
1. A warden’s intuition

Author’s Note:
Hi! This will be a collection of one-shots, each one from the perspective of a character.

First one is Wriothesley, of course. This was writen before his release, but i did peek at some leaks so… i was still pretty vague so there are only spoilers for the 4.1 AQ.






You can learn a lot about someone just from how they like their tea.



For example, the few times that Clorinde has visited the Fortress, Wriothesley has given her one of the strongest teas, with no sugar and just a bit of milk.



(She’s a busy person, strong-willed, no-nonsense.)



Most of his subordinates don’t really have a preference; basically because they aren’t used to drinking tea or don’t know what makes one different from another.



(Life in the Fortress of Meropide is not easy and tea could be seen as a luxury, most of the time.)



Sigewinne… well, she is a special case. Wriothesley doesn’t really want to know what goes into her cup. Or her milkshakes. Or her food. Anything.



(She’s a Melusine, so she sees the world differently from him. He wonders what she tastes in her… creations.)



Wriothesley himself prefers variety. He can circle through his extensive collection once, twice, he can try new blends, with less sugar, lees milk, or more. Stronger, softer…



(He’s always changing, always looking for something new, something worth fighting for, something to improve. Change – improving – is a part of his life, always. He wouldn’t have it any other way.)



Monsieur Neuvillette, he has come to discover, likes his tea as weak as possible. His tea always looks lightly colored, closer to water than tea. The leaves only touch the water for a few minutes. No sugar, no trace of milk.



(The Chief Justice is a busy person, professional but approachable, even though there’s always an air of mystery and power around him. If the rumors about him being a water tester are true, then it would make sense for him to want to savor the water instead of the tea…)



Wriothesley takes notice of the Chief Justice’s tastes during their first official meeting, after Wriothesley took charge of the Fortress and after they pretty much threw the title of Duke to his face.



The Chief Justice is much easier to talk to than he realized. Then again, he has only met the man in court. In his own trial. He is aware that the situation wasn’t the best to get a read on the guy, but his reputation precedes him nonetheless. Impartial, serious, focused, powerful, a pair of watchful eyes that could see the soul of anyone that dares to step in front of him. 
Wriothesley felt that gaze on him during his trial and he had decided already to tell him everything, but even if he hadn’t, he was sure that he wouldn’t have been able to stand that stare and remain silent.



You don’t need to be a genius to notice that the beloved Iudex isn’t… human.



Normal humans don’t live for hundreds of years without even changing appearance-wise.



No one has seen even a glimpse of a Vision on his person, even though he clearly has Hydro powers.



And even if he was a human with extraordinary power, well… no human would have those eyes, right? Those pointed ears? Even the two… somethings that could pass as hair, when you look closer, seem anything but. 



Now, about 

what 

he is…



Well, the newspapers and tabloids and words on the street have a million theories about that. Even Wriothesley doesn’t know half of them. 



Some say he’s the only male Melusine, seeing as he was the one to introduce said species to Fontaine’s society. 



(Unlikely, because even Sigewinne has the tell-tale horns and tail and wings that all Melusines don and Neuvillette doesn’t seem to have anything similar.)



Some say that he’s an Oceanid, born from the purest of waters. 



(It could be, but Wriothesley doesn’t have enough information about Oceanids to confirm it for sure. He only has hearsay and old legends and fairy tales that could very well be embellished lies. The Oceanids left the nation centuries ago, so it isn’t as if he could find one to interrogate, anyway, much less from his post in the prison.)



Some say that he’s Lady Furina’s loyal servant, maybe a hydro mimic or something similar.



(That theory proved false when Wriothesley saw firsthand how Furina and Neuvillette argued with each other like a pair of siblings, hidden jabs behind their words and the long years of knowing each other clear in the way they moved around each other.)



It is a mystery that the Chief Justice has hidden for centuries, ever since he appeared in the public eye more than 400 years ago.



So, of course Wriothesley became interested.



It isn’t as if he went around digging into secrets that are better left alone. He hasn’t stalked the Iudex, he hasn’t broken into his house and browsed through his belongings or his archives.



He does keep an ear out.



…



Wriothesley learnt soon enough that people tend to talk a lot without saying much.



If you knew where to look, you would catch a few key words, but it isn’t always the case. Now, some people, criminals especially, tend to close their mouths pretty quickly as soon as they realize that you’re looking for something specific. They avoid the subject or they try to run away. The boldest of them stay quiet for as long as they can, until even the most hard-headed person walks away, bored.



The trick here is to just… let them talk about whatever. The weather, their families on the surface, their crimes, their hobbies… whatever they want to say, Wriothesley would listen. And he would take notes.



Not physical notes, no, he isn’t an amateur, and wouldn’t it be suspicious if he was penning every word that came out of some inmate’s mouth?



No, Wriothesley has a pretty good memory, so even if he doesn’t remember the exact words after the conversation has ended, he can still summarize the information.



People will loosen their tongue if they think that you’re just interested in a simple chat.



Wriothesley is a busy man.



Being the Administrator of the only prison in Fontaine is hard work, if only because leaks in the ceiling are common but dangerous, inmates tend to cause trouble almost daily, ledgers are a thing designed to get on everyone’s nerves, and the Fortress was still a Meka factory.



So, Monsieur Neuvillette’s “mystery” took a background place.



Still, Wriothesley gravitates towards foreign criminals from other nations, if only out of curiosity. He has never left Fontaine, no matter how tempting it was when he was a kid with so few choices, so the “outside world” is 

so

 interesting to him. He finds it difficult to imagine how other nations can live without Mekas, or aircrafts, or a drama-based court system.



He also finds the existence of other species incredibly fascinating.



For a while, he entertains the idea of those species being the same kind of being, with the only difference being the different perceptions the nations they live in have of them and the names these nations give them. That hypothesis soon turns out to be false when an Inazuman merchant – who committed smuggling – and a Liyuean – who picked a fight with a garde – start arguing with each other about the Adepti and the Youkai. Wriothesley lets them go at it for a moment, until the Inazuman merchant points out that Adepti are basically beasts and Youkai could be even household objects that had become living beings. At that, the Liyuean tries to punch him in the face, offended that someone would call their adored guardians “mere beasts”, and that is Wriothesley’s cue to intervene.



So, there are countless types of species and creatures all around Teyvat.



Good.



As if he doesn’t have enough possibilities for Neuvillette’s identity 

only

 in Fontaine.



After that, he considers: “What if Neuvillette is a species from abroad and only came to Fontaine later?”



He could be an Adeptus. A Youkai. Even one of those Snezhnayan spirits that hide in the snowstorms and threaten whoever trespasses in the mountains. He certainly is pale enough to be one, anyway.



Adepti could – as far as he was able to find – change form. Their dear Rex Lapis seems to like doing that, anyway, from all the legends about it that Wriothesley has been able to buy from outside sources. Youkai could do so too, if they were powerful enough. Spirits and other beings could, in theory, but there are few records of them, as they are more similar to echoes than living beings.



Wriothesley continues buying books from other nations and Alvard doesn’t even look surprised to see him there once a week to pick up his latest book haul and his usual tea.



…



Sigewinne takes a look at his pile of books, all dealing with the different creatures and legends from across Teyvat, and says nothing.



Wriothesley doesn’t know if he should be more discreet with his personal research, but it isn’t as if he’s doing something 

wrong.

 He just likes being informed about everything. And if that “everything” encapsulates even the Chief Justice himself, well, he’s just covering all his bases.



…



It takes him a fair amount of time to decide that, no, Neuvillette isn’t from another nation.



