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When her manager calls, Yun Jin either flinches, sighs, or springs to her feet, depending on the circumstances.

When she isn’t practicing, rehearsing, training, studying, or managing the administrative affairs of the troupe alongside her manager, she is often out and about, up at Heyu Tea House with her friend Xingyan, or down at Chihu Rock sampling perfumes from Ying’er. Today, when her manager calls, she furrows her brow incredulously, turns around with a half-eaten skewer in one hand—swiftly, deftly, tosses it on Xingqiu’s plate of stir-fry.

“There you are.” Fists on hips, Yunning looks between Yun Jin, Xingqiu, and their food on the counter.

There are no rehearsals this afternoon, and as far as Yun Jin is concerned, the rest of her day is free. “Did something come up?”

“Yes. Sorry, I know it’s your free day today, but…” she shrugs, almost apologetic, mostly weary. “Mail finally arrived.”

“Ah.” Yun Jin’s shoulders sag. “A shame. I mean—Alright, shall we sort them today?”

Yunning nods. “Some might need a swift response.” Some by important contacts, like wealthy patrons, benefactors, investors, producers, fellow troupes, the Qixing. More often than not addressed specially to Director Yun herself, and so she herself must reply. Others are handed over to Yunning.

“I’m sorry, Xingqiu.” She turns to her companion. “I know I invited you for some stir-fry, but—”

“Say no more.” Xingqiu grins. “Sorting letters. A productive way to spend the afternoon.” Yun Jin genuinely can’t tell if that was sarcasm. “Yet I was promised an afternoon spent with a friend, so how about I come with you and help you sort your mail? That way you’d finish faster. If it’s alright, of course.”

“Oh, uh, Master Xingqiu, we wouldn’t want to bother—”

“Yes! Come! Come bother.” Yun Jin happily hooks an arm with Xingqiu’s, then peers over her shoulder. “Chen, can we have our food to-go?”

Once Xingqiu’s stir-fry is boxed and bagged, they return uptown to Feiyun Slope. Her father’s office, now hers, is just right above the Yun-Han Theater. Ironically, the troupe has yet to run a show here; they treat it more as their base, their home, often invited to perform at more public and commercial venues. Thanks to the Tianquan’s sponsorship, the place was renovated, and now the troupe has their very own haven in the harbor under Yun Jin’s name. When they enter the study, they’re met with  stacks  of letters.  Stacks  . Yun Jin had to do a double take to make sure she wasn’t just seeing thick folders. No, they were  stacks of letters, about two heads tall and occupying more than half her desk.

“Oh.” Xingqiu blinks. “I doubt even my father would receive so many letters.”

“That’s show business for you,” Yunning remarks dryly, pulling herself a chair on the opposite side of the desk and begins riffling through flaps of envelopes, easily tweezing out the ones with prominent wax seals, the ones that are likely business-related.

“The rest are usually from fans,” Yun Jin explains as she joins her manager. They pull another stool for Xingqiu and set to work, sorting mail by fan letters, invitations, professional correspondence, personal contacts.

“Do you answer every single one?” Xingqiu asks.

Yun Jin hums. “Not always. At one point, I used to, because I’d feel bad if I didn’t. But eventually I’ve come to realize many of my fans that send me these kinds of letters don’t typically expect a response. They just write to personally thank me for a show.”

An invitation to perform at Wangshu Inn. Hands it to Yunning.

A new letter from an anonymous benefactor. Hands it to Yunning.

A fan letter. Yun Jin sets aside. Another fan letter, another one. Another invitation to perform. Hands it to Yunning. A letter with an unfamiliar pink-colored seal. Hands it to Yunning. A letter from a supplier. Hands it to Yunning. A letter—

“Oh, this is yours.” Yunning hands a letter back.

“Hm?” Yun Jin lifts her gaze, semi-absent. She takes the envelope with the pink wax seal. Pink like fallen sakura, pink like pale silk flower buds, barely ready to bloom. She traces a finger over it. Gilded. With a cursive “ F .” She flips it, checking the attached tag at the upper left corner and, sure enough, it is addressed to her. With her name on it. But the address merely says “Liyue Harbor.”

“‘F’ for Fontaine?” Xingqiu offers, inclining his head to peer at the seal.

Yun Jin knits her brow. “I don’t think so. And that’s a little on the nose if the ‘F’ does, in fact, stand for Fontaine, don’t you think?” It’s not uncommon for her to receive fan letters with seals like this, but there’s something different about this one. Aside from being pink.

“Keep sorting,” Yunning croons flatly, passing them a stack of envelopes.

Xingqiu sorts. Yun Jin thinks. She stares at the seal a little longer.

She slides a thin, wooden comb beneath the flap, splitting the seal in half, tearing it clean. She unfolds the letter, revealing long paragraphs of text. Her brows quirk up. She reads, blinking, tilting her head.

And perhaps she’s been quiet and motionless for a minute too long, because she does hear Yunning’s long-suffering sigh, but it is faraway. “Can’t that wait until  after we’ve sorted all of them?”

When Yun Jin doesn’t answer, Xingqiu throws a glance. “Yun Jin?”

When she still doesn’t answer, they both exchange another puzzled glance.

They swear Yun Jin’s eyes were sparkling.

 

✦✦✦

Dear Director Yun,

Allow me to preface this message with an apology for sending this letter seemingly out of the blue. You might be wondering who would possibly reach out to you in this manner. Then again, perhaps you must receive so many letters just like this from your fans. In any case, just treat this letter as such: a message from a fan. Firstly, I am writing simply to give you my highest praises. Some operas you’ve written were performed by a traveling opera troupe here at the Opera Epiclese, which I’ve had the opportunity to witness. They were the talk of the town throughout their show runs, however brief. I hope you know that your contributions to the craft of Liyue Opera have been garnering more and more attention here in the Court of Fontaine. I wouldn’t be surprised if your works have already been licensed by artists overseas. I bet your opera troupe must be faring well from the royalties. That’s good. It’s good to see respectable artists getting the proper recognition for their craft.

Ah, how wonderful it would be to visit Liyue Harbor and see one of your performances someday. If granted the opportunity, it would be my utmost pleasure to work with you, should our paths ever cross. I’m sure working with a maestro such as yourself would be a most exhilarating experience.

Anyways, I’m afraid I’m getting ahead of myself. On to the next thing I wanted to say. To business! I’m not writing you just to butter you up; I’d also like to take this opportunity to consult you. As one of the most prominent figures of contemporary Liyue Opera, it is only right for me to consult you if I am to familiarize myself with the art. You see, I’ve taken it upon myself to engage with more artistic and literary pieces—films, novels, operas, folk tales, you name it—outside of Fontainian culture, in hopes to broaden my engagement with the arts, to hear more stories of humanity, its mysteries and wonders that defy divine design. Seeing your operas performed here is what sparked my interest in Liyue Opera, and thus began my journey into enrichment and immersion! I’ve read a few of your playscripts when I befriended the folks of this traveling troupe I mentioned. They’re avid fans of yours too. Indeed, you are a most gifted playwright. You have a way with words. Unfortunately, there is not a large variety of accessible literature on Liyue Opera in the libraries of Palais Mermonia, and engagement with the craft itself is treated at best a subgenre of the many plays performed by niche local theatre circles. My personal research has thus led me to you. I figured, why not? Straight to the source. After all, who better to learn from than a maestro herself?

Naturally, you must be very busy, and may not have time to entertain such requests, which I completely understand. If you’ve taken the time to read my letter this far, I thank you, and I can only hope that my sincere praises were effectively conveyed. You truly deserve it.

Meilleures salutations,

Furina de Fontaine

✦✦✦

 

“Furina,” Yun Jin reads the signature of a name stylized in elegant script. “Furina,” she says again. Her eyes widen in recognition. “Furina, as in—”

“The singer?”

“The Hydro Archon?”

Yunning and Xingqiu chorus, leaning forward.

“Um, de Fontaine?” Yun Jin offers.

“The singer!”

“The Hydro Archon!”

They chorus again. “Or rather,  former Hydro Archon,” Xingqiu quickly amends. “I heard from my father’s partners that the Hydro Archon had stepped down.”

“The—Yes, the singer,” Yun Jin confirms weakly, barely believing it herself. She wants to reread the letter to make sure she didn’t misread or misinterpret. “And yes, the…  former  Hydro Archon.” Enough time has passed for the news to spread. Just a few months ago, rumors started going around that the Hydro Archon relinquished her mantle, stepping down, leaving Fontaine with no Archon left to rule it.

Much like the Liyue of today.

There’s a certain humor to it. Rather unsurprisingly, it was just a passing rumor-confirmed-fact that didn’t explode into anything more than what it is. The conspiracy talk, had there been any, died quickly. The notion of losing a god is not unheard of, and certainly not news, for the denizens of Liyue.

“Furina… Furina de Fontaine,  the Furina!” Yunning rises from her seat. “This is huge. What did she say?”

“She just—” Yun Jin doesn’t even know what to make of it. Not quite. She knows  of  Furina, the same way any outlander knows  of the Hydro Archon, or the Electro Archon, or the Cryo Archon. She knows the name—Furina de Fontaine, the singer, the actor, Fontaine’s long-time shining star. Her own long-distance fellow thespians in Fontaine have mentioned her once or twice in their correspondence. And, of course, despite their careers overlapping so deeply, the thought of befriending Furina the same way she did her artist peers across Teyvat never crossed her mind, since Furina was more Archon than artist, more divinity than diva, as far as Yun Jin was concerned. Though she was curious, she didn’t bother. Who is she to dare attempt communication with a foreign god?

“She wants to consult me.” She decides to land on that.

“Consult you? For what?” Yunning asks.

Yun Jin finally looks up. “Apparently she’s taken an interest in Liyue Opera, and she wants to learn more.”

“Interesting,” says Xingqiu with that inscrutable smile he often wears. “An interesting twist of events for an otherwise uninteresting, uneventful afternoon.”

Yunning shoots him a deadpan look, brow knitted. She looks between the other stack of envelopes and the letter in Yun Jin’s hands, and seems to have decided. “Okay, then.” She fetches an ink tray with a pen and brush and places it in front of Yun Jin. “We’ll sort the rest of the letters,  you must write back to her. A-S-A-P.”

“N-now?”

“Now. Quickly!” Yunning swats the air briskly. “We can’t keep her waiting. Write her back so we can send a reply by the end of the week!”

Yun Jin chews on her lower lip. “I’ll… give my response a bit more thought. I shouldn’t rush a reply for the sake of replying.” She folds the letter and inserts it back into the torn envelope. “I’ll make sure to reply—later, let’s finish our work here first.”

When night falls, and all the actors and stagehands have gone home, Yun Jin remains in her office, a single candle lit, a few lanterns outside aglow. She pulls the letter out and rereads it. She rereads it slowly, pondering on every sentence, on what they mean, on why.

 Furina. She tries to conjure up an image of her in her mind, only to realize she doesn’t actually know what she looks like. She tries to remember where and when she may have seen her.

But she’s never seen her.

All she has is a name, and this letter, and this request of hers.

“Furina,” she murmurs her name, as if doing so would cause her to materialize, to take on form, somewhere in her imagination.

She loses two hours of sleep just thinking of what to say, thinking of what to  give her.

It takes her four days to write the letter, almost five if Yunning didn’t nag her about it. She scours her family’s trove of dusty archives—old playscripts, paintings, tattered music sheets, ballads in obsolete dialects, volumes of legends-turned-melodramas. She visits Wanwen Bookhouse. She revisits the classics. She drafts a few sentences in between rehearsals. When she isn’t writing, she is thinking about what to write. She does her research. She gets her hands on some Fontainian classics, and reads a bit of Fontainian history. She finds herself reading old, archived pieces from the Steambird entertainment column, tracing the name “Furina.” She chats with some Fontainian outlanders in the harbor. She isn’t sure why she feels just a tiny tinge of nervousness. Or is it anticipation? Is it hope? That Furina would be satisfied with her response? She can’t help but feel an inexplicable, unspoken need to impress her. If she is as great and highly adored as everyone claims, she must be a very important person, no?

 I hope it’s enough,  she thinks.  I hope she’ll like it. 

 


 

Furina likes to start her day with vocal warm-ups.

It doesn’t matter if she has rehearsals that day or not. It’s her morning exercise, her daily routine… Well. The ‘morning’ here only applies on days when she  has to  and  does wake up early. On days when she rises in the afternoon, though, she still vocalizes. Does a little stretch, washes her face, pours herself a glass of water, and runs a few trills.

Soon after, the little songbirds convene atop her windowsill. She always opens her windows when her day starts. To let in that stale Fontainian city air. Some lucky pedestrians would hear a lovely, lilting voice clear as freshwater as they pass through her street. It’s become a regular occurrence. Few are tempted to linger, for maybe half a minute.

After freshening up and eating leftover macaroni, she debates cleaning up her disarrayed study that’s strewn with open books and annotated scripts. Clorinde has bullied her into the habit of cleaning after herself—a habit neglected for over five hundred years when there was always an attendant ready to provide and clean for her. She should clean up. But she doesn’t want to disrupt the sacred, creative headspace this messy desk invokes. Hard to explain to non-artists, easily misinterpreted as an excuse, but it’s not! Sometimes the mess puts her in a certain zone, a certain groove, unlocking a part of her psyche that thrives in the chaos of creation.

Closing the books and filing the papers back into folders is like undoing the spell, closing a portal, cutting off the flow of magic.

Again, hard to explain to non-artists. Clorinde would grimace, were she here.

She elects not to clean up. She’ll resume her work once the day is done anyway.

Her agenda for the day is as follows: afternoon tea and snacks with Dulphy, groceries to restock on fruits (because Clorinde, then Dulphy, and Lauwick, and now even Miss Sigewinne from the Fortress of Meropide keep insisting she ‘eat healthier’), an invite-only private first viewing of an upcoming film before its official premiere two weeks from now—where she attends as critic, and then maybe the afterparty, if she’s in the mood for it.

She’s starting to get the hang of this ‘ordinary life’ thing. Just when she thought there was nothing else for her to do or be.

Life goes on. And then life finds her, it seems.

“Lauwick’s still talking to some authors and another troupe, but I think we’ve got a final roster,” says Dulphy as a server arrives with their pot of tea and a platter of Conch Madeleine. It’s a pleasantly quiet afternoon at Café Lutece. One nice thing about Furina’s new place of residence is that it’s only upstreet from here and a couple of stalls and boutiques for her essentials.

“What are they? Have I heard of them?”

“ The Three Clowns  —a classic,  The Count’s Daughter —another classic, and there’s one comedy about a fake marriage, then there should be another one, but I forgot the title. Something about a princess who turns into the villain by the second act, all in the name of love. It’s not exactly a love story, though. I… think?”

Furina coos, steepling her fingers. “Intriguing… I don’t think I’ve heard of the last one.”

“Well, it’s new. It’s an adaptation of a novel by that one retired singer who went on a performing hiatus to write short novels instead, and now she’s returning to the industry trying her hand as a dramatist. She’s, um…” Dulphy chews on her cake, trailing off.

