
when you wash away these reds
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It’s an art of its own—learning to sink in the deep, boundless sea.

Drowning is not a clean cut process of falling into the depths. A multitude of factors interfere here: the resistance of currents against your body, depending on whether you’re in shallow ponds or in oceans weighted by ageless waters. Nor will your limbs go down without a fight; they flail against your will, balancing so your head flies back to the surface, keeping your airways unclogged. The water wears you down, bit by bit, unwarm in its patience, until your head starts to droop. When the water comes streaming, then—then, you slowly begin to sink.

Even so, there have been cases where people seem to receive a divine epiphany of sorts once submerged—enticed by fancy tales of the Hydro Archon’s mercy over the waters, perhaps. They find extraordinary strength to push themselves up with one final haul, one final sprint for land.

Far be it from Furina to argue against such testimonies.

Personally, of course, she knows the truth. It is merely incredible human will that has people pulling themselves out of the callous water. There is no god watching over them—or if any, at least, it certainly isn’t the one they believed it to be.

At some point, the sinking body grows too weak to keep resisting. The body will have accepted its plight, and its eyes close slowly in imitation—preparation—of eternal peace. Water consumes what’s left of it, beginning from its nourished skin, lively flesh, these sturdy bones, and into every opening of the body. It fills up the stomach canals, the air sacs, the emptiness beneath the skull and behind the ribcage, muffling the heart.

A heart that beats in water is a heart that goes unheard. Slowly, that, too, begins to fade.

Slowly, the heart withers up, and the body begins to fall.

For mortals—most of them, at least—this is supposed to be the case.

There lies a story in Fontaine that tells of a different death, a death unique to their people. An old legend bound to the accession of the current Hydro Archon; it dictates:


There will come a day where the people of Fontaine will dissolve in the rising waters—



leaving naught but the Hydro Archon herself, crying on her throne.


Legends will be legends, some likes to claim; even historians are not so quick to believe in legends passed through mere word of mouth, no relic nor sigil to back up such sayings. Furina is not so naïve—a fake she may be, said prophecy has been tied to her existence since the very beginning. A reminder, that this is precisely the purpose of her existence: to be the decoy, the tool that will allow the prophecy to be destroyed in the end. Whatever way that should be.

… Not that she ever wanted to believe it.

But here she is, evidence… living evidence that the “Hydro Archon” does not drown.

It’s a predictable outcome, and Furina’s brought herself a fresh change of clothes—lest anyone see the Hydro Archon, Regina of All Waters, Focalors, in a state so unkempt!—which she quickly slips into, without worry of onlookers. Rumors have circulated, in fact: interesting renditions of the Fairy of Erinnyes, bathing under the moonless night, quoted as the perfect opportunity for lustful sailors to live out their deepest fantasies. Of course, Furina, having so long “performed”, knew when and what to reveal to the people—in any case, such a rumor is far better than any attached directly to her name.

Without much flair she returns to the Opera Epiclese, fountains calm in the night where there are no libelous cases to report of, no rowdy fighting or scurrying reporters out and about. Just a couple of gentle, dutiful Melusines and tired Gardes, and—

“Lady Furina?”

—the highest judge of Fontaine, the Iudex Neuvillette, apparently.

“You… look drenched.”

“Hard at work, I see,” Furina comments with a giggle; a giggle that does not do much to hide her fiddling hands, the quickening heart—this cursed heart. “I was out for a swim. As you are well aware, Fontaine’s seas are blessed with brilliant arrays of azure. I don’t have much time during the day, so I’ve decided to steal some… a pity it has to be today, given that the night is devoid of moonlight.”

So, so many words.

Neuvillette gazes at her with only the slightest of curiosities, and without a moment’s warning, takes a step closer to her, hand reaching out for—

“Hey,” Furina snaps.

She should not have. Her voice is too sharp, too acrid.

“Nobody—not even you, as the Iudex—is allowed to touch me, your archon, without permission!”

“Excuse me,” mutters Neuvillette, but he is hardly paying attention to her wrath, the bridled fear. “You… your face is a tad bit…”

“… Tad bit what?”

“… blue. You look blue.”

So he’d been angling her face to the lamp’s gaze. Furina swats his hand away, mindless of grace. Wet locks frame her face, but she has little choice now. “Well, yes. I suppose that is simply what happens when I am one with my element, my nature.”

“Can I see it?”

“See what?”

It’s apparent, even to Furina, that he’s spoken without thinking it through. It’s not quite like Neuvillette, and yet he makes no mention to retract his statement. “You. In your true nature.”

“Of course not,” she says, not as coldly. “There are some things even someone as esteemed as yourself aren’t allowed to witness. It would not be quite so pretty, were you to witness the true state of my divinity. Haven’t you heard of the stories?”

“Stories?”

Furina lifts a hand, waving dismissively. “People granted with visions of the divine, claiming themselves to have been blessed, but really, anyone can see they are merely spiralling into insanity. We can’t have that… and unfortunately, I can’t make exceptions. Even for you.”

Neuvillette hardly appears surprised by her answer, but watches her attentively nevertheless. “And you’re sure this is a matter of considerate worry, and not one of pride?”

He always knows what to say, doesn’t he? For someone who claims to not understand Furina for all her inconsistencies, Neuvillette’s always managed to pinpoint the crux of the problem at every turn, leaving her very little room to slip away. This, too, is an art to be refined; to slip away under Neuvillette’s honed scrutiny, an act beyond that which she presents to Fontaine, an act special for his eyes.

“Whatever my true reasons are are of no particular concern to you—I do not expect, nor appreciate, a subordinate of Justice attempting to judge Justice’s ways itself.”

“I do not intend to judge, only to…” Neuvillette sighs, and drops his hand. “Only to understand.”

He really is not so hard to dissuade anymore. It’s almost a pity.

“Let’s just call this one of the Hydro Archon’s private indulgences,” Furina declares, brushing the palms of her hands. “A moment for the Hydro Archon to be with herself in the moonless night, away from the spotlight. I can ask you to at least respect me that much, can’t I?”

“I… Of course,” Neuvillette quickly says, swallowing whatever argument was on the tip of his tongue. He hardly ever gives her a nod anymore, let alone a proper bow—leaving without so much of an acknowledgment. Disappointed, perhaps. Furina suspects, though, he does it precisely because it should make her feel less guilty—or so she’d like to think. There’s no need to feel guilty about deceiving someone who had never blindly put their faith and respect in her, is there?

(She feels it anyway.)

 

When Furina returns to her residence in the opera house—where she runs to when she’d rather not run into her perceptive attendants, Chief Justice Neuvillette in particular—she heads straight for the bathtub. It fails by far to encapsulate the might of the sea, but it at least has clean water, to rid her of the foulness of the Weeping Willow’s waters.

Here, she can hold herself underwater by sheer might, just by holding onto the sides, pushing her head underneath, and breathing.

This is purified water, nothing like those of nature. Though it was purified by machines and not the magic of a true god, this is the cleanest water Fontaine holds, the same ones that run through the Fountain of Lucine. Waters so clear you can hear the deceased’s cries—so they say. Furina has never heard such cries, not out of her dreams.

The waters are quiet, still.

She hears nothing but her frantic heart, beating in and out the tainted waters.

 

The waters do not belong to Furina, nor is she of the waters.

Puppet, ghost, mirage. Not real.

Maybe once she replaces her human blood with these blue waters, she’ll finally be the rightful queen Fontaine deserves—the queen to save them all.

(She knows, in the depths, this is merely the human’s dying dream—the prophecy is her script, and no such character can change their fate as is written beyond.)




