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	For mercurypyrite.



Hi pyrite :)






There is little that Neuvillette finds himself being worried about nowadays.



The true worst of it is behind them. The prophecy has been avoided, the Heavenly principles duped - through no small means of sacrifice, but the vast majority of Fontanians are safe and sound and that makes it a hollow victory, better than no victory at all. 



Neuvillette remains at the courthouse daily, but there is still much more work to be done. Corruption to root out, from the remnants of the Sinthe trial and the guard that was paid off. Negotiations with the Spina di Rosula, because Navia has been 

very kind

 to not ask about compensation after the whole Primordial Sea incident but she deserves some for her father’s unjust death anyway. Communication with the Fortress of Meropide - that one will be easier, and at least more enjoyable, because Wriothesley has always been good company with good tea, but the legal ramifications of his ark must be discussed in at least 

some

 capacity. 



No, Neuvillette has not been very worried about anything at all.



The only thing is that there is still so much work to be done. 



Perhaps he should have expected this. He wasn’t a big part of the rebuilding of Fontaine the first time, having been, yes, a newly born Hydro Dragon Sovereign but one without much interest in human affairs at the time - but from the bits and pieces that Furina has told him, it was a long, brutal, and very work-intensive process. It does not help that the Palais Mermonia feels more empty and lonely than ever - the melusines do their utmost to help him, but Furina, who Neuvillette is so used to as a grand presence, has withdrawn into something so similar to a normal citizen that the difference is frankly startling. 



Neuvillette is not 

worried.




He’s just preoccupied. That’s all. 




“The Maison Cardinalice has been receiving a couple of complaints from citizens recently. Looks like in the aftermath of the Primordial Sea disaster, many young couples have decided to seize the moment and get married.” Clorinde pauses. “Unfortunately, it has caused quite the backlog at the Maison Cardinalice, and many citizens are beginning to get rather dissatisfied at the rate at which we can legalize marriages.”



Neuvillette sighs deeply, and tries his utmost not to bury his head in his hands. He had been meaning to overhaul the whole process of marriage when Wriothesley had made it known to him that two of his inmates wanted to get married at the Fortress of Meropide, but in the face of… 

everything…

 that has happened, he had neglected to pay much attention to matters as relatively trivial as marriage legalization. 



Clorinde clears her throat. “Your Honour?”



“Leave it on my desk, Clorinde. Thank you.” Neuvillette watches her place the papers down on his desk - including a petition signed by no less than fifty signatures, filling the page like open accusations against his ability as the Chief Justice. 



Something ugly climbs in his throat. 



“Are… are you alright, Your Honour?”



“It’s Neuvillette outside of the courthouse, Clorinde.” He closes his eyes against the headache that has been demanding his attention for the better part of a day. “And I’m quite alright, thank you. Though if I may ask, 

why

 are you the one bringing these documents to me?”



He hears Clorinde shift on her feet. Immediately, the bluntness of his words hits him full force, and he scrambles to remediate the situation with none of the grace he’s known for. “Not to say that I believe this to be a dereliction of your duties, of course. I was just wondering.”



It’s the right thing to say, evidently. When he opens his eyes again there is no tension in Clorinde’s shoulders, and none in her voice as she speaks. “I wanted to check on you, Neuvillette. The past few days have been hard on all of us.”



“It is nothing that I am not familiar with. This is my duty as Iudex.”



“Sedene could cover some of your duties, at least.” Something in her expression is unreadable to Neuvillette right now. “You don’t need to work yourself to the bone like this.”



“I assure you I can handle my work, Clorinde, though your concern is much appreciated.” Neuvillette picks up a quill and tries to ignore how cramped his hand is from all the writing he has been doing. “You have your own duties to attend to, do you not? Please do not waste your energy on my behalf.”



There’s something in Clorinde’s eyes that seems like she wants to protest. Neuvillette tries to ignore it - he is right, and she knows it. She has been spending the most time out of any of them in the Palais dedicated to helping Fontainians with rebuilding and disaster relief, and the Champion Duelist certainly has enough on her plate without needing to worry about her employer. 




Navia greets him outside the Palais Mermonia, because she had insisted on making their meeting somewhere away from the awfully dreadful and frankly boringly pristine Palais Mermonia, most honored Chief Justice, you must understand. She swears up and down by this café that Neuvillette has never heard of, insists that they have the best desserts. Neuvillette, not being much of a pastry chef that he’s heard Navia most definitely is, opts to trust her judgment. 



