
1. Nahida (+Wanderer)



Two days ago, Furina had macaroni bolognese for dinner. Yesterday, she had macaroni with tomato sauce. Today, she will have to eat plain macaroni with a pathetic amount of butter and salt to ignore its lack of taste and its overabundance of texture.

Furina looked at the poorly-made burnt macaroni in her frying pan. Perhaps she should have added water before turning on the fire. Maybe she shouldn’t have used a frying pan for macaroni. Or she might just be the problem herself. Either way, she wasn’t looking forward to today’s dinner.

“Come on, Furina, you can do this. You received the gift of hydro. Surely you can withstand the blessing of…” She poked the macaroni, but it was as hard as stone. “…geo.”

There was no fooling herself, this was inedible. With a spoon she scraped off the burnt macaroni and the frying pan’s anti-stick layer.

She unceremoniously chucked the entire thing in the trash can, hoping it would vanish the moment she forgot about it.

To her absolute horror, the door bell rang. She wasn’t expecting anyone. As far as she knew, no one was aware she lived here. She preferred it that way. Her life had been one of lies, solitude and dramatics. Despite that, she felt like her withdrawal was better for everyone involved.

Furina walked up to the door, looking though the peephole, but to her surprise the other side was empty. Perhaps it was a parcel from Neuvillette; he regularly sent her things he though she might need or want. One of those occasionally being cake. She could use a cake right now. Or twenty.

When she opened the door, she found there was someone else on the other side after all.

It was a child. A girl. Young and small, with long ears and stark white hair, save for a few green streaks. And yet, her most striking features were her eyes, full of curiosity and wonder.

“Hello, my name is Nahida. Can I come in?”

Furina was speechless for a moment, eyes wandering between the child and the smoke from the trash can. “Oh, of course. Come in.”

Nahida smiled. “Thank you. Would you mind if my friend came too?”

“Friend?” Furina lifted her eyes from Nahida and found her gaze on a young man, probably Inazuman. His face was stern, looking down on her like there was no emotion in his heart and no shred of humanity in his bones. She could approve of his hat, though. She was quite partial to extravagance herself. “Uh, to be frank I think this is ridiculous. Who are you? What is the meaning of this?”

Nahida and her companion shared knowing glance, although the latter looked like he wanted no part in this. “I would like to talk to you. Perhaps we could even share our wisdom with each other, like the Aranara share their songs during the festival Utsava.”

Furina furrowed her brows. She did not know who this was, but her intuition told her that she was someone she could trust. “Well, just this once, you may enjoy my hospitality.”

The two entered the house. It was rather humble, but certainly good enough to live in. “Heh, what hospitality this is.” The boy with the hat laughs smugly, and that’s all it takes for a flustered heat to rise to Furina’s face. 

“Well, excuse you! Such insolence. I can have you removed this instance if I wanted to.”

“With what authority? Last I heard, you aren’t a god anymore, are you?” He grins in a way that almost seems self-depricating. 

“Ehh?! You dare insult me in my own home?”

Nahida pulled at her companion’s arm. She was frowning. Furina thought it looked out of place on a face such as hers. “We’ve talked about this, Hat Guy. No insults.”

She then turned to Furina. “I’m sorry for his behavior, Focalors. He should know better than this.”

Her initial reaction was to laugh at the nickname ‘Hat Guy’, but then the reality of what Nahida had said dawned upon her. She’d called her Focalors, but she had never been Focalors. It was just an act, a façade. 

Was that why they had come to visit her? Two outlanders, one from Sumeru and one from Inazuma, visiting someone they thought was an Archon. Of course, why else would they have visited her? The news might not have reached other nations yet, especially Inazuma, and Hat Guy was obviously the older one. It all made sense now.

“I’m sorry, but I am not who you think I am. My name is Furina. I am but–” Furina’s voice softened, “…an ordinary person.”

“I personally don’t see it that way,” Nahida said. “Furina and Focalors. Two sides of the same coin. No matter how you hold a coin, you can never see it entirely. Of course you can see all sides if you spin and twist the coin, but never can you see all sides at once. Just because Furina is standing in front of me, doesn’t mean Focalors isn’t here as well. Just because you do not feel like you are Focalors, doesn’t mean you aren’t.”

Furina couldn’t bring herself to respond. That was a response far too complicated for someone so young. Who was this person?

The sound of the stove turning on shook her out of her thoughts. Without her noticing, Hat Guy had become far too comfortable in her home. 

“What do you think you’re doing, you brat?!”

“First of all, my name is Hat Guy. Or Wanderer, if you prefer that.” Wanderer didn’t turn around, but Furina could almost hear him roll his eyes from the sound of his voice. “Sit down, I’m replacing your sorry excuse of a dinner.” He opened a few of the cabinets, searching for ingredients to use. “Fontainian foods are so decadent. Flour, eggs and sugar won’t hide the fact that your dish has no flavor at all. I had something called ‘Crepe Suzette’ on the way here. Never having that again.” He turned around. The bells on his hat tinkled softly with the movement. “How do you like your tea?”

Furina’s lips formed a thin line, the corners of her mouth slowly descending in a grimace. “I prefer… sweet.”

Wanderer looked at her expressionlessly before sighing deeply. He opened a cabinet and shuffled through the pots until he found one with sugar. Furina swore he heard him mutter something about his teeth fusing together.

While he continued doing his thing in the kitchen, Nahida had taken Furina’s hand, guiding her to the table as if she were the host.

After they had sat down, Nahida continued. “Are you familiar with the practice of grafting?”

Although Furina had never done it herself, the act of binding a plant’s branch to another plant’s stem was not unfamiliar to her. “I’ve heard of it, yes.”

“Then you must know that a plant cut from its roots is still able to thrive. Take an apple tree for example. When the branch of an apple tree is bound to the stem of another plant, it will still grow apples. Despite the change in rootstock, the apples remain unchanged and unaffected. What I mean to say it that, even though you have become human, you are still Focalors.”

Nahida smiled warmly. “Give me your hand.”

Furina let her take her hand, distracted by the softness of Nahida’s hands as she held hers. The comfort of someone who cared felt so warm. Had it always been?

When she once again looked in Nahida’s eyes, which seemed to carry so much wisdom, a weird thought suddenly popped up in her head, yet it was too persistent to ignore.

“Forgive me if what I’m about to say is idiotic, but I need to ask you something.” Furina noticed Wanderer turn around with slight amusement in his eyes, but paid him no mind. “You’re Buer, right? The Dendro Archon?”

Nahida chuckled. “Hehe, you guessed that very quickly!”

The expression in Furina’s face suddenly soured. “Why now?”

Nahida let go of her hand and folded her arms almost protectively. Her warm smile suddenly seemed more forced. “Our situations are not so different. You’re actually the first of the Seven I sought out. As you may know, I lost my memories in the catastrophe 500 years ago.”

Furina nodded. She had known, but only superficially. The act she had to keep up left no room for errors and mistakes. All of her energy was wholly dedicated to the nation of hydro. In that context, anything that didn’t have to do with the prophecy was but a mere concept to her. She knew the other nations existed, yes, but they simply weren’t relevant. Only Fontaine was.

Nahida continued. “Having lost my wisdom and strength, my people didn’t see any worth in me, and neither did I. To keep a long story short, I have spent my time in solitude since, far away from the lives of my people.”

Furina stood up in shock, slamming the palms of her hands on the table. “You let them isolate you? But you’re a god! How could you let them do this to you?”

