Furina. I see you’ve already done business.”

Candace walks up to them, greeting them both with a serene smile on her lips. Sabbah immediately returns the greeting, but Furina takes a few more seconds to ensure the guardian’s eyes are on her before she bows deeply.

“Thank you very much for your hospitality, Mademoiselle Candace. I am in your debt.”

The guardian chuckles. “Please, think nothing of it.”

They chat a bit more before Dehya joins them, at which point they bid Sabbah adieu and head to buy breakfast. Candace only accompanies them to the entrance of Avyaan’s restaurant as she still needs to complete her patrol. Furina doesn’t know if she can call the other woman her friend just yet (why are social situations so complicated???) but she wishes they could have spent more time together until she was certain they were. Friends, that is. She was a kind person and had extremely interesting stories to share (seems like there was always something going on in the village) and Furina had realized midway through her rambling yesterday that she felt… safe. Safe in a way she hadn’t felt in Fontaine. Perhaps it is because everyone had expectations of her back home, the mask of the Hydro Archon always threatening to resurface. The people she interacted with still were surprised when she didn’t immediately respond in a self-absorbed way.

Candace and Dehya didn’t know her, but they were happy to include her. Awkwardness and all. Candace had asked questions about her project! Actual, meaningful questions! The only reason they had even stopped the chat was because it was nearing midnight.

So, perhaps… perhaps when they returned to the village, Furina would ask if she could write. They could become penpals. It was with this resolve that she watched Candace walk away.

“Anything in particular you’d like for breakfast?”

“Mm? Well, perhaps some Candied Ajilenakth Nut.”

“You have good taste, but you’ll need something else for the road.”

“…Pita Pockets, then?”

“Works. I’m also carrying Henna Berries, so we should be good.”

“Very well.”

Furina wasn’t going to lie, she is not very good for long trips, but Dehya makes for good company. If she had made four hours go by quickly, the hour they have until they reach Caravan Ribat would be nothing. Once they eat breakfast and Furina changed into her new outfit, they had immediately hoped onto the road.

Dehya did not seem surprised when Gentilhomme Usher joined them a few minutes later, carrying Furina’s backpack with him.

“Of course,” is all she said, laughing. “Well, that does make your trip easier.”

The mimic relayed to her the information of his trip. He had chosen to fly high into the air to avoid any fights, but still got chased around by a Red Vulture halfway through the Dunes of Steel. What poor manners! Then, he had had to brave a storm in Fontaine until he finally reached the Iudex’s office. The letter had become soggy at that point but it’s nothing the Dragon Sovereign couldn’t handle. Even so, he had asked poor Usher so many questions that he had made it back to the apartment almost at one o’clock in the morning.


Ah, another all-nighter for Neuvillette it seems…


“Thank you for your service, Gentilhomme Usher. You may rest now.”

And with that, he tipped his hat and dismissed himself, Mademoiselle Crabaletta taking his place. The exchange had been quick—Usher was truly the epitome of efficiency—so Furina was content to continue the chat she had been having with Dehya.

“You know, the Traveler told me once she knew someone with a sentient summon too. I don’t remember the name—it was an Electro summon though,” her bodyguard remarked, idly watching Crabeletta go ahead to explore. “Maybe you should visit Mondstadt next.”

“Oh, I hadn’t… considered…”

She could. She had time until the shooting started, as the sets were still being constructed, so… she could.

Wasn’t that a thought.

Mondstadt was also an artistic nation. She had read some touching poetry from it.

Barbatos… hadn’t been seen in a while, had he? The thought… disappointed her. Surprisingly. Why? Was she hoping to meet the rest of the Archons now that she…? That wasn’t a good line of thought. There was no guarantee they would be as kind as Nahida was. At the end of the day, Furina was just a liar. Her act had required her to mock them and said she’d judge them. No, no, she couldn’t just—

But Barbatos wasn’t in Mondstadt. Technically… it should be okay…

(But she’d have to pass through Liyue… and she knew the Adepti, at least, were still very active…)

“To be fair, I don’t know much about Mondstadt, but I had a client from there. Apparently, they aren’t joking when they say it’s the land of wine.”

“I’m not very good at holding my liquor, but I guess having a taste would be fine.”

She doesn’t have to decide right now.

…

While Caravan Ribat is more colorful than Aaru Village, it lacks the homely atmosphere that the village seemed to have in spades. There are more armed people—Eremites, Dehya explains. Nahida had recommended them to check a shop in the list she had given Furina yesterday, so that’s where they head to first. It’s a small little thing tucked away at the town’s edge, but it has a great selection of short stories. For the road, the gentleman at the counter explains. Dehya looks over the titles with a raised eyebrow.

“Must be stories from the rainforest. I’ve only heard half of them.”

“Even more reason to buy a book, then!” Furina says with a small clap of excitement. “We can both learn stories.”

“I mean, most of them are about Aranara,” Dehya shrugs. “Just different versions, you know?”

“I, in fact, do not.”

Dehya takes one look at her grin and laughs. “Okay, okay. We are already here, so you might as well pick some more. Look, this one has a play. You liked those, yeah? Oh, and it even comes with an analysis. Huh, I didn’t know Akademiya folks did essays like these…”

Furina might as well be in heaven.

“Oh, Miss Dehya! Hey!”

They both turn to see a young girl run towards them, giving the clerk a small wave in greeting. She has shoulder-length wavy green hair and bright purple eyes. She gives Furina a shy smile once she realizes Dehya is not alone. The sudden hesitance in her step is familiar.

Aw, Furina smiles. She’s nervous. She can relate.

“Oh hey, Collei!” Dehya grins. The three of them are quite cramped in the shop, so Dehya gestures for them to go outside, quickly paying for the two books they’ve selected so far. Furina will insist they come back once they are done, as she still wants to review more of the selection in case something else catches her eye, but for now she’s content to meet another of Dehya’s acquaintances.

She had mentioned Collei in passing when she had talked about the Rainforest, but Furina didn’t think that they’d actually meet. As far as she knew, the Forest Ranger’s outpost where Collei lived was east of where they needed to go.

“…is Furina. Furina, this is Collei.”

Oh, she didn’t mean to zone out!

“It’s an honor to make your acquaintance,” she says. As per her dramatic soul, of course that involves a bow from both her and Crabaletta, who was floating by her side. Collei seems a bit put off by this, eyes flickering between the two of them.

 “Um. Likewise, it’s… good to meet you…” and here, she adds her own little timid bow.


Awwww.


“Heh, seems like you’d be just fine in Fontaine,” Dehya says.

“O-oh, is it customary to greet people like this?”

“I might be a bit of an exception in that regard,” Furina admits, laughing sheepishly. “I do know a few people who also bow, but la bise or a wave is more common.”

“Interesting…” she pauses, purple eyes again flickering to Crabaletta. “So… you are a client of Dehya, then? I hope you have fun in your travels.”


Does Dehya take a lot of bodyguard jobs…?


“I surely am! It’s not even a day, and I’ve learned a lot already.” She then gestures to her mimic to come closer, pleased at the wonder in the young girl’s eyes. “This is Mademoiselle Crabaletta, one of my familiars.”

“She is a Hydro mimic, right? I saw a few once, but she looks different from them. They were, um, rounder.”

“Ah, yes. I modeled Crabaletta after the armored crabs and a story I like—” Furina expertly ignores her mimic’s pointed comments here (because, really, when and where had Crabaletta picked so much attitude?) “—but your description fits Hydro Eidolons better.”

“Eidolons, right! That’s the word. You have more, then?”

Furina is about to summon her entire Salon Solitaire right there and then, always glad for a chance to show them off, when she thinks better of it. Crabaletta’s presence had already drawn enough eyes to them as it was, and if she wanted to keep from getting recognized any time soon, then perhaps she should avoid standing out.

