
a rebellious bird that none can tame

Author’s Note:
Spoilers for the ending of the Fontaine Archon Quest! a hypothetical meeting before/instead of her story quest, i guess? needed to process some feelings the only way i know how, by throwing hu tao at them;; still lighthearted overall, just, y’know, coping with the weight of mortal existence

inspired partially by this textpost: “The way furina&neuvillette’s relationship is so complex that ive seen a hundred different takes on this app about them. They’re siblings. They’re reluctant coworkers that could only depend on eachother for 500 years. They’re dating. They’re estranged family. Babysitter and (former) problem child. Kudos to hoyoverse for creating the most confusing dynamic in the game honestly. Hats off.” :)





“What do you mean, I’m going to die…?”

Furina’s question is asked in a very small voice. Hu Tao smiles in devilish encouragement, baring all her teeth.

“I’m just giving you something to look forward to!”

Zhongli only sighs in weary familiarity at Hu Tao’s impiousness, and takes another sip of his tea.

The visitors from Liyue, friends of the Traveler, are seated on the patio of Café Lutèce beneath one of the cheery blue parasols. Small trays of confections including conch madeleines, pâte de fruits, and petits fours, are arranged artfully around their table, some of the finest their city has to offer. It’s a far cry from what Furina’s been eating lately, the meager results of her own novice cooking, but she has no appetite for desserts at the moment.

Furina is not sure how she ended up in this precarious situation – just that she needs to get out of it, and quick. Her nervous gaze darts automatically for Neuvillette, before remembering he isn’t with her. The Palais Mermonia is her home no longer, nor would it be proper to beseech him to intervene on her pathetic behalf anyway.

Neuvillette has more important things to do than waste his time with her.

Hu Tao’s ironclad grip on her wrist is an anchor dragging her down, down, down, until she sinks reluctantly into the empty seat. Furina squares her shoulders and looks warily at Hu Tao, trying to judge if she’s being threatened.

“I beg your pardon?” Furina blusters, looking haughtily down her nose. “I-I won’t hesitate to call for the gardes! And, um, there are witnesses here, so… I’ll scream! I will!”

“I don’t mean today, silly-frilly-churl,” Hu Tao giggles, sticking out her tongue. Her swift words tumble from her lips like rolling pebbles caught in a stream, a jumble of colorful nonsense. “Although, not not today, it could happen at literally any time! Some of the cadavers I’ve received have been completely healthy in every way, and bam, they just dropped dead out of the blue from something like a brain aneurysm or a faulty heart – and that’s not even accounting for outside causes, like getting jumped by the Fatui, or eating suspicious seafood, or–!”

“We have just returned from viewing a fine performance at your inimitable Opéra Épiclèse,” Zhongli interrupts in his stately baritone, sliding Hu Tao’s cappuccino out of her reach. “The Traveler was kind enough to send us tickets, knowing my appreciation for opera. Director Hu insisted on chaperoning me, although less out of a love of fine arts and more to enforce a souvenir shopping budget. However eccentric my employer may be, I can assure you, she means you no harm.”

The intense molten amber of Zhongli’s gaze holds Furina hostage until she finally breaks eye contact first, suppressing a shiver. She coughs into her fist to disguise it, then flashes them both a superficial smile, the shallow, dazzling glamor she reserves for people seeking her autograph.

“Ahem! Well, it’s always a pleasure to meet fans of the theatre, especially those who journeyed so far to reach our fair waters,” Furina announces, slipping into her sociable starlet persona. “What show did you see? L’amour est un oiseau rebelle? Comme la plume au vent, femme est volage? I haven’t attended any operas this season since I’ve been… busy, so perhaps I shall take your recommendation into consideration!”

“Oiseau rebelle,” Zhongli confirms with a modest smile. “The mezzo-soprano did a stunning rendition of the entrance aria, enough to outshine the rest of the cast. I would deem it a tragic romance worthy of an encore viewing. Should you ever find yourself in Liyue Harbor, in turn, I would recommend paying a visit to the Yun-Han Opera Troupe. Our nation’s crown jewel, Yun Jin, does us proud. Are you familiar with her revised version of The Divine Damsel of Devastation?”

Furina can’t say she’s ever paid much attention to the goings-on outside of Fontaine. There’s so much behind the scenes of her own nation that she’s missed. She shakes her head as she watches Hu Tao out of the corner of her eye, although Hu Tao seems fully focused on retrieving her cappuccino while Zhongli is distracted.