Furina tilts her head. “Oh? You mean Lady Felicity Fournier?”

Dulphy nods, still chewing.

Furina pours milk into her teacup and stirs. “I don’t think I’ve read any of her short novels yet.”

“She’s self-published.” Dulphy shrugs. “Probably not enough copies to sell beyond the city.”

Furina gives her a quizzical look. “All that Mora from her singing career wasn’t enough to find a good publisher?”

Dulphy shrugs again.

Furina hums. “Well. I’ll just have to wait until the table reads to see for myself. Have you settled the schedule yet?”

Before her companion could reply, a voice from behind clears their throat. “Miss Furina.”

Furina turns around. “Oh! … Uh, bonjour?”

Paws on her knees, heaving, Sedene pulls a package half her size beneath her arm and hugs it, facing Furina fully. She dips her head again. “Bonjour, mesdemoiselles, I apologize for interrupting your afternoon. I’ve come to deliver a letter and package to Miss Furina. I was on my way to your house when I caught sight of you here, so I hurried over.”

“A letter?”

“And a package.” Sedene grunts, hefting the package higher.

Furina stares blankly. “Uuuuuuh, I don’t follow. Why are  you  delivering me these?” She collects the package and letter from the Melusine, who heaves a grateful sigh, rotating her shoulders with looping motions. The package  is  quite heavy.  What’s inside? Who— 

“This mail arrived at Palais Mermonia,” Sedene explains, “and as our staff was sorting through it, we found that this particular letter has your name on it. But it was shipped to the address of Palais Mermonia.”

“A letter from overseas?” Dulphy asks.

“Overseas?” Furina intones. “How curious.”  For what reason would someone from overseas send me something like this? 

Dulphy gasps suddenly. “Ah, it isn’t explosive, is it?”

Furina yelps, flinching away from the package. “Now why would you say that!”

“It could explain why it looks so heavy?”

Furina shakes her head. “That makes no sense.”

“It’s not an explosive. It’s been cleared,” says Sedene. “Had it been hazardous it never would have made it past customs at Romaritime Harbor. Anyway, it was the only outlier in our mail, and when Iudex Neuvillette found out, he instructed me to personally deliver it to you by end of day.”

“Oh, he… you didn’t have to…” Furina says sheepishly.

Sedene places a paw on her chest. “It’s no trouble, Miss Furina. We at Palais Mermonia would happily go out of our way if only to help you to the rare extent we can.”

Furina titters, half-hearted. “You really didn’t have to, but…”  Right. Furina, gratitude mindset, remember?  “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

“Of course. Okay. I will excuse myself now. Bye-bye.” Sedene dips her head and turns on her heel.

Dulphy leans forward. “Who do you think it’s from?”

Furina flips the letter in her hand. It does have her name on it, and the address of Palais Mermonia. The seal is jade-colored—jade, the color of valuable stone, exquisite verdancy, stamped with two silver characters she can’t read: “云堇.”

But it’s these two characters that finally jog her memory. “Oh, it’s…” She doesn’t know why she feels heat creep up her cheeks.

“What’s wrong? Is everything okay?”

“Yes, yes,” Furina waves her off. “I’m fine. This is, uh…”

“I’ve never seen you blush so pink before…” Dulphy remarks, bemused.

“Ugh. Do not perceive me!” Furina groans, annoyed and self-conscious.

She wasn’t expecting a response at all. If anything, she’d almost forgotten she had sent a letter to a household name of Liyue Opera, and guiltily she tries to remember what exactly she wrote.

It was a spur of the moment thing; a spark of inspiration striking her when it shouldn’t (past her bedtime); a tickle of whimsy at the thought of enriching her knowledge and taste in the arts by connecting with foreign artists and learning from them, studying their techniques, their customs. There is a science to the art that she firmly believes must be studied with the same meticulousness engineers in Gardemek factories and attorneys in court possess when applying their own expertise. It is no different with art, she believes. There is a science to art just as there is a magic to it.

She was so deep in her research that night, so razor-focused, brow knitted and eyes squinted, with her nose buried in the book she was poring over, that Sedene had to ever so gently tap her paw against Furina’s head to shake her out of her slee— study .

Not enough literature on Liyue Opera.

Hence, the letter. To Director Yun Jin of the Yun-Han Opera Troupe based in Liyue Harbor, the city of contracts and commerce.  What the heck,  she thought.  On ne vit qu’une fois. Might as well. 

“Of course, of course, I remember now,” Furina laughs. “This is from a contact of mine with whom I discuss, uh… exchange artistic opinions and analyses with. A peer with the same passion from another land.” And she will find out soon enough that she’s not entirely wrong, and so this wasn’t entirely a lie.

It seemed to have sated Dulphy’s curiosity for now, and they resume their conversation from earlier. Furina sets the letter and package aside, electing to open them when she gets home after the film viewing.

Yet even as she and Dulphy parted ways, as she went out to buy groceries, as she returned home to prepare for the film viewing, she was itching to open it already. Itching to see what is inside the package. Curiosity gnawed at her, but she sat still during the film viewing, making sure to be present and respect the team behind the film by giving it her full and undivided attention.

The plot was predictable, sadly. But the cinematography was sublime and the music, oh, the music! And at least the two lead characters were nice to look at and had good chemistry. Props to the actors. The script wasn’t anything extraordinary.

The small talk bores her, and she’d much rather pull the director aside and give him her two cents right then and there rather than mingle with the other VIPs. They all greet her, of course, arguably the most VIP of all VIPs in the theater. Some try to speak with her, some ask for her autograph, some a photo, and she feels just a little guilty for seeming to have stolen the spotlight from the filmmakers by her presence alone.

 Well they did invite me. This is to be expected, unfortunately! she reasons with herself.

She doesn’t attend the afterparty, despite the director’s insistence. She’ll cook up a worthy, well-thought-out film review tomorrow.

Tonight, she hastens back to her house. Water droplets materialize in the wake of her path, mid-fall, quickly disappearing into invisible, sparkling streams swirling around her heels. When she enters her house, the Hydro essence floods in, wetting nothing, taking the form of octopus, seahorse, crab. They float around her, responding to her giddiness. She takes her heeled boots off, hangs her hat and coat, switches the lamps on, and prances toward her messy study.

“Ah, finally,” she sinks into her chair. “I just saw the most beautiful, most boring film I’ve ever seen this year.” Surintendante Chevalmarin makes a squeaky noise, nudging her. Furina pets her snout, pinching her, giggling. “Just being honest! A film critic who sugarcoats critiques has pretty much failed their job—and they had one job!”

Gentilhomme Usher seethes, spreading his tentacles over the letter and package on her desk, impatient.

“Now then! Scoot over, you.” Furina rubs her palms together, pushes Usher’s face away, and picks up the letter. Mademoiselle Crabaletta claws at the strings of the package. Chevalmarin hands her a butter knife. “Merci,” Furina croons, slicing beneath the flap, cutting the seal neatly.

Crabaletta and Usher make a warbled, bubbling noise and she tells them to shush. She opens the letter, and takes her time reading. Ocean-blue eyes follow every word with rapt focus. She completely ignores Chevalmarin nudging her shoulder, or Crabaletta and Usher successfully untying the package.

 

✦✦✦

Dear Lady Furina,

Before anything else, forgive me. There must be a more elegant way to reciprocate your praises and articulate what I wish to say to you. Playwright though I may be, some things are too great for words to capture, and I’m presently at a loss on how to begin with this. I am struggling with penning a proper response, but I realize the longer I pondered on constructing the right sentences and choosing the perfect words, I might never be able to write to you out of fear of conveying a message short of perfection, the kind of perfection fit for someone like you.

You were right, your letter popped out of nowhere, but I welcome it warmly. Thank you for writing to me. I must admit I was quite flustered when I read your letter; I’m feeling a little flustered even now as I write this. If anything, I am feeling more flustered than flattered, yet I still am deeply honored that you and your peers have taken a shine to Liyue Opera. It’s the love of my life, to tell you the truth. You don’t know how happy it makes me feel, seeing that even outlanders appreciate the craft, and more so you!

It is my deepest honor for my work to be recognized by, well, there’s no other way to put it, none other than the former Hydro Archon herself. And not only that—you are also, in your own right, a highly respectable and most skilled opera singer and performer. Alas, I am not as knowledgeable with the Fontainian arts as I now wish I were, but I know of the prestigious Fontainian opera scene. Your reputation as an artist, sans your previous position as Hydro Archon, precedes you.

As for your request: I’d be happy to share my passion for Liyue Opera with you! It’s not everyday I get to encounter people who exhibit a genuine interest in the craft, the sport of it, the methods to it, the in’s and out’s, all the nitty gritty beneath the glamor and lights, all that sort. I’ll happily answer any questions you have, so please don’t be hindered by the notion that I may not have time for these kinds of things.

As you read this, you might have already noticed that this letter comes with a separate package. Assuming you have yet to open it, inside you will find books and a folder with old playscripts of some operas. A few of these operas were once performed by my mother in her prime, while some others are my father’s own works. I think at least three of these are both written by my father and performed by my mother. They were quite the duo, my parents. The writer and the muse. Anyway, the books are some of my favorite classics of Liyue folk tales and myths which have been adapted into plays. If you want to do a deep dive into Liyue Opera, I think a good place to start lies in understanding Liyue’s rich history and culture, which is riddled with stories of mortal heroes, evil gods, and legendary adepti. They can indeed be awe-inspiring and fantastical, which translates clearly with our elaborate props and costumes my troupe often has to prepare. Though I’m sure there is no shortage of equally legendary tales in Fontaine either, so you are likely not new to such stories of grandeur.

I hope you like them. If you’ve time to spare, I’d love to hear what you think of these stories. In fact, if you like them so much, I can make some arrangements and have my manager liaise with you to license the script. Any piece that strikes your fancy, just let me know. I’m sure this will be good business for both of us anyway.

Sorry. Business-speak. Land of contracts, and all that. I haven’t taken off my Director hat yet. I am writing this in between rehearsals. It’s not a bother, in case you worry. I was too excited to write back to you that I couldn’t wait until after rehearsals.

I will gladly respond to your letters even if I am busy. Opera may be my life’s work, but it is not my life. I like to make time for things like this. So please, do not hesitate to write me back if you feel so inclined. I’d be thrilled to hear from you again.

Cordially yours,

Yun Jin

PS. Oh, and just ‘Yun Jin’ is fine.

✦✦✦

 

They say the Hydro Archon’s— Furina’s  eyes are mirrors of the sea’s surface. Sometimes they glimmer, like sunset melting into the horizon, light writhing in waves. Sometimes they shine, glassy, and you could see your own reflection in ocean-blue pupils. Sometimes they sparkle. Water touched by twinkling stars and magic.

Furina doesn’t see it, the way her eyes sparkle.

 Yun Jin . “Yun Jin,” she murmurs her name slowly, accentuating the syllables. Making sure she’s saying it right. “Yun Jin.”

Chevalmarin makes a low burbling noise, pulling Furina out of whatever shallow stupor she was in. She glances at her.

“Yun Jin,” she tells her. The seahorse responds with another burble, as if trying to echo her.

“Mm-hm. That’s her name.” Furina doesn’t see the small smile on her face before it disappears quickly when— “Hey!”

The other two—sneaky things—have unsealed the package, freezing at their master’s voice.

She leans forward, peeking inside. As Yun Jin promised, there are books inside, and a thick folder. She pulls them out. They smell of an unfamiliar, woody fragrance with faint floral, spicy notes. She opens them to smell the paper just to check—Yes, they smell like old paper. They smell very nice. She runs a finger over the old print.

She clears her throat, finally noticing her three little retainers expecting a reaction from her. “First of all, um, yay? Look, you guys!” Furina holds a book up for her Hydro companions to see. “An old Liyue classic! It comes with a script for the opera it was adapted into. Isn’t it exquisite?”

The octopus warbles, swaying his tentacles.

Furina giggles. “I know, right? I didn’t think she’d actually reply either. It was a shot in the dark. But, ah, I guess my hard work always does pay off, doesn’t it?”

Crabaletta snaps her claws, chittering.

“Yes, yes, I’ll write her back. What do you take me for?”

Crabaletta chitters again, tapping her feet.

Furina makes a noise of thought, lips twisting. “Um, don’t you think it’d be weird if I responded so quickly? Maybe I should read everything first before I write back to her, you know?”

Ignoring their squeaks and burbles, she rereads the letter again. And again. Peruses the contents of each book, skimming, deciding which story she’d want to read first.

She does end up writing back to her sooner than later. In her pastime, she’d read and read and read. She finds herself rereading the letter more times than she normally would.

 


 

Yun Jin hears back from her in the middle of rehearsals.

“Xiaming caught a fever yesterday. I’ll stand in for her today.”

Her scene partner is no older than she was when she first started opera, a boy barely in his teens. Clear, youthful vocals, lean frame, droopy eyes—perfect for the role of lazy shepherd boy in this opera they’re rehearsing for. It takes a few coaching and extra note-taking before he could perfect his delivery with Yun Jin guiding him, as co-actor, director, and shifu. A sweeping step to the left, bending as she goes, fluid as blades of grass caressed by the breeze, while the boy dances in wide skips and abrupt skitters.

“That’s it, much better. Favor the audience, now.”

She shakes her head when she finds out the boy didn’t do any vocal warm-ups before coming into rehearsals, which explains the difficulty they had rehearsing his number. In recent months, the troupe has taken half a dozen youngsters under their wing for formal training, with most of them being children or grandchildren of some senior members. Yun Jin sees many learning curves ahead of them, and they won’t be easy. It’s like retracing her old steps, seeing them gathered round in the theater.

“Never neglect your vocal warm-ups,” she says, now addressed as a reminder to the rest of the cast members present, “I can tell who does and doesn’t regularly vocalize, so let’s do ourselves a favor and start making this a habit, okay?”

“Yes, Director Yun.”

Yunning shows up to check in on rehearsals, a package in one arm and a letter clutched in her hand. She beckons Yun Jin over. “Mail arrived, and I think this is yours.” A beat. “Judging by the look on your face, this must be very important, so I guess it’s a good thing I came by today.”

Yun Jin catches herself—grinning. She clears her throat. “Ah, yes, this is… from Lady Furina de Fontaine.”

Yunning raises a brow. “Well, well. Greats recognize greats. She’d make a valuable connection for the troupe.”

“Yes, indeed.” Yun Jin nods, schooling her expression into something more blithe and less excited. “Ah, this must contain the books I lent her. I’ll open this later.” She hands the package back to Yunning, who gives her a puzzled look, but makes no comment. She tucks the letter into her script binder, careful not to fold it. It felt unusually thick when she handled it. “I’ll read this later, too. The children are doing vocal warm-ups again, and I need to polish two more scenes with Haoran.”

“Sure. Just make sure you reply swiftly this time. That’s Furina de Fontaine you’re talking to!”