Hmph, she pouts in her mind. Well, another time, perhaps.

“Mm-hm, though I wouldn’t want to bore you with the details.”

“Hardly! This is very interesting.”

This child is a godsend, Furina thinks.

“On that note…” Dehya says. “What are you doing here, Collei? Is everything all right?”

She winces, losing most of the excitement she had displayed so far. She just looks tired now. “It’s fine, really. I couldn’t escape Madam Faruzan and got dragged here is all.”

“And where is Faruzan, then?”

“Hunting for her students.”

“That’s a… very specific way to put it.”

“There’s really no other way to describe it…” Collei sighs so deeply it almost looks she starts to deflate. “She explained the issue to me, but I didn’t catch most of what she said. Something about an assignment on terminology that her students didn’t deliver on time…? I just slipped away first chance I got to see if one of the light novels I like had any new volumes.”

“Oh, yeah, okay, I can see why she’s hunting now.” Dehya turns to Furina, then. “You don’t mind if Collei joins us for a bit? I’d rather not leave her alone.”

“I’d be glad for her to join.”

Collei frowns a bit. “I’m okay, though…”

“C’mon, kid. I’ll buy the book for you if you stay with us. Consider it a gift.”

Collei seems horrified. “No, it’s okay, really, you don’t have to do that.”

Dehya is not budging. For all she had said about Candace being stubborn, she can match her step by step in situations like this. Furina keeps that to herself, though. Eventually, they make it back to the shop. The ex-Archon had heard about light novels before, but they had never caught her eye until now when Collei excitedly describes the plot and characters. It involves more action and fights that what Furina is used to, and from Collei’s explanation, this series is one of the tame ones. The young trainee has a lot to say on the subject. Furina has to agree that all the name shouting and power-ups are a bit embarrassing, but she appreciates the dramatic allure.

Collei makes a small sound at this. She scurries away and comes back with a title and a grim look as she presents it to Furina, who almost snorts in quite the unladylike way when she sees the title. Shogun Almighty: Reborn as Raiden With Unlimited Power, it reads. Would the Electro Archon smite her for laughing? She hopes not. It’s a bit late for that. And Collei swears that’s not even the worst of it.

…

They emerge from the shop half an hour later, cheeks rosy from all the laughing. They keep a light conversation as they head to the plaza, where they will wait for this Madam Faruzan to show up. They are not in any real hurry to leave, as Dehya had told her that Sumeru City is only six hours away from Caravan Ribat. Nahida would only be free by the day after tomorrow.

“Will you go to Port Ormos?” Collei asks.

“I’m not sure?” Furina turns to her bodyguard.

“We could. It’s to the south so it would make the trip to Sumeru City a bit longer, but I think it’d be worth it. It’s basically Sumeru’s trading hub. Do you have motion sickness, Furina?” When she shakes her head no, Dehya continues. “Then we could go to Port Ormos today, it’s only about five hours away. We could make a detour so you still get to see Pardis Dhyai.”

“Won’t that be too much trouble?”

“Nah, don’t worry about it. We can spend the night in Port Ormos and then take the ferry back to Sumeru City. That’s also five hours, so we would be there at midday. We can also just take the midnight ferry if you’d rather be in the city by morning.”

Furina hums, taking a look at the sky. She’s not an adventurer by any means, but she has enough experience and common sense to tell it’s about nine so far. So even with the detour, they’d still have daylight to burn if they decided to go south. “It feels like a waste to leave so soon though…”

“Port Ormos is still very active at night,” Collei assures her.

“The client doesn’t expect you to be in Sumeru City tomorrow, so we could just take the ferry a bit later.”

“Right… and I suppose we could just go the Grand Bazaar in the afternoon.”

“Oh!” Collei perks up at that. “Miss Nilou is having a few evening performances this week! That works out perfectly.”

“What kind of performances?”

“I don’t remember the bulletin board very well… um, dancing performances, I think.”

“That works out for me. Is it really okay, Mademoiselle Dehya? I feel like I’m dragging you everywhere.”

Dehya snorts. “Hardly. I’m happy to be your guide. And c’mon, I told you. Just Dehya is fine.”

“R-right.”

“Port Ormos it is. Do you have any recommendations for our visitor, Collei?”

“I think the literature selection in Port Ormos is bigger than Mister Hashir’s here in Caravan Ribat, so that’s an option. Um. I think you’d also like Acara Crafts, it could be a good place for souvenirs. There’s also a place near Shapur Hotel where you can play board games, if you like that? I usually go there when I accompany Mister Cyno, since he sometimes takes a while to…”

Dehya squints at something in the distance. “That’s Faruzan, right?”

Collei lets out a quiet, resigned sigh as she stands up. “I guess she’s done…”

As they have accompanied her so far, they also follow her to meet Faruzan. She seems to be pacing, huffing every so often. Furina can already tell this won’t be a walk in the park.

The woman turns to them and her eyes light up when they fall on Furina. Now, Furina was under no impression that she would manage to complete her impromptu trip without getting recognized at least once, but she naively thought it wouldn’t happen just yet. The wave of panic stirring in her soul is stifled expertly, her cordial smile frozen on her lips. This would change many things, but it’s something she can handle. That she must handle.

The woman crosses her arms, staring at her in contemplation.

“Madam Faruzan?” Collei prompts, eyes flickering between them in confusion. Dehya had gone quiet, giving Faruzan a look that Furina couldn’t decipher.

“It was said once: lost in the sea they never were, as She looked fondly both in surface and in depths.” She hums. “Quite a beautiful verse, wouldn’t you agree? Your eyes reminded me of it.”

To Furina, the verse was… hauntingly familiar. She hadn’t heard it spoken in so long.

“It was dedicated to the Hydro Archon about two hundred years ago by one Pierre Basson, in celebration of the Lady of Justice’s birthday. It is a beautiful piece. Should you ever feel the urge to explore works such as these or even delve deeper into the fascinating world of semiotics, I would be more than happy to welcome you as my student. I am Faruzan of the Haravatat Darshan, pleased to make your acquaintance. You may refer to me as Madam Faruzan, please.”

Guilt laps at her heart so viciously that Furina is surprised she doesn’t collapse. Many people had dedicated operas and poems to the person they believed to be their god throughout her rule, and though the act welcomed and reveled in the attention, Furina never got the chance to thank them truthfully. It made her horrified to realize that she couldn’t recall their names or their voices. She barely remembered Pierre. His enthusiasm had been palpable when his poem had been selected by the Ministry of Culture to open the ceremony of Furina’s 315th birthday, and yet she had just forgotten? What of the writer who had hurried to write one of the most acclaimed mystery novels at the time when she heard Furina liked them? What of the musician who made a truly riveting symphony in her name?

Ever the talented actress, the only thing that hints to her grief is the brief twitch of her lips. Her companions are none the wiser, they merely wait for her response.

What is one supposed to reply to something like this? Furina blinks, unsure of what to say. Perhaps Faruzan hadn’t immediately recognized her due to the change of clothes, but she surely would once she said her name. That would make this situation terribly awkward. It’s not like she could give a pseudonym, either, as Dehya and Collei would surely voice their confusion at the name change.

“L-likewise, Madam Faruzan. I will have to decline your invitation, as I am only in Sumeru for a visit, but ah, thank you kindly.”

Studying their works would kill her. So much talent wasted on a fraud.


Failure. Fake. Sham.


Faruzan doesn’t press the issue. “I hope you have a good time during your visit.”

“Madam Faruzan, have you found your students yet?” Collei asks, to which the friendly demeanor the light-haired woman had shown so far instantly vanishes. She scowls. Furina is suddenly afraid to so much as breathe.