It’s a bit embarrassing to admit, but this time, he’s mostly going off a hunch.



Sure, Neuvillette could be an Adeptus for all he knew and he just changed his appearance to look like your average Fontainian, instead that 

he didn’t

.



If you look at Neuvillette and your final answer is that he’s human, then Wriothesley would buy you a pair of glasses.



If he was an Adeptus or Youkai or whatever, he would try to look as human as possible. 



Then again, he has heard of the existence of half-Adepti – the one Liyueans talk the most about is Ganyu, the Qixing’s secretary that has been in her post for 

centuries

. Apparently, she has a pair of horns on her head and a particular diet, but other than that… she’s pretty human, they say. Overworked, with working limits that are not human at all, but human enough for the people of Liyue.



Is Neuvillette human enough for the people of Fontaine?



Wriothesley doesn’t know. He knows that Fontaine at large respects him, adores him even, and while they don’t know much about him as a person, they can still see that he’s a reliable individual.



And yet, the half-Adeptus theory doesn’t quite sit well with Wriothesley.



It’s as if thinking about Neuvillette and Fontaine as separate doesn’t quite click in his head.



He sits, alone and silent, at his office, a small pile of paperwork forgotten on his table, as he ponders and runs in circles in his own mind.



He leaves that theory – the Neuvillette is a half-Adeptus theory – to the side, for now.



Just in case.



…



He gets his hands on some books from Inazuma – very difficult to obtain, now that the country is more similar to a steel safe than a bunch of islands.



Most of them are from Narukami and he skims through the pages of legends about Youkai and spirits.



And then he gets to the one section about Watatsumi Island’s legends and– pauses.



Neuvillette’s pupils were pretty snake-like, right? 



There are quite a few legends that sound a lot like conspiratory theories to Wriothesley’s ears that click, but only halfway.



The so-called Reptilians are said to be indistinguishable from humans, minus their pupils. Vishaps in disguise, they say. They infiltrate their governments and plan their destruction, they say.



Somehow, that makes Wriothesley laugh.



Neuvillette is pretty much the backbone of their complicated government structure, has been for centuries. If he wanted to destroy Fontaine, he would have done so decades ago, and it would have been as easy as breathing too, with how the Cataclysm left the entire world.



No, when Wriothesley thought of what made Neuvillette definitely not human, he thought of his slightly pointed ears, his seemingly sharp teeth, the two… horns? On his head. He knows for a fact that they aren’t hair, just because he has seen them 

glow

 and 

elongate

 before, when Neuvillette used his Hydro powers more than usual.



No, the Reptilian thing is not likely.



Plus, when he digs a bit more, he finds that quite a few researchers think the idea to be laughable. Ridiculous. There is simply no proof.



So, not that.



Probably.



He keeps it in mind, anyway.



There’s something about the Watatsumi legends and folklore that calls to him, a clue he can’t see.



…



That investigation takes, once again, a backseat in his list for a while.



Now he has more information about the mysterious sluice gate under his feet and he would like to say that he’s glad about knowing – or being close to the truth – about its origins and purpose, but he would be lying.



It puts him 

on edge.




As he stands before it, arms crossed and a sensible distance away from the edge, he wonders if Neuvillette knows about its existence and purpose.



He can’t help but think about the possibility of the gate trembling and breaking apart. He can almost see the legendary Primordial Sea towering over him, threatening to swallow him.



And yet, the usual curiosity and hunger for information turn into an itch under his skin, pushing him to act, to investigate more, to ask around–



His list keeps growing.



…



He bites his tongue – or, well, stills his hand – every time he writes back to Neuvillette about some budget consultations or a nonsensical formality. 



He wants to ask the man about the dangerous water that stirs beneath them, about his true origins, his true power. It would all help immensely, especially against the anxiety roaring in his head as the prophecy proves true quietly, like a predator hunting its prey.



And yet, he always stops before he can do so.



He likes to think of himself as a logical person who always looks at the facts first, but even now, he has no explanation for that.



…



“All of these books about other nations… and yet, do you know everything about Fontain’s creatures?” asks Sigewinne one day, shooting a look at the pile of discarded books next to Wriothesley’s desk as she discreetly puts one of her creations next to his hand.



Wriothesley arches an eyebrow and doesn’t acknowledge the drink, even though they both know that he has seen it.



“Oh? Any recommendations?” he asks, because if Sigewinne is sending clues his way, then he must be 

really

 off with his theories about a certain Chief Justice.



And if Sigewinne – a 

Melusine

 – is willing to throw him a bone, then who is he to say no?



Sigewinne smiles wide, but her eyes shine with danger as she writes a few book titles on some piece of paper.



Wriothesley is tempted to whistle – everyone knows how protective Neuvillette is of the Melusines, but people often ignore just how protective they are of him in return. It would be cute, if Wriothesley didn’t have an inkling of what the Melusines could do… or know.



As Sigewinne leaves the office, pouting, with her creation back in her hands, Wriothesley looks over a list of titles of various legends.



And frowns when one of the books turns out to be a… children’s book.



…



He buys it anyway.



He’s sure most of the people that have seen said book in his grasp think he has bought it for Sigewinne, seeing as most of them don’t know that she more than doubles his age.



He skims through it, nonetheless, and takes notes of the various creatures the tales and rhymes talk about.



When he goes up to the overworld to meet with Neuvillette for the monthly check in – where they discuss the budget for new reforms and the production of something other than Mekas – he finally takes the theory of Neuvillette being a half-Adeptus in his hands and crumbles it before throwing it into the ocean.



Because no one would look so comfortable under the pouring rain and yet, at the same time, so conflicted.



As he covers the Chief Justice with an umbrella and the man turns to him with a strange look in his eyes, Wriothesley decides that maybe he should reread the books Sigewinne recommended.



…



It is quite embarrassing, really.



Not for the first time, he’s grateful that most people don’t ever come into his office.



The children’s book has become a permanent resident on top of his desk, sometimes even on the paperwork he should be working on. He’s resigned himself to writing his notes in the book itself, instead of leaving them in his mind, so a lot of the pages now look as if a crazy lunatic had doodled all over them.



Little notes, drawings and comparisons. He compares an Oceanid drawing to what he remembers of Neuvillette’s clothes and appearance. He tries to look for some kind of resemblance of fins or– or gills or something maritime in nature, but comes up short.



Is Neuvillette even a 

sea

 creature?



He guessed so, because Fontaine was all water, but what if?



Then again…



There, sitting at his office, tapping a pen on the table as he looks up at the dreary ceiling, with the children’s book open at a particular page, he can’t help but wonder…



In the end, all he had to do was look up at the skies.



…



He is an orphan.



No house where he could have hidden away from the rain. No parents to tell him about popular legends. No kid-friends to guide him through the motions.



“Hydro Dragon, Hydro Dragon, don’t cry!”



The first time he heard a little kid in the street shout those words, he remembers having smiled at the display, just like the kid’s parents. An amused smile that left it quite clear that no one took it seriously.



A legend is a legend.



He never bothered to look into that. A Hydro dragon? Sure, Vishaps were quite common in all of Teyvat. Where there was water, there could be a Vishap roaming.



Now, a 

dragon

 dragon–



…



The first clue is that childish rhyme. 



A call to the heavens for the saddened soul of a creature that could only be dead.



The second clue is the context of that rhyme.




“Once, there lived a dragon of water in Fontaine. No one knows what became of it, but his power was so great that the skies cried with it. The seas answer his call, all sea creatures bid his will, and it, in return, guards all the secrets hidden by the waters.”




The third clue is a simple phrase, caught floating in the wind during the pouring rain.