Instead of backing away, as Furina had expected, Nahida was more firm in her words than before. “I felt helpless, therefore I was helpless. I felt weak, therefore I was weak. That’s how simple it was. This is also the reason why I wanted to see you. I admire your strength. You managed to convince the nation you possessed a power you did not have, despite being a god without divinity. Meanwhile, I did nothing when I could have.”

“Aren’t our situations completely different, then?” Furina knew Nahida wasn’t wrong in what she had said, but that comment didn’t sit right with her. “You were a god without believers. I had believers, but was no god. In the end, I was not enough to stop the prophecy. Focalors was the one who was. I was just a faux human, unable to do anything as I watched my people suffer.”

“But you are Focalors. In fact, you are what Focalors wished to be the most, are you not? Was not Focalors’s greatest desire to be a human? Does that not make you Focalors’s greatest achievement? Your own greatest achievement?”

Furina grew more irritated with every word Nahida said, but she couldn’t place why they bothered her so much. “That doesn’t change anything. In the end, I was unable to save my people myself! 500 years have I fought and failed to do so. Of course I couldn’t, because I was no god! I don’t see why—”

Wanderer proved to be an ode to his namesake and wandered right into the conversation with no regards nor respect for either one of them. “You were supposed to be the Hydro Archon, right? I need a fish. Get me one.”

It took Furina a full minute to compose herself. “Did you not listen to anything I said? I am not the Hydro Archon, nor have I ever been! And even if I was, how am I supposed to just get a fish out of nowhere?”

Wanderer looked at Furina as if she is the one spouting nonsense, and not him. “I actually needed unagi but since that’s not going to happen in Fontaine, I opted for fish instead. Isn’t that reasonable of me? Nahida can grow a plant from nothing just fine, so make me a fish.”

“I am a performer, not a magician,” Furina sneered, “I can’t get you a fish!”

The moment Furina caught the eyes of the Wanderer, realized there was something else hiding there besides some kind of cruel amusement. There was a hint of fondness; of whom she couldn’t tell. Probably Nahida, but that wouldn’t explain why he was looking at her like that.

“I’ll get a fish myself then.” Wanderer washed his hands in the sink, dried them off with a towel and turned to leave. Just before he opened the door, he stopped. 

There was a slight moment of what Furina sensed to be hesitation before he spoke. 

“I used to be a god.”

Even Nahida, the God of Wisdom, was somewhat surprised by his words, albeit for different reasons than Furina’s own. She didn’t dare speak, in fear of changing his mind.

“Somehow, it’s always humans making the right calls. You never betrayed your people. As far as I know, that’s more than most gods have done.”

He opened the door.

“Myself included.”

The door closed with a surprising amount of care for Furina’s possessions.

Nahida turned to her with a smile. “I’ve rarely seen him open up to someone like this.”

For the first time in 500 years, Furina felt like she had found people who couldn’t just sympathize, but also empathize with her. It also made her realize why the loneliness she felt after the prophecy had been fulfilled had felt so heavy.

Despite having felt lonely all those years, she had always been surrounded by people.

Always had she been a part of Fontaine’s story, but after watching the entirety of Fontaine sing, dance and celebrate after their survival, she had found that she just wasn’t used to it anymore. 

The silence had made her solitude all the more interminable and all the more lonely.

Someone tapped on her shoulder. She had almost forgotten Nahida was still with her. Even so, the silence hadn’t been uncomfortable. “Are you alright? You’re crying.”

Furina quickly wiped the tears from her eyes, hoping her face wasn’t too red. “Ah, yes, of course I’m not crying! This is just a manifestation of my… hydro vision. Yes!”

The lie was so obvious that not even a child would fall for it. Even so, Nahida played along and Furina pretended she didn’t know. “Visions, so mysterious, aren’t they?”

The door bursts open with a great gust of anemo. Wanderer at least had the decency to look apologetic. 

With him was Lyney, whom he has somehow managed to bring despite his busy schedule. “Here is the magician.”

Furina’s face heated up within an instant. “Are you serious? I hope this is a joke.”

Nahida joined in. “This is not a joke, Furina, this is a magician.”

“Dear audience!” Lyney begins, “As you might have noticed, I am indeed a magician. And as you can see, ladies and gentlemen…”

Lyney removed his hat and began pulling out all kinds of things, including his sister Lynette, until eventually, he found what he was looking for. With all the grace a magician ought to have, he pulled out a fish.

“…this is a fish!”

The trick made Nahida giggle while Wanderer angrily pointed at the hat, demanding an explanation on how it worked. When Lyney refused to give him an answer, Wanderer threw it on the ground and began kicking it. Lyney could only watch as his hat was being destroyed. 

When Wanderer finally placed the meal on the table, it was much better than her macaroni could ever be. The rice in the bowl was immersed in a bittersweet tea. The fish on top was a perfect complement to the rest of the dish.

Furina didn’t think she would mind if this day could last just a little bit longer.





2. Venti
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Nahida and Wanderer had only left the city two days ago, but Furina already missed their presence. They had made her life more lively and genuine. It had been the first time Furina had truly been able to be herself, even is she didn’t exactly know who she was yet.

She was hungry. Yesterday she had made herself some plain macaroni. This time overcooked. Its texture had truly betrayed the fact that she’d forgotten to take out the macaroni out of the pot before cooking it for four hours straight. She definitely preferred it over the rock-hard macaroni she’d made before though. At least this one was edible.

It was nowhere as enjoyable as Wanderer’s Shimi Chazuke, however. How she wished she could have it again. Maybe she should visit them in Sumeru in the near future. She was sick of macaroni. The mere thought of it made her feel nauseous.

It was decided then. She would make spaghetti this time. Either with tomato sauce or just spaghetti bolognese. Plain cheese, a little bit of salt and a little bit butter could work too. That was a combination she hadn’t tried yet. 

She would have to buy it first, though. She carefully stepped out of the house, hoping that no one would see her leave. After confirming there wasn’t anyone nearby, she made a beeline for the nearest corner where no one would suspect she’d only just stepped out of the house. The store was nearby. Her spaghetti was waiting for her.

A delicious smell distracted her from her pasta-musings. It was possible the thought of macaroni had amplified it, but there was no way to know for certain. What she did know was that she wanted to have a piece of that dish.

The smell of Foie Gras was very distinctive. Although it smelled both sweet and savory, it also had a mild earthy undertone. 

Well, she was close to Hotel Debord, so it was no surprise she would be distracted by the smell of food even if the smell was stronger than it normally was. She had often eaten there before. Its restaurant was known for its fine dining as well as the performances held during its opening hours. 

She did have some mora on her, so that was good. Maybe she could have some for take-out, no matter how embarrassing that might be. She just didn’t want to be in the attention of any crowd tonight.

With newfound determination and a false mask of confidence, Furina pushed open the door.

It was a short walk to the reception of the restaurant, when she was once again distracted. This time by a beautiful voice she had never heard before. 

She could order later.

She walked past the reception and into the restaurant, where she could see a mesmerized crowd watch a performance with full attention. She could even see a journalist from the Steambird, Charlotte, taking pictures with her kamera.

It was a bard. A young one. The boy wore mostly green clothes and his face was framed by two teal-tipped braids. Furina had never expected such a heavenly voice to come from that teenager. His eyes gradually traveled through his audience until they eventually landed on Furina.

It was then that Furina realized her mistake. She had been watching for too long. He’d noticed her. His oddly colored eyes stared right into hers. Furina half-expected him to crumble under the knowledge that a former Archon had noticed his work.