“Unfortunately,” is her clipped answer.

“Whoa,” Dehya whistles. “What did they do?”

“Our Darshan follows a very clear rule. We do not investigate the origin of words.” She pinches the bridge of her nose in exasperation. “They almost broke it. The only thing I asked of them was to compose a standardization file for business terms in Caravan Ribat. They only needed to tell me what term was good in which circumstances,” she throws her hands into the air. “But no! Of course not!”

This sounds… dire.

Faruzan gives Collei an apologetic look. “I’m very sorry, Collei. I won’t be able to return to Sumeru City just yet… this trip turned into quite the mess. I suppose that is my fault for not monitoring my students properly…”

“No, no, it’s okay, Madam Faruzan. I understand.”

“I promise I’ll make it up to you some other day. You are free to go, of course. I’d hate to distract you from your studies.”

As Faruzan begins launching into a rather mystifying lecture on the responsibilities of youth (she looks fairly young to Furina? Maybe she’s missing something here?), Dehya turns her slightly away.

“Are you alright?”

“H-huh? Why, of course! I am perfectly fine, in fact.”

Dehya gives a wordless look in Crabaletta’s direction. The mimic had stopped her aimless wandering, tensed in place as if ready to crash the conversation at a moment’s notice. She must be reacting to Furina’s earlier unease.

It’s fine, the ex-Archon assures her. Those words have long lost their meaning for her, and it’s something her mimic is very aware of. She does not move.

“I might… need a moment.” She finally admits.

Dehya only nods.

“Well,” she smoothly interjects. Faruzan hmphs at the interruption. “We should take our leave. Pleasure to see you, Faruz—” ahem! “Madam Faruzan. Collei.”

“You are passing through Pardis Dhyai, right? Can I tag along? That’s where Master Tighnari is right now.”

“Of course,” Furina hurries to say, already seeing the beginning of a no on Dehya’s lips. She knows her bodyguard is only trying to give her space, but she only needs a few minutes. She can… she can deal with the rest of her emotions later. Besides, Collei had been lovely so far.

Faruzan looks more relieved. “Good, good. You shouldn’t travel alone.”

“The more the merrier, as they say,” is Dehya’s only reply.

“I shall go take care of my students, then. Please have a safe trip, everyone. Remember to eat well!” And with that, she goes away.

“She’s, um, quite enthusiastic, from what I see.”

“I’m sorry about that, Furina. She can come off a bit strong when she wants to recruit students…”

“Passion is a good thing. It drives people forward. I just… didn’t expect her to bring up Fontanian poetry, is all.” Especially one regarding the Hydro Archon. She would never escape the role, would she…? “I-in any case, I suppose it’s better if we head off. I hope you don’t mind if I go, ah, freshen up in the bathroom first…?”

They let her have her space. She stares at her reflection in the mirror, all energy gone. Perhaps… perhaps she is not ready for this just yet. Moving on, that is. She takes a bit longer than she means to while trying to compose herself, but the brief minutes of privacy give her a much-needed boost.

It helps that, when she comes back, neither of her companions mention anything.

Dehya goes to the Eremites to recover her wagon, the one her group had used to bring in the Treasure Hoarders, and then leaves the Sumpter Beast they had travelled with so far with an acquaintance (apparently, her group had agreed to pick it up later). Furina is pleasantly surprised when she sees the Sumpter Beast variant they will use for the next stretch of their trip: its fur looks so soft! And it’s so friendly! It hardly minds as Dehya secures the mount on its back, curiously gazing at Crabaletta float around. It seems to want to make a new friend. Her mimic is not amused.


Notes for the Chapter:
Our favorite grandma Faruzan will return in future scenes because I feel she has a lot of advice to offer to Furina. I also really, really want to write her reaction when she finds out just *who* she invited to be her student lol

At first, I wanted to write a full poem I could include in the scene, but poetry has always been my weak point, so I settled for a verse.

Next chapter will be shorter in terms of “journey”. We’ll get to Sumeru City soon!

Also, small gripe of mine: why is Haravatat’s sin the “study of the origin of words”? Isn’t etymology… an important part of the field of linguistics…? Or an important branch, at any rate. It certainly helps in terminology.






5. Pardis Dhyai & Port Ormos

Notes for the Chapter:Some light edits on previous chapters to correct typos.

GUYS I’M SO EXCITED FOR 4.3 YOU HAVE NO IDEA-

Ahhh if only the days could go by faster…





Prompted by the relative privacy the road offered them and the increasing need to distract her mind from unwanted thoughts, Furina decided to show off her Salon Solitaire to her companions. Collei absolutely loved them, asking all sorts of questions that the older woman was more than happy to answer. Dehya listened to them in amusement, adding a few comments here and there. She was riding on the Sumpter Beast to direct it, while Collei and Furina enjoyed their chat in the wagon.

Chevalmarin stayed with them, happy to blow bubbles for Collei to pop, but the rest—even the melancholic, cautious Singer! —had chosen to explore, no doubt motivated by Furina’s own curiosity. The chat turned to Collei’s studies. It turns out that she had just done a test before she was spirited away by Faruzan and was a bit nervous to find out the result, and when she started sharing tidbits of exactly what she had been quizzed about, Furina was tremendously glad that she was not a student. Her respect for the young girl increased. Collei seemed eager to steer the topic away, so Furina decided to ask about the creatures her summons were excitedly chattering about in the back of her mind. There was so much fauna! And they were barely an hour in the road!

Collei perks up, though at some point her training as a Forest Ranger kicks in and she goes from “oh yeah, Rishboland Tigers totally play with their tails” to “do not eat this mushroom” remarkably quickly. Furina doesn’t mind, even if she does note that the warnings are accompanied by a haunted look. Surely people eating mushrooms in the wild does not happen often…?

“You’d be surprised,” is Dehya’s dry remark.

“If I had a book for every time Master was called away to treat someone who ate a mushroom, I could probably open a bookstore,” is Collei’s weary response, hugging Chevalmarin close to her. “It happens at least once a month.”

Usher happens to come across a cluster of poisonous mushrooms at that exact moment and decides to keep his distance (never mind the fact that toxins would not matter to a mimic like him, but as a gentilhomme, he has standards), but he does note their colors and size and carefully files away the information.

Collei starts telling her about her life in Gandharva Ville then. Though Furina finds her work as a trainee forest ranger fascinating, it is the anecdotes about her teacher and his friend-who-is-something-more-but-they-haven’t-confirmed-it-yet, Cyno, who sometimes visits them, that captivate her the most. The fondness in her voice is unmistakable. The young girl doesn’t refer to them as such, but it is clear that she considers them family, something that fills Furina with warmth.

What a gorgeous bond, she thinks.

Pardis Dhyai is, like Sabbah had assured her, a haven for Amurta scholars. She could see plenty of students milling about, some kneeling by some plants taking notes. Most of the students paid them no mind. The only Salon member to accompany them inside was Chevalmarin, the rest were still exploring. In fact, the Singer had somehow managed to infiltrate a Fungi… dance? Was it a dance? It looked like it. She would question the Singer later. Collei had reluctantly let Chevalmarin go from her arms, but the mimic stuck close to her all the same.

After a short walk around the areas accessible to visitors that Collei was more than happy to guide them through, they made their way to the entrance once again to continue their trip. That was when someone else joined them, so naturally that if Chevalmarin hadn’t alerted Furina, she probably would have yelped when he spoke.

Due to Collei’s retellings and Dehya’s brief comments, Furina knew that this Tighnari was a strict yet caring man who had done much for his field of study. She hadn’t been expecting the ears or tail though. They looked so soft…! She can’t help but wonder if—

No, no, she instantly admonishes herself, how improper of me!