“There was a trial today, of course it would rain! I told you to get the goods inside before it began!”




The fourth clue is an amalgamation of little details.



A chance encounter by the shore. Neuvillette staring at the sea with vacant eyes, but a peaceful expression.



A strange pause at the Fountain of Lucine as they walked by it. Neuvillette turning his head to the side, almost as if he could hear silent words, unheard by everyone else.



The animals that roamed around the entrance to the Fortress, those that could always be seen through the glass, behaving strangely the few times Neuvillette visited. Almost reverently. Respectful.



Water, water, water–



Ah.



Of course.



…



Wriothesley wonders what would happen if he came up to Neuvillette and laid his findings on his desk.



He wonders what would happen if Fontaine knew about his true identity.



… He wonders why Neuvillette is here, in Fontaine, mingling with them, the humans. Why he took the position of Chief Justice. 

Why

 is he here?



Does it have anything to do with the prophecy?



Why is he working with Lady Furina?



He tries investigating the dragons but hits a block.



There were seven, just like the Archons, they say. They were powerful, they say. They were conquered, they say.



Who? How? Why?



There are too many questions and he has no answers.



The only one with answers is Neuvillette, but would he tell Wriothesley?



This changes things and yet, it changes nothing. Fontaine is still in danger. His ship is still being constructed, hidden and unexplained to the workers. The Primordial Sea flows quietly beneath their feet, but its presence is overwhelming.



Wriothesley rubs his eyes and takes a deep breath.



His list keeps growing.



…



He would not say anything, for now.



Until the situation was dire, he would keep his mouth shut and he would wait. Quietly. Patiently.



He isn’t the best at that, he would admit, but even someone prone to immediate action like him needs to hold his horses and– trust.



Trust that when things started going south, there would be someone to pick up the metaphorical helm and guide them all to a safe port.



Would Neuvillette stop hiding then?



…



The next time he goes up to the Court of Fontaine, he looks to the west, to the towering mass of rocky bones that were once a giant beast that could have destroyed Fontaine with just a whip of its enormous tail.



And the Melusines call that “home”, huh.



(He wonders how big Neuvillette’s dragon form would be. Would he be bigger? Smaller and yet even more powerful?)



The tap of a cane snaps him from his thoughts and he looks up at Neuvillette himself, who nods at him with respect and something that looks like relief.



Wriothesley grins at him – like always – and waves at the mountains and bones with a hand.



“I’ve never quite paid much attention to that,” he explains simply. His grin widens when he says, “kinda puts things into perspective, huh? Quite a big guy.”



Neuvillette’s eyes follow his gaze to Elynas and his gaze turns into something cautious and yet calm.



He hums.



“He was,” says Neuvillette, and his voice doesn’t give anything away. Unsurprising. “Though, I have on good authority that he was not the biggest.”



Wriothesley– pauses.



And takes note of that.



Then he offers the box of tea he has been carrying to Neuvillette, who takes it with a slight frown that Wriothesley is starting to learn means that he’s a bit confused. It’s oolong tea, from Liyue, as he knows that Neuvillette tends to share his offerings of tea with Lady Furina.



“I know you prefer water, but really, tea is just the perfect companion to water, so, let me drag you to the tea club,” he says easily. “Clorinde is also a part of the tea club.”



“Somehow, I doubt that,” comments Neuvillette, but he takes the box.



Wriothesley can’t help but laugh.



“Well, I’m very persuasive, so I’m sure she will cave at some point,” he says with full confidence, even though Clorinde has refused his tea offerings more times than he could count.



Neuvillette huffs out something that could be called a snort and Wriothesley deems the day a success.



And when he looks back to Elynas, he tries to imagine an even bigger dragon with even more power.



He can’t.



And not for the first time, he wonders what could defeat seven dragons with that kind of strength.



…



Things finally turn south.



Wriothesley would like to think that he’s ready for anything, but he isn’t, and in the quiet of the night, he says as much to Sigewinne.



“Tell me, is Fontaine doomed?” he asks.



Sigewinne pauses in her inventory check and turns quietly. Her eyes at this moment are old, so much older than her appearance.



“No,” she says, and her voice is firm. Trusting. “There are people who will fight for it with all they have.”



Wriothesley wonders if she is referring to him or if she’s referring to the tag-team of Neuvillette and Furina.



Either way, he tries to focus on the present and his new Fatui plague.



…



He thought he would react to a near-death experience with panic and anxiety, with fright making his hands shake and the bitter taste of the tea twisting in his stomach.



Instead, the situation only regales him with a steely focus that lets him plan and hurry along the construction of the ship, before it’s too late.



He stands once again where he stood years ago, arms crossed. 



This time, he leans forward to look down.



The Primordial Sea is a mass of blue and pink and violet that writhes under the intense blue glow of Neuvillette’s seal. If Wriothesley looks close enough, he can even see the flow of what appears to be… stars.



… Just what is the Primordial Sea, anyway?



The seal, a intertwining array of glowing symbols that speak of an ancient power that no one could even begin to understand, pushes back against the waters that threaten to swallow him.



Finally having a real image of what the Primordial Water looks like isn’t really helping him deal with the reality of the prophecy that looms over them all.



Wriothesley gulps down his nervousness and– 



Walks away.



…



His next meeting with Neuvillette takes place some weeks after the Domenico fiasco.



It needs to be short, much shorter than usual, because apparently, Lady Furina has another meeting with the mysterious Knave, the ‘Father’ he tried having a meeting with, only to be met with the slam of a door. Said diplomatic meetings shouldn’t have anything to do with Neuvillette, but he insists on going with their Archon.



“Just in case,” he tells Wriothesley when he explains the situation before starting their meeting.



Wriothesley hums.



“The Traveler said that she’s ramping up the pressure,” he comments, looking at his tea with a critical eye. It is a new blend that Sigewinne bought downtown and he wanted to try it, but now he wonders if this blend is maybe too strong for their meeting – a glance at Neuvillette’s untouched cup proves that correct. He arches an eyebrow. “Any idea why that might be?”



Neuvillette sighs and rubs his temples and suddenly, he looks much older than his appearance. Centuries older.



“Furina won’t tell me,” he says and for the first time, there is genuine annoyance and worry. For someone as self-assured as Neuvillette, that he’s even visibly troubled by the situation puts Wriothesley on edge. “There’s something she’s not telling me, and I’m quite sure that I should be aware of it.” And he sighs again, more forceful. “I swear, I don’t know what goes on in her head most of the time.”



Wriothesley hums, takes another sip of tea – concludes that yes, it’s too strong – and his lips move before he thinks it through.



“I mean, you’re different species, so it’s to be expected,” he blurts out, like an idiot, and he immediately falls silent.



He must look like a child that has been caught with his hand inside the cookie jar.



Neuvillette’s eyebrows go up, and for someone that isn’t good at expressing himself, he sure does look surprised and caught off-guard now. There’s a moment of silence between them, with Wriothesley determinedly 

not

 looking the Chief Justice in the eye and said Iudex making him sweat buckets with the intensity of his gaze.



“Oh?” says Neuvillette in the end and hey, at least he doesn’t sound mad. “And what species could those be?”



Wriothesley almost chokes on his tea.



He stares at Neuvillette, eyes wide and mouth opening and closing like a fish. He finally gets a hold of himself and clears his throat.



“… is that a trick question?” he asks, hoping for a way out of the hole he has just digged for himself.



Alas, he’s never that lucky.



“No, I’m genuinely intrigued,” says Neuvillette and he gestures for Wriothesley to continue, to enlighten him about his true origins. “Go on.”