That evening, Yun Jin doesn’t retreat into her study upstairs, nor does she head home yet. Rehearsals took longer than originally planned; the children were sent home, but the older cast members needed to begin blocking scenes for one character due to an actor’s schedule conflicts in the coming weeks. Luckily, he’s a veteran, and Yun Jin trusts that he’d practice in his own time; they just needed to get the blocking right for all the scenes he’s in.

“You’ve been here since noon,” says her co-director, a senior of the troupe, “You’d best retire for the night, Director.”

Yun Jin shakes her head. “I can’t. That’d make me a poor director, leaving my cast unsupervised when we’re well overtime.”

The older man laughs. “You speak as if you aren’t half my age. I can take it from here. Go home and rest.” Seeing Yun Jin’s unconvinced expression, he adds: “Very well then, how about you just sit down for a bit somewhere while I wrap up the ‘wolf’s chase’ scene?”

Yun Jin finally concedes, sighing. “Alright… Thank you.” She slips behind a curtained doorway leading to backstage, dimly lit, cluttered, and soulless, finding her belongings.

And then she remembers. Her eyes light up. She rushes back out to grab her binder she left on a table; the cast glance her way. One of them crosses their arms.

“Director Yun, you’d better not still be note-taking now, go take a break!”

“I’m not!” Yun Jin waves them off. “Don’t mind me! I promise I won’t work—just don’t want to leave my things scattered around.”

Slipping back through the dressing room, she clears her vanity and places the binder down. Fetches a lamp on the far end, grasps blindly for a comb in one of the drawers, and pulls the letter out.

The pink wax seal, gilt with the letter ‘F.’ She swipes the thinner edge of the comb beneath the flap. Her eyes widen as she peers into the envelope’s contents. There should be at least five letters tucked inside. She pulls out the first one on top of the stack.

The letter is riddled with paragraphs in cursive back to back. The first paragraph immediately puts a smile on her face. She presses her knuckles against her lips, as if that would suppress her growing grin. Halfway through, her grin softens, turning tepid, turning solemn. If she’d glance up to the mirror in front of her, even she might not be able to read her own face. She rests her cheek on a closed fist, inclining her head as her eyes sweep left to right.

 

✦✦✦

Dear Yun Jin,

Just a thought: Does this make us acquaintances now, despite never having met in person?

Thank you for the books and the scripts. They were all very thrilling, inspiring, moving reads. My favorites are: The Silver Hairpin—I didn’t see that twist coming, another nice addition to my list of favorite whodunit murder mysteries; Divine Folly—This was hilarious! Your father is such a witty playwright; Tales of the Fire-Breathing Xiezhi—My favorite of the classics you’ve lent me. The author depicts illuminated beasts quite differently from the other books about adepti. I didn’t know they could be so cute and docile yet so powerful.

I could have written essay-length reviews for every single story, but I shouldn’t ramble too much here. Thank you for indulging me. These stories were a treat, and I think I’ve got a better grasp of the kind of life force, the core essence, breathed into Liyue Opera tales. The stories—the messages—are one thing, now how about the presentation, I wonder? How do you translate such themes and ideas to stage?

So, Yun Jin. No need for titles, then. I’ve shorn off titles ever since I stepped down from the throne. Now that I think about it, I suppose Fontaine is a lot like Liyue now, Archonless. A rather poetic parallel of fates we find ourselves both in, no? So please, when you continue correspondence with me, do not think of me as the former Hydro Archon, which I no longer am, nor a Lady, which I no longer go by.

It’s just ‘Furina’ now. Call me ‘Furina.’ Call me by my name instead.

I’m flattered that you seem to regard me quite highly, and I suppose it’s to be expected that I am well-known in all the lands. But that’s in the past now. I’m no longer who I used to be, so I hope you’re not at all intimidated by my reputation. I’d also appreciate it if you could perhaps relinquish all preconceived notions you may have as a result of… well, my history as Hydro Archon. I’m just an actor, like you. In fact, I’ve been an actor longer than I have been Archon.

I don’t know why I’m telling you this. Oh, well. I suppose all I’m trying to say is—Remove me from the pedestal. And I will remove you from yours.

Only then, perhaps, we can talk to each other as… equals? Fellow thespians, fellow directors? You’d understand, wouldn’t you? From one actor to another?

I’d just love to talk to you as someone who simply has similar interests and passions as you do, and not as some faraway, untouchable figure you couldn’t connect with. Does this make any sense?

It’s something I’ve been sitting on for quite some time now—well, ever since I practically quit my job as a god—which I’m not, by the way. Just felt the need to re-establish that. This is partly the reason why I reached out to you, partly why I wanted to learn more about Liyue Opera.

I want to discover more human stories.

Your tales of might and magic in Liyue are fantastic and all, but I’d like to dig deeper. I want to know what stories make people laugh and cry. What compels them to go out of their way to take risks. What do they dream for? I am coming from a place of genuine curiosity, maybe even naiveté. If you could only hear me laughing to myself as I write this. Imagine! Five hundred years’ worth of acting experience on my resume, but as an actor, I feel that I still lack the understanding—the empathy that comes from fully knowing what it’s like to be human. What it’s like to just be and feel, and then do, based on such motivations. It’s difficult for me to talk about such things with some peers and colleagues. I sometimes feel like they still harbor an image of me, atop a throne, or in the spotlight, so they might not want to really speak their mind around me.

I ramble. I’m sorry. When I wrote this, I planned to omit this paragraph from the letter, but my retainers have been so naggish about it. So I kept it. Even though I doubt I’m making any sense, so kindly bear with me.

Now that’s that! I hope to hear from you soon. If you’ve read this far, thank you for taking time to read. Even if half the time I simply rambled.

Bien à vous,

Furina

PS. So about essay-length reviews. Well, I did write them. I wasn’t supposed to include them in this letter, but my retainers were being so insufferable and whiny about it and I haven’t a clue why. I don’t know what’s gotten into them, mon dieu… So anyway, here you go: enclosed within the envelope are essays detailing my thoughts and reactions from each book and script. All of them are securely packaged and ready to be returned. They should already be in your hands by the time you read this. Thank you again for lending me these.

✦✦✦

 

That explains the rest of the folded papers. Curiosity bests her drowsiness and exhaustion from the long day.

 Furina. Just Furina. “Aren’t you a chatty one, Furina,” she murmurs, rereading the letter again, before pulling out another paper to read. Then another. And another. Until well into the seventh essay she feels a tap on her shoulder, startling her out of her reverie.

“Director, it’s time to pack up!” the actor yawns, stretching. “It’s been a long, long evening. What are you reading?”

“Oh, this?” Yun Jin titters, suddenly shy, folding all the essays back in. “Just a letter from a friend of mine.”

“Letters,  plural .” She eyes the back-to-back written pages pointedly.

“A correspondence,” Yun Jin amends, feeling heat unexpectedly creep up her cheeks. “Haven’t I mentioned this before? I have several contacts abroad, fellow thespians I share notes with on our craft.”

The actor looks unconvinced, her grin teasing but not unkind. “Mhm… Whatever you say, Director. You know, you shouldn’t worry about what the elders have to say. You’re brilliant and beautiful, and you’re still so young! You must be meeting new people and trying new things at your age. It’s okay to have a life outside opera, you know. So!” She hops on a stool in front of her. “Who’s the lucky fellow?”

Yun Jin’s cheeks flush redder. Holds the letter closer to her chest. “Huh? Ah—Oh, that’s not what this is—”

“Or lucky maiden?”

Yun Jin presses her face into her palm. “You’ve got the wrong idea.” She clears her throat, stands up, and puts on her Director voice. “We’re dawdling here. We should be packing up, aren’t we? Come on.”

The actor laughs. “Whatever you say, Director,” she drawls. “Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me!”

 


 

Yun Jin’s letter arrived more than a month later.

“Alright, let’s get this show on the road,” Furina announces her arrival as she steps inside the old theater. The crew stops what they’re doing and greets her. At a table in one corner, an elegantly dressed woman Furina recognizes rises to approach her. Lauwick and Dulphy follow behind.

The day of their fourth—and hopefully last—table read has come.

“Miss Furina! What an honor to see you again,” says the woman, too giddy for Furina’s liking at nine o’clock in the morning. “I’m so thrilled for this opportunity to work with you.”

Furina lets out a tittering laugh, waving her hands. “Oh, please. And I you, Lady Felicity. And it’s just ‘Furina’ now, no need for ‘Miss’ or ‘Lady’.”

“Ah, very well,” the woman smiles warmly. “Then please just call me Felicity. I can’t believe I got the opportunity to work with you only  after I’d retired from performing.”

“Um, let’s… not get ahead of ourselves. Let’s just see where this table read goes before we commit to anything, shall we?” Furina suggests. Quickly sensing the crew’s unspoken anxiousness by the implication of what she said, she adds: “No pressure! Let’s just… have fun with this one, and we’ll go from there.”

The deal is the troupe secures material for their next run—something with a role suited—no,  worthy  of Furina,  perfect  for her. Since the success of  The Little Oceanid , Furina had grown a bit more amenable to the idea of performing for the troupe at some point, so long as, in her words, the material is “fit for someone of her caliber.” They’ve done table reads for three musicals already—all of which fell short, and did not impress Furina enough.

The troupe didn’t have any idea what Furina could be looking for. And if this last script does not earn her seal of approval, not “Furina-certified” as Lauwick calls it, then the troupe will end up back to square one, searching for more material.

 La Belle Princesse . A novel, and now a musical, by Lady Felicity Fournier, book by the author herself, music and lyrics by her composer friend with an obscure pseudonym Furina couldn’t remember for the life of her. She’s never read the novel before; this’ll be her first time ever encountering the material.

“Lady Furina.” The peal of loud, atonal chords dropping behind her makes the hairs on her skin stand up. She yelps, startled by a series of cascading notes being furiously struck by a man on the piano right behind her. After hitting one last key, he rises and extends an arm with a bow. “An honor to finally meet you.”

“Goodness.” Furina clutches her chest, huffing. “Now that sure woke me up. Who are you supposed to be? Have you been sitting there all along since I arrived?”

“This is Apollinaire, our composer,” Felicity motions to the middle-aged man in distinctly Snezhnayan garb, funny mustache, smile lines, and all.

“Oh. Uh, nice to meet you too, Monsieur Alphonse.”

“Apollinaire,” he corrects.

“Yeah.” Furina snaps her fingers, heedless. “Alright, shall we?”

She will read for the princess. The rest will read for the other roles. Buraud will read stage directions.

“Don’t worry, Lady Fournier,” she hears Lauwick whisper somewhere behind her, supposedly beyond her earshot, “I’m very confident about your work. I’m sure Furina will like this one.”

“You really think so?” She hears Felicity whisper back.

“Yes! Your story has heart. Furina is easily moved by pieces made with heart.”

Furina refrains from rolling her eyes, drowsy and unenthusiastic. She’d much rather be home, sleeping in. The newer plays being staged these days haven’t been impressing her lately; they’ve been repetitive, watered down, uninspired—disappointing. And it’s been such a bore for Furina, so could she be blamed for being a little skeptical? A harsh, tired thought escapes her subconscious:  I mean, if I’m not bawling my eyes out by the end of this table read, Felicity Fournier might as well quit writing and get back to performing. 

 


 

Furina is bawling her eyes out by the time they reach the finale scene. Dulphy offers her a clean handkerchief.

“So,” Lauwick starts, gesturing to the rest of the people around the table, “how are we feeling? Thoughts? Comments, anyone?” And by that, he was really just asking, on behalf of everyone, for Furina’s verdict.

Furina sobs, dabbing away tears. “Incroyable! This was… an utterly enchanting piece. Simply masterful.”  The conflict! The twist! The poetry! The things we do for love!  She tries to steady her breathing, sniffling furiously. She finds it much, much easier, to weep in front of people when she isn’t the subject, but rather the storyteller, or the audience. It is much, much easier to weep as a show of theatrics. Her tears were genuine, though. The story did move her, and the premise was a classic narrative trope with classic archetypes, but reimagined and made new, making it original, making it fresh. A retelling with satisfying juxtapositions and motifs that don’t feel forced or overused. There weren’t any unpredictable twists nor are the events of the story predictable either. Simply brilliant, and Furina had to hand it to Felicity and Adamson—Adolpho, or something.

“Furina, your delivery was flawless! I could really hear the protagonist’s voice in you.” Felicity’s comment is followed by hums and nods of approval.

 Of course I was flawless. The role is perfect for me, Furina does not say aloud.

“Well, Furina?” Lauwick starts. “What do you think?”

Right on cue, the doorbell rings, comically delaying the long-awaited verdict, because of course it does. A stagehand opens the door, and a familiar Melusine’s head peeks in.

“Miss Furina?”

“Sedene?” Furina blinks, wiping away the last of her tears.

Sedene approaches her and hands out a letter. “I was told I’d find you here, if not at your house. A similarly sealed letter came into the mail, addressed to you. I took it upon myself to deliver this first and inform the Iudex of it later.”

Furina lights up, still sniffling and tear-streaked. “Oh! Thank you, Sedene. You really didn’t have to—”

“It’s my pleasure, Miss Furina. Don’t mention it.” Sedene waves a paw, turns on her heel, and is out without another word. So that was that. Another letter in her hands. She slips it into a pocket and turns to everyone else around the table.

She clears her throat, hands on hips, chin high. “Right, yes. Apologies for the interruption. Everyone… We have a show.”

A few blinks and seconds of silence, then the table erupts with squeals and cheers. Furina flinches at the reception. Felicity claps her hands. Dulphy breathes a sigh of relief. Lauwick weeps into Dulphy’s shoulder.

“Alright, alright, let’s settle down, now. Table read: check! My  approval : check! Next on today’s agenda: brunch!” Furina sings, beaming pointedly at Felicity. “Lady Fournier promised to treat us at Hotel Debord after the table read.”

 


 

“I’m buying a copy of  La Belle Princesse first thing in the morning,” Furina declares as she pads around barefoot, her three retainers floating around her. “I’ve been missing out! Who knew Felicity Fournier was such a good writer? She’s far more skilled than I gave her credit for.”

Crabaletta tilts her body on one set of legs, chittering.

“Yes, I took the role.”

A shocked squeak coming from Chevalmarin.

“Yes, I’m  actually  doing it  for real now. Didn’t we talk about this already? After all, I gave them my word—They find me a role I’d like, and I’ll play it.”

Usher jounces about, swaying his tentacles.

Furina holds a finger up. “Uh-huh, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. This is a  one-time  thing for a  singular  role I’m actually interested in playing, for a script I actually liked, for once. Goodness knows when I’d find another role as good as this.” A long pensive pause, as she takes a seat at her study. “I’m… looking forward to it. I am.”

Chevalmarin nudges the tip of an envelope on Furina’s desk, making a loud burbling noise, eager.

“Okay, okay,” says Furina as she takes the envelope and runs a finger around the jade-colored seal. She flicks her wrist, palm up, for Usher to hand her a butter knife. She cuts beneath the seal clean. They hover closer to her, making soft guggling noises. She makes a face, clutching the letter to her chest. “Do you mind?”

They give her a small berth.