Tighnari is curt, but he does receive her warmly. He listens to the gist of her story (she has been introducing herself a lot in these two days, hasn’t she…? And something tells her that this would only be the beginning…) and gives her a recipe for a plant-based sunscreen, which is a pleasant surprise.

“You are visiting Sumeru in a good season, but the sun can get relentless eventually. I don’t believe you’ll have any problems with hydration—” he gives Chevalmarin a pointed glance “—but do keep in mind to carry fresh water—”

“I’ll worry about that, plant boy,” Dehya laughs. “Don’t steal my client right in front of me, alright?”

“I seem to have slipped into work mode. Sorry about that. I’ve been busy these past few days.”

“You’re always busy.”

Tighnari sighs. “Yes, yes, always busy… perhaps that’d be different if people had enough common sense to not put everything they see into their mouth.”

Furina sees his slightly slumped shoulders, the way one of his ears flickers in annoyance, the beginnings of dark circles under his eyes, and instantly understands recalls what was discussed during the trip here. “Ah. A poisonous mushroom strikes again, I see.”

“Three, actually,” he deadpans. “I just got done writing a prescription for them.”

“It does happen often,” Furina mutters, more in horror than anything else. She thought her companions were joking, like how the Traveler often joked that Paimon was emergency food.

(Privately, she wonders if maybe, just maybe, had the gem dropped her in the forest and she had been wandering for a while, perhaps she would have taken part in this apparent tradition herself. Maybe. If she were desperate. She would have eaten some fruits instead, surely.)

His tail swishes forcefully. “I am beginning to consider just letting natural selection run its course.” Then, without giving any of them a chance to process that statement, he lightly claps his hands. “Well. I hope you enjoy your journey. I have to make rounds again for other patients, so this is where we part ways. Collei, I already marked your test. You may find it in my office.”

And, after a quick round of goodbyes, he disappears as quickly as he came. Collei has gone pale.

“I’m sure you did well,” Dehya says.

“…right…” she replies, weakly. “O-off I go, then… I’ll have to prepare for the feedback Master will give on the journey back to Gandharva Ville… u-um, I also wish you safe travels!”

And that’s how Furina, Chevalmarin and Dehya find themselves alone once again.

…

At some point during their trip to Port Ormos, Furina has to (mentally) strangle Crabaletta so that she doesn’t charge into a Treasure Hoarder camp she ran into during her exploration. The mimic seems quite intent on raising hell for them. Crabaletta respects her wish to not harm her peo-… to not harm Fontanian citizens, but all bets are off in Sumeru. Crabaletta demands retribution.

Dehya gives her an odd look when she suddenly falls silent, frowning slightly in concentration.

“You good?”

“One moment, please.”


Crabaletta, these aren’t even the same men!


There are four gathered around a campfire, joking and laughing around. The image she gets in her mind’s eye isn’t very clear, but she has the impression they just set up camp. Their lookout is barely paying attention to the road, instead enthusiastically showing one of his partners a bracelet. A token from a recent ‘hunt’, perhaps?

The mimic’s fury rebounds despite Furina’s words.

Yes, I know, I-I did take offense at the attack, but they— a pause, I won’t condemn—, a slightly longer pause. Furina gives a pained grimace. She rolls her shoulders back. Mademoiselle Crabaletta, we are not ruffians. We do not ambush strangers. Get back this instant.

The mimic, a hundred or so meters southeast, snaps her claws in agitation. Furina is about to soothe her (Neuvillette will see justice done, she doesn’t have to worry), when the lookout spots Crabaletta and sounds the alarm, firing an arrow that the mimic has no trouble dodging.


Oh, no…


They were innocent no longer.

Gleeful, perhaps slightly maniac, Crabaletta concentrates Hydro energy and fully lets loose.

Furina draws back from their mental link, too perturbed to keep watching from her mind’s eye any longer. This is concerning…

Troubled, she confides in Dehya.

“No blame there. I would be resentful too if Treasure Hoarders tried to kidnap me.”

“I must admit that I am not too elated by yesterday’s events, but… I truly don’t—that still doesn’t excuse an unprovoked attack on some… strangers.”

Crabaletta rudely butts into her mind again with an image of Vivianne of the Lake and Furina scowls in the general direction of her mimic. She can feel the satisfaction pouring out of the little gremlin despite figuratively shutting the door on their link not too long ago.


That was one time! And dear Vivianne handled it like a champ!


(Vivianne, who had never been particularly vicious to begin with, remained unfazed when she had seen Furina struggling to activate her Vision despite her impassioned declaration that “the day had finally come when she would redeem her honor”. Vivianne hadn’t even bothered to use her scalding hot water to drive the ex-Archon off, resorting to a single hit of pressured water that had thrown Furina back into the sea. By the standards of the local legends, she had been remarkably gentle. Furina had only returned with a bruise.)

The rest of the Salon Solitaire, bless their little hearts, turn a blind eye to the exchange.

Furina wants to live. Sue her if it means taking some risks head-on while rediscovering how to work her way around the world, burning some macaroni here and there, and pulling all-nighters alongside her troupe. This does not, however, get her a pass for ignoring her people’s feelings. What right does she have to be resentful when she had played them for fools for—?

“Look at me, Furina.”

She startles, guiltily looking up at her bodyguard. She’s taken aback by the fire in her eyes.

“I don’t know what happened, but your feelings matter too, you know? Don’t try to invalidate them because you think you see more worth in other people’s suffering. These things should never be viewed as if they are a competition over who had it worst. Crabaleda—”

“Letta,” she interrupts without thinking.

“Crabaletta is not justified, but hardly anyone who starts fights in the roads is.” She puts a finger to her lips, then, grinning. “And no one saw. What happens in the forest stays in the forest.”

Furina sighs.

“I suppose… thank you, Dehya. I needed to hear that.”

It is true. Though her summons acted on their own, they could still be influenced by Furina’s emotions. She was very conscious of the fear and guilt she experienced every time she recalled the Treasure Hoarders and the Knave’s attack, but she’d be lying if there wasn’t resentment too.

She was only human, after all…

The thought brings a small smile to her lips. The guilt would remain with her for a long time, but allowing herself to feel certain things would be cathartic.

(That was also what prompted her to try to ride on Crabaletta’s shell. Furina was still on a runner’s high from a recent surfing session and her jolly mood infected her mimics in turn, so Crabaletta had flown like a possessed firework. Furina had ended up with several scrapes as her giggles affected her balance severely, but it was fun and it was silly and it was worth it. So maybe letting herself feel freely was a good step.)

“Then! My dear Mademoiselle Dehya—” her bodyguard throws her a wary glance at this, “—may I ask for some pointers for future battles?”

“I like your spark, but uh, you aren’t going to obliterate every Treasure Hoarder camp in the forest, are you?”

Furina curls into herself, scandalized. “Of course not!”

Dehya stares at her for a few seconds before chuckling. “I’ll believe you. You said your friend was teaching you how to use your sword, right? Clorinde?”

“Yes.”

“Alright. I’m good, but not good enough to make you proficient in swordsmanship in just two weeks. You’re here for vacation, anyway. You should be relaxing.” She shrugs. “So, let’s focus on what you can do with your Vision. Hydro is versatile, and the fact that you can keep up sentient mimics for so long gives you a great chance to be creative. The enemy has to worry about all five of you. You only have to worry about the enemy.”

“It’s hard, though. Everything happens so fast that sometimes I can’t tell what is going on.”

“That’s fine. You’ll get better at that with practice. But for now, your biggest concern should be keeping the numbers to your favor. That can’t happen if your mimics run the risk of getting dispelled. You can let any attack not imbued with elemental affinity just pass through them.”