Wriothesley gulps down the nervousness that is climbing up his throat. He has never been to a school, but he has heard little stories from people that have, and they always complain and laugh about those moments when the teacher calls on them to tell the answer in front of the entire classroom, under the intense gaze of the teacher themselves, judging them, daring them to mess up.



He’s quite sure that this is how it feels.



He tries to calm himself for a second – this is Neuvillette, the same Neuvillette that has lived with Lady Furina’s drama for centuries, he’s quite sure that he is incapable of hate – and tries to rearrange his thoughts.



His answer is quite simple, anyway.



“You’re the Hydro dragon,” he says, voice as firm as he could make it.



Neuvillette hums again and leans back, crossing his arms on his chest, gaze still locked on Wriothesley.



He’s silent for a moment, but then–



“I sure hope you haven’t told anyone else about this,” he says and his voice is neutral and perfectly cordial and yet, after dealing with Neuvillette for years now, Wriothesley would almost say that he’s…



Amused?



He goes to hurriedly put his tea down on the table and almost drops the cup in the process. He struggles to get it on the table without pouring all the tea over the – probably expensive – carpet and his tongue stumbles on itself as he tries to talk back.



“You-you’re actually– You’re not mad? I mean, I just figured out who you are and everything and– you’re not gonna kill me, right? I haven’t stepped into some sort of cosmic trap or anything right?” He’s definitely rambling now but Neuvillette only huffs out a snort – a 

snort 

what the hell – and shakes his head



“My identity is best kept a secret, yes, but killing every person who knows of it would be… what’s the word? Ah, stupid.” And Neuvillette nods, satisfied with his explanation.



Wriothesley pauses.



And takes a deep breath.



“You’re the dragon, then? I figured it out correctly?” he asks, just to make sure.



“Yes, I am.” Neuvillette nods, completely at ease, as if Wriothesley wasn’t one of the few people in Fontaine – the only one? – to know his true identity. “Though, if you come looking for answers, I’m afraid I can’t offer much.”



“No, no, I just…” and he sighs and rubs his eyes. Finally, his shoulders drop. “It just explains a lot of things.”



Neuvillette hums again, thoughtful.



“I thought I already knew how to blend in perfectly by this point,” he mumbles, most likely to himself, but Wriothesley still hears it. He can’t help but snort slightly and when Neuvillette looks at him, confused, Wriothesley waves a hand and shakes his head.



“Nothing, I just wonder… am I the first one to figure it out?” he asks, because something in him just wants to know if there is someone else out there who could understand the emotional and wild trip that figuring out the true identity and origin of the Chief Justice of Fontaine is. “Who else knows?”



“Mm, Furina knows, obviously,” lists off Neuvillette. “Most of the Melusines know, though they don’t exactly understand what it entails… And ah, of course, the Traveler and Paimon. I’m not sure if there are any… living beings that know of my existence at this moment, though.”




“Living beings”,

 huh?



That sounded like another mystery to figure out, but Wriothesley feels that he’s already overstepped enough. For now.



As Neuvillette notices the time and he leaves, hurriedly and pretty much reminding Wriothesley that he mustn’t tell the secret to anyone else, Wriothesley nods and smiles and leans back against his seat with a satisfied sigh.



And wonders where else he can dig to find more about the dragons.



Notes for the Chapter:
(Celestia watching Wrio with a pillar ready to fire like 👀)

Wriothesley plays 4D chess. His mind is fun. He’s so Claude-coded, which is funny because Joe Zieja voices him too.






2. An investigator’s intuition

Notes for the Chapter:Next one up is Navia! This chap is pretty different from the other one, basically because Navia and Neuvillette didn’t always have the best relationship.






Rain reminds Navia of her father’s death.



It doesn’t help that it usually rains during and after trials.



It turns her melancholic, quiet, so unlike herself that Melus sometimes sends worried glances at her as they return home and Silver offers her all kinds of coffee and sweets hoping to get her to stop staring at the drops of water hitting the ground.



She wants to reassure them, tell them that she’s okay, but she can’t.



Ever since that fateful day, there has been something stirring inside her, a fury she can’t calm, a storm too loud to ignore. It roars everytime she steps inside the Opera Epiclese, it twists every time she looks at another exaggerated newspaper article.



Fontaine treats justice like a show, something they can watch from their seats without its nastiness spilling over to them.



It makes her 

sick

.



…



The Chief Justice doesn’t preside over all of the cases.



Most of them, yes, but he also has other responsibilities and there are other judges, so seeing him at the Opera Epiclese is not always a given.



Navia wishes she saw less of him.



And yet, something in her soul pushes her to attend as many trials as she can, 

just in case

. She doesn’t want anyone else to suffer her father’s fate, and Spina di Rosula has always been around for that same purpose so it isn’t as if her presence is a mystery for anyone.



She still gets badly-hidden glares from the attendees.



Her father’s new reputation follows her like a dark cloak, attracting all the whispered words and sharp eyes.



Navia still goes to the Opera Epiclese, followed by Silver and Melus, and sits there in the audience, arms crossed and eyes focused.



She helps whoever needs her services, she digs around for the truth and tries to save as many people as she possibly can – if no one will save them, then she will reach out a hand and she will help to get them out of their bottomless hole.



…



Sometimes, when the fury in her chest is particularly strong, she wonders if Chief Justice Neuvillette has any regrets.



He has been in his position for centuries now and he has presided over countless trials – so many that not even “the Steambird” knows the exact number. It’s impossible for him to have made the right decision every time. It’s just impossible. He is just a person, he could make mistakes.



He made a mistake with her father, after all.



He looked the other way, left the case to fall into the darkness, remained silent as her father’s name was and continues to be dragged through the mud.



Does he still think about it (like her)?



Does he have nightmares about it (like her)?



Fontaine loves him. They see him as the true symbol of justice, as the core of Fontaine’s system. They call him fair, impartial, they say he has all-knowing eyes that can see through every crime.



Yet Navia only sees someone cold. Blank. A ghost, an executioner waiting with a sword poised ready to use.



Neuvillette’s hands look stained by blood to Navia’s eyes.



And maybe it is unfair of her to push so much responsibility onto him, but he has done 

nothing

.



Navia’s fury festers and it’s a quiet thing that threatens to overflow like the rising waters.



…



Navia has always been direct, straightforward. Her words would cut when she needed them to, her mind would be known far and wide.



And yet, when one night she runs into Neuvillette at the Fountain of Lucine after a meeting with one of the defendants she has been trying to help, she stops.



And remains quiet, because somehow, the idea of making herself known and disturbing the scene seems almost sacrilegious.



So, she stays back, hands fidgeting with her gloves as she tries not to stare at Neuvillette, who is not doing anything suspicious, really, he’s just–



Standing by the fountain, eyes closed, both his hands folded over his cane.



There are not many people around at this time of day, which is probably why the Chief Justice chose to stay and… think?



… Is it just her, or is the water in the fountain 

glowing

?



She frowns and squints. That 

has to be 

the reflection of the moon… right?



Neuvillette stays like that a few minutes, before sighing. His shoulders drop and for a moment, he looks much older than usual. Defeated?



(Impossible.)



Navia watches him leave, silent, and when she’s sure that he’s not returning, she finally approaches the fountain and runs her gaze over the waters.



No glow whatsoever.



Of course.



It was just the moon.



Navia sighs and leaves and tries to forget what she has just witnessed.



…



The defendant is found innocent, but the trial was hard and heartbreaking and Navia can admit that she almost teared up a few times.



So, when she finally comes out of the Opera and finds rain, she feels grateful. It’s like the skies are crying for those that have suffered, for those that fought until the end and stood for what was right.