Instead, his mouth formed a very wide smile, as if he was reunited with a long lost friend.

To her surprise and horror, he stopped in the middle of his performance, drawing confused murmurs from the audience. “It seems I will have to cut this performance short. It was an honor to perform in such a fine establishment, which I thank for its support.”

The murmurs in the crowd grew more chaotic and irritated. Furina regretted having come there at all. 

Furina watched as the host, Sanguinetti, approached the stage with a thinly confined anger. “Did we not have an agreement? Hotel Debord pays its performers after the performance. Not finishing the performance means you will not be paid. In fact, you will even have to pay a fee for the disturbance you’ve caused.”

“I don’t need the payment, this song was free. But you won’t get any fee from me!” With that, the boy ran towards the exit.

Towards her.

From the looks of it, Sanguinetti did not even want to pursue this bard who probably didn’t have a single mora to his name. The only one almost manically running after him was Charlotte. She probably saw another scoop.

The moment the boy brushed past her, she suddenly felt him grab her wrist. Before knowing it, she was running alongside him. “What do you think you’re doing?!”

The boy had the audacity to laugh. “Running away!”

She waited until they were far out of sight before splashing him wet with her hydro vision. The joy immediately left his face. “I suppose I did deserve that. Not too odd, for the Lady of Justice to enact judgment upon me.”

He summoned a lyre out of thin air and plucked a few notes. Within seconds, a gentle wind current blew him dry. “But I am very happy to see the wind brought you here. I had no idea where to start! It’s great to finally

meet you! I’m Venti the Bard.” 

Furina was about to retort his ridiculous statement, but quickly came to the conclusion he was right. It was, in fact, the wind that had brought her here. The smell of Foie Gras had led her there.

Now that she thought about it, how could she have smelled that from such a distance from the hotel? It might really have been the wind that had guided her there. Not that she would admit that to this bard. “Does that mean you were looking for me?”

“I was looking for you, actually. I was performing near the Vasari Passage, by the fountain, when I was approached by this gentleman. He told me he needed an act for his restaurant tonight and I agreed. He must have seen my talent within a single glance!”

The only thing he’d seen was probably a cheap replacement for the artist who’d cancelled last minute, Furina reckoned. He just happened to win the jackpot with this one. “Hmm. I’ve seen acts better than yours.”

Venti gasped loudly and held his hand above his heart in mock offense. “How dare you! I’ll have you know I have been declared Mondstadt’s best bard three times!”

“By whom?”

“There’s I, then myself, as well as me. That makes three!”

Self-declared then. Furina’s lips parted in bewilderment. What a character. Exactly the type she would adore in a play but dislike in real life. “Why did you want to see me?”

Venti watched her with a puzzled look on his face before finally breaking the silence. “Oh, I see. How can I expect someone from Fontaine to see what even my own people don’t see? Doesn’t matter anyway. You must still have some form of authority. Could you tell that journalist girl to stop hiding in the bushes for me?”

“You mean Charlotte?” Furina asked. “I think we lost her a while back. I’ve told het many times I don’t appreciate her following me everywhere. I would hope she’d have gotten the memo by now.”

Charlotte did not get the memo.

Furina jumped in surprise as Charlotte jumped out of the bushes. “I know a scoop when I see one. Lady Furina, who is this person and how do you know him?”

To be completely honest, Furina didn’t hate Charlotte. At first, her persistence on interviewing her angered her. After she’d revealed that she wanted to show the people the real Furina, the anger had subsided somewhat, but not entirely. She just wasn’t ready for an interview yet. Charlotte’s persistence wouldn’t change anything.

In a way, she hoped that Charlotte would understand that some day, but that day did not seem to be anytime soon, so the only thing she could do now was what she’d always done.

“Charlotte, can you please not do this?”

It was clear Charlotte still held hope. A lot of it, even. “But Lady Furina—“

“You don’t have to call me Lady Furina. Miss will do.”

“—Miss Furina, I was just doing a report on this bard’s performance at first. I had no idea you knew him!”

“I don’t!”

Furina saw Venti do a double take. “Well that was uncalled for! After all the trouble I went through to find you without alarming the citizens of Fontaine. Oh, the horror, the betrayal. Dying to the delusion of deceit and dishonesty. Deception dwells deep inside of she.”

Furina had no idea in what secluded, far away country cutting a performance short and running towards the entrance was considered discreet, but it sure wasn’t Fontaine. “If that’s what you call discreet, I would hate to ask what you call conspicuous!”

“I think we can all agree the most conspicuous person here is, in fact, you. Have you seen yourself in the mirror yet? If not your face, people will surely recognize that hat. I knew who you were the moment I saw you. Which is good! For saving me energy you have my gratitude.”

“As for how I know her…” Venti turned to Charlotte. “I told you already, didn’t I?”

Charlotte took her notepad, prepared to write down anything she could. “Yes, you told me you were looking for a colleague, which is why this is getting more interesting by the minute. “How exactly have you become acquainted with Miss Furina?”

Colleague? What did he mean by that? Who was this random bard to make the claim they were colleagues? The only way they could be as partners in the performing arts and even then, she didn’t know who this bard was. How could he claim to know her while she didn’t know who he was? 

A lot of people knew her, of course. She had acted out the role of the Hydro Archon for a long time, but to call yourself a colleague to the Hydro Archon would mean—

She gasped.

The penny drops all too unexpectedly.

Upon seeing the confused faces of both Charlotte and Venti, she felt herself shrink. “I, uh, forgot my dinner.”

“Oh, how very interesting!” In record speed Charlotte took out her kamera, taking a picture of them and scribbling in her notebook. “Former Hydro Archon forgets dinner! Joke or Broke? Such a perfect title!”

Even Venti cringed at that one. “Can I see that splendid kamera of yours for a second? I would love to buy the same model.”

She reluctantly handed over the kamera. And for a good reason, because the next thing Venti does is chuck it over the railings, to one of the lower levels of the city.

Charlotte jumps after it.

Once again, Furina doesn’t hate Charlotte. She was looking forward to the day her persistence would die down. That day did not seem to be today, so for now she would chuckle lightly while she saw Charlotte dive after her beloved kamera.

Venti suddenly grabbed her wrist again, and after looking all around him, they suddenly weren’t in the Court of Fontaine anymore.

Furina blinked in confusion. Had Venti done that?

“Wow,” Venti whispered. “What a beautiful scenery. Exactly the kind of scenery I would love to describe in a song.”

She almost couldn’t believe his complete disregard to the fact that they had just teleported out of the city. “What are you talking about? Are you just not going to explain why you did that?”

“Explain what?”

His carefree yet teasing smirk was so incredibly annoying that she would’ve loved to slap it straight off his face. But that would be unbecoming off her. She had exerted self-discipline for many years. She could do it for a few moments more. 

Venti then took on a more serious attitude. “Could I at least ask for an introduction?”

Only then does it dawn upon Furina that he hadn’t once called her by her name. “Furina.”

“I see.” Glee made way for a degree of thoughtfulness Furina had difficulty grasping. “The name Focalors comes with a heavy weight and big responsibilities, does it not?

I don’t blame you for not using it. I feel the same with the name Barbatos.”

Oh.

She had suspected it since that colleague comment, but having him confirm that made the reality of it sink in.

All kinds of thoughts and questions were racing through her head, ranging from all the signs she’d missed to her empty stomach. It explained a lot, but she couldn’t help but feel somewhat agitated. Why hadn’t he just said who he was? Then she wouldn’t have embarrassed herself like that.