Something… clicks. Of course! Whenever she summons the Salon Solitaire, she instinctively makes them solid to allow them to interact with the world. Anything that disrupts their form automatically dispels them, much like a bubble, but if they could adjust their form if they saw a blow coming so that it never actually hit…

The bodyguard grins when she sees the spark in her mismatched eyes. “That’s only the beginning. Let’s discuss how to keep the enemy from getting close to you…”

…

Port Ormos is enormous and lively, vibrant of color. It is very different from Fontaine’s marketplace. Furina finds herself humming parts of the songs that street performers they had paused to watch had used, already making plans to see how she could compile all of this knowledge into a play of some sort. Usher floated by their side, having swapped places with Chevalmarin before they entered the port, diligently filing away anything Furina thought was particularly interesting (which is to say, almost everything).

They visit a few places from Nahida’s list and Collei’s suggestions, chatting all the while, before night finally falls and they had off to have dinner. This time, they only ordered two dishes. It is here, in the relative peace of the almost empty restaurant Dehya had chosen, that her bodyguard pulls out a deck of cards and slides it in Furina’s direction.

“Have you ever played TCG before?”

“I have heard of the game, but no… I’ve never played.”

She had caught two of her guards in the middle of a game half a year ago. They had been mortified, and the act had demanded she give a lengthy lecture at the time despite her curiosity. She should really look for them and apologize once she gets back…

“I’m no expert myself, but I know a few things I could teach you. It’s a great way to pass the time.”

“Sure, I’d love to learn.”

Despite Dehya’s initially laidback demeanor, it soon becomes clear that she’s got a competitive streak when it comes to games. Furina, sharing the same competitive spirit, turns their friendly, novice match into a heated back-and-forth pretty quickly. One game becomes two, becomes “best out of three”, and soon poor Usher can only helplessly watch as things get out of control. While they manage to keep things from escalating too much, cheeks flushed from all the excitement, their determination to game the night away becomes so intense that the restaurant owner practically has to physically toss them out.

The chill of the night cools them down almost immediately.

“Well,” Dehya wryly says, voice slightly hoarse from laughing, “I can see why the General Mahamatra loves this game.”

Furina’s cheeks hurt from smiling so much. “That’s Monsieur Cyno, yes?”

“Yeah. From what I hear, he’s very good at it. I guess we’ll discover it if we run into him and he’s free for a game or two.”

“Quite! It will be a match to behold.”

Dehya directs them to a hotel to pass the night.

…

Morning sees them around vising the market. Furina briefly gives her thanks to the troupe for helping her find a boost of energy as of late, because keeping with this routine would have been impossible right after her abdication when even getting up from bed had been a considerably challenge. She had just been… so tired…

(She still was, honestly, but it was more manageable now that she had some motivation…)

Even so, Furina was not a morning person. Her grogginess could be seen in the way Crabaletta—her only companion for today, as all other mimics had dismissed themselves at some point or another—slightly slumped in her flight. Dehya didn’t seem fazed at all by the schedule, even though the ex-Archon could swear she hardly slept through the night. Where did this woman find the energy???

Furina goes on a shopping spree for her friends. She buys a keychain for Clorinde, an Aranara toy for Sedene (and another for herself), and a lovely blue scarf for Neuvillette. It will likely never see use, but it’s the thought that counts, no? She briefly considered buying him some fish-themed slippers that had made her giggle like crazy not even two seconds after laying eyes on it, but she had teased the man enough already during her reign. He deserved a rest.

As Dehya can’t travel with her Sumpter Beast in the ferry, she leaves it with one of her contacts alongside her wagon. Once everything is settled and they’ve had breakfast, they finally make their way to the port. The line to get head inside is, thankfully, rather short.

“This will be a bit of a long trip, too. Five hours. Still way faster than taking the road, though. Safer, too.”

Furina peers at the calm waters, which reminds her that she should probably get some water for Neuvillette on the way back so that he can add it to his collection (a rather strange one, but she’ll keep that to herself, maybe it’s a dragon thing).

As Crabaletta can’t join them on the ferry for security reasons (the ferry guards had been giving them disapproving glares since they got in line and it hadn’t taken long to discover why), she disappears beneath the waters to explore. She seems instantly taken with the great variety of underwater flora, which Furina finds adorable.

“That’s alright. Perhaps I’ll nap for a bit…”

“Heh, tired already?” At her sheepish nod, Dehya just shrugs. “That’s alright. I hope you get some quality sleep, but the ferry can be loud…”

“My apartment is directly in front of the city’s blacksmith,” Furina dismisses, hiding a yawn under her hand. “I’ll be fine…”

“Girl, what?”

“Don’t worry, I’ve gotten used to it. Besides, Mademoiselle Estelle keeps a good schedule.”

“That’s impressive. I have a very light sleep, so I would have moved out immediately.”

“Mm…”

“Whoa, hey. Don’t fall asleep standing up! We’re about to enter, you can sleep on the seat, c’mon.”


Notes for the Chapter:
Oh, gosh, I had to rewrite this chapter SO MANY TIMES. I’m so sorry Tighnari, you deserved more screentime-

I headcanon that sentient summons can either communicate with everyone by speaking, like Oz, or directly to the summoner via a telepathic link. The Salon Solitaire can interact with the world and filter what information (visual, auditive, etc.) gets relayed to Furina, so as to not overwhelm her. The link always stays active while at least (1) summon is “on the field”, though it can pass to the background if they want to. It’s kinda like a Discord call. Furina and Crabaletta could be arguing in “a channel” of the link and the rest can join at any time if they want to with the added benefit of instantly getting the gist of the situation because of the recorded information in Furina’s subconscious. Since everything occurs in the mind, it’s a fast process.

Neuvillette is the only one that can establish links with Hydro entities that weren’t created by himself.

Though Furina could, in theory, force her mimics to do anything (like getting Crabaletta to chill out before one-shotting an entire camp…), she has a soft spot for them and would never force them to do anything.






6. Sumeru City



This time, when she saw the Dendro Archon, Furina immediately realizes she is in a dream.

The tiny god greeted her from a gazebo adorned by all sorts of flowers. Furina recognized some from Fontaine—ah, she had probably used flora from both of their countries. They were deep in the forest this time, deep in Sumerian territory, so it was a gesture that the ex-Archon appreciated.

“Lord Kusanali,” she greeted, delivering a deep bow.

She had prepared mentally for the meeting with the Archon ever since she announced it on the desert, so she was pleased to find that centuries of diplomatic meetings were coming back enough to let her keep a cool head. She was still heart-wrenchingly nervous, make no mistake, but at least she was comforted in the knowledge that Nahida was a benevolent deity.

(It also made her dejectedly aware that, should it be Focalors or Egeria she was meeting, or especially her own Hydro Archon act, she would not be comforted by her knowledge of their characters. There was simply too much between them to allow for a peaceful chat, no matter how kind or gentle they once were.)

“You can call me Nahida, you know,” the God of Verdure replies with a small smile, gesturing toward an empty seat.

“Nahida,” Furina amends, nervously fidgeting with the edge of her sleeve. The worry of breaching some unknown decorum hadn’t left her yet.

(What is the proper etiquette when meeting a god as a human anyway? And, what is the proper etiquette when you happened to be the humanity of a dead god? She had the feeling that there was nothing written on stone—surely, she would have been made aware then, yes? There should be some sort of divine handbook somewhere—and, even if there was, as the youngest “gods”, they may be allowed some liberties).

The tiny god excitedly claps her hands. “We’ll be meeting again tomorrow! I’m truly looking forward to it. I wish we could meet today, but I’m still wrapping up some projects. Once those are completed, I’ll be all yours, I promise.”