Navia looks up and smiles, because this time, she hasn’t been overwhelmed by those memories she wants to forget.



(Does this mean that she’s healing?)



(No, maybe not.



Not until she’s got to the bottom of it.)



…



Another disappearance, another long newspaper article.



The story is so well-known by now that Navia skims over the usual summary of past cases and focuses on what little they have to go on.



Which is– nothing.



No clues, no footprints to follow, no information.



Only the face of a smiling woman. She had a lot of talent, they say. She was brilliant, they say. They treat her as if she’s already dead.



And the thing is, she probably is.



No woman has returned in these almost 20 years, so they might as well be lost.



It makes her skin crawl.



She knows that she could be the next. She’s definitely not doing herself any favors, asking around for any clues others might have overlooked, putting herself in the front line to help whoever needs it.



Melus and Silver are aware, too. They stick close, with a million eyes everywhere, hands tense and ready to pull out their swords. They memorize each face that speaks with her, analyze their expressions and stand proud behind her.



She’s grateful.



…



Sometimes, paranoia rears itself in her mind.



She sees Clorinde and Neuvillette standing over her father’s corpse. Sometimes, the sword covered in blood changes hands.



Navia avoids the Opera those days. She feels like she could find the traces of blood that have been cleaned off. She can hear the ghosts that haunt her.



And she pours herself over her ledgers and sighs when the numbers refuse to cooperate.



It is during one of those days – when the past seems incredibly loud – that she finds it: an old hand-made book.



She takes it out of the dusty box with a bittersweet smile and opens it with careful fingers.



It’s a mess of pages, drawings and badly written prose.



It is her book. A book she made herself with the little stories Melus used to tell her before bed. She used those stories to practice her writing, so there are a handful of typos and errors in each page.



And yet, Navia sits there on the floor, like a little kid, and reads.



And reads.



About a lost kingdom that sang and danced even as it sank to the deep sea.



About a beautiful maiden that was no maiden at all, an Oceanid, that fell in love with a young man from a simple village.



About a Dragon of Water that roamed the waters and listened to the echoes of the world and cried for whatever was lost.



Navia looks out the window and wonders if it’s raining.



…



Navia wonders if the world hates her.



She doesn’t want to run into Neuvillette. She knows there might come a day in which she will not be able to control herself and she will scream and yell at his impassive face.



And yet, she runs into him again.



She likes walks. She usually has too much energy in her, so sitting still for too long makes her anxious. She’s a woman of action.



So, she takes walks outside of Poisson, far enough from the cemetery.



Her favorite spot is near the shore, where she can hear the waves lapping lazily at the land and where she can always find some of the fishermen from Poisson, always ready to talk about anything. She is winning them over, after all this time.



This time, she doesn’t find the fishermen.



She finds the Chief Justice himself instead.



Navia knows about the rumors that talked of Neuvillette’s fondness of the sea and his tendency to stare at the horizon with a lost gaze, but some part of her doubted their credibility. Why would a man as busy as 

him

 take some time to just… stare out at the sea?



And yet, as she pauses hurriedly under a tree – and almost topples down the hill when her high heels slip on the mud – she can’t help but feel a sense of… deja vu.



It reminds her of that time she saw him at the Fountain of Lucine.



He’s just as quiet, just as still, like a statue. His hands are behind his back and there’s something… off.



Navia frowns.



It’s a bit embarrassing to admit, but it hits her a few moments later.



The Chief Justice actually looks… relaxed.



At peace.



Once again, Navia doesn’t approach him.



(She stays there, like a stalker, and the thought comes to her later, when she’s back in her rooms, and she shakes her head and grumbles and punches a frilly cushion on her bed.)



Instead, she watches as Neuvillette finally moves. A step, another, until he’s leisurely strolling down the coast.



His shoes are definitely drenched by that point, he’s too close to the water. The tails of his robes are also a deeper blue than usual, wet from the seawater.



Neuvillette doesn’t seem to mind.



Navia huffs; for someone as prim and proper as Neuvillette, she would have thought that the idea of getting wet would be inadmissible.



Instead, Neuvillette continues on with his walk, shoulders relaxed for once and frown gone.



In that moment, Navia finally sees a 

person

, when before she has only seen a 

symbol

.



And yet, the angry part of her that seems to become louder with each year that goes past roars at her that it makes no difference.



A mistake is a mistake.



An injustice is an injustice.



Navia leaves.



…



(It hits her much, much later, when her mind is going crazy tying signs and clues that have been ignored for centuries, that the waves seemed to follow him– move 

with 

him.



That’s not normal.)



…



The new evidence and clues about the disappearances case makes something in her chest twist.



She jumps at the chance to finally – finally – make some progress in her investigations, in her search for the truth.



With the help of the blond traveler from afar, she is sure that she will get to the bottom of this.



And yet, faced with Neurvillete’s stoic eyes and empty words, she breaks and snaps like a dry twig. 



She yells and cries and ignores the glint of something that looks like emotion in his eyes.



And when they leave the Palais and rain welcomes them, she pauses.



(

“Hydro dragon, Hydro dragon–”

 sounds in Melus’ voice.)



…



It’s over.



Her father’s name is cleared.



The true culprit is caught and… dead.



And yet, standing there at her father’s grave, alone again, she can’t help but feel– empty.



The rain has stopped, she notices, and when she looks up, she sees the traveler and Paimon talking with Neuvillette. Their expressions look dire and worried and Navia wonders what they are talking about, but the grief in her heart – awoken once more after years of silence – makes her stay.



And think.



…



She doesn’t like being wrong.



Call her proud, call her conceited, but investigation is her job. Her passion.



She’s curious by nature, always ready to dig where no one has thought to, always with ten or more questions ready to fire, always with countless ideas and scenarios.



So, to think that the biggest mystery in Fontaine has been sitting right in front of her and she hasn’t cracked it open in all these years is… actually, quite surprising.



(No, it’s not. She didn’t want to look. She averted her gaze and ignored the evidence right in front of her.)



But as she listens to Charlotte talk and talk about the questions she wants to ask Neuvillette for the interview, Navia– stops.



And curses under her breath.



Charlotte blinks and looks at her, almost as if she has just noticed that they were drinking coffee together at Cafe Lucerne.



Navia gathers her things and hurries off.



“I’m sorry, I have to– I just remembered that I had to– bye!” 



…



Here’s the thing: Navia is pretty smart.



She might not be a genius, but she’s good at her job.



So, she finally reaches Poisson, waves Melus and Silver’s worries away and locks herself in her office.



She takes a random paper and starts scribbling away.



At some point, she takes out the messy book she made when she was a kid and her drawings stare at her as she frowns and mumbles to herself.



The legend. The rain.



Those times she has seen Neuvillette near a body of water. The water’s strange behavior.



The theories that float around about the Chief Justice.



She frowns down at the paper.



It’s not enough.



She needs more information, this is not enough evidence.



(And yet, something in her gut tells her that she’s right.



… And her gut usually doesn’t prove her wrong.)



…



Clorinde and her have biweekly dinners, to catch up and to try and go back to the past, where they were close and where the ghost of Navia’s father wasn’t hovering over their shoulders.



Navia is still plagued by ideas and half-formed hypotheses when she sits down at the table at the restaurant Clorinde has chosen and the waiter needs to call her a few times until she realizes where she is and finally orders the first thing that catches her eye.



Clorinde looks unimpressed.



“I thought you’d order something other than fish,” she says, with an arched eyebrow, and Navia looks at her with probably too-wide eyes.



“Wha– I just wanted to try their fish, that’s all.” And she looks away, cheeks probably red. Caught.



