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This fic was in response to a prompt from openendings/canonical-transformation, after I noted on a post by teabreaking that I’d be willing to take prompts for Eula/Jean, so in a way it’s for the both of them. Though I did rather end up going sideways off the prompt about halfway through and never quite straightening out again, nor making it explicitly shippy. XD;; I do think of it as definitely pre-slash, though! And you can read certain bits of the third section as suggestive if you want.

The prompt was “2 times Jean Gunnhildr was nothing like Eula’s upbringing had led her to expect, + 1[…],” and the fic was originally posted on Tumblr in August 2023!





1.

“I would think you of all people would understand the importance of reputation, Lady Eula.”

Inspector Eroch’s smile reminds Eula very much of her uncle’s. The oily, insincere politeness is different; Uncle Schubert never saw much cause to be polite to her, at least not once she began rebelling against her family’s strictures. But the patronizing air of superiority is irritatingly familiar.

“I have renounced my titles from the Lawrence Clan,” she says sharply. “I will not pretend I am not of noble blood, but should you call me by the incorrect title again, you will pay for the error.”

“Miss Lawrence, then. But I’m afraid you’re only demonstrating why I cannot allow you to take the knight trials.” The Inspector spreads his hands before him, shrugging as if helpless to change his own ruling. “The reputation of the Knights of Favonius would suffer from permitting a member of the Lawrence Clan into our ranks. Perhaps if you were willing to change your name, and enter anonymously…?”

“I will do no such thing!”

“Then there is nothing I can do for you, Miss Lawrence. I’m afraid our interview is at an end.”

Behind her, the two knights who had escorted her into the building step forward. Eula clenches her jaw, fighting the urge to reach for her blade. To assault knights who are following their instructions within the Ordo’s headquarters would only make her case worse. Both of them already have their hands hovering near their swords, insultingly eager for an excuse to draw. Chin high, Eula turns on her heel and marches out.

She can hear the whispering as she strides through the foyer to the door, almost as loud on her exit as it was upon her entrance. The knights escorting her grin and nod to those who have paused to see her paraded out. One of them gives a thumbs-up to a knight by the door, who chuckles. Anger spears through her at the sound. Eula takes a deep breath, lets it out, and refuses to look at any of them, staring straight ahead and refusing to acknowledge the whispered jeers.

Her steady stride is checked on the steps by someone else coming up. Eula freezes mid-step at the sight of Jean Gunnhildr. She knows the other girl only distantly; her uncle had pointed the Gunnhildrs out to her when they had attended the same parties in her youth, but that clan would never associate directly with the Lawrences. Sir Jean must, though, know Eula’s face as well as Eula knows hers. And so would the Ragnvindr sons behind her, at whose family parties most of those passing glances had been exchanged.

Amber thinks well of Sir Jean. But then, Jean has no reason not to be kind to her, and even Eula’s uncle admits that the Gunnhildrs are always gracious to commoners. Their so carefully maintained reputation requires it. But by the same dint, their reputation as champions of the people will require cold condescension to a Lawrence like her.

“Lady Eula,” Jean says, looking equally taken aback for a moment. Then she recovers her poise. “Amber did say you were going to apply to next week’s knight trials. Will you be joining us?”

There it is. Both the insult of the rejected title, and the pretense that Jean wouldn’t know exactly what Eula’s grinning escort means. Eula draws herself up, taking full advantage of the extra four inches of the higher step to overcome the half-inch of height Sir Jean has upon her. Behind Jean, Diluc Ragnvindr puffs himself up in response, scowling.

“I will not,” Eula tells her, keeping both the fury and the disappointment behind it from her voice by sheer force of will. “Your Inspector is too much a coward to risk allowing a Lawrence to so much as try. He claims it would embarrass the Ordo. I must presume that means your knights are so weak that I would humiliate all of them in the trials.”

Jean, unexpectedly, frowns. “He refused your application on those grounds? If your application wasn’t sufficient, that would be one thing, but if you qualify, you should be allowed to try out. Did you appeal to the Grand Master?”

Ah. “I wasn’t offered the option.”

“That isn’t right. I could submit it for you- no, that would also go through the Inspector….” Jean’s frown deepens, as if she’s thinking through a puzzle. Behind her, Sir Diluc looks equally puzzled, and even more so when Jean suddenly brightens. “I know what you should do. Come to Windrise this Friday. The Grand Master will be training with the captains.”