She waves at him cheerfully from the bottom of the steps, right by the Fountain of Lucine, and Neuvillette tries not to feel a pang at the lack of subordinates beside her. He wonders if she, too, finds that finding replacements for them is painful. 



“Monsieur Neuvillette! It’s been a while!” 



“As to you, Miss Navia.” Neuvillette inclines his head respectfully, trying to ignore the emotions welling up in him. The last thing he needs is some more rain to darken the mood, and Navia’s smile is sunshine enough. 



She beams at him. “No time to waste, then. Come! It’ll be quite a walk, even if we take the aquabus line to the area, and we’ll need to wait a little before they’ll have the seats for us - of course, not quite the well-known place, though I suppose they’ll figure out a way to invest in more after the Chief Justice visits their café.”



“Is that so?” Neuvillette asks, not out of bemusement, but rather just to make polite conversation. He isn’t dull enough to know his own influence on the popularity of various things over the years. 



“Why, of course! Don’t give me that, Chief Justice, you 

know

 that Charlotte’s been trying to get an interview with you for 

ages,

 and when you finally agreed she’d practically been jumping at the opportunity. Not that you have to worry about her professionalism, of course, I can give you my full guarantee that she won’t push anything you don’t want pushed. If my word means anything at all, that is.”



“It means a great deal, Miss Navia.”



He isn’t lying. The leader of the Spina Di Rosula is nothing if not genuine - genuine in her chivalry, genuine in her pursuit of justice, genuine in the care and empathy she shows to everyone she wishes to protect. 



Navia’s chiming laugh pulls him out of his thoughts. “You flatter me, Monsieur Neuvillette. Ah! Aeval! Hold the aquabus, please!”



Obligingly, the melusine holds for a couple minutes as Navia and Neuvillette climb on board - there’s no one else waiting to take it, after all. But Neuvillette feels his brows furrow just a little bit - he hadn’t been expecting to make a trip to Romaritime Harbor today. 



It’s not a great matter, he supposes. He’s blocked off two hours for this occasion either way. 



It does become more evident, however, as Navia pulls him into animated conversation and then metaphorically (or literally, in some cases) drags him around to the hidden mini-shops in the lower area, that Navia is highly disinterested in the actual legal happenings that must be addressed. Any time Neuvillette tries to bring up the matter of Master Callas or Poisson’s losses, Navia redirects the conversation to the weather, or the toys on the stall there, or some other mundane happening with a grace that Neuvillette envies. 



Irrationally, he finds himself beginning to get the slightest bit annoyed. He has work to attend to. There are matters requiring his attention that, objectively, have more importance than the time and place of Lyney and Lynette’s next street performance. 



And Navia notices, because she is, too, observant. 



She pauses as she is leading him to a café - one that, bless the Dragon-King, she finally seems to want to settle down at. “Is anything wrong, Monsieur Neuvillette?”




Yes,

 he almost says. 

Nothing is going right anymore. I’ve had to fire five valued personnel of the Palais Mermonia in the past week and do their jobs in the meantime. I have not visited Merusea village in months. Furina does not come to visit. Focalors is dead.




Instead, he says, “Nothing at all, Miss Navia.”



Navia frowns at him, thoughtfully, like he’s a puzzle or case she’s trying to solve. Thankfully, she doesn’t push the line of inquiry further, and before long they’ve already made it to the front and ordered - for Navia, a cake topped with a macaron that looks wonderfully baked even to Neuvillette’s eye, and for Neuvillette, water - with the addition of a chocolate croissant after Navia’s glance. 



They’re seated before long, desserts and drinks in hand. Neuvillette takes a sip of the water and tries not to be disappointed at the lack of depth in flavour - it probably came from the tap, after all. 



Navia is uncharacteristically silent as she picks at her food - it’s a stark contrast to how she was only minutes prior. 



Neuvillette clears his throat. “Is something the matter, Miss Navia?”



Navia takes one more second of silence to stare at her food, during which Neuvillette feels the beginnings of awkwardness seep into their conversation. Before long, though, she sets down her fork with a sigh. “Nothing much. Clorinde was talking to me yesterday.”



With the mention of the Champion Duelist, everything clicks in place, merciless and sudden. “You’re not here to discuss matters at all.”



“I made it clear that my father’s fate had no bearing on your fault or ability to recognize truth from fiction as a judge. He would’ve found another way to protect me with or without that trial.” Navia shrugs. “And Poisson was really just our fault, to be honest. We should’ve been more aware of the dangers the prophecy might pose to us.”



Something twists in Neuvillette, its shape startling similar to the feeling of guilt and sorrow. “You should still receive recompense.”