The question Furina eventually settled for had to be one of the most irrelevant ones. “You are aware that you throwing away that kamera was a crime, right?”

Venti answers within a beat. “What kamera?”

There were a lot of things Furina had to say to that, but for the sake of maintaining her composure, she decided not to prod him further about the kamera. “You said you were looking for me. Why is that?”

“Oh, right. I wanted to invite you to the next Windblume Festival! How can Mondstadt miss out on such a talented artiste?” He dug around in his pockets until he retrieved a hand-written invitation from one of them. The handwriting on it was very precise and elegant; no normal person would have guessed he was the one to write it.

Furina was entirely caught by surprise. “You want to invite me to Mondstadt? But I’m not an archon. Or even a god, for that matter.”

Venti’s voice was soft and calm. There wasn’t a single hint of playfulness to be heard anymore. “Why do you think my invitation hinges upon whether you’re an archon or not?”

That was a thought that touched her more than she would’ve expected. It was true, she really had tied her self worth to how long she could keep up the act. Had she not, she would’ve drowned in the waters below along with the rest of her people. To stand straight meant to keep her head, and everyone else’s heads, above water for as long as possible. That way, the first sin could be delayed as long as possible. After all, in the end, everyone sinks.

“Mondstadt is known as the city of bards, is it not? Why else would you travel all the way to Fontaine?”

“Why would I not?” He said it in a way that was so sincere and genuine that she couldn’t even doubt him anymore. “In this world, there is only one you. And if she so happens to be in Fontaine, I can only reach her by traveling to Fontaine, right?”

“There used to be another me.” She had no idea why she kept talking, but once she had started, she couldn’t bring herself to stop anymore. “She was the one who orchestrated everything. I could only act out my path as I waited for the waves to engulf Fontaine.”

Venti smiled, although this one was filled with sadness. “Yet to be human was her goal, wasn’t it? You might see it as a weakness, but it doesn’t have to be. You received the gift of humanity. Why not cherish it?”

All of a sudden, she was wrapped in a hug. She had always maintained a certain distance from everyone around her, even Neuvillette, so to allow this was a whole new hurdle for her. Regardless, it was not unwelcome.

In the end, she was the one who let go first. “How can you say that? I wasn’t incapable despite being a god. I was incapable because I was a human. I couldn’t do anything.”

Venti interrupted her before she could say anything more. “But you did, didn’t you? You fooled those who cannot be fooled.”

“Do you mean the Heavenly Principles?”

Then Venti does the most unexpected thing. When she said that name, he doesn’t shine in reverence, nor does he shrug in apathy.

No, amongst all those common reactions, Venti does what she least expects of a god.

He flinches.

How naive to think she was the only one fighting that particular battle. They had condemned everyone in Fontaine to the waters. Who was to say other nations didn’t have any bad experiences with them either?

That moment only lasts for a second though. Most people would have missed it. “To be human means to be free. You have received such a meaningful blessing I almost find myself growing envious of you.”

Once again, Furina was confronted with the fact that the vision humans have of the gods is inherently twisted and downright wrong. To prove her divinity, she had to resort to acting out the human idea of what godhood entailed. Arrogance, grandiosity and entitlement made up the most of her time. After all, humans were expected to look up to their god above.

She might just have met one of the only gods who looks up to humans instead. 

“What is this place?” She hears Venti whisper. “I’ve been to Fontaine before, but I don’t remember this.”

They must have walked a while in the meantime, then. “This is…”


The place she had let her people down.



The place where dozens of people had been dissolved in the waters.



The place where she had let many of her people die.


“…Poisson. One of Fontaine’s underground cities.”

Venti ran forwards, seemingly excited to have a new place to explore. “Well then, lead the way!” He gestured her to follow him.

Despite her best wishes, she does.

Most Fontainians would recoil at the sight of places such as this. There was no modernity to be found. The walls leaked and the metal floors creaked.

The mood in Poisson had been dreary ever since the flood of primordial sea water. She had been here a few times, hoping to hear that the people of Poisson were doing better. But sadly, some of them might never recover from the trauma. 

Venti had gone off to explore on his own. Maybe he had seen something interesting, or maybe he’d noticed the frown on her face, deciding to leave her alone to work out her feelings. 

She really had failed them, hadn’t she? Venti had assured her she had played her part well, but had she really? People died in the place she was standing, and she wasn’t able to do anything to protect them. Even now, Furina couldn’t assist in rebuilding Poisson since her very presence brought some of them grief.

And Poisson really was emptier than it had ever been. Some people couldn’t deal with the pain of their loss and had chosen to live somewhere else. It was something she could completely understand. She might have chosen the same, had she been in their place.

Furina had long accepted that there would be a lot of people who would never be able to forgive her.

“Yahoo! Furina! Look, I met someone!”

Furina had no idea how someone with such a beautiful voice could cause such an attack on her eardrums.

To make matters worse, he had brought Navia with him.

She didn’t hate Navia. She actually admired her for her leadership and strength. There was a lot she could learn from this woman, but as of now, she was one of the causes of her pain. Even if Navia always denied that it was Furina’s fault, she still felt responsible. She would have to give her own pain a place before she would be able to look Navia in the eyes without the immense feeling of guilt clawing away at her heart.

“Ah,” Furina muttered weakly. “Hello, Navia. How are the people of Poisson doing?”

Navia’s smile suddenly seemed forced. “They’re adjusting. It’s been a tough time, but we’re working hard to restore everything to how it used to be.”

Furina sighed. “Of course. I keep hoping to hear something different every time, but that’s too naive of me. So many people lost their lives in this place. I’m sorry I haven’t been able to contribute much. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to change that.”

“Lost their lives?”

Both Furina and Navia turned their head towards Venti.

Upon receiving no answer, Venti repeated his question. “How come you’re under that impression? No one’s lost their life here recently.”

Navia’s face subtly shifted into something resembling diplomatic anger, but Furina softly placed her hand on Navia’s shoulder. “Please, let him speak.” She looked over to Venti. “What do you mean by that?”

“What you think might have happened, might not have happened after all. Are you talking about Fontainians dissolving into the sea?”

Although Navia was still wary, she nodded.

“To return to the waters means to return to a state of being before Egeria’s blessing. No one died here.”

Neither interrupted, waiting for what he had to say.

“I understand the pain of loss. It tends to gnaw away at you. It’s a pain that never lets go, not even in a thousand years, which is why I would like to take this particular pain away from you.”

Furina raised her eyebrow sceptically.

“There is still a consciousness. Life as an elemental being is different, but not necessarily in a bad way. It’s simple yet peaceful. If it’s any consolation, this is not a guess.” Venti sighed. “I know from experience after all, as a wind spirit.”

Furina could see relief and emotion, as well as a small sense of surprise wash over Navia. She knew that Navia had been protected by two Oceanids after falling into the water. To have it fully confirmed must have given her a sense of closure.

As for Furina, this was knowledge she would be eternally grateful for. Normally, Furina couldn’t stand the noise of silence. She had always sought to fill it, because anything, except for silence, would do. 

But now, silently sitting near the water she had once feared, didn’t seem as painful anymore. 


Notes for the Chapter:
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3. Ei



Venti had left the same way she’d met him: with a lasting impact.

Her idea of the gods and what they entailed had been completely butchered. Just like how people have their own distinct personalities, so do the gods. He was shameless and rude, but very kind and empathetic as well.

In the end, he was worth skipping dinner two days ago. She never bought that spaghetti, nor did she order that Foie Gras. This, of course, meant only one thing:

Macaroni for dinner.

Again.