So they can mock her for the arrogance of going over the Inspector’s head? But there’s no mischief on Jean’s face, not even the hint of amusement in her eyes. She looks wholly, unnervingly sincere.

“And you believe he will hear me out?”

“You will have to get his attention first. If you can demonstrate your bladework to his satisfaction, I’m sure he’ll listen to your appeal in person. We should arrive at noon. If you’re there before us, you can issue a challenge when we arrive.”

“Jean,” Sir Diluc starts to say. His brother elbows him and hisses something that makes him subside, though he still scowls at Eula. She keeps her attention on Jean, refusing to acknowledge his glare.

“I doubt that the Grand Master would bother accepting a challenge from a Lawrence.”

“I will. I swear to you, if you challenge me, I will meet it, and the Grand Master will be able to see your prowess in person. If you’re half the swordmaster Amber claims, he will be impressed enough to take a personal interest, and I know he’ll override the Inspector.”

She studies Jean closely, looking for any sign of deceit. Perhaps she only wants the opportunity to show off to the other officers by defeating Eula personally. But there’s only the sincerity, and a hint of concern that’s even more unnerving coming from one of the Lawrence Clan’s ancestral enemies. The thought that a Gunnhildr might pity her burns.

“I won’t go easy on you,” she warns. “And if you give me any less than your best out of some idea that you’re helping, then mark my words, I will make you pay for the presumption.”

Jean smiles, bright and warm. “I won’t.”

“Very well.” Eula steps aside, raising her chin high as she starts down the steps around Jean and her entourage. “I will be there, and I will give you my best, so long as you do the same. And the next time we speak, I expect you to call me Sir Eula.”

“I look forward to it,” Jean says.

Eula doesn’t look back, only continues onward, leaving her boggling escort behind. She refuses to be warmed by those words. But the anger that had been grating in her chest has melted away all the same.

–

2.

“Captain Eula,” Sir Kaeya calls, waving far too casually—though as a captain himself, Eula will concede he doesn’t owe her a salute—as he passes her on the steps of Ordo headquarters. “Back from your mission already?”

“Captain Kaeya,” Eula answers, inclining her head. “We finished in better time than we were allotted.”

“No surprises there. And it saves me a detour on the way to my next mission. I’m supposed to let you know that Master Jean wants you to report to her office when you’re finished with the Grand Master.”

Eula doesn’t trust his casual tone. She narrows her eyes, looking for some sign of what he’s about. He doesn’t bother to hide his amusement, which only grows stronger when she looks at him with mistrust. Clearly there’s something afoot.

Nothing he’ll tell her about, though. Eula knows Sir Kaeya’s tricks too well. She gives him another nod. “My thanks for delivering the message.”

“It’s no problem.” Sir Kaeya winks at her, then goes on his way, strolling along as if he has not a care in the world.

She can’t help the trepidation as she dismisses her company and heads to the Grand Master’s office. Her report to him doesn’t worry her; despite some of her knights’ reluctance to obey her orders, the mission had gone well. But there should be no reason to have to report to Jean after.

That uncertainty may make her a bit more brusque, perhaps, than she really should be while giving her report to Grand Master Varka. At least he doesn’t seem bothered by her clipped words. He only smiles, and nods along to her report, and ends their interview with loud congratulations and a slap on the back that Eula manages to brace against well enough to keep from staggering.

She’s still tense as she leaves his office. The knights in the hallways look at her askance, their eyes as full of concern and suspicion as they’ve always been. It seems her successful first mission as captain has helped not at all. Eula refuses to acknowledge the burn of disappointment in her breast. It had been foolish of her to hope that it might be so easy.

It had seemed that easy for Jean. Once she had rooted out the traitors within the Ordo, everyone had agreed she should be made Master of the Knights without a breath of doubt or hesitation. Of course she would be fit for it, just as she’d been ideal for the work of finding those traitors in the first place, came all the whispers. She was after all a Gunnhildr, wholly devoted to the Ordo, famously incorruptible and trained to achieve a level of competency no other knight could match.

