
the kind of pain you feel to get good in the end
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When Wriothesley bids farewell to the sun and descends down, down, down to the Fortress of Meropide for the very first time, it strikes him as ironic that this is the most anyone’s ever cared about him in his young life.

He has nothing more to say about his foster family. Once he escaped that house, no one beside the Mélusines spared him a second glance when they saw him sleeping in alleyways and eating whatever scraps he could find. He took up a few informal apprenticeships with various clockwork gadgeteers, but he never stayed in one place for long. He doubts he left any kind of impression on those busy adults. And why would he? He was just some kid, and a homeless one, at that.

Nothing about him was worth remembering.

Once he broke the law, though – once Wriothesley abandoned all hope of justice being served to the wealthy and influential, determined that only through death would their cruelty be stopped, and fashioned himself the executioner, well – now, he’s interesting. Now he gets his photo on the front page of The Steambird. Now the Iudex and Lady Furina and everyone important wants to listen to the sordid tale of “Wriothesley”.

Fontainians do so love their drama. Maybe they’ll write some tragic opera inspired by him someday.

Rivets creak and groan as the lift grinds to a final, shuddering halt. Wriothesley stares into the gloomy passage before him, committing the entrance to memory. It’s a purgatory built underwater by the late great Egeria to contain sinners like him, so the world above can forget they ever existed.

The recycled air blowing through the vents is chilly against his skin, eliciting goosebumps. Everything smells of iron, rust, and unwashed bodies. He’d better get used to it fast. As he is marched through the narrow halls by the officer in charge of him, Wriothesley’s impression of the Fortress is that of a cold, dark dungeon, vast and metal and devoid of comfort.

(No surprises there. The Cryo Vision now hidden in Wriothesley’s pocket is also cold to the touch, and brings him little comfort, for where were those fickle gods when he actually needed them?

Perhaps Archons, too, only find him interesting enough to take notice of after he threw his future away.)

After the handcuffs are off – his intake paperwork filed, his work clothes issued, and his sleeping quarters assigned – Wriothesley finally collapses in his bed, exhausted by the burden of living. He knows he can’t let his guard down here, that he must remain vigilant, that he must defend himself, but – that’s no different from how he’s been living since running away from home. Nothing’s changed.

If anything, this place is an upgrade. Here, he gets a bed.

Wriothesley rolls onto his stomach and groans into the thin sheets, too tense to sleep. His healing wounds itch underneath their bandages. His throat is swollen and sore. Everything aches.

More than pain, though, Wriothesley feels exhausted. His former siblings are free to live their own lives now. His protection isn’t needed any longer. He won’t sully their reputations or their family name by associating with them, not ever again.

Everyone could have saved a lot of time and trouble if they’d just let him bleed to death, though.

It’s not like anyone would miss him.

 


 

“Fifteen years is probably the most merciful sentence the judge could give you, for a premeditated double homicide,” Sigewinne remarks, setting down her newspaper. Her little feet don’t reach the floor from the stool she’s perched on. She kicks them back and forth, back and forth, in time with a rhythm only she can hear. “You’re still a juvenile by human developmental standards, aren’t you? I wonder what sort of color you’ll be by the time you leave this place…”

Wriothesley just grunts. He’s busy wrapping gauze around his split knuckles, pulling the knot tight with his teeth. He’s not especially concerned with planning for a future he doesn’t expect he’ll live to see.

“Careful it’s not too tight. You wouldn’t want to cut off circulation to your fingers,” Sigewinne warns, looking over his handiwork. Then her preternatural gaze flicks up to catch his, puffing her cheeks as she affects a pout. “You’re the sort that actively looks for a challenge, aren’t you? Keep picking fights you can’t win, and you and I will be seeing a lot more of each other.”

“Hey, I gotta earn Coupons if I want to eat,” Wriothesley says defensively, putting the roll of gauze back on her supply table. “Nothing ventured, nothing gained, right? I’m not going to just roll over and starve.”

The infirmary’s head nurse continually throws him off guard. She doesn’t look or act like the Mélusines he met on the streets, the ones that offered him soup and fussed over him like kindly old grandparents. Sigewinne looks like she could be half human, if that’s even biologically possible – or else she’s something cleverly wearing a human shape, showing him an uncanny imitation of an innocent smile, while masking the otherworldly entity beneath. He’s yet to decide on which.

“If I have to start charging you for wasting my medical supplies, you’ll be out of even more Coupons,” Sigewinne says primly. “You’d better win your next match.”

Wriothesley lets out a startled laugh.