Furina hums as she reads, the songs she learned from this morning’s table read still swirling in her head like petals in the breeze, fluttering, lilting. Something softens in her glassy gaze. The humming subsides, and Furina’s attention is wholly glued to every word and every line she reads, heedless of Chevalmarin’s impatient clicking noises.

 

✦✦✦

Dear Furina,

I’m curious, is this your real name? Your stage name? Mine is both my birth name and stage name. I’m just Yun Jin through and through. People who are familiar with me call me ‘Director Yun’ or ‘Sir Yun,’ while everyone else just calls me ‘Miss Yun.’ But with you, likewise, let’s do away with the titles.

Let’s do away with the pedestals.

Furina.

Nothing. I just felt like writing your name again. Anyways,

I must say your letter and your essays have been quite thought-provoking. Once again, I found myself struggling to pen a proper, satisfactory response to match the depth and insight of yours. You’re articulate, knowledgeable, and your attention to detail tells me you’re someone who is very observant, attuned to underlying messages and overarching themes in pieces like these. It must be a lot of fun to exchange critiques with you in person.

You don’t have to worry about rambling, please don’t apologize. Tell your retainers I said thank you for insisting that you not omit that one paragraph you thought didn’t make sense. I understood what you meant. A little too much, maybe. Everything you said may have struck a chord within me, for I feel the same way on many levels, and it seems we also share a desire to advocate for stories of humanity.

It’s been a long-held desire of mine to be able to tell more stories about people, decentering the image of gods and divine beasts, in favor of turning the spotlight to humans. To us. Stories of human nature, human dreams, human toil, human grief, human love. In case you haven’t noticed in those books and scripts I’ve lent you, we don’t have a lot of human-centered stories or classics, not so many. Not as much as stories of Rex Lapis and the adepti. But I’m trying to change that, slowly. I never got to ask this initially, but you said you’ve read my pieces before—which of those have you read? Many of my published playscripts so far are stories about ordinary people.

On Liyue Opera: I see you have fine taste. There’s lots to cover! Let’s see:

Many operas are about Rex Lapis, the Yakshas, the adepti, and tales of wars and victories. Most of these are adapted from legends and historical folktales. It is common for operas to have lots of dialogue between actors in them, yet we don’t simply “talk” in these like you’d do in straight plays or some musicals. There is still a musicality, a tune and flair, in everything we say and do on-stage. How shall I put this? In many parts I’ve played, I deliver my lines in undulating tones, then with the right inflections and properly timed lilts, I’m able to convey the right emotions and give justice to every word I utter—or, rather, sing.

Aha! I’ve got a key word for you, dear Furina—movement. When you think of Liyue Opera, think of movement. Body language. We place much emphasis on the movement of an actor’s body. Glances, stares, gestures, gait, choreography… It’d be so much easier to demonstrate this to you in person and I gladly would, but let’s just say every part of an actor—eyes, mouth, hands, voice, props, costumes—becomes an instrument for storytelling.

On acquaintances: I do write to a lot of other thespians and artists from other nations. I like to keep in touch with them. So yes, I suppose this makes us acquaintances now. Or pen pals! If you’d like.

To doing away with titles and pedestals,

Yun Jin

✦✦✦

 

 Pen pals.  Furina rereads certain paragraphs.  Movement. Musicality. Titles, pedestals… 


 Yun Jin. 


“I’ve never had a pen pal before,” Furina thinks aloud. Somewhere behind her, her retainers make low, indiscernible droning sounds.

“How very fascinating.” Furina takes another moment to reread the letter, wishing for more words to appear that she could read.

Crabaletta makes clicking noises again, seeking attention.

“She’s very knowledgeable. Oh, wouldn’t it be a dream to work with her someday?”

Crabaletta chitters in response. Furina crosses her arms.

“Hey, I didn’t say  anything about acting. What is it with everyone jumping to that conclusion today?” A beat. “Though… I suppose she’d also make a good scene partner, no?—Hypothetically speaking, if I were to act again.”

Chevalmarin squeaks, fluttering her little fins.

Furina groans, hanging her head back. “For the hundredth time, you guys,  La Belle Princesse is just a one-time thing! No promises, I said! Let’s see where this goes, I said! Mon dieu…”

 


 

A month and a half later, Yun Jin steps into her study one morning to find a letter on her desk, and, like sunlight spilling slowly into a dark room, painting it red and gold,

Yun Jin doesn’t see it, the way her smile splits fiercely as she laughs, breathless.

The contents of the letter make her laugh again, and again. 

There is softness here. There is awe. Furina’s words tug at something within her, a tickle, a touch. A tease. A playfulness that dances the line between a child’s curiosity and a virtuoso’s critique.

 

✦✦✦

Dear ‘Yun Jin through and through,’

I jest. Yes, Furina is really my name. Full name: Furina de Fontaine. It quite literally means ‘Furina of Fontaine’ and frankly I don’t know what else is there to say about it. I’m just Furina. Government name, stage name, doesn’t matter—it’s my only name.

I’m glad you liked the essays. And likewise: I think exchanging critiques on pieces with you would be most enjoyable indeed. Over tea and cakes! Now that would be divine. You flatter me too. It takes years of honed skill and sharpened acuity to be able to analyze a form of art or story down to the root. Such skills don’t just fall from the sky; I’ve worked to become this good, and that’s why I know I’m good. Glad to see that my efforts are appreciated. •ᴗ•

It seems I found the right person to talk to about these things. You’re a smart one, aren’t you, Yun Jin?

Thank you for sharing these notes on Liyue Opera. I’m utterly fascinated. I’d love to hear more about your recent works that feature stories of people.

Speaking of which, you asked what of your works I’ve read. The Divine Damsel of Devastation. I’ve managed to borrow a copy—for personal use! For study. Just the playscript. From one of the performers of that traveling opera troupe I mentioned a few letters back. It’s the story that got me into Liyue Opera in the first place, in fact! It’s the story that led me to you. To your name, Yun Jin.

Though if I’m not mistaken, this version of the story that I read isn’t the original rendition of the divine damsel’s tale, is it? How do I explain this? It’s got a touch of ‘you’ in it, like it was written with a careful focus on the protagonist’s heart, while still narrating other acts and events throughout the story. Through it all, I could follow the beat of the divine damsel’s heart, most especially towards the second act. Is this an accurate retelling? A reimagining? Have you taken artistic liberties, perhaps?

You speak of movement. Body language, choreography. Hands, eyes, lips, and all I could think of is ocean waves. I like it. It makes me think of waves. Flow. Push and pull. Crest and trough. Even the musicality you speak of seems to move as such. Undulating waves. Movement. I will remember this. What do you think? Of ocean waves? Would you say it captures the movement you describe? What picture do you paint when you perform?

Do you dance, Yun Jin?

I’ve never had a pen pal before. I’d love that.

Bien à vous,

Furina

✦✦✦

 


 Do you dance, Yun Jin? 


 


 

“Mind explainin’ how you managed to be pen pals with Furina de Fontaine? I mean, I’m not surprised, but…” Xinyan lets out a low whistle. “You said you were just exchanging notes, but this is some profound philosophical stuff.”

“But I am making sense, aren’t I?”

“Sure.”

“She wouldn’t find it silly?”

“Why would you be worried over that?” Xinyan hands back the letter draft to her friend. “I thought the whole point of this is because she drives you silly.”

Yun Jin gives her an incredulous look. “Drives me sil—What do you mean by that?”

Xinyan blinks. Snorts. “Yun Jin, honey, you got that sparkle in your eye, clear as the mornin’. And this letter you’re writing her is all you’ve been tattlin’ about today.”

Yun Jin parts her lips, pausing. Her hands clutch her empty tea cup tighter. “It’s silly. She’ll think it’s silly, won’t she? I should rewrite it—”

“Nah, it’s perfect! Just lacks a lil’ somethin’—it lacks even  more silly!” Xinyan hops onto the tea table, snatching the letter from Yun Jin’s hand. “The smiley face in the postscript is the cherry on top, by the way.”

Yun Jin hides her face behind her hands, elbows propped. “You don’t think it’s too cheesy for her?”

“Didn’t she put a smiley face on her letter first?” Xinyan asks, skimming through the draft letter again. “She’d probably think it’s cute. I don’t see what you should be worried about.”

Xinyan glances back at the opera director—head in hands, looking unusually anxious and stewing in her thoughts in silence.

“Oh, you got it  bad , Yun Jin.”

A deep, dejected sigh with poorly suppressed longing. “I just… want it to be perfect. I want to make sure I’m saying the right things and—Wait, what?”

Xinyan giggles, buoyant and bright. “You know what? I say shoot your shot, sugar.”

Yun Jin blinks. “Pardon?”

“Hey, you’ll never know. She might like you back.”

 Xinyan misunderstands. (She does not.) “This isn’t anything like that,” is Yun Jin’s tenuous reply.

“Suuure,” Xinyan drawls.

“We’re just pen pals.” Yun Jin shrugs lamely.

“‘Just pen pals.’ Uh-huh, you can keep tellin’ yourself that,  or  you can write her back and ask her out!”

“Ask her out…? Where? How—”

“So you  do  like her!” Xinyan points a finger, triumphant.

Yun Jin makes a face too tense for the circumstances, sheepish and hopelessly obvious about it. “Aiya, I just asked you to proofread my letter. I didn’t come here to be teased…”

Xinyan shakes her head, giggling still. But her words are sincere. “Aw, Yun Jin, things like this don’t have to be so complicated. If you really like her, just go for it!”

Yun Jin pouts, but doesn’t dismiss her advice. She folds her letter neatly and points the tip at Xinyan, waving it in her face. “This stays here, Xinyan. You mustn’t tell a soul.” She holds out her pinky finger. “Please swear on it.”

Xinyan’s bright amber eyes sparkle as she hooks her own pinky with Yun Jin’s, shaking their arms animatedly. “ So you do like her? ” she whispers furiously.

Yun Jin winces, answering her question with an even more furious hush. Nearby teahouse patrons steal a glance at their table.

 


 

Furina doesn’t receive another letter until two months well into the production phase of her upcoming musical. If it isn’t music rehearsals and production meetings taking up the days of her week, it’s brunches at Café Lutece, late-night novel binge-reading, groceries, shopping, or swimming. Amid the day-to-day bustle and quiet rhythm of mundanity, Furina slowly, slowly breathes easier. There’s a spring in her step, a weightlessness in her posture. Though she still shies away from the crowds, she does chatter more, with the right people. She gushes over her latest mystery thriller obsessions and yaps about Liyue Opera to virtually anyone who’d show a sincere interest in hearing her thoughts.

She talks about her a lot, more than she realizes.

Furina doesn’t see it. Furina doesn’t notice. The glimmer in her tear-drop eyes, the soft fringes of her voice when she speaks highly of her very talented, very knowledgeable pen pal.

She doesn’t notice until Clorinde tells her—

“It’s nice to see you putting yourself out there again, Furina. You seem to be enjoying it.”

Furina makes a noise of thought, sipping her tea. Pensive. “I mean. I guess it’s been a long time coming, isn’t it? Me reconnecting with you guys… wasn’t easy. Meeting new people wasn’t easy.” Beside her, Chevalmarin makes a low crooning noise, and she pets her head. “But I tried—I  do  still try, and I must confess Yun Jin has been nothing short of wonderful. Nothing but kind and understanding. It’s a refreshing feeling. I feel like… we get each other, somehow, despite never having seen each other in person yet, and… And yet.” A beat. She turns to her seahorse companion, nudging her for more pets. Her gaze droops. “Talking to her feels easy. I feel like I could tell her anything. I’ve never felt this way with anyone before… Is this what it feels like to… to trust someone enough to show them the real you?” she wonders aloud.

Clorinde stares at her with a small wry smile, amused. “… I meant the musical. You performing on stage again.”

Navia’s laughter carries through the air, clear and tinkling, and Furina’s cheeks burn furiously red.

“This opera singer must be something special then,” she hears Navia say from the other room. “That was all high praise coming from you.”

Furina stammers, clearing her throat. “Well, she’s a household name of Liyue Opera after all! Expectedly, she’d be amazing.”

“Mhm. Amazing enough to get you to loosen your tongue, gushing about her, I’ll say.” Navia emerges from Furina’s kitchen, a twinkle in her eyes and a tray of freshly baked macarons in hand, ready to serve. She sets the tray down and takes a seat on the sofa next to Clorinde. Seated across from them, Furina sputters.

“I—I’m— Gushing  is a bit of a reach. I’m simply… handing praise to whom praise is due. From one performer to another, virtuoso to virtuoso.” She takes a warm, mint green macaron from the tray and bites, humming delightedly. “I will never grow sick of your macarons, Navia.”

It seems her subtle attempt to change the subject to Navia’s excellent baking skills falls short when her two guests exchange an unreadable look. Navia’s expressive face gives it away.

Then: “Is she cute? Do you have pictures of her?”

Furina’s eyes widen. “Huh? W-what?”

“We simply  must  see what this ‘Yun Jin’ looks like!” Navia declares. “I bet she’s cute.”

Furina could not have turned redder than she already is. “There are no pictures,” she replies lamely. She waves her hands at them. “Anyway—we digress; to answer your question,” she shifts her attention to Clorinde, “Yes. Yes, I’ll admit it’s been quite nice, performing again.”

“I didn’t ask. I just said it’s nice to see you back out there again,” Clorinde says. “How far along are you with production?”

“Going pretty smoothly,” Furina replies easily, glad the conversation has taken a turn away from Yun Jin. “Just some trouble with scheduling lately since Dulphy has finally decided to be more consistent with her medical check-ups, so now we have to work around her new biweekly schedule. But we’re currently scoping for more recycled set materials, and we’re finally seeing some costume pegs next week! In exclusive collaboration with Chioriya Boutique.”

“When is opening night again?” Navia asks.

“About four months away, I think,” Furina says. “We’re still trying to work around the winter music festival calendar so our show runs don’t coincide with those concerts. Don’t worry though. You’re both getting your VIP tickets from me.”

Navia perks up. “Ah! You must invite her to your show too. Then perhaps you could introduce us to her.”

The doorbell rings before Furina could react to that. She jumps to her feet, sings, “Coming!” and practically flies to the front door, always one to escape when the opportunity is presented to her.

It’s Sedene again. It’s a letter again. When Furina opens the door, she could not help the squeal that escapes her lips.

“The sender seems to still believe that your current residence is the Palais Mermonia,” Sedene says dryly.

Furina gives the Melusine a nonplussed look. “And you’re still going through the trouble of delivering this to me personally.”

Sedene shrugs. “Well, this time, Monsieur Chief Justice instructed me to.”

“Oh.” Furina purses her lips.

“I mentioned in passing that you look happy every time I deliver letters like this, so he told me to do it more often, as often as these letters come.”

Furina’s shoulders slump. “You said what, he said what,” she rasps weakly. “Why would you tell him that?”

Sedene gives the girl a puzzled look, like it was a no-brainer. “Because it makes you happy, Miss Furina. Monsieur Neuvillette thinks so too.” As if it sounded so simple.