Even Eula’s family will admit to the Gunnhildrs’ stringent moral standards, although ‘stiff-necked’ is their preferred description.

Eula can’t disagree with those whispers either. Everything she’s seen of Jean suggests that she’s just as upright and noble as the rumors claim, and devoted wholly to the course of justice. In that light, though, Eula can’t take her arranging Eula’s entry into the Knights as any sign of personal favor, nor her insistence upon sparring with Eula herself when no other knight would train with her, nor even the friendly demeanor she’s adopted whenever they speak. Her devotion to the principles of the Ordo requires her to treat Eula as she would any other knight in good standing.

That graciousness could no doubt extend to arranging for any reprimand or demerit to take place in private. Particularly if she’s concerned with continuing to counterbalance the prejudice of the other knights. Eula doesn’t know what error she could have committed in merely preparing her new company and departing for her mission, but if there was one, plenty of knights would have leapt to report it as soon as she was out of the gates.

Another knight gives her a look that wavers between concern and outright fear as Eula passes him. She deliberately ignores his stare. It’s only after she’s rounded the corner that she realizes she has her sword in hand, drawn from its scabbard and held in a defensive slant across her chest.

Embarrassed, Eula pauses at the door to Jean’s office to sheathe it again before she knocks.

“Come in,” Jean calls, and rises from her chair, smiling, as Eula enters. “Welcome home, Sir Eula. I heard that your mission went well?”

“Of course it did,” Eula says, keeping her back straight and her chin high and refusing to let the ‘home’ of that greeting either prick or warm her. No doubt it’s simply typical phrasing for Jean. “My knights performed admirably, and I made sure that not one of them was injured when we made our assault.”

“I heard about that, too. Some of them seemed very impressed at how ready you were to come to their defense.”

So Jean went out of her way to speak to Eula’s company while Eula was giving her report to the Grand Master. Investigating whatever matter she called Eula here to reprimand her about in the first place?

“Please, sit down,” Jean says, gesturing to a chair set in front of her desk. “Will you have some tea with me?”

Eula wants to be offended at this blatant softening of the impending criticism, but it’s exactly the kind of gesture she would expect from Jean, and too gracious and well-meant to refuse without giving insult herself. Still stiff-backed, she lowers herself into the chair and lets Jean pour her a cup. Jean pours the tea properly, of course, just the right angle of the pot for the stream from its spout to flow quiet and interrupted, filling the teacup exactly as much as she should and no further.

Tense as she is, Eula has to admire the propriety of it. She accepts the teacup with well-trained grace and takes the requisite first sip of a guest being served, while Jean waits with her own cup held in front of her. No one in the Ordo, or for that matter the rest of Mondstadt, holds their teacup as Eula was taught. It doesn’t surprise her that Jean does. The Gunnhildrs are aristocrats themselves, after all.

“A fine tea, well-brewed,” she declares, lowering her own cup. “The bitter edge to the flavor comes out clearly without overpowering the floral notes.”

“I’m glad that you like it,” Jean says, and her pleased smile seems genuine. “This is a Tianheng oolong from Liyue. Our new Librarian recommended it to me, and showed me how to brew it properly.”

Jean does like to disclaim her accomplishments by playing up others’ contributions. At first Eula had thought it was for appearances—another way the Gunnhildrs keep the favor of the common people—but she’s come to realize that it’s less calculated than that. Jean really is that gracious. It rankles, just a little, that such graciousness comes to her as easily as do all other aspects of command.

Hearing her praise the Librarian rankles for another reason. The woman looks at Eula all too knowingly whenever they happen to be in the same room. Eula knows she’s read all the books in that library, including those that list off the Lawrence Clan’s many atrocities. That she’s developing such a friendship with Jean that she can recommend teas to her, and may even know already what error Jean has called her here to discuss….

Eula wants to simply ask and get it over with. But Jean is acting with aristocratic propriety, and therefore, she must do the same.

“This may be an indelicate question, Sir Eula-”

Here it is. Eula sits up straighter in her chair, bracing herself. “Don’t beat around the bush.”

“Did all of your knights listen to you and obey you on your mission?” Jean leans forward, anxiety shining in her eyes. “I tried to speak to any I was concerned about before you left, and I transferred Sir Reina and Sir Jacques to your company because I trusted them both to behave professionally and reinforce that among the other knights. But if anyone did give you trouble, I would like to know, so I can deal with that as the Master of Knights. I very much want you to succeed in concert with your knights, not despite them.”