But who was she to complain? After skipping dinner for a day, anything would do. Even macaroni. As long as it’s edible, of course.

The first few days after retreating from the spotlight, she had managed to prepare her macaroni rather well. She had been following an old recipe she’d found in the apartment, after all. But that recipe had been lost to the flames of her stove shortly after and looking around for a new recipe was too big an impact on her pride. Imagine being 500 years old and still unable to cook even the simplest dish Fontaine had to offer. She’d put great trust in her cooking skills. How hard could it be?

Literally as hard as a rock, apparently.

But this time, she had a feeling that it would be perfect. She had macaroni. She had butter. And above all else, she had all the skills. Not just any skills, no. She had all of them. She would conquer this dish until it would submit to her.

The doorbell rings and Furina is half expecting to find another Archon on her doorstep.

When she opens it, there isn’t.

“Hmm,” Furina said, “You are… Freminet, correct? Lyney’s and Lynette’s younger brother?”

Freminet nodded shyly. “Yeah well, I, uhm… I’m here because you have a visitor.”

Furina blinks. “Quite the odd way to invite yourself over to my abode, but I’ll allow it.”

She pulled him inside, leaving the door behind her open. “How did you even find my address? Via the Fatui’s internal communique, I suppose? Makes me wonder what else is in there.”

Those questions proved to be too confrontational because Freminet turned into a stuttering mess. “No. I mean yes, I mean does Lynette count? And I can’t give you access to that!” He protectively covered one of the pockets in his pants, unintentionally telling Furina where exactly his little device was hidden. Freminet stood no chance.

She reached for the pocket and took out the little device. There was a small screen on it, its background black and its letters green. Without hesitation, she typed in her subject of interest.

M-A-C-A-R-O-N-I

Sure enough, a macaroni-related piece of text pops up. But to her surprise, it was a small report about her getting rid of some burnt macaroni.

She threw the device to the ground with the full intent of shattering it, uncaring about any other secrets that might be hidden within. “What is the meaning of this?!”

Frequent carefully picked up his device. “Oh. Lyney wrote that, I think.” His face quickly grew red when he realized what exactly he had said. 

“So you’re here to spy on me? Spying on my cooking disasters, aren’t you? Must you embarrass me so?”

“Nonono,” Freminet frantically waved his hands in front of him. “I’m here to send you a message. It’s urgent. A guest is looking for Her Excellency, the Almighty Regina of All Waters, God of Justice.”

Furina’s mind instantly flickers to the night Arlecchino had attacked her. “You can go tell that dreadful woman I want nothing to do with her.”

From where she was, she couldn’t see the door, but she could hear it open. Freminet had almost become angry, before he calmed down. He bit on his lips in nervousness, caused by the sight she couldn’t yet see.

“So,” an unfamiliar voice says from the entrance of her apartment. “Dreadful, you say? Hm.”

That was not the voice of that Harbinger.

The woman standing in the doorway was tall. Even taller than that harbinger. Her face was stern, looking down on her like there was no emotion in her heart and no shred of humanity in her bones.

This is not her first time seeing this face, but it is the first time seeing it on this person.

Furina was quick to defend herself. “Take no offense, I was not at all referring to you. I thought one of the Fatui Harbingers was looking for me.”

“The Fatui,” the woman said, “Hm. A particularly stubborn lightning bolt in a storm of misery, aren’t they? But in the end, just as transient as most other things are.”

The woman didn’t comment on Furina’s lack of answer to that. “You must be Her Excellency, the Almighty Regina of All Waters, God of Justice.”

Furina’s jaw almost drops to the floor. “Well, that’s a bit much, wouldn’t you say?”

“A god should be referred to by her title, especially during first meetings. Anything else would be improper.”

It had been a while since she had been referred to as a god. She’d heard Focalors, and the title of Archon as well, but not the word god. “Call me Furina.”

“Very well, then. I am Baal, though I am more commonly referred to as the Raiden Shogun.”

The Raiden Shogun was Inazuma’s deity. The person who was standing in front of her was the Electro Archon. She was the first one whose impression fit the public fear of what an Archon is. Furina felt like that fear was far from misplaced. What was she supposed to say? This woman had split islands with just one single strike. This was a goddess that her people revolt against her, not to overthrow her, but for the small chance that she would acknowledge their existence.

In the end, it really had been another Archon coming to visit her. Except this time, the feeling of knowing what to do wasn’t as natural as during the previous visits. “Do you… Would you like some tea?”

The Shogun shook her head. “That won’t do. Let us visit Fontaine’s finest establishment so that we may have a conversation. You should not commit to the chores of your servants, lest you be seen as inferior.”

A bonafide goddess, in and out. The pinnacle of the human ideal of the divine. No human could look her in the eye and claim that she was anything less than a deity. A calmer version of what Furina had seen as the perfect front for the god Focalors.

This was also an excuse to finally get an above average dinner. “I suppose we could arrange a seat or two in the finest establishment of them all.” She turns to Freminet, who’s staring into a non-existent void. “Freminet, could you please notify Hotel Debord of our arrival? We’ll be there within the hour.”

Poor Freminet doesn’t seem too content about having to make a reservation, but accepts his fate anyway. Furina could see the hesitation in his eyes and there was no mistaking why. Normally, Hotel Debord has waiting lines of up to 6 months, but hopefully Freminet would be able to make it happen. 

He solemnly left the apartment, dread about his task obvious on his face. Furina was certain he regretted having come. Although she felt a little bit bad for him, she knew that this was nothing compared to the things some members of the Fatui normally did. And between the two of them, Furina was in the worse spot.

Freminet closed the door behind him. Furina wished she could go with him.

The silence after was as awkward as it could be. Furina had no idea what to say, or what was even close to appropriate. The Shogun was very different from both Nahida and Venti in a way that went beyond being human. Nahida and Venti weren’t human, but definitely counted as people. As for the Shogun, Furina couldn’t even tell of she was a person at all. Could she even feel? And if yes, what exactly? How did she rule her country, if not?”

“So, are you…” Furina had no idea how to break the silence, scurrying through her head for anything that could help, “…are you alone in Fontaine? Or did you come with a companion?”

Once again, there’s no single emotion on the Shogun’s face. “Me? A companion?” she asked, “Foolish question. There are only two kinds of subjects. Those who pave the way towards eternity, and those who exist to serve as its pavement.”

Had she been drinking, Furina would have spat out her drink on the spot. She could barely believe what she was hearing. Either the Shogun did not see any worth in everything around her, or she was so blatantly uncaring about her surroundings that even the Knave would seem sentimental in comparison.

Those two options were identical. The answer to that question was clear.

The Shogun showed no reaction to Furina’s face of incredulousness. “Let us depart.”

Furina hesitated. She highly doubted the restaurant had been able to arrange everything in such a short time. She would hate to be the cause of their troubles even more than she already was.

The Shogun looked at her with a puzzled look. “What is it?”

Somehow, that slight show of emotion, of personhood, managed to calm Furina’s nerves. “Why not wait for a moment? The multi-course dinner is named in the old Fontainian tongue. I will brief you on what they mean.”

“Very thoughtful of you. Please, do continue.”

Furina walks to the table and takes a piece of paper from its drawer. She then retrieves a pen from that same drawer.

She invited the Shogun to sit next to her, who promptly did so.

“Okay, the dinner starts with an Amuse-Bouche, which are the appetizers.” Furina elegantly wrote down its spelling. “Those are followed by the Entrée, or the starter.” She then did the same for Entrée. “The main course is called the Plat Principal. Some time later, we will be served Fromage. This is a cheese platter with cheeses from all over Fontaine, and some from Mondstadt. And to finish it off, there’s dessert.”