“There’s no need to rush on my account…! I know how demanding leading a nation can be. Many things can happen last minute…” she blinks, then chuckles awkwardly. “Ah, I guess I’m one of those last minute things myself.”

“Mm, you are a very welcome surprise,” Nahida beams up at her. “I am so very happy to see you more comfortable. Like a sailor, conquering unfamiliar waters. Tell me, how have you enjoyed your trip so far?”

Furina tilts her head. Smiles. “Perhaps… perhaps the sailor is far from conquering the waters right now, but she may have found a gorgeous oasis amidst the storm. The change it offers is refreshing… or rather, grounding. It has been lovely. I’ve enjoyed myself plenty, and I’ve managed to meet a lot of new people.” Then, softer, like an afterthought. “Since they don’t know me as the Hydro Archon, they naturally don’t have any expectations of me.”

“Naturally,” Nahida echoes. When Furina only offers a small smile, she asks: “Have you made a new discovery about yourself?”

“I believe that is something that bothered me in Fontaine. I discarded my role, but the very nature of it means that it would follow me forever. It will surely precede my death. Have you heard—” she grows silent. Shakes her head. “No, this is a worn-out topic. My sincere apologies, Lo—Nahida.”

“There is no such thing as a worn-out topic. Perhaps worn-out listeners, but that does not apply to me. Tell me.”

“I, err… no, it’s fine, you must have summoned me here for a reason, yes? Haha… ha… l-let us discuss that.”

Nahida’s smile doesn’t falter. “I sensed you falling asleep and thought it odd due to the hour. That is all. It made me very excited to realize you are on the ferry to Sumeru City. So, what have I heard about? I’m curious.”

“S-surely you have, I don’t know why I said it like that…”

“Don’t worry.”

Well, why not? “It’s an old story from King Remus’ time. About an important political figure who fell off his horse and, embarrassed, asked the historians not to record it. But they did.”

“Ah, yes. I’m familiar with it. You are afraid you will be remembered in a similar way despite all you do to avoid the story from being recorded.”

“Resigned, more like. Over the years, I’ve accumulated some truly unflattering stories due to my act. It’s not all bad, though. No, my issue lies with being remembered in the first place. I mean, my birthday is a national holiday! I’m sure that will change at some point, but it will be mortifying until it does. A-anyway, that’s why I said Sumeru has been an oasis so far…”

“Mm, remembrance…” Nahida sighs. “Yes, I can see why you wouldn’t like it. In that case, when we meet tomorrow, why don’t we avoid talking about the past until you are comfortable? There are many ways we can get to know each other in the meantime.”

“I’d like that… thank you very much, Nahida. I didn’t know how much I needed this until it happened.” Then, perking up. “Speaking of which, what did happen? Dehya explained the gem… would always return to Sumeru, I think.”

“Right! It is from King Deshret’s time. To ensure his envoys would return immediately after delivering news or scouting,” she hummed thoughtfully. “As I understand it, Eremites pocketed the gem alongside other artifacts from an underground temple. It was later stolen by Treasure Hoarders, who then retreated to Fontaine.”

“And I happened to run into them and activated the gem. It’s so… simple…”

“It gave us the chance to meet. Believe it or not, I’ve wanted to arrange a gathering between Archons for quite some time, just like there used to be in the past. Ah, don’t worry! Nothing serious—just some games and a chat, but, well…” she wilts just like a flower. “I must confess the idea makes me… nervous. I don’t expect either the Cryo or Pyro Archon to attend, and since I haven’t met the others, I’m not quite sure what to plan that will not touch undesired topics.”

“…well, a gathering between Archons would be quite grand…” The idea exhausts her just from imagining the sheer amount of paperwork and preparation it would involve. “I imagine the people would be quite… flustered.”

“Mm, I suppose there wouldn’t be any running from our identities, that is true, but I would prefer an informal gathering if one did happen someday. Let us be overlooked like the leaves under the first snow, yes? If it grew political, it would be…” Here, Nahida visibly winces. Furina shares the sentiment just imagining it.

“There would also be the matter of neutral ground,” she slowly muses.

“Oh, Sumeru would be quite happy to host, but yes, a neutral ground would be desirable… ah! While not exactly neutral, there is an unnamed island in Mondstadt that—”

There is a mighty rumble that shakes the dream world so badly that the image of the forest fizzles out. The two finds themselves amidst a fuzzy black space, blinking in surprise.

“Oh, you’ll wake up soon,” Nahida laments. “We’ll continue this conversation tomorrow, then. Thank you for listening to me, Furina.”

Struggling to maintain the connection much longer, Furina barely has time to drop into a clumsy curtsy as goodbye before she finds herself blinking the dream away inside the ferry, groggily sitting upright. She hisses lowly at the ache in her back and neck. The odd position had made her no favors…

Crabaletta inquires if she should swap with the Singer, which Furina waves off. The pain won’t last for long, so there’s no need to trouble the Singer so soon. She has the sneaking suspicion that the poor mimic had exhausted her social battery while on that Fungi dance. It’s almost amusing how similar her mimics were to her in some ways… all right, well, maybe in many ways. Whatever the case, Furina didn’t mind letting the Singer rest.

Crabaletta idly begins to comment that the swap and healing would take less than a minute, but Furina is having none of it.

“Good dream?” Dehya asks, grinning.

Furina’s mind finally connects two very important dots together and feels her cheeks heat in shame. “Oh, I didn’t mean to fall asleep on you, I’m so sorry—”

“I don’t mind.”

“E-even so, it is unbecoming of me to use you as a makeshift pillow.”

“Wouldn’t be the first, you know?”

“I hope I didn’t impose on you for too long…”

“Nah. It’s only been half an hour.”

“Half—” Furina pauses and sighs. “Oh. I was hoping we were nearly there.”


Then again, it makes me glad to know I didn’t distract Nahida for long. She must be busy.


“Yeah, I get you. These seats aren’t very comfy…”

They chat a little more, but soon the conversation dries up and Furina is left alone with her thoughts. The thought that a god could be nervous was a foreign one, but she didn’t think Nahida had said it figuratively. Though Furina was beginning to think very fondly of the tiny god, she didn’t think a gathering was feasible. There was the implication that, somehow, someway, the gathering would involve all the Archons despite two of them being missing and dead respectively. Since no new Geo Archon had appeared, Furina imagined Morax had managed to trick the Heavenly Principles in some capacity as well, so she briefly celebrated his freedom before going back to worry about the idea. There was simply too much tension accumulated over the centuries. A gathering would be positively explosive.

Assuming they’d even accept, that is.

Oh, there was no use stressing over this. It was just an idea, one that Nahida appeared just as hesitant to execute, though her reservations stemmed from a desire to be a good host rather than complete and utter terror of being among so many divine figures. Besides, if it did happen, Furina wouldn’t even be there. She was no Archon, nor was she interested in being there as a representative of one. She’d likely pass out from stress two minutes in.

Eager to distract herself, she pulls out one of the books she had bought and quickly gets immersed in its pages, lamenting the fact that she has no diary or pen to take notes or jot down her thoughts, so poor Dehya must bear her commentary instead. To her credit, the bodyguard seems more than happy to engage in the new topic.

“Oooooh, now this I like! It seems this encounter inspired a dessert! Ah, I just love it when literature takes such a corporeal aspect. In most other mythos, they seem to forget the experience altogether or dismiss it as a childhood hallucination. It’s refreshing to see another take. I’ve begun to grow a little sad from all the goodbyes.”

“I rather like those, actually. These stories would be much sadder if the children never got to say goodbye. Besides, isn’t the dessert a goodbye too? In some way.”

“True, there are few things worse than untold feelings. Even so, the dessert is still something he was able to share with his family and even strangers as a recipe, and something he would treasure as an adult. I guess… I guess if it happened to me, I’d be so afraid to lose the memory forever…”

“Mm, there are a lot of ways to remember though. Like… well, did you keep a diary as a child, Furina?”