She’d wondered about the last-minute transfers—and suddenly, some whispered by-play in the camp that had confused her at the time is explained. As does what she had thought was trust she had earned herself. Eula is startled by how very hurt she feels. “You mean to say you didn’t trust me to handle them myself? I’ll make you pay for that interference!”

“What? No!” Jean flinches and raises a hand. “This wasn’t a matter of trust in you, Sir Eula. I expected you to do an excellent job, and it’s clear that you did. I was simply trying to keep you from being undercut by insubordination.”

The hurt still sits heavy in Eula’s breast and pricks at her eyes, but she blinks fiercely, unwilling to let it show. “I knew that not all of my knights would be happy to be commanded by a Lawrence,” she says, letting her voice go crisp and cold to keep anything else from showing. “I had intended to prove myself to them by my performance. If you did not trust me to do that, you shouldn’t have backed the Grand Master in making me Reconnaissance Captain. Not undercut me yourself by stacking the deck.”

“I-” Jean’s eyes are shining with more than anxiety, Eula realizes, though she blinks just as Eula had to press the tears back, and swallows hard before she speaks. Her voice comes out calm and composed in a way that Eula can recognize all too well. “I am so terribly sorry to have done that to you. I only wished to help you, but I can see how it would offend you not to be allowed to succeed on your own merits.”

A sincere apology should be accepted, and Eula has no question that this one is sincere. “I guess it is your duty as Master of the Knights to ensure that missions run smoothly. I’ll save my payback for another time.”

“I am sorry,” Jean repeats, as if Eula’s words haven’t registered. “It was inexcusable of me. You are working so hard to redeem your family’s name, and I should have respected that instead of trying to interfere.”

Guilt at her own outburst softens some of Eula’s ire. “Don’t apologize for doing your duty.”

“It isn’t truly my duty, though. The Master of the Knights is only supposed to handle discipline within a company when a captain requests it, or if they’re unable to maintain it themselves. You’re more than capable of that. I simply… I admire what you’re doing, and I didn’t wish for your own knights to be as cruel to you as I know some in the Ordo have been. But meddling with your company wasn’t appropriate, whatever my reasons.”

Eula goes still, taking a moment to absorb that. Her first instinct is to reject it as pity—but it isn’t, not when the truth of Jean’s admiration is right there in those too-sincere eyes. She wants to accomplish her goals on her own merits, but it’s unkind to castigate Jean for making a genuine attempt to support her. Especially when Jean looks so uncertain. Not at all the calm, polished figure she cuts when handling affairs in public.

She isn’t in public now. Eula looks again, more critically, at the tea set and desk before her, reading the lay of the land as she should have when she first came in. Paperwork has been piled away in the corner, there’s a little plate of sweets off to one side, and the tea set is just a little worn, the lid of the pot chipped, suggesting that this is a personally beloved set rather than one put out for formal show. And Jean had called her ‘Sir Eula’ even when first greeting her, not the more formal ‘Captain.’

Now Eula is almost embarrassed to have reacted so impulsively. Sympathetic, at least, and the indignation fades away as she looks at Jean sitting just as tall as she is, back just as straight and stiff, holding onto her composure with the same amount of effort. She’s no untrusting superior, as certain of her own competence and judgment as everyone around her. She looks, for once, just as out of her depth as Eula sometimes secretly feels.

Everyone looks at Eula and expects the worst cruelty and depravity that the Lawrence name calls to mind. It occurs to her only now that those same people are looking at Jean and expecting the righteousness and justice that the Gunnhildr name calls to mind, as well. Even Eula herself has been doing it.

If Jean is willing to overlook Eula’s name and treat her as a knight in need of support… Eula’s dignity demands that she do the same.

“So long as you don’t do it again, I’m willing to put the matter behind us,” she tells Jean. “But I still have no choice but to pay you back for your condescension. Next time we meet, I’ll brew the tea, and I’ll be able to tell you how well my company has performed under my command without your interference.”

Jean is too well-mannered to sigh aloud, but her next breath is long, if quiet, and the smile she gives Eula is bright with relief as well as pleasure. “I look forward to it.”