“You can treat me to this meal, then.” Navia smiles. “Easy, right? It doesn’t actually take anyone all that much to earn my forgiveness, much less so if they haven’t even done anything wrong. Clorinde used to berate me about that, before we grew apart. I expect she’ll be back to nagging me about my habits any day now.”



Neuvillette doesn’t understand. 



Navia stands, taking her plate with her. “I think I’ll bring this one back home to eat. I’m not actually feeling all that hungry, and I’m sure Charlotte will have words with me if I fill my stomach with sweets before our dinner tonight. Take care of yourself, Chief Justice!” The chipper tone and expression is back, but her words are no less sincere. “We worry about you.”



Navia leaves him with an untouched croissant and a bottle of less-than-subpar water. 



On the aquabus on the way back, Neuvillette gives the croissant to Aeval. She probably needs it more, anyway. 




Neuvillette is aware of the time and place of Lyney’s next performance because Navia told him about it, during one of the many talks about nothing during their walk near Romaritime Harbor. 



It’s rather close, in all honesty. Right outside the courthouse, right after he has another trial planned - this one, of one of the corrupt members, who had somehow wormed herself deep into the evidence processing pipeline of the court. 



It’s a serious offense. It qualifies as perjury of some kind, at least, presenting evidence that is clearly false while maintaining, in her capacity as the committee of review’s member, that this evidence must be true. 



At the very least, Neuvillette thinks, trying to tune out the headache pounding behind his ears and the cacophony of voices in the courtroom, she didn’t manage to inflict that much damage. The most of it was during the Sinthe trial - the vial of water from the Primordial Sea, that she was paid to plant and pay off, but smaller court claims cases have arisen over the years that she has been bribed into falsifying damning evidence for. 



Cases that will now need to be reviewed. 



Cases that Focalors will not be able to guide him on. 



Does anyone know that Focalors, their 

archon,

 is dead? In a very real sense, no. They know only that Furina has stepped down from the role of archon, that on some level, Furina wasn’t ever really the Hydro Archon - even though she had performed all the duties to the manner of one, enough to dupe even the Heavenly Principles. 



Even though, in a very real sense, Furina 

was

 the archon. 



Neuvillette hadn’t known how much he relied on the constant, steady thrum of Indemnitium and Focalors’ gnosis in the Oratrice to ground him in the courtroom before it was ripped away from him. Now, as the voices rise and overlap on each other and continuously increase in volume, Neuvillette wishes, not for the first time, that the courtroom was less full of drama. 



He huffs a quiet sigh, and taps the bottom of his cane against the floor. It is not much force, but it is usually enough to get the courtroom to quiet down. 



It is buried by the sound of accusations layering upon accusations. 



Clorinde casts a brief glance at him, but he does not acknowledge it. He tries again, a little louder. 



(He used to be an all-encompassing presence in the courtroom. Now, as the sole authority on guilt, he feels smaller than ever.)



Neuvillette takes a deep breath, and his eyes blaze with a hint of primordial, sea-like blue - aftershocks of stolen divinity in his body, in his motion, in his 

words.

 The cane comes down harder than it has for the disposal of most enemies - and his voice echoes throughout the courtroom. 




“Silence!”




There’s something else to his voice. Clorinde sees it - the brief flash of fear in her eyes gives it away - but to the rest of the courtroom it is much more obvious that they have overstepped. 



The defendant is still wearing a smirk on her face, somehow. She believes herself too indispensable. 



On some level, she is correct. Neuvillette will be hard at work for the next few days, picking up her slack. 



“I’ve heard enough,” he tells them. 



Abruptly, everyone returns to their seats, seemingly remembering that they are in the presence of the Iudex. 



“I declare you guilty, Marie. Your sentencing shall be twenty years in Meropide, to atone for all the lives you have ruined with your erroneous ways.”



The shortness of his voice gives everyone pause. It’s the most abrupt way he has ever given a sentence. 



Neuvillette finds that he cannot care. “I declare this case over.”



Immediately, the raucous spectacle starts up again. Gardes flood in to take the criminal away, ignoring her scream and her shock at actually being convicted. Several who believe her to be innocent keep arguing with those who are firm in her guilt. Neuvillette ignores all of this, and steps outside. 



The court case had stretched on longer than he had hoped. Lyney’s performance is over already, it seems. 



He hates that he feels disappointment. 



“Looking for someone, Your Honour?”



Neuvillette doesn’t startle, exactly. He’s centuries old, but Lyney still has a way of surprising people with his presence - he wouldn’t exactly be a good magician if he couldn’t, he supposes. 