“…I’ve never been too good for diaries, I’m afraid. Time tends to slip by me sometimes, ahaha… perhaps it would be a good habit to get into.”

“That’s one way! One of my previous clients liked to crochet small phrases. She gave me a small towel that said Flame-Mane. I didn’t want it to get damaged, so Candace has it in her home, but I do remember it fondly.”

“Mm-hm, so long as it is preserved in some way, that memory will never truly fade. That is the beauty of these stories. Even the smallest things evoke the strongest memories…”

…

Sumeru City stretches beautifully between mountains and rivers, so harmonious with nature that little critters can be seen running around the streets and are received with incredible nonchalance from adults and giggles from children. Though Furina had seen the Akademiya in postcards and documents, and even at a distance in landscapes, witnessing its grandeur firsthand is a wholly different experience. From the port, its elegant silhouette paints an alluring picture, hugged lightly by the sun.


Ah, we are so lucky the sky is clear…


Dehya grins at her expression, handing off Furina’s backpack—that she had insisted on carrying for her, much to Furina’s chagrin—at Usher’s own insistence, who had relieved Crabaletta a few minutes ago.

“Mora for your thoughts?”

She’s almost buzzing in place. “It’s breathtaking! Sumeru City is so full of life… you know, in the Court of Fontaine, the green areas have always been more ornamental than anything, so seeing nature so integrated in the cities here is… oh, if only I had a pen…”

“I’ll be sure to buy one when we tour near the Akademiya, then. Some paper too.”

“Oh! Those could also be souvenirs. I’ll have to—oh…”

“…what? What’s wrong?”

“Oh, oh my.” Furina pales. “I’ve forgotten to write to my friends! Ah, I even bought that postcard specifically for Clorinde…!”

“No time like the present, then.”

…

“So, people usually post riddles in the bulletin board?”

Dehya hums. “Sometimes. It’s become more common now that the Akademiya has relaxed some rules.”

“Perhaps I should come up with one of my own, then. Participating in this tradition seems like it’d be interesting.”

“Sure can. Don’t hesitate to write something Fontanian. Folks will love the challenge.”

…

“Oh, dishes here are somewhat different to what we had in Aaru Village… N-not that I’m saying I know all about it after just a taste, of course! Haha…”

Dehya laughs. “You’re good. It’s because of the ingredients. People here have more fish, seafood in general.”

“I guess it shouldn’t be a surprise that most dishes are still spicy…”

“Spice is good. When you go back to Fontaine, you’ll miss it. Guaranteed.”

“You know what I’ll truly miss? Candied Ajilenakh Nuts. Oh, those are so tasty…”

“Pfff, glad to know you’ve joined the Candied Ajilenakh Nuts’ lover club.”

…

They are taking a break from all the walking around. There are still a few hours until the performance in the Grand Bazaar, so Dehya takes her to a place with fewer people to rest for a bit. As they slowly make their way up the streets, Furina notices there is almost no one around.

“Huh, I was wondering when he was going to show up…”

“Hm?”

Dehya is looking at a particular tree in the distance, sky blue eyes slightly narrowed under the glare of the sun. She starts waving lazily. Furina is slightly surprised to discover that she’s gotten to know the other woman well enough to detect a special kind of begrudging glint in her eyes, as though she is bracing herself for some sort of… imminent encounter. Curious, Furina also stares in that direction. When she finds nothing, she switches to Usher’s perspective in her mind’s eye. The image isn’t clear, but he gently points out to a figure perched atop a tree with an air of displeasure. Clearly, he’s not thrilled about being so easily spotted. Furina draws back from their mental link, unsure how to feel about all this. Anxious, more than anything. This is not exactly an everyday occurrence.

“Is he… friendly?”

Dehya snorts. “About as welcoming as a cactus. Pretty sure you’ll find his picture if you look up cactus in the dictionary. That’s Hat Guy, he also works for Lord Kusanali.”

Right, Hat Guy. Furina vaguely recalls Dehya mentioning him before. Wasn’t he a Vahumana student? Despite trying her hardest to pay attention to everything her bodyguard told her, there was simply too much information to retain. Furina couldn’t recall what that particular school of the Akademiya dedicated themselves to. Just as she contemplates asking, she sees movement from him, heading toward them. She figured it would be rude to talk about him when he would soon be within earshot, so she decided to wait to ask him directly.

He moves fast and lightly, a hand on his hat to prevent it from soaring away. To her surprise, he doesn’t seem to be using a wind glider. Usher confirms he appears to be flying, and then points out an Anemo Vision twinkling in the light. Oh, how fascinating…! Furina had seen some people in Fontaine use their Anemo Visions to keep altitude with their wind gliders but didn’t know it could also be used to facilitate actual flight. Perhaps this was the Anemo version of keeping Hydro mimics active in the desert…? He must be strong, then.

“Hey,” Dehya dryly says when Hat Guy (that must be an alias, right?) lands gracefully a short distance away.

“Flame-Mane,” he returns in kind, indigo blue eyes barely hiding his irritation. He then, unceremoniously, throws a scroll at her. The taller woman has no trouble swiping it out of the air, frowning. “You sure took your sweet time getting here.”

“What, now it’s a crime to sightsee? The audience is tomorrow, you know.”

What is… happening…? Furina blinks.

“If you want to waste your time, be my guest…” He rolls his eyes.

“Don’t lecture me on how to do my job.”

“With all due respect, I’m standing right here.” Furina crosses her arms. “Is there perhaps an itinerary we weren’t made aware of? As Dehya said, my commitments start from tomorrow onward. I don’t believe there is any issue with exploring until then.”

He shrugs. “Sure, whatever. Look at the flowers all you like. Just thought there was something you should know, is all.”

“Do tell.”

“Not here,” he nods to the scroll in Dehya’s hands. “So? Am I allowed a moment of her time, oh mighty Flame-Mane?” He opens his arms wide, a derisive smile on his lips. To her credit, Dehya shrugs off the mocking tone well. She unfurls the scroll, eyes skimming over the contents. Her expression noticeably sours.

“Well…” she turns to Furina. “My hands are tied here.”

Furina stares at her with wide eyes. “W-what do you mean?”

“Hat Guy is a jerk, but he won’t let anything happen to you,” Dehya assures her. “In the meantime, I’ve been told to ‘perform a search on the room’ you’ll be staying in. You know, Hat Guy, I’m very curious why you are dumping your duties on me.”

“As if you wouldn’t have checked anyway,” he rolls his eyes. “It’s a formality at this point—I checked already. C’mon, hurry up now. The faster we get this done, the faster you can get back to sightseeing.”

“Wait, just like that?” Furina blinks.

“Hat Guy also works for Lord Kusanali, he’s trustworthy.” Dehya sighs. “Don’t worry—I’ll be back to relieve him in an hour.”

“What’s with that look? I have no intention of playing bodyguard for the duration of your trip,” and with that, he is already starting to walk away. Dehya gives her an apologetic look. With a small groan, Furina follows the young man. The pace he sets is almost hurried. She has to struggle a bit to keep up. He seems to know the city very well, because the path he takes rapidly takes them to the outskirts of the city, and soon to a completely deserted part. He had ignored her questions thus far, so she is a little surprised when he starts talking all of a sudden.

“Let’s get right to business then,” he says, eyes narrowed. “No need to pretend with me—I know who you are.”

“O-oh, is that so…?”

Even after so much time out of her role, her first instinct upon hearing those words is to plaster the Hydro Archon mask and laugh loudly. She stifles the urge, trying to keep calm. Both Dehya and him work for Nahida, so what is different about him that would allow him access to that information when Dehya didn’t? Was it the timing, perhaps? Dehya did have to hurry over to find her in the desert before it got dark.