She teases like that, but she’s never stopped him from changing his bandages himself, when he’s able to. Wriothesley doesn’t like to be touched. It makes his skin crawl to be reminded of his foster parents holding him, lying with smiles on their faces, making his fight-or-flight instinct kick in – but Sigewinne doesn’t have to lay hands on him to examine him. She just stares through him without blinking, as if those carmine eyes of hers can flay the skin and flesh from his ribs, and show her the fast-beating heart underneath.  

Wriothesley’s heard plenty of rumors about Mélusine vision. He wonders how much past blood she sees in this place – how much she sees staining him, right now. When he closes his eyes, he can still see the dark pool of it, slowly seeping across the floorboards of his childhood home.

It doesn’t seem to faze Sigewinne in the slightest. She might be more interested in studying human anatomy than the humans themselves. It’s hard to say. 

“See you next time I get my ass kicked, Head Nurse,” Wriothesley says with a careless salute. He can still feel her eyes penetrating his back as he leaves the infirmary.

Wriothesley belongs down here in the lawless pit with the other killers, make no mistake. He’s not any better than the rest of them because he’s young, or because he had a noble reason for committing murder, or because he got dealt an unlucky hand right from the start. They all have their reasons to be here. They’re all unlucky.

Except, perhaps, Sigewinne, who stays down here because she likes it. 

 


 

The meaty fist that connects with Wriothesley’s jaw sends him reeling.

He’s filled out some since he first arrived at the Fortress, no longer as scrawny and malnourished as he was when he was homeless, but – he’s still half this grown man’s weight, lean and angular where the stingy rations and demands of adolescence deny his teenage body the muscle he wants to build. Wriothesley’s always going to be the underdog in these anything-goes Pankration fights. Makes it that much more satisfying to knock the big guys on their asses, and strip them of their Coupons to add insult to injury.

He’s turned a tidy profit gambling on himself so far, even if he spends most of his winnings on gadgets to tinker with.

Wriothesley staggers several paces before regaining his balance. Hot blood and spittle dribbles down his chin, the sting of sweat a bright contrast against his freshly split lip. He grins, wiping the wet mess onto his sleeve. There’s probably something wrong with him, that he’s learning to enjoy the pain as much as the thrill of victory.

(He can’t help how he’s wired, though. This is the only bit of excitement he can drum up in this gods-forsaken penal colony. Of course his body associates it with having a good time.)

“My turn,” Wriothesley taunts, drawing up his fists with a cocky grin. “Have a nice trip!”

With a bestial howl, Wriothesley lunges with his brass knuckles, simultaneously pulling the trigger for his latest trick. The valves release as he makes contact, emptying two vials of elemental oils which interact immediately. Pyro and Electro meet, sparking a spontaneous explosion right in the man’s unsuspecting face.

He goes down so fast that Wriothesley can’t help but tip his head back and laugh.

 


 

Wriothesley isn’t laughing when the same man turns up in his wing of the dormitory after lights out, followed by a couple of his burliest cronies. They don’t look like they appreciated his victory, either. Too bad he could only afford enough elemental oils to use that Overload trick once, or he could blow away the lot of them.

“There’s a guard in the hallway,” Wriothesley points out as calmly as he can, sliding his knuckles on and willing his teenage voice not to crack. “I’ll scream.”

“Go for it.” The man’s face twists into an condescending sneer. “Doesn’t take many Coupons to make a guard look the other way around here, kid.”

Wriothesley figured as much. Aboveground in Fontainian high society with their frilly, fancy hats and decorative walking canes, or here in the darkness at the bottom of the sea, in this bloody den of thieves, exiles, and murderers, corruption is just a fact of life. No one is coming to save the likes of him unless he can pay for it. 

Wriothesley’s on his own. 

(At least his Vision is still safely concealed inside the seams of his work clothes, folded under the bed with his shoes, so he has nothing they’ll kill him over.)

Too many hands grab Wriothesley by the ankles and drag him from his mattress to the floor, kicking and swearing up a storm. Adrenaline jolts like electricity through his veins at their unwanted touch. It’s too dark to see how many are crowded around him, but it’s at least four people, all bigger than him.

A heavy boot nearly flattens his face, but Wriothesley twists aside, lashing at the man’s leg with his knuckles. One click of the spring-loaded mechanism, and a switchblade darts out, burying its length into the man’s calf. Serves him right.

The man yowls, dropping to one knee as a dark stain blooms up his pants leg like unfurling petals of a climbing rose.