And maybe it is just so simple. To be happy.

Furina makes no further argument or protest, thanks Sedene and sends her on her way. When she returns to her parlor, Clorinde and Navia lean back and snap their attention to each other, sparking a non-existent conversation.

“R-right!” Navia’s voice cracks. “So about that lipstick shade. A bit too rouge, clashes with my eye color, don’t you think?”

“Yes,” Clorinde says monotonously. “The lips.” She coughs. “The  shade .”

Furina rolls her eyes. They were obviously eavesdropping on her and Sedene. She waves the letter up.

“Sorry about that. I just received a letter from my pen pal.” She might as well be honest.

“Speak of the devil,” Clorinde remarks.

“Well, go on. Open it!” Navia says, leaning forward.

Furina makes a face. “It’d be rude if I read someone else’s letter while I’m hosting guests.”

“Not if your guests endorse you to read the letter,” Navia says. “Go on! No need to wait for us to leave. We don’t mind. Read it now!”

“Of course you wouldn’t mind.” Clorinde gives Navia a dry look.

“Hey. You’re just as curious to death as I am,” Navia shoots back.

“This is a personal correspondence between Yun Jin and I.” Furina slips the letter into her coat and crosses her arms, chin upturned. “And clearly both of you are just fishing for gossip at this point.”

Navia shrugs, making a humming noise. “Well, the kids these days call it  ‘spilling the tea’  for a reason, no? It’s not uncommon to gossip over tea.”

“Oh, for the love of—Navia.” Clorinde puts a hand on Navia’s thigh, her tone chiding but her smile bemused. “She said no.”

Navia chuckles, warm, raising her hands. “Alright, alright.” She turns to Furina with a gentle look. “Sorry. We won’t pry. But in any case, isn’t this a sign you should invite her to the show now?”

 

✦✦✦

Dear ‘Just Furina,’

Kidding! Or not. Your words, not mine.

It’s a beautiful name.

I like to think I’m smart. What kind of actor would I be without a little wit underneath all that whimsy?

The Divine Damsel of Devastation is arguably one of my best works yet. I’m quite proud of how it turned out, and prouder still of the process behind its making. It wasn’t the easiest opera to stage, largely because I wanted to take things a step further, or a step deeper, and I think you may have caught on that towards the second act. So yes, I guess you could say I did take some artistic liberties, but they are not unfounded. At the time I had the opportunity of meeting the divine damsel herself, and have grown to become her friend. I learned so much from that experience. It’s made me realize a lot of things. For one, human connection is key to genuine acting. It nurtures empathy. It deepens understanding. Because I spoke with the divine damsel herself, and listened, I understood more. And when your performance has related to the audience, you’ve established a connection, which is really the purpose of such storytelling, no? To connect.

You speak of ocean waves. You Fontainians and your rather romantic connection with the soul of water. I’ve never seen anyone describe voice and movement the way you did. It’s lovely. I’d say you’re not far off. Ocean waves are one way to describe movement in Liyue Opera, I suppose. But it is also a crane’s spread wings, a mantis striking down its claw, a snake slinking its head this way and that. There is rhythm, even in the things we do on stage that make no sound: eye contact, flick of wrist, bend of knee. Dipping heads and shy glances. Do you see it, Furina?

Do I dance? That’s like asking if the ocean is blue.

I started dancing as soon as I started walking! Not an exaggeration; my mother really taught me to dance as soon as I could walk. Sometimes, I dance until my feet become sore. I dance until I faint. I wouldn’t recommend it. My mother wouldn’t let me sit until I’d perfected my form back then. Now, it’s my manager who gets cranky and stressed when I overexert myself. Please don’t be like me. I may be a good performer, but I am not exempt from poor habits. I love dancing, but it is, at the same time, something I’ve always known, and never lived my life without. So the line between love and nature becomes blurry, to me. The line between active desire and muscle memory just becomes a trick of the light. I think I’ll dance until I no longer can.

My turn: Do you dance?

Your pen pal,

Yun Jin

PS. I’m ninety-nine percent certain that you dance. I just wanted to ask you. •ᴗ•

✦✦✦

 

Clorinde, Navia, Neuvillette. They aren’t the only ones who notice.

The day after she received Yun Jin’s letter, Furina visited the theater three hours before she was expected to arrive. Rehearsals don’t start until then. When the crew came in, they were stunned to silence at the lilting, soft echo of a familiar voice behind the curtain. Yet for a second they thought the theater was haunted by a specter with an equally haunting and entrancing voice. Such a notion was quickly dispelled when they recognized the song being sung: one of Furina’s solos in the musical. When they asked her why she came in so early, she simply shrugged and said she didn’t have anything better to do that day and decided to make productive use of her time practicing her parts in the theater.

More people came in an hour later. Some of the crew were painting the set, while some cast members who lived nearby were practicing lines.

But then they could not help but pause, stealing glances whenever Furina floats within their field of vision, whenever her singing falls within earshot, rendering them motionless, as if resuming their work would break the spell.

When Lauwick strode into backstage, he was immediately, violently silenced with hisses and hushes.

“W-what? What’s going on?” he hisses back at the crew.

Dulphy puts a finger to her lips, mouthing  Shut up. Listen. Beside her, Lady Felicity clutches her chest, shaking her head slowly, cheeks streaked with tears.

“The world would pay millions to hear her sing like this, yet even that would not be enough,” she whispers, cryptic. And beside her, on the piano, Apollinaire nods along, eyes shut, tickling his fingers over the keys, mutely following the melody of Furina’s song in his mind.

She is practicing a song from the second act, running the chorus over and over, trying to perfect a certain stanza. She clears her throat, tries again, hitting the notes in smooth succession.

Lauwick falters in his step as he slowly sinks into a couch next to Dulphy, who has her knuckles pressed to her lips with a small smile. “We’re not getting any work done like this,” she quips, voice low. “You know, I realize we never hear her sing outside rehearsals. Ever.”

“Not even when she performs?”

“No, I mean—like this. Sure, she’s practicing, but… She’s singing… freely. She sounds like she’s having fun with it.”

They don’t know that on the other side of the room, Furina is also dancing. Waltzing in time with the song she sings. When her voice blooms into a crescendo, the notes practically sparkling through, at least three people from the crew break down in tears.

When Furina emerges from the room moments later, she sneers at the sight of them.

“What’s all this then? What are you all dawdling around here for?” She claps her hands. “Chop chop! Quit idling around and—Felicity, why are you crying?”

When Felicity couldn’t bring herself to respond, Furina glances at the rest of the cast, the crew, and feels a wave of self-consciousness creep over her skin. She puts her fists on her hips.

“W-what are you all gawking at? Allons-y! The set won’t build itself, and the songs won’t sing themselves to life! Monsieur Alexander,” she crosses her arms, nodding her head towards the composer, “I learn the reprise for  L’amour Pour Les Méchants  today, yes?”

“It’s Apollinaire, mademoiselle, and oui, I have the sheet right here.”

Furina prances over to him while the rest of the crew collectively shake off their stupor and return to work.

“May I?”

“Ah, can milady sight-read?”

Furina gives him a bemused smile. “That’s like asking if the ocean is blue.”

 


 

Any poorly founded resolve to deny whatever she harbored for Furina is shattered when Yun Jin receives the next letter. Shattered into a million petals, golden warmth spilling through the cracks. Something unnamed, something small and achingly tender and even more achingly  starving .

The starve to touch, to see. To hear her voice as she reads her words.

 

✦✦✦

Dearest pen pal,

A writer, a director, an actor, a singer, and a dancer? Quite the whole package, aren’t you? And quite the entertainer too, I suppose. You must think you’re funny. I’ll try not to give you the satisfaction of knowing whether it works on me.

I’m going to share a little secret with you, Yun Jin. Everything you said about human connection is something I’ve always felt was lacking for the most part of my acting career. And by ‘most part,’ yes, I am referring to the time I played the role of the Hydro Archon. I may be one of the finest actors in all of Fontaine, but I think I fall short still. I know there wasn’t much I could’ve done under those past circumstances; it had to be done. But now that I’m free, I feel that I’m able to spread my wings now, and embrace myself in the parts I desire to play.

Ah, that’s the word. Desire. This is a box I haven’t opened for the longest time. Maybe it’s what stunted my ability to connect as an actor, as a storyteller. I’d resort to flashy theatrics and drama to make up for the hollow inside, instead of rooting my depiction of a role in empathy and understanding, as you say. My true desires were held back, in favor of projecting an image of someone I’m not, of someone that favors the audience’s view of what a god should be. I’m just relieved I can finally leave all that behind me. I will be thinking about your words on human connection often. You’ve articulated what I couldn’t find the words to describe.

But if I may be honest—it’s hard to unlearn distance and deceit when it’s all you’ve ever known, and all people ever seem to want to see in you. It’s hard to learn a new script and discard the old one that has been embedded in your memory for a long time.

A silly, perhaps naive, question, but… Are we all like this? Humans, I mean. Do you think it’s in our nature to fear connection yet desire it so strongly at the same time?

On to another very important tangent: Do I dance, you ask? That’s like asking if I can walk on water. Of course I can dance! What do you take me for? Your postscript tells me you’re only ninety-nine percent sure. Only ninety-nine percent? That one percent you spare is an affront to my name, but I’ll let it slide since you just seem to be needling me.

You know what? Something tells me you’d make a great dance partner. Do you know how to waltz, Yun Jin? It’s one of my favorite forms of ballroom dancing. I like to imagine following the flow of water with every step and twirl and glide. And what else would you expect from us Fontainians? We are denizens of the land of Hydro, the land of Many Waters, where law and justice reign true. How could I be a genuine patron of Fontainian arts if I’ve no appreciation for the traditional beauty and life-giving essence of water? Can you imagine a hydrophobic Fontainian? It’s like meeting a Liyuen citizen with a distaste for Mora! Ha! This is an amusing concept. What silly paradoxes—I’ll write this down somewhere before I forget.

I don’t think I got to mention this to you, but I’m doing a show soon. It’s a musical, adapted from the novel  La Belle Princesse  by Felicity Fournier, and we’re in the middle of rehearsals as of writing. I will be playing the titular role. I know. Big news. Big deal, I suppose, considering my long hiatus from the stage.  The Little Oceanid is one little exception. It felt only right that I tell you this.

I’m excited. This stays between us, alright? For the first time in a long time, I’m excited to perform on stage again, and I’ll have your letters to me partly to thank for it. You speak of our craft with great fondness and enthusiasm, it’s contagious, I guess. I mean it. Your words are like the quiet stream, soothing and refreshing. The river, pouring new life into the veins of the earth. Your words remind me of what makes our craft so beautiful. In a way, it sort of teaches us how to be human, doesn’t it? It teaches us how to laugh, cry, rage, mourn, yearn, dream, persevere, connect. It teaches us how to be alive.

Before I close this letter, I just had another thought. A while back, you’ve expressed difficulty penning the right response to my letters. You said you struggled to say the right things. But you know what, Yun Jin—brilliant, articulate, thoughtful Yun Jin, you’ve only ever said the right things with truth and meaning. I sometimes feel that when I read your letters, I’m talking to a poet. I suppose it should not come as a surprise, though; you are a playwright after all, and a very talented one, too. Do not underestimate the power of your words. They are beautiful and moving, and lush with meaning. Do you realize this?

Now, who between us is the more romantic artiste? My Mora’s on you, mon chou.

Affectueusement,

Furina

PS. It has belatedly come to my attention before sealing this letter that the point in comparing my obvious ability to dance and my… not-so-obvious ability to walk on water may not have successfully landed. Oopsies. Sorry. But to clear up any confusion—I can walk on water. And no, it’s not a Hydro Archon thing; I couldn’t wield Hydro back then, but I can now that I have my Vision! Pretty cool, right? Funny how it is only when I’ve relinquished the mantle of Hydro Archon that I was able to fully embrace the power of Hydro.

✦✦✦

 

Yun Jin feels like bursting into a million strings of ribbons. Her fingers brush over her name, heartbeat pounding in her ears. Overstimulated and understimulated at the same time; overcome by too much information and too many feelings whilst starving for her. Craving for the sight of her, the sound of her. It’s too primal, she feels, maybe even unrefined for… in Furina’s words, a romantic artiste, wishing for her five senses to have some consciousness of her, for once. Because maybe that will sate the sudden pang of hunger within her, aching and wishing. Maybe it will silence all the wishing. Wishing to see her, wishing to dance with her, wishing to—

Words, finally, cannot suffice now. And Furina is mountains and forests and sands and a sea away.


 Brilliant, articulate, thoughtful. Furina. 



 Furina. 


“Oh, Lord of Geo,” she mutters, rubbing her palms over her face. “Spare me. This can’t be—”

But this is. This is how it is written in books and songs. This is what she sings about on stage.

And to think she’d have mastered it all. A popular theme in human-centric operas, yet even now the word weighs heavy, too heavy for her tongue.

That same night, she writes a response. But it takes her a good two weeks to send. The things she wants to say to her, they bleed past the ink, they exceed the ends of the paper, they cannot be sealed in dried wax. They seep through, they overflow, and Yun Jin cannot contain them all in a thin envelope.

By some cruel irony, words fail, and all Yun Jin could offer at this point is her honesty—raw, open, trembling, impassioned, drunk in warmth and longing.

She stares at her draft. Rereads. Reads again. She dips her head, a tremor in her shoulders as she lets out a sharp, shuddering exhale, smiling broadly.

“Oh, Archons, am I really in it now…”

By sending this letter to Furina, she is throwing caution to the wind. The overflow of tenderness tormenting her heart, she pours into the letter, into a nondescript, fragile vessel that would carry it across mountains and forests and seas to her.

 It’s better this way , she decides. Better to find the words to carry all the weight and ache of it, than to bleed in silence, letting the tenderness helplessly spill from her chest, stream past her fingers in a futile attempt to keep it all in.

 


 

Today is beach day.

Furina has made it a point to go to the beach at least once a week. She would go play by the shore, go swimming, go surfing, have picnics, or all of the above, in any order, as she so pleases.

Even while she’s busy with a project—such as co-directing  and starring in a musical production, she still tries to clear up her schedule for beach day.

She swipes her bare foot across the surface of the water, sending ripples in her wake, skipping, striking her heel against the rippling water, breaking their rhythm. Twists on her tip-toes—springs forward, sploshing against the waves. She is humming a tune, an old, old song that she cannot recall was ever written down—only that it is a song of the seas, a song from the octopi and the starfish. The melody tends to drift into her mind when she visits the beach—or perhaps when she gets closer to the sea. It escapes her the moment she emerges from the water and sets foot onto land again. Her retainers follow her rippling, sparkling trail, twirling, capering about, dancing to a primeval, wordless tune heard only by herself and the waters beneath her, flouncing on its surface that she’s turned into a stage.

She finds it here—in the glimmering waves, in the quiet of it. In the secret tune of it.

Freedom.

Maybe it doesn’t have to mean a loss of direction, of purpose. Maybe it doesn’t have to be like that. Maybe it is a chance for her to find a new purpose, or maybe something different entirely.