Something changed in the Shogun’s face. At first it’s small. Her eyes widened slightly; Furina would describe it as wonder. Then, it’s a smile. Not a cruel one, nor a fake one. An actual smile, a warm and excited one, graced her face. “Oh, desserts! Yes, that will do.”

Furina couldn’t help it. She did a double take. Barely a few seconds ago, the Shogun’s face had been devoid of any expression whereas now, it held all the excitement of a small child in a candy store. “Excuse me?”

The Shogun slinked back in her seat. “I apologize. How uncouth of me. Thank you for your explanation.”

“It’s fine, Shogun. I am partial to desserts as well.”

The Shogun remained silent in a similar fashion to what Furina had done before. “You can call me Ei.”

That was not the name Ei had given before. “What just happened to you? You’re suddenly acting very odd.”

“Unimportant. That boy has gone out of his way to make a reservation for us. You said we would be here within the hour, correct? Then we must make haste.”

Before, Ei hadn’t shown a single hint of care towards anything, but now she even took Freminet’s time into account. She was acting almost like she was a different person.

Furina nodded. “You’re right. We should go.”

They stood up from their seats, walking towards the apartment’s door. After Furina had opened it, she was greeted by a familiar face. 

“…Clorinde?”

Clorinde stood in front of her, one hand holding a box with unknown contents while the other hovered above the door, just about to knock. “Hello, Lady Furina. Is this an inconvenient time?”

“Of course not, Clorinde. You’re always welcome. How are you doing?”

“I’m doing well, milady.”

Clorinde had never stopped addressing her as milady, no matter how many times she’d tried to change that. She’d long given up on trying to correct her. “What brings you here?”

Clorinde shot a quick glance as the box under her arm, then gave it to Furina. “I went to the market this morning and thought you might want this.” She handed over the box, which was a lot heavier than it looked.

Ever since she had left the Palace Mermonia, Clorinde had taken care of her. She had been the very first guest in her new rental home. Even after Furina had refused her help, she had been adamant in helping her clean up the place and unbox her stuff. Clorinde was one of the people she trusted most.

The box was filled with all different kinds of food, drinks and cake. The sight of it alone almost made her drool on the spot. 

“Oh Clorinde,” Furina whispered, “Thank you. I don’t know where I would be without you.”

Ei looked at the exchange with agnosthesia, as if she didn’t know what she felt, before reaching her hand out in a Fontainian greeting, waiting for the other woman to reciprocate it. “You are clearly a warrior of note, worthy of your vision. It is a pleasure to meet you, Clorinde. I am Raiden Ei.”

Clorinde took the hand and shook it. Only a few seconds in did her eyes widen slightly. “The pleasure is mine.”

As the women retracted their hands, Clorinde bowed towards Ei in an Inazuman fashion. She then turned to Furina. “I shall visit you again shortly, Lady Furina.”

Furina smiled warmly as Clorinde took her leave, while Ei watched the exchange come to an end.

“Well, Ei, let’s go. I think we might be running late.”

 



When they arrive at the restaurant, it’s almost entirely empty. One table stood out from all the others. When the host Sanguinetti saw them walk in, he quickly scurried over. “Ah, you have arrived! Welcome in Hotel Debord, Lady Furina and Her Excellency, the Almighty—,” he hurriedly read a scribble from his hand, —the Almighty Narukami Ogosho, God of Thunder.”

At least that explained the title Ei had used to seek her with.

“The Amuse-Bouche shall be brought to you shortly, Your Excellencies.”

“I would like to have dessert first, please.”

The entire restaurant comes to a halt. Within a second, all goes quiet.

“Excuse me?”

Ei’s lips form a thin line. She repeats the exact same sentence as before “I would like to have dessert first, please.”

All that work of explaining Fontainian courses beforehand had gone to waste. Furina had never seen Sanguinetti this angry before. Furina could see why he was so offended, yet hoped he would make no problem of it.

Sanguinetti crossed his arms, as if he’d forgotten who he was talking to. “This is Fontaine’s highest rated restaurant. One cannot simple ignore Fontaine’s centuries old rules for fine dining. Lady Furina, you are responsible for informing the Electro Archon on our rules. There must not be a next time.”

That was a wildly inappropriate remark Furina had never expected from someone she’d known for so long, but then again, this was her first time eating here since the lack of her godhood had become wide spread news. She didn’t want any problems, however, so she chose to ignore it.

To her dismay, Ei had no intentions of making that same choice. “You dare speak down towards your own god? You speak so easily of correcting mistakes, yet the only one that should be corrected is you. When you are asked something, you shall do your best to fulfill that order.”

The authoritarian tone of voice Ei used would never have indicated that this was instigated by a dessert. Furina flinched at her words before politely interjecting. “Ah, dear Sanguinetti. You are right, I should have informed her. It won’t happen a next time.”

Ei once again intervenes. “Focalors is the God of Justice. Those who challenge their gods must accept the consequences of their actions. You are aware that the loser must die?”

Furina, once again, could barely believe what she was hearing. That was a threat. Ei could very well be tried in court over that. But no matter how much she wanted to undo what has been done, it simply wasn’t possible.

The damage had already been done. Before leaving, he quietly muttered something under his breath. “…your dessert will arrive shortly.” 

After he’d left, Furina silently motioned for Ei to come closer, leaning over the table in a whisper. “I thought you’d know, Ei, but I’m no god, least of all an Archon.”

Ei shook her head. “Furina, out of many gods, most do not deserve their recognition. You are not one of them. I do not care for Celestia’s definition of a god. I’ve cut contact with them a long time ago. With but a frail human body, you’ve done what others could never do. And even if you were to disregard that reasoning, you are still Focalors.”

“Focalors is dead. I am her human counterpart. All I achieved was due to her.”

“So that’s how it is. You associate the name Focalors with the divine, yet refuse to acknowledge you were once Focalors too.” Ei took a sip of her drink. “We two must walk the same path, it appears. A path left by two incredibly capable predecessors, leaving shoes far too big for us to fill. Predecessors who loved their people far too much to live on in their place.”

Ei leaned over the table, brushing away a stray strand of hair from Furina’s face. “I think that’s where we differ, Focalors. You were ready to sacrifice yourself for your people, while I am ready to sacrifice my people for… my vision of eternity. My people die for me, yet I cannot afford to die for them. I’ve got the feeling your story is far from finished yet.”

So Ei had lost someone dear to her. Her mirror counterpart hadn’t meant the same for her as Ei’s loved one had meant to her. Even so, Ei made a point she likely wasn’t aware of herself. To compare means to fall short. That might just be the thing holding her back.

It was obvious Ei’s loss weighted heavily upon her heart. “Who did you lose?”

“My twin. Makoto was someone very dear to me, but perished in the Cataclysm half a millennium ago.”

Her twin? Memories of meeting Nahida suddenly flooded her mind, specifically to her companion. She had noticed the moment she’d walked in that she bore a striking resemblance to the Wanderer. They were much too similar for it to be a coincidence. Venti’s words about wanting to take away Furina’s pain kept dancing in her head. Maybe she could do the same now, for Ei.

“I recently met someone who bears a striking resemblance to you. I think it might be Makoto.”

Ei’s eyes widen in shock. “I was there when Makoto died. Survival is no possibility.”

“You nearly have the exact same face! And the Wanderer said he used to be a god and that he felt that he’d betrayed his people. Don’t you think that it’s possible that Makoto survived?”