Eula raises her teacup to her mouth to hide the small smile that tries to slip out in response. She thinks, from the way Jean’s expression softens, that Jean sees it anyway. Eula decides that she doesn’t mind.

–

3.

“I cannot give up,” Eula hears Jean say, low and grim and breathless, in the still night air behind the Ordo.

She shouldn’t be here. Not at this hour, and certainly not after they day they’ve all had. Neither should Eula, but her company has spent the last month stalking evildoers through the dark, and she can’t sleep easily at an hour she’s been so long awake. Jean, though, has no such excuse. What she does have is express instructions from the Deaconess to stay in bed, healing, for at least the next day.

Creeping silently closer is likewise something Eula will attribute to the habits of the past month. She certainly has no intention of ambushing the Acting Grand Master. But if she’s to share the training ring, shouldn’t she determine the circumstances beforehand?

Jean is going through the steps of her attack sequence, each swing and thrust and footfall so familiar that Eula could close her eyes and still follow it in her mind. It derives from the same ancient base as Eula’s own bladework, even if the particulars of how it’s delivered differ—aside from the differing weight of their chosen weapons, the Lawrences have woven it together with their customary training in dance, while the Gunnhildrs have put all of the art in it aside in favor of efficiency of movement.

This sequence, though, doesn’t quite match the well-memorized one in Eula’s mind. Jean is trying to shift something about the last movement, the lunging swing that flings lighter enemies away. Less force in the lunge, and she sweeps her sword low, instead of high; the movement should catch the foe’s feet, if they have any. Eula can guess that the intent is to trip them without flinging them forward. Something that would have helped today, when Jean had flung the chief of the Treasure Hoarders they were fighting off a cliff, and inadvertently enabled his escape through the secret tunnel they’d only later found at its base.

The premise makes sense, but Jean can’t apply the weight of the movement in the way that she wants. Her sword isn’t long or heavy enough. It doesn’t fit in with the sequence in any case; she makes the low swing again, tries to bring her blade up into her traditional ending stance, and nearly catches herself in the face.

Eula waits until she’s recovered to step out of the shadows and into the ring. “Acting Grand Master,” she says, giving Jean the appropriate salute.

“Eula?” Jean jumps, which is another sign that she’s overtired. “Of course it’s you. Are you here to train? There’s room enough for us both, though I’m afraid I cannot spar tonight. I have my own drills to do.”

“I saw as much.”

“You did?” Jean’s cheeks color.

“Your blade isn’t heavy enough for that kind of low sweep,” Eula tells her. “You need either force, as from a greatsword, or leverage, as from a polearm.”

“I know. But… I must find some way of disabling opponents even when the terrain is not ideal. We spent hours more than we should have, and far too many Ordo resources, finding that Treasure Hoarder again. I am grateful for the help of the Reconnaissance Company in that effort,” she adds quickly, though Eula hadn’t thought of taking offense. “But it was because of my error that you had to call them out to help us, when they should have been resting after your mission.”

“He would have tried to escape down that tunnel regardless,” Eula tells her. “He was already making for the edge of that cliff when you caught up with him. If it had been anyone else, I’m sure he would have jumped off instead. You might as well blame the Reconnaissance Company for not having caught the tunnel the last time we scouted the area.”

“That wasn’t your fault! It may not even have been dug yet when you did.”

“Then how are you any more at fault for not having information we didn’t give you than we are for not finding it?”

Eula frowns at Jean, drawing herself up to her full height to better look down at her. Not that it does much good without higher ground; Jean is that one half-inch higher, and she straightens, too, in response. Her eyes are wide, glimmering greyish-pale in the moonlight, and her face is drawn with exhaustion and an anxiety that Eula doubts she would let anyone else see.

“As the Acting Grand Master, all operations of the Knights are my responsibility,” she says quietly. “And any that I involve myself in personally are even more so. I must perform to the best of my abilities at all times. And if my best isn’t sufficient, then my only choice is to improve. You understand.”

She looks at Eula in silent plea. Eula can hear what Jean doesn’t say aloud, beneath the talk of being Acting Grand Master. No one would expect even a Grand Master to be always perfect, to be always ready, to never fail—but that is the burden of an aristocrat. A Lawrence must drive herself onward to perfect her dance even when her feet bleed; a Gunnhildr must drive herself onward to perfect her swordplay even when her breath goes unsteady and her face pale. Their upbringing allows them both no less.