Maybe it means, now, she can choose. She can choose to dance on water just because. She can choose to learn a new pasta recipe and still choose to have macaroni for dinner, because why not? She can choose to act again, because she loved the material and wanted to do it.

Sometimes, it isn’t a singular end-all, be-all answer. And oftentimes it isn’t anything romantic, and for the denizens of Fontaine that can be hard to envision.

Because, for Furina, it is as unromantic as getting out of bed. It is accepting those potted plants gifted by her neighbors, and learning to care for something other than herself. It is cooking macaroni. It is doing vocal warm-ups religiously every morning (or every time she wakes up). It is doing something for herself for once and not feeling guilty over it. It is wielding Hydro for the first time. It is overcoming her fear of rejection and connection and inviting old subordinates-turned-strangers to afternoon tea. It is doing it scared. It is writing letters and meeting someone new. It is singing and dancing like nobody’s watching. It is making time for beach day, so she can walk on water and dream.

It is all of these things, yet still no singular answer to tie it all together.

But it is what  she would have wanted for her anyway, so maybe these bits and pieces day by day are enough. Enough to propel her forward, to spark her curiosity, to summon her courage, and before she knows it—

“Miss Furina!”

She is living.

“Miss Furina!”

She blinks slowly, bleary-eyed, as if waking from a dream.

“Miss Furina! I have your—”

Her heel dashes against the water, dips in—

“Oh!”

With an ungraceful splosh, she crashes into the sea, succumbing to gravity. Usher and Chevalmarin dive under and fuss over her, burbling. She just stares at them blankly, an unspoken question. Frowning, she wades back up. The top of her hair breaks the surface first, half her face as her eyes squint at the shore in the distance.

There’s a teeny tiny figure looking out. Too tiny for Furina to identify who, but it is clearly Melusine-shaped. Or of Melusine-stature.

She rises a bit more, lifting her chin.

“Hey you! What do you want?” she yells.

An indistinct yell greets her back.

“What?” she yells back.

The same indistinct yell, she couldn’t make out the words. Behind her, Crabaletta—still crawling on the water’s surface—nudges her head roughly.

“Ow! Hey!” She whips her head around. “Okay, okay,  fine , I’m getting up.” She emerges fully, stepping onto the rippling surface, dripping head to toe, and practically trudges across the watery plane back to the shore.

Recognition lights up her eyes halfway across. “Oh, Sedene!” Then she dashes the rest of the way forward, splashing against the waves.

“Oh, oh! Careful!” Sedene backpedals away from the damp area of sand touched by the sea, waving a letter up. “Don’t want to get this wet!”

“Um.” Furina makes an inquisitive noise, hand on her hip. “How… did you know… you’d find me here?”

“I asked your neighbors, and they told me you were heading out to go to the beach!” says Sedene matter-of-factly.

Yeah, but…” Furina glances around, putting aside the fact for now that her neighbors apparently know her whereabouts today. “How’d you know  which beach?”

“I followed your trail! We Melusines have very keen senses, you know.”

 Makes sense, but… Furina grimaces. “Sedene, you followed me all the way here…? To the east slopes of Mont Automnequi…?

“Oui.”

Torn between guilt and gratitude still, Furina sighs.  Gratitude mindset, gratitude mindset.  “Look. I know Neuvillette instructed you to keep doing this—and—and I’m thankful! But… I don’t know, perhaps I could… go to Palais Mermonia to collect my letters instead? That way, you wouldn’t have to chase me around Fontaine.”

Sedene makes a noise of thought. “That is possible. If that is your wish, I could inform the Iudex. In the meantime,” she hands the letter, “another letter for you, mademoiselle.”

Furina waves her hands. “Oh, I can’t—I’m still drenched. Crabaletta!”

Sedene squeaks in surprise as Crabaletta snatches the letter from her. The letter remains dry.

“Merci bien, Sedene,” Furina says warmly.

“Anytime, Miss Furina.” A beat, humming. “Although—if you don’t mind me asking, I couldn’t help but be curious.”

“Yes?”

“Who writes to you? They’ve been sending you letters for months now.”

Furina bites her lip. “Uh… I have a pen pal from Liyue.”

The Melusine tilts her head. “Oh? What is their name?”

“Yun Jin.” Furina’s smile is small. “She’s a famous opera singer.”

“Oh, so she’s just like you then!” Sedene chirps.

“I… guess?” A shrug. A beat. “Wait a second. You’re not telling Neuvillette about this, are you?”

Sedene stares at her blankly, shrugging. Neither of them pry any further than that.

When Sedene takes her leave, Furina spends the next half-hour drying herself, bathing in the final rays of the sun as it slowly dips into the horizon.

She settles onto the soft sand, cross-legged, carefully tearing the envelope open.

Quietly, her eyes sweep over every line, glimmering with watery light. Her lips twitch into a smile, now and then. She shudders, letting out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding, and her heart leaps out of her chest.

 

✦✦✦

Dearest Furina—brilliant, articulate, thoughtful Furina,

I could say the same for you! I’m beginning to be a little self-conscious of my word choice now. You flatter me again and again, and you fluster me without fail. So what if I am a romantic? Isn’t this one of the finer traits of a thespian? A little romanticism goes a long way for the likes of us. I find it hard to believe you aren’t the romantic type, either. I think people should be less afraid of being a little more romantic.

Now, before anything— La Belle Princesse , you say? I’ve never heard of it, but this is great news! Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner? I’m grinning ear to ear just imagining you returning to the stage again after so long. It must be an exhilarating feeling. Keep me in the loop! Tell me everything about it. Break legs, my bright and brilliant star.

I’m so happy for you, Furina.

I didn’t know you could walk on water. I have so many questions. But I’m not surprised. I’m increasingly convinced you are a siren come to haunt me with your fair words.

It delights me to know that you think I’m funny. I was by no means trying to mock you, dear Furina. Please don’t misunderstand; I was just trying to make you laugh.

It seems it worked. •ᴗ•

All jokes aside, though, you asked me a very important question, and I believe it’s one of the greater dilemmas of the human soul. People do crave connection so much, but they—well, we are afraid because connecting with someone means opening up and allowing ourselves to be vulnerable. Intimacy is scary. Letting your guard down is a risk. Letting someone see the real you can either set you up for rejection, misinterpretation, hurt… or maybe something more, maybe something sweeter and kinder. I don’t know. It can be terrifying, sometimes. But I do believe it’s worth it, if you ask me. You’re not silly or naive for wondering about these things. I think more people should be thinking about these things.

Thus, please allow me a moment of honesty. Let me show you what it means to pursue genuine connection behind the curtains, off-stage:

Please admonish me if I speak out of turn, or if this is something I am in no position to ask about—and I know we’ve decided to do away with titles and pedestals, but. Curiosity eats me from the inside, and I’ve been wondering. Why did you step down from your position as Hydro Archon? I know only general information from rumors and word on the street, the news that gets around. And, please, if this is a sensitive matter, silence me. And I promise I won’t ask about it again.

I must confess you have me thoroughly enthralled with words alone—I feel strangely… close. Up close, yet so far away. Does this make any sense to you? Distance and deceit aren’t what I think of when I read your letters. This side of you, Furina, that I see, this ‘Furina’ that I encounter in your lovely words and wistful musings—will I only ever find her enclosed within gilt-pink wax sealed envelopes, in ink and postscripts?

Will I only find you here?

I still struggle to pen a proper response for you, Furina. Do you want to know why? It’s because every paragraph you’ve written knocks the breath out of my lungs when I read them. You write to me with these words, and you call me the poet? You think I shouldn’t underestimate the power of my words? When it is your words that put me in a state of breathlessness and wonder—by your wit, your insight, your sincerity. Do you realize it? The spell you put me under? What kind of water do you Fontainians drink that makes you speak in such a way? Is this how you speak to other girls? Just imagine me laughing helplessly as I write this, Furina. I’m flustered and smiling like a fool. I guess this makes us even, doesn’t it? Are you just as flustered as I am? Am I on your mind as often as you are on mine?

Another admission: my hand trembles as I write this, as you may have noticed with my strokes.

Yes—clearly because I did just confess that you’re on my mind quite often. When I read your letters, I like to try to imagine what your voice actually sounds like.

I wish I could hear you sing someday. I’m sure you sound marvelous. I wonder: Does your voice lilt at certain syllables? Is it clear and crisp, or dark and rich? Your vibrato, if you have one—heavy and prominent, or thin and subtle? When you speak, do all eyes turn to you? Do you command a room? Are you soft-spoken, after all? Oh, and let me guess—soprano. Even if I had no prior knowledge about you save for the you I find in our correspondence, I’d still think you a soprano, a leading lady. I can feel your aura, by your words alone. It commands attention, even in the silent ink. It captivates and serenades.

So please don’t say things like this, Furina. We are mountains and forests and sands and a sea apart. Are you inviting me to dance with you this far away?

Yours,

Yun Jin

PS. I’m so proud of you, I really, really am. Tell me more about  La Belle Princesse ?

✦✦✦

 


 Yours. 


Furina’s damp lashes flutter, breath shaky. Bracing herself, she pulls her knees up to her chin, the letter flying from her grasp.


 Will I only find you here? 


Crabaletta snatches the letter in time, lets out a panicked clicking noise.


 Am I on your mind as often as you are on mine? 


“Oh, Yun Jin,” Furina breathes, glassy eyes staring hard at the sand.


 Yes, you are. You are. All the time. 


Beside her, Chevalmarin nudges her shoulder, gurgling.

“Huh?” She glances at her. The seahorse flaps her fins, twirls in the air and headbutts her on the shoulder. Furina only sways slightly by the impact, but her cheeks are dusted pink now. She buries her face in her arms.

“Way to state the obvious, Chevalmarin. Rub it in my face, why don’t you?”

Usher floats in front of her, blocking her view of the melting sunset, harshly gold against the cool blue hues of the sea. Sways his tentacles, bobs his head, squeaking and burbling. A question put forth.

Furina’s gaze doesn’t meet her retainers’, drifting beyond. Ocean-blue eyes meet ocean-blue waves, searching. She doesn’t answer him.

She doesn’t get any shuteye that night. She forfeits sleep in favor of deep meditation and contemplation—by which she really means sulking. And bickering with her retainers.

“Do you guys mind? This is  productive sulking! I need to sit with my thoughts and feelings!”

She is outnumbered, three against one. They’ve cornered her in her study, burbling and squeaking loudly. Had they the ability to speak human, they’d be saying things along the lines of  Admit it! You like her!  or  She just confessed! You must tell her how you also feel!  or  Stop being dramatic and overcomplicating things. Write her back and say— 

“Crabaletta, ‘love’ is a  strong word , okay? Let’s take it easy, shall we?” Furina winces at the word. Too strong, too much, too…

There aren’t enough words in Fontaine’s languages to convey it, any other word but  that , to be a worthy response to being called—

 Yours,  

  Yun Jin 

Nothing will do it justice!

“I never said I  don’t like her.” Furina crosses her arms, sniffs, chin upturned. “I never denied anything!”

Usher mimics her movement, crossing two of his tentacles, sputtering sounds that only Furina and his fellow Hydro elementals understand.

“I’m not  running away from my problems like I always do , Gentilhomme Usher,” Furina titters. “This is different! I need time to think about what I want to say, but I promise I’ll say something!”

Crabaletta makes aggressive clicking, chittering noises. Furina grimaces.

“In my defense,” Furina says, “I’ve never dealt with this kind of thing before. Admiration from fans and followers is one thing, but admiration from—from…” she trails off. She bites her lip. What does she call Yun Jin? What would be an appropriate equivalent to—


 Yours. 


Not quite. A pen pal, a friend?

An admirer? Then what sets her apart from her hundreds of other admirers and fans, then?

As if reading her mind, Usher makes another noise, tilting his Hydro-induced form this way and that.

Furina shoots him a dirty look as her cheeks flush red like tomatoes. “Well then! If you’re  such  an expert at this, tell me, if Yun Jin does like me, how can I be sure that she likes  me  … and not just the ‘me’ she finds in my letters? How can I—How much of  me  does she see?” Her voice turns small.  Will I only find you here?  “How do I know if she—if I… What if I’m not who she  thinks I am, you know?” Fidgeting, she glances back at the letter on her desk. “What if it isn’t… real?”

Her retainers fall silent, and Furina almost wishes they continued to bicker with her instead. She gives them a long, steely look, but softens. She takes a step back, back pressed to the wall now, sliding down until she curls into herself, chin on knees. Crabaletta crawls over to nuzzle into her side, her clicks and chitters quiet, inquisitive.

Furina glances at her. “You think so?”

Crabaletta makes a soft burbling noise. Furina brushes a hand over her smooth shell.

 Just write back , they tell her. Throw caution to the wind, dispel doubt. If Yun Jin did open her heart, letting all warmth and longing spill into dark ink on parchment, for Furina to see, then maybe it is only fair that Furina respond in kind.

“Isn’t it terrifying? Isn’t  she terrified?” Furina wonders aloud. “I can’t be the only one who thinks this is terrifying.”

Chevalmarin tilts her head, squeaking.


 But it always comes with a little bit of terror, doesn’t it? 


So she writes a letter, and it goes like this:

 

✦✦✦

Ma très chère Yun Jin,

Ma très chère. Huh, what did we say again about titles?

I had no idea my words had that effect on you. I don’t know what to say. My first instinct is usually to brush things off, or chalk it up to my impeccable charm and flawless elegance, as always… but even this rings hollow.

Huh. Well, there you have it. You’ve got me at a loss for words.

Maybe we can put it this way—we both wear many hats. I have had to wear hats that didn’t fit me for a long time. Now, I wear a different set of hats, and I quite like them. Sometimes I am the poet, sometimes I am the muse. Sometimes I am the one who pulls the strings above the curtains. You wear hats like this too. This is to say, Yun Jin, yes, we’re even.

You’ve answered my question beautifully and kindly. I’m still convinced you’re more the romantic than I am, though, after everything you said. You even asked me so many questions in turn. I’ll try to answer them honestly and to the best of my ability.

But I’ll start with this: I was never the Hydro Archon. I simply had a role to play to fulfill a higher purpose. Let’s leave it at that, at least for now. I’m sorry—it’s a whole can of worms, and this probably isn’t the appropriate place to talk about such things. Perhaps I can tell you about it someday. Perhaps I can finally sit with it and find solace in a listening ear. Just not now. I hope you understand.

I don’t think you know how much I look forward to your letters. They make me happy everytime I’m due to receive them, I catch myself grinning too wide and too brightly, and though I’d never admit it in front of anyone else—despite some people deciding to be annoying and seeing right through me—I don’t think I’ve ever worn such smiles before. I like to think this is a good thing.

But I’m terrified, Yun Jin.

I’m terrified. Are you?

Are we under the same spell? Should we be worried? I’m not very good with this.