Instead, he turns around, calm, finding the poise that he lost ever so slightly in that courtroom again. “Lyney. A pleasant surprise.”



Lyney laughs, and there’s something boyish about it that makes it easy to forget that he is a trained operative of the House of the Hearth. “You know me, Monsieur Neuvillette - always ready for a show. Though I regret to say that you just missed my performance today.”



Neuvillette hums. “Well, did the children enjoy it, at least?”



“Children and adults alike, you know how it is.” Out of nowhere, a card blinks into his hand, and he flicks it over to show Neuvillette the other side - a cat with eyes of teardrops and stars, whimsical in the most magical of ways. “There’s a capacity for wonder in all of us, even if the powers granted by visions are enough magic for those who are not allogenes.”



Something in Neuvillette flickers to the hoard of power he has only let one person touch as of late. Neuvillette tries not to think about it too much. “The Knave has been treating you well, then?”



“Father left a while ago, to deliver the gnosis and the Vanguard’s vision to Snezhnaya. I suspect she won’t be back for a while.” Lyney shrugs. “More time to perform, and to do mundane things. Lynette won’t mind. Maybe I’ll finally convince Freminet to take a more active role in our music shows?”



“Maybe,” Neuvillette concedes. 



The topic of what Lyney and Lynette actually 

do,

 as trained operates, is a topic they dance around with grace, neither party wishing to expose the other. In theory, Neuvillette knows that he has the grounds to free them. To make arrests. That is, if he had the evidence.



He knows that none of the House of the Hearth will come forth with the stories they’ve borne witness to - murder, assassination, intelligence gathering, torture - and he cannot pass judgement without sufficient evidence. 



At least, Lyney’s smile isn’t too plastic. It’s comforting enough to know that the boy at least feels some sort of genuine joy after all. 



Their not-conversation is interrupted by the commotion near the doors of the courthouse. Marie is being dragged, screaming, by the Gardes, and she’ll be making her way down to the Fortress of Meropide soon. 



Lyney eyes her critically, then turns back to Neuvillette. “Not going to see her down yourself?”



There’s no trace of accusation in his words, somehow. Neuvillette isn’t sure that it doesn’t make it 

worse.

 Lyney had been falsely accused of a serious crime that threatened to destabilize the Fatui’s tenuous peace in Fontaine, and Neuvillette wouldn’t have wanted to make an enemy out of Snezhnaya, but he is sure that if he had taken both the key members of the House of the Hearth 

and

 Childe as prisoners by official court of law, Arlecchino would have found some way to spin this into war. 



And the blood shed in that war would have been on Lyney’s hands, on Lyney’s failure to keep hidden. 



Instead, Neuvillette tries to keep his gaze focused on the slowly retreating figures of the Gardes. “I cannot be of much help.”



“Maybe not,” Lyney admits, and Neuvillette hates how much the agreement stings. “But I’d bet my magic tricks that he’d be happy for your company either way. Tell him I say hi when you see him, yeah?”



That surprises him too, somehow. He knows fully of the altercation between the House of the Hearth and Wriothesley that took place while he was managing the disaster aboveground. It seems like everyone else has been making amends and mending relationships while he has…



While he has done none of that. 



There’s a bitter taste in Neuvillette’s mouth. “I’ll make sure to pass the message.”



Lyney winks at him and says no more, disappearing into the bushes nearby, no doubt to return home. 



As Neuvillette makes his walk home, he notices a weight in his coat pocket. 



It’s a packet of the tea Wriothesley is rather fond of - Lyney’s doing, no doubt. 



Neuvillette finds that he is chuckling.




Wriothesley is waiting for him when Neuvillette descends down into the Fortress of Meropide, which he honestly should have expected. 



What he doesn’t expect is for Wriothesley to look at him once over, and, blunt as ever, tell him: “You look terrible.”



Neuvillette resists the urge to sigh and pinch his nose, and doesn’t quite succeed. “It’s been a long day. Forgive my appearance, Your Grace.”



“A long few weeks, I’d wager. Drop the formalities, will you?” Wriothesley asks airily, turning back and leading him through the Fortress’ halls as usual. There’s a passageway that Wriothesley asks his friends to take if they’re high-profile, not wanting them to cause a disturbance in the fortress just by virtue of their appearance, and Neuvillette wonders how often people actually use it. 



They are silent as they walk, their shoes clanging against the pipes. No doubt another ghost story will start up in Meropide about the monster prowling the walls. 