“…he?”

The implication of that question wasn’t lost to Furina. She’d made a mistake. Before, she would have said that was a very rare occurrence, but now she felt that wasn’t as uncommon as it had been before. 

“Yes,” Furina ended up saying, “He.”

“Makoto was my sister, but I trust you when you say that there is a resemblance that cannot be ignored. Perhaps she left something to this world that even I am unaware of. Where does this person reside?”

Furina hoped that she hadn’t just given her false hope. “I believe he is a friend of Nahida’s”

“Who?”

Perhaps the Seven weren’t as close as she had once assumed. “The Dendro Archon.”

“He is with the Dendro Archon? Perhaps she really did leave something behind for me… Maybe I should have looked around before entering the Plane of Euthymia.”

Furina hadn’t heard of that place before. “The Plane of Euthymia?”

Furina didn’t know what reaction she had expected, but it wasn’t that flash of guilt she was seeing in front of her. 

Ei pressed her lips. “The Plane of Euthymia is where I have resided since the Cataclysm claimed the life of my sister. This also reminds me of something I should have told you earlier.”

Furina cocked her head to the side.

“The person that you met earlier this day wasn’t me, but the puppet that has ruled Inazuma in my stead.”

That information was entirely new to Furina, but that did mean her hunch had been correct. It hadn’t been a person at all. Even Ei carried more humanity in her than that puppet had. Humanity’s vision on the gods really was unrealistic. Perhaps she hadn’t done as bad as she thought she had. “But where is this plane?”

With no regard nor care for anyone around her, Ei held her hand above her chest. Then, the most unexpected thing happens. The hilt of a sword rises out of it, before it disappears again with the simple flick of her wrist. 

Furina couldn’t fault the waitress, who was just about to serve them a beautiful tiramisu, for dropping it on the floor. Furina would have probably done the same in her position.

“It must have been lonely.”

“It was. But at the time, it was the best choice.”

Once again, Furina was reminded she had never been alone in her fate. “Thank you.“

Ei frowned, not knowing why she was thanking her. “I suppose you’re welcome.”

The waitress quickly arrived with a new plate of tiramisu, apologizing for the delay. “I hope this will be to your taste.” She bowed before leaving them be.

Ei was enamored by the dish, eagerly eyeing all the ingredients she could and couldn’t identify. “Such a pretty dish. Oh, and it smells like coffee too. How very interesting.”

She grabbed a spoon, yet it came to a halt right above the tiramisu. Only after a while does she speak again. “Furina, that subject of yours back then. Clorinde. Would you call her your friend?”

The question came as a surprise, nor could she immediately answer it. Did she consider Clorinde to be a friend? Furina trusted her with her heart and she had always been at her side. That was the definition of a friendship, wasn’t it? “I think so, yes. Why do you ask?”

“I didn’t know what to think of it, for a human to be on such friendly terms with her god. On one hand, it’s an intimidating thought. But on the other hand, I do miss the warmth of the picknicks I used to have.”

Furina didn’t know what picknicks Ei was referring to, but this wasn’t the right moment to ask.

Ei set down her spoon. “Perhaps it was too soon for me to visit Fontaine just yet. Losing my sister was too big a burden on my heart, which is why I vowed to never let anything else enter it. I came here with the sole intention to learn about what I could do better, Furina. My subjects should be just that: my subjects. Nothing more. So please, tell me…”

Ei had given Furina an impression of stoic calmness since the very beginning. She was levelheaded and distant, like she was always watching from her throne above. Indifferent, because she was much more than any lowly mortal. The type to have no strong connection to human emotions.

That impression wasn’t necessarily wrong, but not entirely right either. Furina could see sadness accompanied by incomprehension carefully slip through that impenetrable veil of excellence.

“…Why do I care about them?”

Turns out, not even the gods know themselves well enough to answer their innermost questions.

“Well, it’s… hard not to, isn’t it?” Furina held the answer with confidence in her heart, but couldn’t convey it that way. “Isolate yourself, and there is no one to hold dear. Surround yourself with people you don’t know and before you know it, you care about them.”

Ei’s question would linger in her mind for the next few days. Not because she didn’t know the answer to it. No, on the contrary; she had always known the answer. Her loneliness had already come to an end. She just hadn’t been aware of it yet.
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4. Zhongli



There is a refined, liyuan gentleman standing in the doorway.

A lot of people have been visiting her lately. People from all walks of life, mortal and not. She did not know who this man is, but she had a feeling she shouldn’t ignore him. Although his face came off as stoic, she could still sense some kind of vulnerability in him.

It reminded her of the way a father would look while watching his last child leave the house. Even though he’s happy for his child, a lingering wistfulness remains of which only he is aware. For the child, it means the arrival of a new era, whereas for the father it is a warmth that departs. 

Furina was holding a pan with macaroni with two hands. It had only just been filled with water. Clorinde had suggested to add salt to the water for more flavor, enough to be as salty as the sea. Apparently, that was a strategy even the best restaurants used for making all kinds of pasta. The choice between healthy and tasty is easily made when you don’t know what’s in your food. Even the greenest vegetables were smothered in butter before being served, creating the false illusion that the plate in front of them was good for the human body.

“I am honored to finally meet you, Lady Furina.”

Furina, however, had been caught off guard. She put the pan aside. It would have to wait. There was a depth behind that greeting she couldn’t grasp yet. Often had she met people who knew her better than she did them, but for some reason, this was different. 

“Likewise,” she says softly, drawing the word out into a whisper. “What brings you here?”

He hesitated briefly before answering. “You could say I’m chasing after times gone by.” A subtle form of confusion showed on his face for a split second, before his face returned to a more neutral expression. “There are moments where I find myself lost in the past, yet those will not change the rules ordained by the Heavenly Principles. Those who are born to rule, will rule. And those who are born to succumb, will succumb.”

Furina held her breath, fearing that the sound of her breathing would cause her to miss a crucial piece of information about his identity.

“Did you know we used to gather rather frequently? We would exchange stories and wine. Its taste is the same as I remember, but it does make me wonder what happened to our gatherings. Where are those who share those memories?”

Furina had to wonder for a second if this could be a case of mistaken identity, but when she looked him in the eyes, all became clear. Those eyes were old.

“Even the passing of gods is nothing new to time, but 500 years ago was a time in which we lost many. Buer lost her memories and has been secluded since. Barbatos has only been awake for a few months, and even then I don’t know how long he’ll be able to stay awake. As for the Tsaritsa, I’m sure you know she has completely distanced herself. And finally there is Baal, who perished in battle, as did Egeria.” He sighed. “If I were to pass on, I would not want it to be on foreign soil.”

He locked eyes with her once again. “I wanted to see you with my own eyes, if only to see what had become of Egeria’s successor. 

Once again, Furina is confronted with the imperfection that comes with godhood. “I’ve recently come to the realization that it’s better to hold on to what I’ve gained instead of reaching for what I’ve lost. In that respect, I suppose we should be rather glad that Morax is still alive, shouldn’t we?”

His face hardened. “Rex Lapis is dead.”

Furina bit her tongue, immediately regretting what she had said.

“But I am very much alive, see. You can call me Zhongli. I work as a consultant for the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor in Liyue.”