Clorinde, for her part, only hums and crosses her arms on the table.



“I thought you’d be bored of fish,” she says, referring to Poisson and its fishing tradition.



Navia scrambles for an answer that wouldn’t doom her further, but comes up short.



“I just– It’s good, I’m not bored of fish,” she says, even though it’s true that she’s bored of it. The Court is always a nice reprieve from it, so she usually orders meat or something other than 

fish

. And of course, Clorinde would notice.



Clorinde hums again, this time even more suspicious.



“So, what’s really on your mind?” she asks, gaze inquisitive and Navia– folds.



She sighs.



“Have you noticed that it usually rains when there’s a trial? Don’t you find it suspicious?” she asks back, shoulders slumped. If nothing else, Clorinde is sharp in her own right, and she can pick things that other people can’t. Plus, she goes to the trials often enough, to guard Lady Furina.



Clorinde stays silent for a moment, clearly thinking.



Their food arrives and Navia hides a grimace behind a smile to the waiter when her eyes see the john dory on her plate.



“… It doesn’t always rain when there’s a trial,” is what Clorinde says in the end, voice soft and thoughtful.



Navia nods.



“Yes, yes, but it’s often enough–” she starts and gets interrupted when Clorinde continues.



“It rains when Monsieur Neuvillette presides over them,” finishes Clorinde and– Oh.



Oh.



Navia stares, eyes wide, as Clorinde cuts her meat into neat little pieces.



Clorinde meets her eyes and something in them makes Navia think that her companion has her own suspicions about her employer.



Navia picks at her fish and thinks.



…



When Charlotte’s interview of the Iudex comes out, she snatches a copy of ‘The Steambird’ and holes herself in her office.



She pours over the questions, frowns at some of the stranger answers – water-testing? How does that work? – and zeroes in the explanation that the beloved Chief Justice offers about his escapades to the coast.




“Being near the water is very relaxing for me. Rivers, lakes, the sea… only being near them clears my mind. It’s like coming home.”




At that, Navia lowers the newspaper and pauses.



She reads over Neuvillette’s explanation of the case he investigated some weeks ago, about the threat letter to Kiara, and then pauses again when his words sink in.




“The past was hard. Two species learning to trust each other was hard.”




Huh.



“Speaking from experience, oh Chief Justice?” she mumbles to herself, fingers stained by ink.



…



It takes her more than she thought, to track down the Traveler again.



They’re all over the place, apparently.



Paimon chatters about Inazuma and Mondstadt as if they were next door.



They say that they have been in the Fortress of Meropide and when Navia looks at them with worry, they wave away her questions.



At some point, it starts raining again.



Navia quickly changes course, but Paimon and the Traveler seem to be busy looking up at the sky with twin frowns.



“Do you think Neuvillette is…?” asks Paimon, and bless her, she still doesn’t know how to whisper.



The Traveler, always more aware of their surroundings, hurriedly quiets Paimon, but it’s not fast enough.



Navia looks away, innocently.



And grins.



Bingo.



…



Rain and Neuvillette?



When there’s a pattern to check, it’s easy enough.



Navia keeps her eyes and ears open and continues attending trials, especially the ones that seem hard and complicated enough.



And lo and behold, it rains.




It rains.




Navia grins at the messy paper she has been working on for weeks now, at the mess of ideas, all tied together with sharp lines and question marks.



She has just solved the biggest mystery in her nation.



And now–



Her grin fades into a troubled frown.



She can’t say anything, can she?



She can’t just– expose something like this.



She doesn’t even know the true weight it holds; how much it could change things.



Her fingers tap against the wood.



Suddenly it all makes sense in her mind. His difficulty understanding human behavior, how expressing himself is not “his strong suit”, how he gravitates to water, his longevity, his otherworldliness, his distrust…



Navia looks at her scribbles again.



And rips the paper away, before throwing it into the fire in her office.



…



The next time she sees the Chief Justice staring at the sea, she walks closer.



“The sea is calm today,” she comments, thinking back to yesterday, when a ferocious storm made the waves look like claws tearing at the waters.



Neuvillette doesn’t flinch at her sudden appearance, but he does shoot a quick look at her as she finally stops next to him.



“It is,” he nods, simply, and his voice is calmer, more at peace, so different from his usual cadence during the trials. “The storm has finally passed.”



Navia hums, and her smile widens into something like a grin. Still, she tries to hide it.



She’s not too close to Neuvillette, personally. It could be said that they stood on opposite sides in the past, and only now that they understand each other a bit better did they start walking closer.



And yet, Navia doesn’t want to hide anything as personal as this from him.



So–



“The Hydro dragon must be doing better now, I suppose,” she says, nonchalantly, hands behind her back like an innocent kid.



Neuvillette turns to her with arched eyebrows and a strange glint in his eyes. If Navia knew him better, she would even say that he looked… amused? Close to laughter?



“You believe that children’s tale too?” he asks, and he doesn’t quite hide the resignation in his voice.



Navia’s grin widens.



“It’s part of Fontaine’s culture, monsieur,” she says. “I’m sure that most children know it by heart by now.” And she pauses, blinks. “Wait, ‘too’?”



Neuvillette hums, calmly, and after racking his eyes over her expression carefully, he looks away, back to the peaceful waters that lap at his shoes and robes.



“Some people have mentioned it to me over the past few days,” he explains and this, too, sounds resigned, if not slightly amused. He looks back at her with a rueful smile. “So, it wouldn’t surprise me anymore if you come here seeking answers, like they did.”



Navia blinks, surprised.



And then she frowns and comes 

very 

close to a pout – not that she would admit it.



“Wha– who beat me to it?” she blurts out, and she can’t quite stop her indignation from bleeding into her voice. She frowns at Neuvillette. “It was Charlotte, wasn’t it? Ugh, she’s so–”



And Neuvillette snorts.



Honest to the Archon, 

snorts

.



It’s an undignified gesture that stops Navia in her tracks, before she can ramble away.



Navia stares as Neuvillette hides his wide smile behind a hand.



“Ah, my apologies, that just caught me off guard,” he says in the end, still smiling. “But, yes. The order right now would be: the Traveler, Duke Wriothesley, Charlotte and now… you, Miss Navia.”



Navia blinks.



And then–



“I’m the 

forth

?!”



Notes for the Chapter:
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3. A reporter’s intuition



Charlotte, like most children of Fontaine, grew up with that legend, the one that goes: “Hydro dragon, Hydro dragon, don’t cry!”

They always rushed outside, getting drenched immediately, every time it rained. The kids of her area liked to jump on the puddles, much to their parents’ dismay.

When Charlotte’s father gifted her a kamera, one of her first photos is of the rain. The cloudy and gray sky, the dense clouds over their heads, the water glistening on the ground, the small droplets slipping off from the petals of a Rainbow Rose.

Charlotte still has that photo. She keeps it hidden in her desk drawers and she’s reminded of it every time rain hits Fontaine. 

She has tried to capture that feeling, that wonder surrounding the rain, countless times and she always finds herself disappointed. She looks at her new photos of the rain and even though they are pretty and people praise them, she thinks that something is… missing.

…

The Palais Mermonia declines her latest try at an interview and Charlotte slumps on her seat with a grumble.

Very few people have managed to get to interview someone that worked at the Palais and Charlotte is, unfortunately, not one of them. Maybe it is because she tends to aim high – higher than she should. This time, her petition to interview Lady Furina herself has been returned to her with a big fat no.

That’s a shame.

Charlotte has always been a loyal pursuer of the truth. She would dig and squint and turn the information over in her mind until she connected the dots. Some can even call her maniatic, but she always gets to the truth.