“You’ll pay extra for that, you little shit,” the man spits, grabbing a fistful of Wriothesley’s hair in retaliation.

Wriothesley thrashes wildly as he’s pulled by his scalp. Before he can try the same stabbing maneuver twice – a blinding flash of pain stuns him. The man slammed his face against the bedpost, splitting open his cheek. Another boot stomps onto his belly, tearing a wheezing groan from his lips. Tears prickle the corners of Wriothesley’s eyes as his vision swims, too dazed to struggle anymore.

Rough hands rip the brass knuckles from his fingers and fling them out of his reach.

Once he’s disarmed, it’s all downhill from there.

Kicks and blows rain swift vengeance down on him in the dark. They know they have to be quick, lest they be spotted by someone they haven’t paid off. Wriothesley, battered and bloodied, just focuses the last of his willpower on remaining conscious, and not puking his guts out.

All at once, the beating ceases. The other men back off at their ringleader’s signal, but it’s not over yet.

Wriothesley’s scalp feels like it’s being torn clean off as the man drags him by the roots of his hair from his sleeping quarters – away from the razor taped to the sole of his shoe, the knife stashed underneath the mattress, and all the other concealed weapons he’s placed in case of a situation like this one – and hauls his swaying body up to the balcony railing.

This close to his assailant, a wave of sour sweat and reeking tobacco washes over Wriothesley, making his stomach churn violently. Or maybe it’s a concussion causing the nausea. It’s not like he’s in any state to know the difference.

“Bon voyage,” the man grins.

Without further ado, he sends Wriothesley toppling over the dormitory railing.

Wriothesley’s too far gone to even make a sound as he plummets through empty air. His last conscious thought before he hits the water and blacks out is that his next knuckledusters should include some sort of trap for the next sore loser who trashes them.

There’s always gonna be a next time. Might as well prepare for it.

 


 

“This is going to leave a scar,” Sigewinne says disapprovingly, pointing to the oozing gash on Wriothesley’s swollen cheekbone. “You’re lucky it wasn’t higher, or you might have lost the eye. Take better care of your body, it’s the only one you get!”

Wriothesley grunts in acknowledgment.

It’s hard to focus on anything other than the taste of this hellish milkshake Sigewinne is forcing him to drink. It’s sour, thick, and gritty, and – was that a chunk of gristle just now? Does he want to know what kind of milk they could possibly obtain under the sea? Still, it eases the throbbing headache that’s making the room spin around him, so she must know what she’s doing.

He chokes the lumps down with a grimace, accepting his just desserts.

“And you,” Sigewinne says as she turns, little hands on her little hips, to lecture Wriothesley’s assailant, sitting on the infirmary cot adjacent to him. “If you waited any longer to get that stab wound treated, it might have gotten infected! Have you heard of tetanus? Gangrene? Sepsis? If you don’t want to lose that leg in the future, come see me right away next time! You should know better!”

Thoroughly chagrined, the man nods and sips his own vile milkshake. He watches Wriothesley out of the corner of his eye while Sigewinne rummages in her desk for paperwork, tiny wings fluttering in agitation. When he catches Wriothesley staring, his surly expression darkens, brows furrowed into an openly hostile scowl.

For just a moment, though, Wriothesley thinks he caught something else cross the man’s face – guilt, perhaps. Regret.

He’s only met a few career criminals in this place, the ones who fix gambling matches, or smuggle in contraband, or make people disappear. The unrepentant ones who have no intention of ever changing their ways, like his foster parents – they’re the minority. Most of the folks incarcerated here are more like himself – ordinary people, neither good nor bad by nature, but victims of circumstance doing what they have to to get by.

Wriothesley, looking far worse for wear with his bruises and bandages, flashes him a rueful grin and extends his hand.

“Call it even?”

The man hesitates, eyeing his palm suspiciously like he expects to find an explosive hidden in it.

Wriothesley just waits. He’s always been observant, and he’s gotten pretty good at reading people. After being raised by liars, he knows how to recognize them, and this man doesn’t fit the bill. Anger issues, sure, but Wriothesley’s honestly not the type to hold a grudge against a fellow inmate just for using him as a punching bag. They’ve all lashed out before.

The man finally accepts his handshake, a wry grin pulling at the corners of his mouth.

“You’re tougher than you look, kid,” the man admits. “I gotta say, I’m impressed. Name’s Roussimoff.”

“Not kid. Wriothesley,” he answers, bold as brass. “If you want a rematch, give me a chance to place my bets before jumping me in bed, yeah?”