It shouldn’t have come as a surprise for him to have taken on a mortal identity, considering she had spoken with Venti, but it still does. As far as she knew, a gnosis is emblematic of an Archon’s status as one of the Seven. She doubted Zhongli still had his gnosis after his apparent death, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t a god anymore. Even still, he works as a consultant for a funeral parlor. The notion of it is so bizarre, so absurd, that Furina doesn’t know what to think of it. Yet it still gives her a sense of both comfort and normalcy. If a god can blend in with humans, then surely a human such as herself could.

She held out her hand for a second introduction, now that all was clear. “Just Furina is fine by me.”

Zhongli takes a good look at the extended hand before accepting the gesture.

“Could I inquire as to why Morax has died?”

There was nothing in his reaction that showed any kind of grief towards the lost identity. “If you were to ask the general public, they would say that Morax failed a divine trial.”

Furina flinches.

“But if you were to ask me, I would say there are things in this world more important than the truth. Surely you know that better than I do.”

He was right. At some point in her life, it had been the only thing of substance she knew. She still didn’t like to talk about that. “Let me make us some tea. Please take a seat.”

She walks to the kitchen, rummaging through the things Clorinde had handed her before retrieving a finely carved wooden box she had hoped to find. Despite not having communicated with Wriothesley much, he still occasionally sent her a box of the most exquisite tea. 

She proudly took the box and placed it in front of Zhongli. “These are some of the best teas Teyvat has to offer! See, this one is made from Sumerian Pine Needle. It tastes citrusy and a little bit resiny. And the one next to it is from Mondstadt. It’s made of dandelions and cecilias, giving it a fresh yet slightly bitter aftertaste.” She paused before explaining the next one. “I wouldn’t recommend this one. Combining naku weed and harra fruit is a no-go. It’s one of those decadent and ‘creative’ blends I wish I had never laid my eyes on. But the one besides it—”

Zhongli had already made his choice. “Yes, I’ll take that one.”

“Yes, glaze lily tea. I should have started with the liyuen ones. It’s not my favorite, but it’s still very good. I personally prefer more fruity flavors.”

She filled his cup with hot water while shoving the tea box closer to him. 

He takes one tiny sip before putting it down again. “There was a drink I used to enjoy with friends, long ago. I thought this smooth flavor had been lost to time, possibly due to the climate. They used to take the stems of low altitude glaze lilies from the Guili Plains and grind them in a stone mortar. These were then dried in the sun. Meanwhile, the petals were soaked in pure Qingxin extract for 2 hours before those were rinsed and dried too. Those were then ground together in the mortar. After that, the mixture would be wrapped in clay, which was buried in the soil for two months in order to add an earthy after taste. This one closely resembles it. Where did you buy this tea?”

“It was a gift from Wriothesley, the warden of the Fortress of Meropide. I will be sure to contact him about this blend.”

“Thank you, I am deeply grateful. You see—”

When Zhongli continues talking about days gone by, the wistfulness from before returns tenfold. Furina could only hope he wasn’t trying to find something in her that she wasn’t. She had come to accept that she is Focalors, but just not the god Focalors. As for Egeria, she certainly wasn’t her. 

If Zhongli was looking for someone new to befriend, she would be open to that. 

“Dear Furina,” Zhongli speaks, “I have a small favor to ask of you.”

Furina turns around, having just taken the pan with macaroni to put it on the stove.

“You wouldn’t happen to have some mora on you, would you?”

That question was so out of the blue, so incredibly uncalled for, that Furina dropped the entire pan and its contents on the floor. The salty water and macaroni in it spilled over the wooden floorboards, coating them with the remains of something Furina was planning on calling today’s meal. 

Perhaps this was fate’s way of telling her that she should just stop trying altogether. She stared defeatedly at the floor. At this point, eating the macaroni’s cardboard container would prove to be more useful. More nutritious too, if she were to consider her previous attempts at the dish.

“Forgive me for stating this as bluntly as I am, but that was the last thing I was expecting.”

The man at least has the decency to look somewhat apologetic. “You are right, Furina, and I understand your repulsion towards my unusual suggestion. However, I ask that you give it some thought.”

Furina wordlessly crossed her arm and raised her eyebrows. She was willing to hear him out, but couldn’t help but purse her lips at his suspicious request.

If he noticed her skepticism, he did not show it. “On the way here, I came across a vendor selling a misericorde, derived from the old Fontainian word misèricorde, meaning mercy. This word can then be derived from the Enkanomiyan word misericordia, which means ‘act of mercy’. As you may know, this is a dagger used by the ancient Fontainian civilization before Egeria’s rule. Its main use was for dispatching fatally wounded knights, thus performing a coup de grâce to end their suffering.”

With every word leaving his mouth, Furina’s eyes grew wider. Not due to the subject being information she hadn’t heard of before, nor about how he knew so much about the time before the Archon war, but because she had no way to estimate how long he would keep talking about the etymology of a glorified toothpick.

Furina couldn’t tell if he was too dense to notice her disinterest, or if he just didn’t care. Either way, he had the social awareness of a cardboard macaroni box, except that cardboard macaroni box would have stopped talking by now.

In any case, Zhongli continued. “I, of course, immediately recognized its value. It would have been a shame not to purchase it. I could not possibly leave an item with such a rich history behind, thus I offered a suitable price of 1,650,000 mora to the man—“

If she hadn’t dropped the pan with macaroni before, she certainly would have now.

“—but I had forgotten to bring my wallet. Therefore I left a cheque with the vendor, which is to be redeemed in the Fontainian branch of the Northland bank, so he wouldn’t have to travel all the way to Liyue. Unfortunately, I found out later that my contract with the Northland bank only pertains to the Liyuan branch, which voids the cheque I left the vendor. According to the laws of Fontaine, this case would be classified as fraud. I am however, in the precarious position in which I would like to avoid the Iudex at all costs. I was hoping you could do a friend a favor.”

Furina’s lips formed a thin line, almost afraid to find an answer to her question. “And how much did this vendor initially ask?”

There is no hesitation in his voice when he gives his answer. “One hundred mora.”

She couldn’t help but physically recoil. “With all due respect, which is none, you have completely brought this upon yourself. Now, why are you avoiding Neuvillette?”

The silence after that doesn’t last for long. “So. About that misericorde…”

Furina would rather put herself out of her misery with that thing than listen to that story again. “So,” she mimicks, “about monsieur Neuvillette. Why are you avoiding him?”

Zhongli is quick to brush off the topic again. He reaches into his coat, taking out a long, straight dagger from it. “This is the misericorde I bought. As a token of appreciation for your sacrifice. You threw away your divinity to ensure your people live on, fulfilling a 500 year contract.”

Furina’s lips moved, but she couldn’t find the words to say. He had once again shamelessly changed the subject, but she couldn’t find a retort this time around.

“I have great respect for approaches of justice that place exacting demands not only on the other, but also on the self. Let this misericorde be a reminder that the death of Focalors was not in vain, but an act of mercy towards her people. And towards you as well.”

Zhongli extended the hilt of the blade forward, urging Furina to pick it up. She does so hesitantly.

“She must have loved you.”

Furina stills. Any argument about his involvement with Neuvillette dies down in her throat. The misericorde feels heavy in her hands, but she can’t tell if that’s the metal or the weight of Zhongli’s words. 

Furina’s gaze didn’t leave the dagger. “You said you miss the meetings the Seven used to have, right?”

She doesn’t have to look up to know his response.

“We will have another one soon. I’ll talk to Neuvillette.”

The duality between the melancholy, happiness and conflict on Zhongli’s face was quite funny. She wouldn’t forget that face in a long time, nor would she feel any shame for laughing at him.

In her defense, that was payback for trying to lump that ridiculous mora bill on her. 
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