At long last, they arrive in Wriothesley’s office. Without much ado, Wriothesley immediately sets to boil a kettle of water - Neuvillette finds this as an opportunity to slip out the packet of tea Lyney had surreptitiously slipped him in their previous interaction.



Wriothesley takes one look at it and laughs. “Lyney got you too, didn’t he?”



Neuvillette hands it to him as a way of answering. “Has he been doing that often?”



“Often enough. He manages to get Clorinde every time, and Clorinde doesn’t even see him when he does. No small feat, to be able to perform a trick like that on our Champion Duelist.” Wriothesley inspects it carefully before dropping it into the mug. “Do you want some?”



“Not particularly.” Neuvillette decides, carefully. “You’re not going to check it for poison?”



“Did that the first few times, I won’t lie.” Wriothesley walks back over to the kettle - it must have been heated already, if it has boiled so quickly. “Maybe it’s some form of an apology. He’s only ever really visited twice - I suspect that ‘Father’ of his doesn’t like him coming down here very often, after the whole situation - but he’s trying to make amends of some kind, for sneaking down here into my turf and trying to pry information about my secrets. I should send something back to him, probably.”



Neuvillette doesn’t have anything to answer to that. 



Wriothesley raises an eyebrow. “You’re usually more talkative than this, contrary to what others might think. What’s going on?”



This is what Neuvillette appreciates most out of interacting with Wriothesley, he suspects. He doesn’t call him “Your Honour”, unless he’s referring to him in a teasing manner. There is no dancing around unspoken social rules. He is most comfortable when he speaks to him like an old friend, even back when they 

weren’t

 old friends.



It’s different. A good kind of different. 



(The same way talking to Furina was also, a good kind of different.)



Before Neuvillette can answer his question, however, Wriothesley waves it away. “Ah, whatever. No need to bring the mood down - you’re here for tea, after all.”



Neuvillette opens his mouth to protest - he’s not here for just tea, after all. Marie is bound to make a disturbance in the Fortress. He came to apologize, and then to talk about the ark, and then make sure Sigewinne is doing alright, but…



Wriothesley raises an eyebrow. “The Palais Mermonia will not burn down if you are away for one day, Neuvillette.”



Neuvillette shuts his mouth.




There is little that Neuvillette finds himself worrying about nowadays. Though, he must admit that Furina has always, always been out of the norm. 



Neuvillette stands at the door of her residence, fist poised to knock, and he cannot find it in himself to actually hit the door. 



Before he can debate with himself for too long, though, the door opens, making the decision for him.



Furina blinks at him, startled. 



Neuvillette clears his throat. “Apologies, Lady Furina. I was about to-”



“About to what? Come in, you.” Furina pulls him in through the door bodily, shutting it behind them, despite the presence of a coat indicating her original intent to go out for some kind of errand. “You haven’t been by in weeks! I had to ask Clorinde for updates about your health - updates that 

you

 would have been perfectly able to give, you know!”



It’s Neuvillette’s turn to blink, dumbfounded. “Lady Furina-”



“And don’t you start with the whole ‘I don’t need your worry’ part of this speech, Neuvillette.” Furina levels an accusing finger at him. “I’ve commiserated with Clorinde long enough about it! Not that you’re on the verge of collapse, but you’ve been fighting a headache for how long, now?”



That gets Neuvillette’s attention rather quickly. His eyes snap up to meet Furina’s. “How do you know?”



Furina is silent for a moment, as if debating with herself. “Well, I 

did

 live as the body of the Hydro Archon for a long time. And hydro is a healing element when it wants to be.”



Neuvillette swallows, and it feels dry. “My apologies.”



“Not your fault.” Furina strides further into her home. “I don’t have much tea that tastes good, but I do have pasta. I can restock tomorrow.”



“I don’t want to intrude-”



“Nonsense. 

You?

 Intrude?”



There’s something stilted and awkward about this conversation. Neuvillette is struck, keenly, by how little he actually 

knew

 about Furina - the true Furina, hidden behind years and years of shells and masks, all in an effort to play her role to absolute perfection. There were hints, but those hints were wiped away as quickly as he saw them, and he never gave them enough attention.



Not until it was too late. 



But Furina hums a tune as she busies herself about her kitchen and there’s a genuine kind of joy in her footsteps that doesn’t feel plastic, and something in Neuvillette settles as Furina’s hydro vision glows faintly with power. 



Something like a smile tugs at his lips. “Then I’d be honoured, Lady Furina.”



Maybe it’s okay to do some healing of his own. 
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