“It is based on the bittersweet folk tale of an innocent girl, a human, swept into the affairs of immortals,” Zhongli drones on, oblivious to Hu Tao noisily slurping the foam from her coffee. “In Liyue, we are graced with many legends of the adepti, beings that live for many centuries and can take many forms, not unlike your Oceanids. Some adepti choose to live among humans, taking them as friends, lovers, and family, knowing full well the transience of their fleeting lifespans in comparison to their own. In Damsel, this foreknowledge is brilliantly subverted – one mortal living amongst the adepti, knowing she will leave them all too soon. One of the lessons Miss Yun chose to demonstrate is that mortality is no tragedy, but rather, a gift to be cherished.”

In the heavy silence that follows, Furina stares at the tiered stand of multicolored macarons that acts as the centerpiece of their table. Her mind is drifting elsewhere.

Her stomach lurches in a somersault when she remembers the countless stream of tea parties and meetings she hosted in the Palais Mermonia, all the macarons and bonbons she indulged in whilst pretending to listen attentively to all manner of guests – hundreds, thousands of guests – and her lying to each and every one of them.

Furina wills her leg not to jitter and betray her anxiety, but it’s difficult to focus on anything in front of her when her spiraling thoughts are collapsing under the weight of five hundred years of memory.

Hu Tao abruptly claps her hands together, making Furina yelp in surprise.

“Splendide, Monsieur Zhongli, just splendide!” Hu Tao cheers, affecting a Fontainian accent to go with her cappuccino-foam moustache. “It’s the ephemerality of life that gives it meaning and value, is it not? A mayfly’s summer lasts but a single day, but surely, it witnesses a more beautiful sunset than we could ever behold! Whoosh~! Croissant?”

“Director Hu, you are as tactful as ever,” Zhongli says drily, ignoring the croissant she waggles beneath his nose, and instead casting a knowing glance at Furina.

She’s beginning to question exactly who – and what – a venerable and respected old friend of the Traveler could be. Furina feels like she’s drowning in air.

“Fans of theatre and poetry just get it! Some of my clients – the living ones, I mean,” Hu Tao chimes in with a wink for Furina’s benefit, “Like to distance themselves from the inevitability of death. They can write their last will and testament, but surely, it won’t be needed until they’re old and wrinkly and grey and ready to go, riiight? Even when they’ve had their whole lives to come to terms with it, they’ll still be in denial right up ‘til the end! Aiya, how are they supposed to transition beyond the border if they never believed it would really happen to them? More work for me, and I’m booked all summer already! I should really send them tickets to see Jin-Jin along with their coupons.”

Furina casts a pleading glance at the café owner, Arouet, but his head is bowed over his work behind the counter. Her heart sinks, though she expected no less. She has no one to rely on but herself.

“Ahem! Well, as an avid purveyor of the arts, I’m not in denial about anything of the sort,” Furina announces with a huff, crossing one leg over the other. “I’ve seen a lot of… a lot of people come and go. Pray tell, Director Hu, what on earth is the purpose of this morbid line of discussion? For what nefarious machinations have you detained me?”

“I’m getting there, I’m getting there,” Hu Tao chatters blithely, wiping her foam moustache on her sleeve. “What I mean to say is: you’re a very special case… aren’t you? The Traveler just so happened to mention your circumstances, and I always find myself intrigued by those who cross the line. I wanted to meet you.”

Hu Tao suddenly clasps Furina’s hands and squeezes them, trapping her in place. Furina startles at her touch, eyes fluttering wide, heart galloping in her chest. Her every instinct screams for her to run, run away, but she steels herself to remain seated.

Hu Tao’s voice drops low, hushed with excitement. “Others are mortal their whole lives, but you, you were today years old when you faced your own death for the first time. What a delight! It’s a lot to grapple with all at once, I know, and that’s why Wangsheng Funeral Parlor is here to help plan your send-off – we’ll even give you our new friends-of-the-Traveler discount!”

Furina’s secrets are hardly secrets anymore, not after the trial that stripped her of her dignity with her entire nation watching, and the rampant speculation about her abdication The Steambird churned out in the weeks to follow. Still, cold unease slithers like a hat jellyfish’s tentacles down her spine as this stranger’s words probe into her, deeper and deeper.

Furina can’t quite force the bland smile to her lips, so she schools her expression carefully blank instead. If she could endure the Knave, she can surely endure Hu Tao.

Can’t she?