Is this what it feels like? Is this what all those songs and dramas are about? Mon dieu, am I doomed? Is this what it’s like after all? I didn’t think it’d feel so agonizing and so freeing at the same time. I was certain I’ve familiarized myself with it all—what they talk about in books, what they yearn for in songs, what they embody on stage. I knew them all, or so I thought.

Alas, the classics did not prepare me for your letters. Nothing in my five hundred years of divine pretense and displays of grandeur ever prepared me for just a single word from you—Yours.

Is this what you are now? What happened to no titles? What is this then?

Ma très chère Yun Jin—brilliant, articulate, thoughtful Yun Jin. What do we make of this?

I don’t want you to find me here and nowhere else. I want to have tea parties with you. I want to read scenes with you. I want to dance with you.

You want to hear me sing? Am I a soprano? What is  La Belle Princesse  about? How about you come and see for yourself? Enclosed within the envelope is a VIP ticket to the show. As I write this, opening night is less than two months away, and we’re still well into rehearsals.

It would mean the world to me if you could come.

Love,

Furina

✦✦✦

 

As an actor, Yun Jin need only align her actions and words with the inner motivations, emotions, and inclinations of the character she plays. She could always experiment, pose questions, things like,  What if my character did this instead of that? What if my character reacted this way? What’s stopping her from doing this and how can I work with that? 

As a director, she considers all of those things and more. From minute details to broad vision, all encompassing, she must consider them all. Decision fatigue can be brutal to the mind when your job is to make crucial decisions everyday to steer a production in its course.

So she heads downtown to Yanshang Teahouse, Xinyan in tow, and dares play dice with the establishment’s notorious stewardess.

But the stewardess laughs her off, telling her, “Honey, I think you already know what you want. You’re just scared to admit it.”

Yun Jin’s cheeks flush pink.

“But, to humor you, how about this,” the woman reaches into a side pocket and fishes out a single Mora coin, “let’s flip a coin. Heads or tails.”

Yun Jin raises her eyebrows inquisitively.

The lady leans forward conspiratorially. “They say that when you flip a coin to determine your fate, in the fleeting moment when the coin is temporarily suspended in the air, deep down, you’d secretly hope it would fall on the side of the choice you  actually  desire.” She deftly riffles the coin along her fingers as tea is served at their table. “So the magic of playing heads or tails isn’t on which side the coin lands, but on which side you  hope  it will land—once you  let go  of the coin, tossing it into the air which you no longer have  control  over.”

Xinyan and Yun Jin exchange a glance. Xinyan shrugs.

“Let’s do it!”

Yun Jin takes a deep breath, turning back to the stewardess. “Okay. Heads—I go to Fontaine and see the show. Tails—I write back to Furina telling her I couldn’t make it.” A revulsive taste in her mouth. A small part of her rejects the thought of writing back to Furina to say she can’t go, that she can’t see her because of… stupid, perfectly valid, but stupid reasons like… schedule conflicts!  I can’t! I have rehearsals! Maybe next time!  or  I’d love to, but I quite literally have a troupe to run and manage, so I can’t just leave like this.  or  I can make arrangements for my troupe so I could come see you, but I’m scared, I’m scared, I’m scared. 


 I am terrified, just as you are. But oh Archons do I wish to see you. 


Just when Yun Jin thought she was already in deep, Furina’s newest letter arrived the other day, and she was undone. Her heart swelling with something unbearably, terribly tender and radiant, past the point of no return. Striking Yun Jin further down, drowning her, cementing her desire to brave the jungles and deserts of Sumeru just to see her, to tell her how she feels in person and—

“Furina?” The stewardess’ voice pulls Yun Jin out of her vortex of anxious spiraling thoughts. A sharp glimmer of intrigue in her eyes. “Furina de Fontaine?”

“Oh!” Xinyan exclaims. “Riiight. You’re well-traveled, aren’t ya, Miss Yelan? I heard you’ve traveled overseas a lot before settlin’ down and opening a teahouse here in the harbor. So you must’ve visited Fontaine a couple of times before, yeah?”

Yelan grins, a little too wide. “Right you are. I’ve seen a few trials in the Opera Epiclese, too. Very riveting. I didn’t know Director Yun here was acquainted with a big shot like Furina de Fontaine, but I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.”

Yun Jin blushes again. Thankfully, the stewardess doesn’t pry any further than that.

“Well then. Ready when you are.” Yelan twirls the coin on the polished wood. Yun Jin nods, breath shaky, blinking a little too rapidly. The stewardess tosses the coin into the air.

The flip was too quick, fleeting. Time suspends. Yun Jin holds her breath, heart aching. Aching for the coin to land on—

Yelan snatches the coin with both hands, one over the other. A beat. Then she reveals the coin for them to find—

“Crabs! Tails… darn it.” Xinyan deflates.

Yun Jin deflates too. She furrows her brow, staring down at the coin.

Xinyan sighs loudly. “I was  really  hopin’ you’d finally make a move and—”

“I heard Lumine’s back in town,” Yun Jin interjects abruptly, still staring at the coin. Across from her, Yelan’s enigmatic smile widens slightly.

All the signs point to it,  clear as the morning  , as Xinyan says. There’s no denying it. Yun Jin  wants  to see her. And she’s not about to let a single flip of a coin determine whether she should or shouldn’t go see her.

Miss Yelan was right. It  does  work.

 


 

Furina’s heels clack against the polished floor, and she leaves a faintly sparkling trail of magic behind her. The way Furina turns heads, the way she summons attention even when she doesn’t mean to. Is it simply just stage presence, when her aura either lights up the room when she prances inside, or darkens it when she storms in like a tempest?

All the gestionnaires and staff stop and stare. Rush to greet her. Stiffen, stutter, and bow. Her quick steps falter, still uneasy with the attention. She hasn’t been in the halls of Palais Mermonia in so long.

Sedene spots her from behind her desk, mouth gaping. “Miss Furina?”

Furina clears her throat, shifting her weight on one side, hands behind her back. “Um, yes. Hi. Bonjour. I…” Still a bit self-conscious, she peers over her shoulder; guilty, the gestionnaires snatch their gazes away to stare elsewhere. But her presence has sufficiently distracted them from their work. She just sighs.

“Sorry to arrive unannounced, I just—” she clears her throat again. “I was wondering if you have, by any chance, received anything in your mail that’s supposedly addressed to me…?”

“Ah, you mean from your pen pal?”

Furina nods, hopeful.

Sedene shrugs apologetically. “I’m afraid not, Miss Furina. In fact, I did notice we hadn’t received a letter with a jade-colored seal in weeks; I estimate an average of three and a half weeks for a letter addressed to you to arrive.”

“Oh.” Furina tries not to sound too disappointed. “Is—Is that so? I see.” She waves her hand. “Never mind. Perhaps she must’ve availed the services of a different courier, or perhaps she must’ve written to my home address instead of the Palais this time.” Which is unlikely, because Furina never got to give Yun Jin her correct address. “Oh well!” she says flippantly. “Guess I’ll just have to wait a little longer. Sorry to bother you, Sedene. Ta-ta!” Then she turns on her heel and yelps, shrill and sharp, startling everyone in the hall who was already staring at them both.

Furina clutches her chest, letting out a huge sigh. “Goodness, Neuvillette. A simple ‘hello’ would suffice as a  signal  of your presence  right behind me .”

Towering over her, the courtly Iudex lowers his chin. “Hello.”

Furina crosses her arms, blinking up. “Can I help you?”

“I believe  I  ought to be asking you that question.”

Furina shakes her head. “I was just about to leave.”

Neuvillette tilts his head. “I overheard your conversation with Sedene. I regret to say we unfortunately have not yet received another letter addressed to you.”

She tries not to wilt under his apologetic gaze. She tries not to feel her heart sink with disappointment, unexpectedly heavy. “It’s probably nothing. I just couldn’t wait to hear back from my correspondence, is all.”

Neuvillette nods. “So I’ve heard.”

Furina’s gaze flicks away and back to Neuvillette. “Oh, you have heard  nothing .”

“But—”

“ None  of your business.” She holds a finger up at him, chin upturned. The fear of being perceived strikes again. Sedene disclosing a few details about her correspondence with Yun Jin is less likely than Neuvillette simply being quite perceptive, despite himself.

“Of course,” the Iudex says, and it’s awkward again.

Furina regards him for a beat, then sighs. “I just remembered. Another reason I dropped by.”

Neuvillette quirks a brow as Furina reaches into her pocket and hands him a gleaming ticket.

“What is this?” He takes it.

“Opening night in two weeks,” is all she says. She is certain word has reached Palais Mermonia, just as it has reached all the corners of Fontaine and beyond, of her upcoming musical, directed by and starring none other than herself. There’s no way Neuvillette wouldn’t have heard of it yet when it is the most highly anticipated production of the season. “You’ll be there, right?”

The untouchable Iudex so rarely smiles. Today, his piercing gaze is gentle, and the wan smile on his face makes him look just a little younger. “I have reserved that evening in my calendar for this very occasion.”

Despite herself, Furina’s eyes light up.

“I look forward to your performance. Thank you for this gift.”

Furina titters, clasping her hands. “Wonderful! I’ll see you then.” She takes a sideways step, unsure of how to remove herself from the scene. “Now I shall, um… If you will excuse me, I must take my leave now, I have rehearsals in about an hour.”

She briskly shuffles past him, avoiding eye contact with everyone, gaze glued to the exit.

Neuvillette clears his throat, the inflection in his voice unsteady. “Break legs!”

Her hasty steps slow to a halt. She snorts, laughter threatening to spill out, but her gaze softens. Instead, she turns back around and gives Neuvillette a quick, startling hug. He goes still.

“That means a lot. Thank you,” she whispers before releasing him, seemingly seared by her own warm contact. “Open house is an hour before the show starts! Don’t be late! À bientôt!”

She makes a beeline for the exit, leaving Neuvillette standing there with some gestionnaires battling the urge to neglect their work and just stare. He peers at the ticket in his hand again, his smile small and his chuckle soft.

 


 

Yun Jin’s itinerary of the day is as follows: Arrive safely at Romaritime Harbor. Take an ‘Aquabus’ to the Court of Fontaine. Check in at Hotel Debord. Have lunch. Overthink. Walk around the city and look for flower shops where she could pick the perfect bouquet for Furina for her opening night performance. Overthink a bit more. Then possibly stop overthinking what will happen on opening night.

They arrive at the Court of Fontaine a day before opening night. It’s hard for Yun Jin to imagine how, several months ago, this grand and gleaming metropolis had once been submerged beneath roiling waves.

She wonders where Furina might have been in the midst of it all. If Lumine had been by her side. If she was rescued. Or if she was the one doing the rescuing.  If she was safe.

If she was scared.

“You’re gonna love it here, Yun Jin!” Paimon’s excited voice pierces the air, startling her out of her breathless daze. “The opera scene here is, like,  catered to people like you!”

She tears her gaze away from the sweeping landscapes, only half-listening to the little tour guide at the helm of the Aquabus. “So I’ve heard,” she manages to say. Across from her, Lumine sways her head blithely, just nodding along to what her flying companion is yapping on about.

As fate would have it, the blonde outlander had been in town, and one could say Yun Jin did shoot her shot without hesitation. Under the guise of a ‘cultural exchange work trip’ that came with a VIP invitation to an upcoming musical production, Yun Jin had set out for Fontaine. Lots of schedule changes, lots of working around and delegating directorial duties to Yunning and some other elders of the troupe. It was a smart move to bring Lumine in tow the whole time; having her around made it easier to convince them all.

Lumine truly is the ‘people’s princess,’ beyond just the Tianquan’s ‘little helper,’ as some would joke. Who else would simply drop everything just to accompany a friend to travel to another nation? Just to see a show? Just to meet a girl?

“So… You and Furina, huh?” Lumine hums as she helps Yun Jin with her luggage, en route to Hotel Debord which, according to Paimon, is just up ahead. Yun Jin couldn’t decide on what to focus on: her swirling, persistent thoughts about Furina, the sights and smells all around her, Lumine’s playful grin, or Paimon’s yapping about Fontainian cuisine. “I totally did not see that coming, but I’m not surprised either.”

“Everyone says that,” Yun Jin says, not fully present in the conversation as her scarlet eyes take it all in: the tall, walking Gardemeks, the dolled-up poodles, the croissants, the absurd number of bakeries and stalls stacked with trays of croissants on display.  Why are there so many croissants? 

“Isn’t it obvious?” Paimon chimes in. “You’re a singer, she’s a singer. You’re an actor, she’s an actor. You’re both in the opera scene. You’re both  celebrities ! It makes sense you’d get along swell.”

 


 

Furina’s itinerary of the day is as follows: Wake up at nine o’clock. Check her mail. Do vocal warm-ups. Make pancakes. Water the succulents. Check her mail. Head to Dulphy’s apartment to make sure she doesn’t skip her medical check-up in favor of heading straight to the Opera Epiclese. Scold her if she tries to escape. Head to the Opera Epiclese together and prepare for the technical dress rehearsal. Overthink. Wonder if she has mail. Do a company call. Have dinner with the entire company at Hotel Debord (Felicity’s treat again). Overthink a bit more. Then possibly stop overthinking what will happen on opening night.

After a (thankfully) uneventful doctor’s appointment, Furina and Dulphy arrive at the Opera Epiclese for another hectic tech day, and, as fate would have it, one of Furina’s costumes ends up ruined by wet set paint.

“ Who  thought it was a good idea to repaint the risers  today  ?  Now  ?  Less than twenty-four hours before opening night ? Of all the times you could have repainted them?” Stiff, fuming, and unable to move, Furina shuffles over to her frantic costume designer and stagehands to help her out of her dress, her backside sticky with paint.

“It needed extra coating,” says the set team apologetically. “The first few layers weren’t enough to make the color pop off.”

“In their defense, the risers were shipped just last week, even though we ordered them  a month  ago,” Lauwick interjects.

“And  whose last-minute decision  was it to add risers to this scene before consulting me first?” Furina shoots her set designer an icy glare. It’s in moments like these when her Archon persona comes out, with the difference being: she’s their director now, not their god. She means  real business  now, if previously they treated her as seriously as one would a mascot. This is very much Furina, very much a displeased director.

They end up rushing to Chioriya Boutique so Miss Chiori can magically fix all their costume problems. The sight of the ruined dress elicits a bodily reaction out of the otherwise poker-faced woman.

“That was premium brocade,” Chiori deadpans, eye twitching.

“I know,” Furina wails. “You can fix it, can’t you?”

“I don’t have enough in stock to replace this. You had this commissioned  months ago.”

“Could it still be cleaned?” asks one stagehand.

“No. Look. The paint has dried. You’ll have to replace that skirt with something else. The top can be salvaged still. You there,” Chiori motions to Furina’s costume designer, “There’s a sewing machine at the back. If you want to save your show and not disappoint the nation’s biggest opera star, you’d best head inside and get to work.”

Furina blinks. “W-What? You’re not going to help us?”

“I’m lending you my tools? My high-end personnel-only atelier?” Chiori crosses her arms. “You’re paying for the new fabrics though. And I’ve got a shop to run, Furina. I’m your business partner for this show; not a crew member you could boss around.”