Mysteries are fun because they are like puzzles. You gather the pieces and then you need to arrange them so they make an understandable image. It needs to be logical, but sometimes, human behavior is anything but logical. She needs to have all of the pieces to reveal the true picture they hide.

That’s why she likes covering cases. The drama, the excitement flowing through the courtroom are nice, but she only goes to the Opera Epiclese when the truth calls to her.

“You could have been a lawyer,” comments her coworker once, after seeing Charlotte’s notes strewn around her desk. “Or a judge.”

“That’s not what I want to do,” she says in return, because it isn’t.

Her job is to spread the truth. Her job is to capture reality, either in photos or writing, and then release it to the masses.

Now, whether those masses want to hear the truth and accept it is another matter altogether. But she wants to, at least, put it out there. Give them the choice. If someone wants to hear it, they will.

Now, if she could get an interview with the two most prominent figures in Fontaine…

Charlotte has good eyes. She has experience seeing masks, all kinds.

And she has an hypothesis.

Lady Furina wears a mask. That’s irrefutable. Now, where does the mask start and where does it end? How much do they know about about her, really?

And Neuvillette. Always proper, always professional, always impartial. He lives and breathes his position, which is commendable and worthy of respect, but Charlotte wonders… 

Isn’t he lonely?

Maybe his heart-warming relationship with the Melusines is a consequence of his reclusive life. Charlotte has seen and even written a few articles about it herself; how Neuvillette always greets each and every Melusine he walks past without fail, how he always looks out for them with a watchful eye, how he relies on their work and thanks them with a warm smile that not many people are lucky to even  see .

Charlotte wonders and wonders and her thirst for knowledge, for  truth,  rears its head in her mind like a rabid beast.

She writes an answering note to Lady Furina and hopes that she can understand where she’s coming from – that she just wants to show her true self, even if just a little, to the people of Fontaine.

(Something in her tells her that maybe Lady Furina is just not ready.)

…

A few weeks later, the Seven Nations Gazette publishes a new article about Lady Furina.

Charlotte huffs and frowns and grumbles as she reads it, sitting at her desk with numerous notes around her.

Utter  bullshit .

Most of the sources aren’t included – a friend of a friend is  not a source – and the composition is a mess and there are so many lies and fake rumors that Charlotte wants to rip out her hair.

“If you want to scream, do it outside,” says Euphrasie.

Charlotte stands up with a low grumble in her throat, stomps outside with the insulting tabloid – piece of  shit  – and hides to the side of the building so she can let out a rabid yell as she rips apart the thing.

It helps.

A bit.

She glares at the offending piece of paper until her anger wears off and she sighs. She gathers the pieces in her hands and finds somewhere to throw them away.

The sky above is overcast, but no rain falls down.

It is disheartening, sometimes. Other newspapers twist the truth until it’s impossible to make out and sometimes they even  hide it completely under rumors or lies, fabricated words that mean nothing in the end. But the people of Fontaine and other nations can still believe them. And that angers her.

To play with people, with their beliefs, only to get more attention or money, that is an offense and an insult to journalism. An attack to her.

If she could only burn their–

When she returns to her post, she takes her trusty kamera and stomps out again.

She has a  true story to tell.

…

A few days later, Neuvillette gives the Seven Nations Gazette the epithet of ‘tabloid journalism’.

Charlotte cackles.

The tabloid answers with an article about him after their attempts at getting an interview were shot down. They quote a letter, probably written by a Melusine and arrive… at the incorrect conclusion. Of course.

Charlotte huffs at the page and shakes her head. A male Melusine. That makes no sense.

While it is true that Monsieur Neuvillette has a special and warm relationship with the Melusines, Charlotte would call it a stretch to say that he is one of them. For one, they don’t look alike. At all. Monsieur Neuvillette looks much more human-like than the Melusines, even though he definitely isn’t… entirely human.

And that is a mystery that Fontaine has always loved, the real identity or race of their dear Chief Justice. Countless theories have been floating around ever since he appeared in the public eye more than 400 years ago, but no one knows for sure who or what he is. Charlotte herself has felt that curiosity quite a few times – especially when she attends a trial presided by Neuvillette himself – but she knows that there are just not enough clues to follow.

She just needs to bide her time.

She will get to the bottom of it, in due time. She’s a top-class journalist, after all.

…

Her chance arrives sooner than she expected.

After the discovery of the real identity of the one behind the serial disappearances and the strange verdict from the Oratrice that managed to get everyone nervous, Charlotte is in a row. Euphrasie can’t be more satisfied, all things considered.

Charlotte is too. The truth has come out. More mysteries arise, but there is hope.

Charlotte looks at the photos in front of her, of that tense and high-stakes trial.

Navia, shaky with relief and shiny eyes, a hand on her heart.

The Traveler and Paimon, high-fiving with wide grins. Another photo, of the two of them confused and lost as they watch the Fatui Harbinger being carried away.

Lady Furina, leaving the Opera Epiclese with a tight smile and tense shoulders.

Clorinde, as stoic as ever, but with a clear shine of emotion in her eyes.

Neuvillette, frowning deeply as he stares at the Oratrice with too-sharp eyes, his hands on top of his cane.

Charlotte wonders if something would change in Fontaine. Somehow, it feels as if she is looking at an opera, characters moving on a stage in a determined way to get to an inescapable fate. It makes her chest twist.

She takes the photos and hides them in her desk.

…

She can’t believe it.

She just can’t believe it.

She finally did it.

She has managed to get an interview with Neuvillette himself.

She feels as if she could vibrate through her seat as she explains everything to Euphrasie. Her smile is so wide that her cheeks hurt.

And yet, she understands just how important this is, for herself but also for Neuvillette.

Not many people know him personally. Most of Fontaine has only seen him in photos or in the distance, doing his job with rigidity and firmness. He’s a figurehead, in all the definitions of the word. He’s a symbol.

He’s still a person.

So Charlotte agonizes over her notes, almost ripping her hair out, night after night, trying to find that balance between the professional questions and the more personal inquiries.

She rips paper apart, she crosses out question after question, she squints at the ink stains on her skin.

“He’s actually pretty easy to talk to,” comments Navia during one of their outings, stirring her coffee and taking one of her own macarons. This time, she seems more relaxed, less distracted. She doesn’t look as if she would run off any second. Weird. If Charlotte wasn’t as nervous as she is, she would ask. “Don’t worry about offending him. I, ah… I yelled at him not long ago, I was pretty rude to him, but he still listened to me and didn’t hold it against me later…”

Charlotte still grimaces and takes a sip of her tea.

“I just… I want to do him justice,” she says, for once serious and subdued. “Fontaine deserves to see him as Neuvillette for once, not as just the Chief Justice.” She pauses. “He deserves to be seen as such, too.”

Navia stares at her for a moment and then– her eyes soften and she smiles, kind and understanding. She taps Charlotte’s hand and gives it a small squeeze.

“Well then, I think  Neuvillette is a calm person who will hear you out and will answer what he can,” and then she laughs, “no matter how awkward he might be, I think that he’s more caring than people give him credit for, so he’ll appreciate your interview.”

Charlotte mulls over it for a moment and… has to agree. She can see it in the way that he treats the Melusines, the way he understands Lady Furina and deals with her moods, the way he speaks to his staff, the way he–

Charlotte huffs.

“I’ll do my best,” she says, this time more sure of herself.

Charlotte thinks that she can already see what she’s looking for: Neuvillette’s “truth”, instead of the Chief Justice’s “truth”.

…

The Palais Mermonia is intimidating in a different way from the Opera Epiclese.