Her chest aches. A name is a heavy burden, and one that neither of them can set down. It’s far more painful to see how Jean stumbles under the weight of hers, though, unchosen duty as it is, than it is to feel the weight of her own on her shoulders when she knows she could at any point choose to wash her hands of her unredeemed kin.

“I understand,” Eula tells her. She reaches for the hilt of her blade and pulls it free. “But I won’t accept the insult of refusing to spar. You will accept my challenge.”

“Eula, I must-” Jean begins to protest, then pauses, giving her a faint, weary smile. “Of course I will. What are the terms?”

“If you dare to defeat me, I’ll train with you for an hour in the greatsword, so that you can try such a sweep with a weapon suited to it. But when I defeat you-” a veritable certainty, with the state Jean is already in “-you will permit me to escort you to your rooms, where I will see you to bed with whatever potions the Deaconess and our Librarian have left you.”

“That isn’t necessary.”

“Of course it is. How am I meant to fulfill my vengeance upon the Knights if the Acting Grand Master is ill from exhaustion? There’s no triumph in defeating my ancient enemy if she refuses to meet me at her best.”

“…Very well,” Jean says, but the smile lingering on her face belies her sigh. “I will accept your terms.”

Jean takes a ready stance, and Eula falls into her own. They both bow, and then, as they straighten, Eula rushes in to make her first attack. Jean’s eyes go wide, and she falls back, startled; she’s tired indeed not to have caught the signs that Eula meant to go immediately on the offense. This isn’t a terrible position for her, as she fights far better on the defense than Eula does. But Eula can see the holes in her guard by the second parry.

She telegraphs her third attack as normal just to be certain that those holes aren’t a feint, and sees Jean’s arms shaking far more than the effort of turning her blade aside requires. Then she spins about on her toes and comes in low. Jean reacts sluggishly, stumbling back, gripping her sword far too tightly when she raises it to parry the follow-up. It flies from her hand when Eula puts the full force of her motion behind the strike.

Eula pulls the blow before it can carry on into Jean’s flesh, spinning away and letting the weight of it drive her through a complete turn before the point comes to rest on the stone between them. She looks at Jean, grey-faced and panting from even that small exertion, her sword lying at her feet.

“I think we can call that my victory,” she declares, sheathing her blade, and then rushes forward to catch Jean with a hand on her arm as Jean tries to bend to retrieve her sword and wobbles alarmingly. “Which means that you must pay the forfeit we agreed.”

“I did agree,” Jean says, straightening slowly and sheathing her blade with trembling fingers.

She sounds rueful, but Eula feels her shoulders sag with secret relief. Eula shifts her grip to take a bit more of her weight.

“As I still find myself more awake in the evenings,” Eula tells her, as she begins to conduct Jean into the building and up the stairs towards the officers’ apartments, “I will be training tomorrow evening after moonrise. If you join me then, I’ll condescend to give you a rematch. On the same terms. If you’ve recovered enough to defeat me, you’ll have my help in training.”

“Thank you, Eula,” Jean says. Her smile is still weary, but the gratitude in it is, as always, sincere, and so is the quiet warmth that warms Eula’s breast in turn. “You always have useful insight on my training. I look forward to it.”

Eula shifts her grip again, an arm around Jean’s shoulders as they step into Jean’s rooms. “If you’ve recovered enough to defeat me. I’ll see you into bed, and I expect you to stay there until you’re well-rested enough to give me a satisfying fight.”

This time, Jean doesn’t tell her that isn’t necessary. She only leans into Eula’s arm. “Of course. I wouldn’t want to disappoint.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” Eula doesn’t bother to tell her that she never does. False reassurances won’t satisfy either of them. Only meeting their own standards will, and upholding the honor of their names. Jean respects her drive to do so; the least she can do is respect Jean’s in turn.

And if she steals the chance to support Jean in that now and then, well, it’s only fair payback for all the times that Jean has done the same for her. Eula looks down at Jean’s tired smile, soft and fond around the edges, and doesn’t try to hide the smile arising in return.