Outside the shop, Yun Jin fancies the dresses and hats on display. Lumine and Paimon peek into another window, searching for Chiori. A few more stylishly dressed ladies flock into Chioriya’s Boutique, some of them shopping for last-minute changes or additions to their get-up for  La Belle Princesse ’s opening night. Blissfully unaware of the internal production problems the company is facing just right behind the store.

“Seems like another busy day at Chioriya Boutique,” says Lumine. “Would you like to look elsewhere for tomorrow night’s outfit?”

“Hm? Oh, that won’t be necessary.” Yun Jin shakes her head. “I already have an outfit packed for tomorrow. I just think these designs are gorgeous.” She motions back to the clothes on the mannequins. “Anyway, you said another flower shop is just up ahead. Shall we?”

 


 

Yun Jin wears a deep pink cheongsam spattered with silk flowers and wispy curlicues of clouds, with a snow-white, fur-soft tippet her outlander companions had bought her yesterday. She decides to let her hair down, feeling more comfortable dressing as simply but as presentably as she can, refreshed by how little attention she draws in a foreign land where she isn’t a well-known celebrity.

Furina is.

Opera Epiclese is as stunning and grand as they made it out to be. Yun Jin quietly wonders what it might be like for her troupe to perform here. It’s a full house tonight; she overhears one of the ushers whisper something about “double booking seats,” catching a glimpse of other staff members lifting more opera chairs up the stairs, probably to the balcony. As they weave their way through the crowded reception area, the faint, melodic tune of tinkling piano keys somewhere drowns the sounds of chatter, laughter, and camera shutter flashes. Inside, they find their seats in one of the VIP rows. Not too close to the stage, not too far up either. The best view in the house. Lumine peers over her shoulder and waves at three people a few rows above them. They look her age, if not younger. The other two look very identical; they must be family. Paimon whispers something in Lumine’s ear, not so subtly pointing at a tall, white-haired gentleman sitting a few rows ahead.

A warm hand touches her wrist. “How are you? I can feel your pulse,” Lumine murmurs.

Yun Jin takes a deep breath, smiling. “Sorry. Nervous. Excited.” And just anticipating so many things at once. At her feet, a bouquet of fresh glaze lilies ringed with pluie lotuses rests securely in a paper bag. She’d come across a family of florists running a large flower shop yesterday that receives regular shipments of freshly plucked, commercialized flowers from all over Teyvat. The miracle of Fontainian waters helps preserve them for longer periods of time than is natural. She wanted to give a little something from home to Furina, and glaze lilies were her favorite.  I hope she likes them. 

And, wise and mighty Lord of Geo, what do I say when she sees me? Will she recognize me? Will she know my voice? Yun Jin fidgets, eyes sweeping over the red curtains, the stage, the balconies, idly imagining the crew backstage in position, doing last-minute touch-ups, stagehands at the ready. Imagining Furina in costume, standing before a mirror, perhaps nervous, perhaps excited, just like her.

“Break legs, my bright and brilliant star,” Yun Jin casts a spell under her breath, almost like a prayer that no one else could hear.

And on the other side of the curtain, awaiting the start of the overture just like everybody else on stage left, Furina stands in the dark. Centering herself, having hopped into her character, having entered the headspace of magic and fantasy and princesses and heartache. Shorn of her real-life joys and woes, just for the moment. Shorn of her wondering if Yun Jin had read her last letter. Shorn of her wondering if Yun Jin is somewhere in the audience. Perhaps she is. Perhaps she isn’t.

When the lights go out, when the curtains part, and the first few sparkling notes swoop in to signal the grand overture, Yun Jin is swept away into an entirely new world. She smiles ear to ear, instantly enthralled by the music, the movement, the illusions of magic gracing the stage.

But when the spotlight narrows onto center stage and the ensemble prances and glides into position, Yun Jin’s smile slowly fades. A petite, sparkling figure in pure water-blue emerges into view, a melody is sung. It has her leaning forward, breath hitching.


 She’s a soprano. 


Yun Jin doesn’t believe in love at first sight.

But she does believe that if she listens to the sweet, aching flutter of warmth in her chest, she’ll fall. And she’ll fall hard.

Furina is a study in glimmering shades of cerulean, whitewashed in the spotlight, sirenic in both voice and body.

It is no exaggeration to say that when she sings, even gods will weep.

Seeing her perform is like witnessing a mythical creature come to life; a fairy, a sea sprite, flickering across the stage, twirling and capering with the ensemble, a sparkling figure moving in tandem with the songs, a masterful study of discipline of voice and body. Yun Jin is unfamiliar with the voice and breathing techniques commonly exercised in this part of the performing arts world, yet she can hear the precise control in Furina’s breaths, the way she utilizes her head voice, her chest voice, the way she colors certain words and phrases with emotion, for emphasis, for impact. For soul. For the little voice cracks, rasped out for effect. The way her eyes glisten in wonder, in some wistful daze that princesses in fairytales tend to have.

Yun Jin doesn’t believe in love at first sight.

But she has the self-awareness to believe that she cannot take her eyes off her, and that it will be hard to, now that she sees her.

It may very well be because she is the titular character of this show, but Yun Jin can’t help but fall a little harder, not really caring whether she’s falling for the character Furina portrays, or Furina herself.

Towards the end of the show, she finds herself smitten with both.

Laughing at well-timed jokes and comedic moments that land, tearing up at moments that tug at her heartstrings, and smiling—just smiling for no reason related to the show, just smiling, like an enthralled audience member, like a fool, like a girl in love.

Is it right that she feels warm pride beaming through her?

She sobs throughout the whole twelve-minute finale, clapping enthusiastically along with the rest of the house in a nearly  ten -minute standing ovation. This entire city has not seen Furina de Fontaine perform since… well, since everything.

Furina, glittering in the limelight, chest heaving and hands clasped below her chin, wears an inscrutable smile, her eyes crinkling at the edges, soft and perhaps a little shy, overwhelmed. Is she not used to such applause? Has it really been that long since she last performed?

The rest of the company step forward, hand in hand; Furina’s hands reach for theirs, raise them up for a final company bow, as the red curtains meet again in the middle, as the lights in the opera house come up again.

 


 

The crowds leak out of the reception area and outside the Opera Epiclese, yelling and squeezing through for a picture or an autograph from the performers, but from Furina mostly.

Paimon hovers over the crowd, eyes searching, lighting up. “Ah! There she is!” She points in a direction neither Lumine nor Yun Jin can see.

“Where?” Lumine stands on her tip-toes, losing balance when people bump into her as they pass. Yun Jin catches her arm, steadying her. In her other arm, Furina’s bouquet.

“Over there! Furina! Hey!” Paimon calls out through the din, waving an arm animatedly.

The crowd parts for just a moment, clearing their view. Across from them stands Furina, who whips her head around at Paimon’s voice, large bright eyes blinking, falling directly on—

Yun Jin feels the air leave her lungs, her balance wavering.

Yun Jin does not believe in love at first sight. She really, really doesn’t.

She’s too far. There are too many people between them. She stares at Yun Jin for a few seconds longer, as if captured in a temporary trance, unclear if it’s because she recognizes her. Yun Jin helplessly, breathlessly stares back.

The crowd moves, jostles. Camera flashes nearly blind her. She loses sight of Furina as shouts of her name fill the din of chatter in the air. She feels a hand clasp her wrist, tugging.

“Come on,” says Lumine. “Let’s wait outside for some air. Furina should come out later, if you’re willing to wait.”

“O-of course,” Yun Jin says, feeling strangely lightheaded, still glancing over her shoulder.

It takes about another hour before the crowds begin to disperse. Lumine ends up introducing Yun Jin to some of her Fontainian friends and acquaintances: the tall gentleman draped in a judge’s robes; two fine women who, unexpectedly, seemed to know her name, the blonde one gushing over her it had her flustered; the trio they saw earlier, who happened to be circus performers. Lyney, Lynette, Freminet. Yun Jin hit it off well with the twins. Talking to them helped pass the time, as more people left the opera house’s premises. When the twins glance over her shoulder, Lumine swiftly rushes to their side, whispers something in Lyney’s ear, pulling them both away. Lynette points at something behind Yun Jin.

So she turns.

Furina stands at the bottom of the stairs, gaze glued to  her .

“Oh,” Yun Jin breathes, clutching the bouquet in her arms more securely. She swallows. Behind her, Paimon nudges her shoulders, whispering, “Go, go!”

Yun Jin stumbles forward, pulling her tippet up as it slides down her shoulders.

She is used to stares. She is used to all kinds of staring. But something in her crumbles with the way Furina gazes at her so intently.

“Furina,” she finally says, still breathless.  Furina. Furina, Furina, Furina. 

Furina tilts her head, her voice shy. “Do I know you?”

Yun Jin stares at her for a beat, then laughs, warmth filling her chest. “Take a guess.”

Furina studies her face, blue eyes searching. Blue.  Blue  .  Oh, Archons. Yun Jin could drown in blue. She could be swept away in waves of blue. This close, Yun Jin does her very best not to come apart, with how Furina’s eyes glimmer with dawning recognition.

“… Yun Jin?”

The blue of Furina’s eyes puts all the seas of Teyvat to shame.

There is not enough blue in the world for the glimmering depths of her soft tear-drop eyes.

Yun Jin’s face breaks into a wide, helpless grin. “Hi.”

It is Furina’s turn to come apart.

“Ah, right, er—These are for you.” Yun Jin presents the bouquet of sweet-smelling lilies and lotuses.

Furina blinks, stammers, taking the bouquet in her arms. “Y-you… You came… You came all the way here to see me?”

Yun Jin shrugs, sheepish. “You invited me, or did you forget?”

“How… You…” Furina glances at Lumine and her friends behind them, near the fountain. Then back at Yun Jin. “You’ve read my last letter?”

“Of course.”

“And… and you came.”

Yun Jin nods, grinning, failing to contain the warmth spilling out. “You were perfect. I could ramble all about it. There’s so much to say, and so—”

“You traveled all the way here  for me ?” Furina still could not believe it. Still could not process what she sees to be true.

Yun Jin regards her for a beat. With some strange, renewed confidence, she takes a step forward.

“Yes, I’m here. See?” She offers her hand, palm upturned.

Furina stares. Then, slowly, slips her hand into Yun Jin’s. It sends static through them, the warmth, the newness of it. But also the inexplicable familiarity.

“Yun Jin,” Furina says, soft, barely a whisper. Her grip tightens, her face lights up. “You’re here! You’re really here!” With a happy squeal, she pulls a startled Yun Jin into her arms, bouncing on the balls of her feet.

Heat creeps up Yun Jin’s cheeks as they pull away, as Furina still clutches her hand, bouncing happily.

“You actually came! This means the world to me,” she sings, her voice laced with a sweetness that has Yun Jin falling helplessly harder and harder by the minute. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

Furina captures her in another embrace, careful not to squish the bouquet. But she stiffens and pulls away just as quickly, her hand finally letting go of Yun Jin’s. Clears her throat. “Sorry, sorry. I’m just feeling a lot of feelings right now! It’s been a pretty big night for me…”

And Yun Jin finds herself disappointed by the loss of contact.

“This is… very thoughtful of you,” Furina glances at her bouquet, then at Yun Jin.  Is she blushing? “You didn’t have to, really, but…”

“Come now, of course I had to. Tonight was your night. And you were perfect.”  I’m so proud of you, Yun Jin doesn’t say, unsure if it felt right to say it, if it was her place to.

Behind them, Lumine and Paimon pull their friends away. Above them, the stars twinkle. Between them, there are no more mountains or forests or sands or seas. No more envelopes, no more postscripts.

Furina looks unexpectedly shy. She turns away, huffing. “I… I was not prepared for this encounter. Why didn’t you write to me saying you’d visit? I could’ve prepared a more appropriate welcome, could’ve shown you around the city, or even—I could’ve—”

“I wanted this to be a surprise,” says Yun Jin.

“But—but—” Furina’s lips twist. “I still could’ve done something…”

“How about this,” Yun Jin steps closer, “I’m staying in Fontaine for another week, and I could use a tour guide.”

Furina’s eyes light up. “Really?”

“Mm-hm, though I understand it’s the start of your show runs, so you must still be busy, and—”

Another high-pitched squeal cuts her off. “You must visit the theater tomorrow! I have  so much  to show you! Oh, I should introduce you to the company. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind having an esteemed guest sit in during rehearsals.” Furina’s eyes are positively sparkling now, and it’s hard to look away. “Have you tried the cakes at Hotel Debord? I’ll take you there first thing tomorrow morning; we must have macarons and tea! Ah—unless you’re more of a coffee kind of girl? In that case, I might have to suggest we have brunch at Café Lutece because—”

Yun Jin doesn’t believe in love at first sight.

But she does believe in a certain saying in musical theatre. When the emotion is strong, you express it in dialogue. When it is too strong for dialogue, you sing. When it is too strong for singing, you dance. 

Dance. Gestures. Movement.

“What do you think?” Furina asks, softly now. “One week around the city isn’t enough to truly  experience  Fontaine, but I’ll make sure to bring you to  all  the best spots.”

Yun Jin blinks, scarlet eyes flicking down.

“I’ll make time,” Furina adds, chin upturned. “My schedule isn’t  that  jam-packed. Besides, we’re only running six shows a week as opposed to eight, I have an alternate, and I want to—Well—” she clears her throat, “I’ve nothing better to do outside of the show right now, so—”

Yun Jin leans in to kiss her.

Furina is silenced; words fail and fall away. When Yun Jin pulls away, her cheeks are flushed bright pink.

“I—I’d love that. It sounds perfect,” she says weakly, attempting a smile, pulse beating wildly.

They say Furina’s eyes are mirrors of the sea’s surface. Sometimes they glimmer, like sunset melting into the horizon, light writhing in waves. Sometimes they shine, glassy, and you could see your own reflection in ocean-blue pupils. Sometimes they sparkle. Water touched by twinkling stars and magic.

Yun Jin sees it. The way Furina stares at her wide-eyed, flushed, frozen. She blinks, turning redder.

Yet it’s not as if neither of them have kissed a girl before. Furina has done stage kisses in the past, and so has Yun Jin. What makes this so terrifying is the way Furina’s gleaming tear-drop gaze drops to Yun Jin’s lips now, the way they haven’t budged an inch since they broke the kiss, the way they now stand a breath away.

What makes this so terrifying is the loss of masks, of pedestals and titles, the dissolving of distance, the proximity.

What makes this so terrifying is that there is no audience, no spotlight, no stage. No letters, no seals, no postscripts.

So Yun Jin leans in again, catching Furina’s lips in soft, chaste, but lingering brushes, before pulling away slowly. Only to see Furina’s lashes flutter, only to feel Furina’s lips on hers again, falling into her, the world forgotten.

Neither of them are getting any shut-eye tonight, not when all they could think of is seeing each other again tomorrow.


Notes for the Chapter:you know what would make perfect sense? an in-game furiyun lantern rite interaction. yes hoyo i’m talking to you.