“That’s not… entirely correct,” Furina hedges. She stares down at the many rings adorning Hu Tao’s fingers, suddenly too meek to meet that penetrative gaze. Hu Tao’s hands are blazing coals against her own icy fingers. “I’ve thought about it before. Many times. It always sounded like… like relief. Like if I was dead, I could finally be at peace.”

“Oya? Oya-ya-ya?” Hu Tao cocks her head like a hungry angler gull, peering into Furina’s mismatched eyes with unnerving clarity. She leans so close their noses bump together, making Furina flinch backward in her chair. The table rattles as Furina’s knee jerks, bumping the underside. “Really and truly?”

“Yes. Maybe,” Furina admits defensively. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with this life, after living someone else’s for so long. I don’t know which parts of me are real, and what’s made up.” Isn’t she just wasting what little time she has left, holing up in an empty apartment and undercooking macaroni for every meal? Then Furina forces a high-pitched laugh and a broad, confident grin, shuttering away those unwanted, creeping doubts beneath the shield of her charisma. “Hmph! Is that what you wanted to hear? Pretty convincing, huh? Your funereal services are not required, so let that be the last we speak of such grim things! As we say in Fontaine, cafés are for discussing philosophy, and no topic is forbidden – except death! You have much to learn about our great nation!”

Zhongli clears his throat. His hand clamps firmly on Hu Tao’s shoulder, reminding her of his presence.

Hu Tao heaves a dramatic sigh, releasing Furina’s hands with a wave. 

“Maybe you’re on the right track after all! It’s your life, Furina de Fontaine, and no one else’s,” Hu Tao says lightly as she rocks back, seeming satisfied with whatever she saw. She pops a madeleine into her mouth and proceeds to talk messily around it. “Travel the world! Write a musical! Learn how to bake! Become a champion TCG player! I’ve hosted several living funerals for my terminally ill clients, and they all tell me the same thing – that having a hard deadline is a great motivator to do all the things they always wanted to, but never made time for. Follow your heart and live without regrets, and you’ll pass on just fine!”

Hu Tao abruptly bounces up from her seat and makes a beeline for the counter, ready to order another cappuccino. Furina deflates like a popped slime balloon, relieved to be free from the intensity of Hu Tao’s scrutiny. She’s going to have some serious words for the Traveler about their choice in companions when next they cross paths.

Zhongli makes no move to stop Furina as she slinks away from the table, one step, two steps, then – freeze.

Neuvillette.

Furina scrambles back to her seat, ducking her face behind the macaron tower. Zhongli arches a curious eyebrow at her, but Furina doesn’t even register his presence.

Neuvillette is walking sedately to the counter of Café Lutèce, the robes of his office swishing gently around him, shopping bags on one arm and his cane in the other. Furina holds her breath as she watches him make a purchase, add it to his bags, and turn to leave, all without noticing her. She’s barely seen him since moving out, and she isn’t prepared to sort out what those feelings mean right now. All she wants after today is to hide in her room with all the lights off.


Don’t look at me. 


Hu Tao glances sideways at Neuvillette, then peers at the cowering Furina, a devious smile spreading from ear to ear. She reaches over to tug on Neuvillette’s sleeve – and how Furina bristles at the audacity of this foreigner! – pointing at their table, at the fourth chair that remains vacant. Inviting him to join them.

Internally, Furina doesn’t know whether to scream or cry. Perhaps both.

“…As in, ‘who put me in this coffin’, and this is my prized consultant, master of tradition, erudition, mortician, and evading suspicion: Mr. Zhongli!” Hu Tao finishes, returning triumphantly to flop down in her seat with a fresh cup of coffee. “We were just wrapping up our meeting with our client!”

“Pleasure to meet you both,” Neuvillette murmurs in polite dismissal, though he gives Zhongli an oddly lingering stare, before moving to Furina’s side. 

Furina fidgets with the hem of her jacket, then bravely chances a glance at Neuvillette, searching his face for any reaction at all.

“Lady Furina.” Neuvillette stands stiffly with his usual impassive expression, a statue carved from marble. She can’t read him. Not that she ever could. “I regret to inform you that I cannot join you for tea, as I have much paperwork to return to. However, I suppose this is as good an opportunity as any to speak to you, as I was on my way to your lodgings just now.”

Furina’s thoughts are racing in a hundred directions at once. She just can’t puzzle out what mask to wear around him, which person she’s supposed to act like. It used to be so easy. She used to take Neuvillette for granted, nattering at him day in and day out, tugging on his robes or leaning over his shoulder or any of the other myriad ways their casual intimacy manifested. Now there is a gulf between them, a yawning void between Sovereign and… whatever she is now. 