“No coward’s tricks next time, then,” Roussimoff chuckles darkly. “Train with me and the boys. I’ll teach you proper boxing, a healthy sport!”

Sigewinne taps her pen against her clipboard, looking back and forth between the two. “I’m required by the Iudex to fill out an incident report to document any serious injuries,” she informs them, those bright, eerie Mélusine eyes of hers piercing right through them both. “What should I say happened?”

“Tripped and fell,” Wriothesley shrugs, taking another sip of his cursed milkshake. “Just an accident.”

Wriothesley winces as Roussimoff gives him a friendly slap on the back. His whole back feels like one solid bruise. Still, despite the lingering ache in his bones, he finds he doesn’t mind the physical contact as much as he usually does. He can endure a beating, if that’s what it takes to find common ground.

Sigewinne makes a note on her clipboard, trying and failing to hide her pleased smile.

 


 

“Do you know what day today is?”

“Of course not,” Wriothesley snorts. Time has effectively ceased to exist down here; he’d be hard-pressed to even guess what season it is on the surface. It’s always cold and dark in the Fortress. “Does it matter?”

“It’s your eighteenth birthday,” Sigewinne announces cheerfully, standing on her nurse’s stool to reach his eye level. She slaps a sticker onto his cheek, then offers her compact mirror to show him. “Joyeux anniversaire!”

He stares at his own reflection, momentarily startled by the stranger blinking back at him. This is the birthday he chose, the anniversary of “Wriothesley”.

He’s as pale and haggard as ever, chronically deprived of sunlight, with dark circles hollowing his eyes after years of poor sleep. There’s patches of dark stubble bristling like weeds along the curve of his jaw. It might not ever grow thick enough to call a proper beard, but it’s enough to make his youthful face look a bit more mature. It’s beginning to grow down his chest and back as well, where he’s built up at least a respectable bit of wiry muscle to match.

Wonderingly, Wriothesley traces the raised scar tissue on his cheekbone with the pads of his fingers, then, the uneven line of his nose. The bridge of his nose healed a little crooked from where it got busted in a boxing match. Lends him a bit of roguish charm, in his humble opinion, the same way those jagged scars raking down his throat do.

(He might have even been good-looking, if his body wasn’t so fucked up.)

Wriothesley turns his head to see the glint of metal catching the light. He pierced his ears himself, which started by accident when modifying a spring-loaded nail gadget for his gauntlets, but didn’t turn out half-bad, and led to him giving more than a few inmates piercings of their own. Then he sees the sticker on his face, a chubby-cheeked cartoon Mélusine face winking back at him. His countenance splits into a matching grin.

“To be honest, I didn’t think I’d make it past eighteen,” Wriothesley admits to his reflection. “Not too shabby, though.”

Wriothesley’s not sure he could ever call this desolate place at the bottom of the sea a home, exactly, but the Fortress presents itself as a challenge he intends to overcome. In a corrupt system like theirs, the only power can be gained from capital. Newcomers are automatically disadvantaged. He’s winning more fights than he’s losing these days, so his stack of Coupons continues to grow higher. He won’t be the underdog forever.

And as his influence grows, Wriothesley finds the older inmates aren’t as hostile as they once were. They know his name before he introduces himself. His reputation for fair play precedes him. More often than not, his opponents shake his hand even after losing a Pankration match, wanting to stay on his good side. They’re just people who need Coupons to eat, same as him, and an opponent that deliberately leaves them alive and able-bodied is better than the alternative.

So perhaps there is a reason Wriothesley didn’t die on that fateful day, when he left his old name and his old life behind in a pool of blood. He’s not sure where it’s all heading, but something in the atmosphere is shifting after all – and he’s the catalyst.

“You seem to have a knack for turning enemies into friends,” Sigewinne comments thoughtfully, as though she can read his mind like a book. Maybe she can. “Your colors are always most vibrant around others. I suppose that’s the shape of person you’ve always been, though: a protector. I can see you saving more lives than you’ve taken, in the end.”

She rises on her tiptoes and ruffles his messy hair, wings fluttering for balance on the stool. Wriothesley bows his head to allow her touch, though his cheeks color with vague embarrassment.

“Don’t forget why I’m in here,” he deflects, looking down at his callused fists. “Nothing changes the fact that I’ve killed before.”

“No,” Sigewinne agrees, lips curving into a convincingly innocent smile. “But that doesn’t make you incapable of doing good, too. It just makes you human.”


Notes for the Chapter:- more genshin fics by magepaw -