What if he wasn’t talking about her past as the Hydro Archon…? Perhaps it would be best to be vague.

“Then perhaps you should allow me the same courtesy and introduce yourself?”

He merely scoffs. “Who I am is not important. I just thought that you should know that it was your so-called dear friends that went and spilled the beans to us with nary a thought.”

“My… my friends? What do you…?” She pauses. “What are you trying to say, Hat Guy?” Heavens, that name sounds so unserious. She can’t properly convey her irritation through it.

“Oh, I’m not trying anything. I’m just telling it like it is.”

“But you don’t—you wouldn’t just tell me that out of nowhere. What—”

“Because, and correct me if I’m wrong, your past is something private. You didn’t make it common knowledge in your own country, what business do we have knowing? I certainly didn’t ask.” He is openly scowling now. “I’m pretty sure Lumine and Paimon passed the information along to other Archons they know, too. They betrayed your trust.”

Oh, all right, definitely about that, then.

“I…”

Though they had had a rocky start, Furina had, slowly, come to appreciate the Traveler and Paimon in her life. After The Little Oceanid, they had spent more time together to talk things out, especially in regard to the way they had pushed her boundaries. In turn, Furina apologized for calling Paimon an object and for trying to put the Traveler on trial. Their friendship wasn’t perfect by any means, but hardly anything in Furina’s life was at the moment. It made everything feel more real, more hers. More… human.

Hat Guy is looking at her intently.

“I won’t lie, it does frustrate me a little bit. I would have liked them to ask for permission, but I’m thankful.”

“Hah, thankful? Seriously?” His expression twists in disbelief.

“W-well, without their explanation, I’d still be seen as the disgraced Hydro Archon by Nahida. I’d be trespassing in her domain unannounced. My grasp on Archon protocols is… admittedly lacking, but I’d like to avoid any misunderstandings or tensions between our lands. Because of whom I was… of who I pretended to be, my actions and my presence have weight. Besides, I said some infuriating things while keeping up my act, so… I mean, I’m just a human. I am at the gods’ mercy.”

“Right. Just a human who went and deceived the Heavenly Principles, who is above the gods.”

“They are dormant. I don’t think I’d still be here otherwise… besides, that was mirror-me’s plan. I just endured.”

He stares. Lets out a long sigh a moment after. “I’m not dealing with this. You’re Nahida’s problem now.”

Anemo answers to his call, lifting him from the ground swiftly. Furina blinks, processing his words. Usher acts immediately. Furina had never seen him move so fast as he does now, basically teleporting to Hat Guy’s side where he latches to one of his legs and pulls down. He sputters angrily in the air, but noticeably keeps from attacking the mimic, allowing himself to be dragged to the ground with a sour look.

“Hey!” Furina hisses. “Aren’t you supposed to act as my bodyguard right now?”

“I can do that from a distance. You’re obviously not defenseless.”

“And what do you mean, I’m Nahida’s problem now?! How utterly senseless!”

“Spare me…” He slowly gets to his feet, throwing a venomous look at Usher. “You should be rightfully angry, yet you choose to excuse their actions? Really? And by now you should know that Nahida is way too soft and forgiving for her own good. She would have invited you to stay in Sumeru even if Lumine and Paimon had kept their mouths shut.” He clenches his jaw. “As they should have. Perhaps Nahida will help you see reason.”

Furina was… missing something here. Hat Guy was as prickly as Dehya had described, yes, yet he had gone out of his way to ‘right a wrong’. It would have been easy to keep silent. It would have been easy to wait until tomorrow and intercept her before or after the audience. He seems to detest the very concept of betrayal, so much so that he was perplexed and frustrated by her lack of anger at the news. She didn’t think he wanted to rile her up just for the fun of it. Perhaps… perhaps he had also suffered a similar betrayal, though Furina couldn’t begin to imagine the magnitude of it. She wouldn’t deny that she was curious, but she knew how important privacy could be.

(In court, privacy was ironically nonexistent. Your dirty laundry was exposed and thoroughly examined for everyone to see. The Hydro Archon and, to some extent, Furina herself enjoyed the inherent dramatic nature of the proceedings, but that was no excuse to demand Hat Guy’s full story, even if it would even the scales when he evidently knew hers. Furina bites her tongue.)

Whatever the case, the thought that he was frustrated for her rather than at her was… strange.

“Yes, I know she is kind now. I’m looking forward to our chat tomorrow, despite being terrified of the mere idea of meeting a real Archon a week ago.” And… though it did make her feel vulnerable and exposed to know that the rest of the Archons knew her story, it was overwhelmingly comforting to realize she didn’t have to face the gods’ wrath anytime soon. (For her peace of mind, she avoided thinking of Celestia). “Rest assured, I will have a chat with the Traveler and Paimon whenever I see them next.”

“Tch, you are just like Nahida. A chat isn’t enough, you know?”

She smiles. “It is for me. Now! Anything else you wish to add, Monsieur Chapeau?”

“No. I have said everything I wanted to say.” A pause. “If you must, call me Naoto.”

He is already starting to walk back into the city, uncaring about any more questions she may have. Usher laments how turbulent the encounter had been, as Hat Guy… or, rather, Naoto, had barely given them time to process anything. He had truly gotten straight to the point. Ever the gentilhomme, Usher starts listing off all the reasons Furina should avoid Naoto in the future, much to her amusement.

Come now, he was looking out for me in his own way, she gently tells her mimic. I think… there is still much to discover about him.

Usher mimes a sigh.

…

“Nahida wanted you to stay in the Sanctuary of Surasthana with her in the beginning, but she changed it to this hotel to avoid putting you on the spot. Of course, a room remains prepared in the sanctuary in case you change your mind,” Naoto explains, voice almost bored when he finally comes to stop in front of a building. “Dehya should be finished inspecting it by now. Room 301.”

“Thank you very much, Monsieur. I appreciated our chat.”

“Hm,” is all he says, crossing his arms.

Unsure of what to do, she gives him a little wave which he doesn’t return before heading inside. The hotel is luxurious. She ends up running into Dehya not even two seconds inside, so they head up to unpack the few belongings Usher had prepared in her backpack.

“Everything was all right, yeah?” Her bodyguard asks, worry evident in her tone.

“Yes, he just… told me something I needed to know. I’ll get everything in order when I get back to Fontaine, it’s nothing pressing.” She knew Lumine and Paimon didn’t mean anything bad by it, so she didn’t see any reason to puzzle over their actions. “So! The performance. I’m very excited to see it. You’ve spoken so much about Miss Nilou, my expectations are—how do you say it— through the roof.”

“Oh, geez, I hope I didn’t jinx Nilou here.”

“Surely not! She appears to regard art with the seriousness it deserves. A performance from someone like that must be nothing short of spectacular.”

Dehya laughs. “Well. Let’s go find out, shall we?”


Notes for the Chapter:
I referenced this post when talking about that important historical figure that fell of his horse. Thought it would be too amusing not to share.

I struggled a lot to decide Wanderer’s name when I finished the quest. In the end, I settled for a reference to my favorite character in Persona 4, Naoto Shirogane. I didn’t think I’d ever use it in a fic, but here we are (Scarameow was a strong contender for the name btw).

Wanderer is fascinating to me, but man is writing him a challenge lol I hope I did him justice! This whole situation comes from the fact that the Traveler must have told the Archons something for them to talk about Furina in their voicelines the way they do. Babygirl deserves to be acknowledged. Traveler didn’t mean anything bad by it, but well… isn’t the road to hell paved with good intentions…? That might as well be the Fontaine AQ’s summary, huh.