(Something pitiable? An obligation? A symbol for his resentment?) 

Neuvillette bends at the waist to place the shopping bags awkwardly by Furina’s feet, then steps back, giving her the space to rifle through them at her leisure.

“Sigewinne impressed upon me the importance of balanced nutrition to extend the longevity of humans,” Neuvillette explains in his long-winded way, gesturing at the bags. “Once she enlightened me as to the complexity of your biological needs, I grew increasingly concerned about your well-being. I thought it prudent to purchase human-appropriate groceries on your behalf. I was uncertain about the proportions, so I asked her to draw up a sample meal plan. I then consulted with Miss Navia and Miss Clorinde about feminine hygiene products and what a healthy female constitution requires to flourish. Should you need anything I did not think to include, don’t hesitate to contact my office.”

Furina is too baffled and embarrassed to say anything at first. Inside one of the bags she can identify a bottle of expensive perfume, a bag of coffee beans, and a single roll of toilet paper.

She’s thinking of the sink full of dishes she hasn’t washed, and that one pot with the pasta burnt and stuck to the bottom that she can’t scrape off no matter how hard she scrubs. She’s thinking of the dirty laundry piled on the floor, and the bulle fruit going bad on the counter that’s starting to attract flies, and the potted rainbow rose she thought would brighten up the bedroom, but now it’s wilting and the leaves are brown and she’s not sure how to save it from dying. She can barely keep herself alive, let alone anything else.

Neuvillette, having said his piece, nods in polite deference to her, and turns to leave once more.

Furina needs so very many things, but none of them she deserves. Despairing, she swallows back her protest, and remains silent. 

Hu Tao takes one look at Furina’s quivering lower lip and rolls her eyes. After clearing her throat as noisily as possible to get their attention, Hu Tao wraps her arms around Zhongli, tangling him in a big, exaggerated hug, much to Zhongli’s stormy disapproval.

“Oh, Mr. Zhongli, why can’t you be more like him,” Hu Tao enunciates loudly, nuzzling her cheek against his like an affectionate cat. “You’ve never given me a human-appropriate care package to extend my longevity because you want me to put off dying for as long as possible. However shall I know you care about me?”

“Perish the thought,” Zhongli deadpans.

“Fear not, you’ve still got decades and decades with me at your side, my most trusted consultant~! And then my ghost will surely haunt you for centuries to come, so you’ll never get lonely!”

“I would sooner see Liyue Harbor sunk beneath the sea by Osial than deal with an eternity of your noise.”

“Waaah, how cruel! If only you had cherished me while I was still alive so that I wasn’t doomed with unfinished business in the afterlife! I regret never telling you how much you mean to meee!”

Furina shoots Hu Tao the dirtiest look she can muster.

She rises anyway, leaving the table with cheeks burning pink. Furina brushes the back of Neuvillette’s robes, then withdraws her hand immediately as though it scorched her. Neuvillette turns serenely to regard Furina: calm, patient, and seemingly unperturbed by Hu Tao’s snickering in the background.

“Yes, Lady Furina?”

“Monsieur Neuvillette, I can do my own shopping,” Furina announces petulantly, scrunching her face into a pout. She’s witnessed hundreds of poignant, eloquent, show-stopping lines in countless operas and stage shows, and played many a role herself. Yet when her own emotions come into play, the best words her stumbling tongue can summon are these: “I can feed myself just fine, and… er, um… What I want is… Just don’t be a stranger, okay? You’re not allowed to forget about me! Not now, and… not ever!”

Subtle amusement crinkles the corners of Neuvillette’s solemn eyes. “Very well. It is fair to say I have never truly known myself, nor can I claim to know the full extent of the burden you bore, so in some ways, I am already a stranger,” he says humbly. “Neither of us have ever truly known the other, despite cohabiting the Palais Mermonia for all these years. But perhaps, in the remaining time we have together, we can learn. Is that the intention you meant to convey? Have I interpreted your feelings correctly?”

Furina can’t quite work up the nerve to hug Neuvillette, so she settles for a wobbly, wet-eyed smile, one that threatens to track mascara down her cheeks if she can’t pull herself together very soon.

“Y-yes! It’s a promise!”

Without waiting for his reaction, Furina snatches up the shopping bags and makes a mad dash for freedom, bolting down the street back to her sanctuary as quick as her legs can carry her.

After all, it’s almost time to start cooking dinner.
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