The Opera is grandiose, a spectacle where people risk their life, all light and tall seats. The Palais is no less grand, with tall ceilings and ornate doors.

The Melusine Sedene makes her wait for a moment and Charlotte shifts her weight from one foot to the other, nervous. Her hands are clammy around her trusty notebook and pen and she keeps adjusting her monocle over her eye with shaky fingers.

When Sedene finally lets her enter the office, she walks in with stiff steps and tense shoulders. 

When Neuvillette looks up from the various documents he was organizing, she tenses further. And yet, he smiles slightly and gestures for her to take a seat. She does, and she’s thankful, because she’s sure that her knees would have started shaking in no time.

They have tea, some sweets, and a bottle of crystalline water between them. Neuvillette takes the latter after sitting down and serves himself a glass. That… reminds her of something.

“Huh, so you really like water,” she muses, mostly to herself, but Neuvillette looks up at her. Charlotte freaks out a bit, until she realizes that it’s not an accusatory or offended stare, but just… curious. She tries for a smile. “Ah– haha, I was just… reminded of that rumor about you being a water tester, monsieur.”

“Ah, that,” nods Neuvillette. “Yes. It is true.”

Huh.

First bomb and they aren’t even five minutes in.

“So, you can identify the different waters of Teyvat?” she asks, because that is an ability that she didn’t expect.

“Yes, I can, of course,” says the Chief Justice easily enough, and there is a glint in his eyes that makes Charlotte pause. He is… amused? Passionate, even? Huh.

“Then… what nation would you say has the best water?” she asks, just out of curiosity. She hasn’t even opened her notebook yet, but she might.

“Mm, that is a hard question,” says Neuvillette, leaning back in his seat with the glass of water. He looks at it, swirls it, and hums. “Each nation’s water is special in its own way. Liyue’s has an enduring aftertaste, Mondstadt’s is crisp and pure, and Inazuma’s water possesses a depth of flavor unlike any other.”

Charlotte… finally opens her notebook and notes it down because somehow, this information has picked her interest. She has never paid much attention to how the water tastes, but maybe…

She takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly to steel herself.

“Okay, let’s… start, then! First of all, thank you  so much for letting me interview you, monsieur,” she says with a nod and a smile that she hopes doesn’t shake too much. “I will ask you some questions, but if you don’t want to answer some of them, you can tell me and we’ll jump to the next.”

“Of course,” nods Neuvillette, calm and collected as always. He crosses his legs, elegant as always. “Go ahead.”

Charlotte takes another breath to calm the nerves that make her hands shake around her notebook and pen. She shouldn’t be as tense as she is, no matter how excited she is about this interview and how important it is for her career.

That makes her pause. Yes, she has never been as nervous as she is now, but she has also never been alone and so close to one of Fontaine’s figureheads, and while Furina may be more open and emotional, the Chief Justice has always been an unreachable symbol, an intimidating figure that judges criminals with impartiality and sharp eyes.

And yet, when Charlotte looks up again, she doesn’t see that man anywhere. Yes, Neuvillette is still intimidating, but out of the courtroom he seems more… approachable? More human? Maybe even a little awkward, with how he seems to avoid her gaze and instead keeps his eyes locked on his water.

… Is he nervous?

That’s… comforting, actually.

“Let’s start with the most obvious ones, then,” she says, suddenly more at ease, more relaxed. She even eyes a few of the sweets around the table. “How did you become the Chief Justice?”

Neuvillette takes a sip of water.

“I was invited to take this position, more than 400 years ago,” he says. “I was curious, so I accepted.”

“Simple as that?” she asks and when Neuvillette arches an eyebrow at her, she backtracks and grimaces. “No, no, it’s just that… it’s such an important position and all, I expected something… bigger?”

Neuvillette hums, thoughtful.

“I don’t know why exactly I was invited to come to Fontaine to carry out this task,” he says in the end. “I’m sorry, but if you really want to know why, you should probably ask Lady Furina.”

Charlotte hides her grimace. If only Lady Furina didn’t refuse her interview…

And then, she pauses.

“Wait, you’re not from Fontaine?” she asks, thrown off-guard.

“I lived elsewhere before I became Chief Justice,” admits Neuvillette easily enough.

‘Didn’t live in Fontaine’, which isn’t the same as ‘not being from Fontaine’. Charlotte won’t pry, though. She can see that it’s one of those questions that the interviewed wouldn’t answer, no matter how much Charlotte changed the question itself.

“That reminds me…” she says and checks her notes quickly, “about the case that you were investigating a while ago. Kiara’s letter. You said that it was related to a case in the past…”

“Ah, yes.” Neuvillette’s eyes darken like a cloudy day. It reminds Charlotte of how the sky changes, just before rain falls down. “It reminded me of a case that happened when I first took the position of Chief Justice. Carole’s case.”

After days of nonstop research and digging, Charlotte knows what he’s referring to.

“Yes, I know of it,” she says, softly, and quickly adds, “you don’t need to explain it, monsieur. I will… provide all the necessary information for the article.” She bites her lip. “But… well, related to that, what do you think of the relationship between Fontainians and the Melusines? It’s quite different from the past, isn’t it?”

That manages to lift the mood. Charlotte huffs, relieved. She didn’t notice just how much pressure Neuvillette’s emotions were putting on her, like a heavy rock on her shoulders, a sense of impending doom.

“It has improved much over the years,” comments Neuvillette and finally, his voice and eyes seem more peaceful, more optimistic. “The Melusines are fully integrated into the society and are quite respected and cherished. It makes me feel… relieved and hopeful, you could say. The past was… hard. Two species learning to trust each other was hard.”

There is something in his voice that nags at her mind, but she keeps writing in her notebook nonetheless. She knows better than to ignore her instincts, but she also acknowledges that her companion is secretive, an enigma, and extremely private. She will only scratch the surface, nothing more.

(She makes a small coded note on the side, though.)

“You did everything you could to help them, monsieur, I think that’s very admirable,” she says with a small smile. Neuvillette looks away, so Charlotte returns to her notebook. “In any case, your close relationship with the Melusines is, as always, a hot topic in Fontaine. How would you describe it?”

“I suppose you could say that I feel somewhat responsible for them,” explains Neuvillette after another short pause. Charlotte notes it down – how the Chief Justice seems to be very careful with his words, even the smallest of questions being considered carefully. “After all, I was the one to bring them over to the Court of Fontaine when they asked me to. They are warm-hearted and innocent creatures, the kindest I’ve ever seen.”

“That they are,” nods Charlotte, taking some more notes. “Very helpful, too.” Neuvillette hums and nods. “So, you were the one they went to to come to the Court. Still, not all of them live here in the Court, right?”

“No, many of the Melusines still prefer to live in Merusea Village,” explains Neuvillette and there’s something endearing about listening to him talk about the Melusines. Charlotte can feel the warmth in his voice, so different from the commanding and final tone it takes during trials. “Some others decided to wander about, find new companions in other humans.”

Charlotte’s smile turns into a grin.

“And yet, most of them turn to you when they encounter a problem they can’t solve,” she points out, amused. “I’m sure you’re aware of how they call you their ‘father figure’.”

“I am aware, yes,” nods Neuvillette, and his sigh is fond. “I do not have any experience with… ‘fathers’ or anything like that, but I hope I am at least able to provide protection and support for them.”


 “Spoken like a true father, honestly.” 


“I’m sure they know,” she says and then chuckles. “That reminds me of that time Muirne was watching the sea and you came over and stood beside her… a lot of people were intrigued about what was happening.”

“Ah, yes, that…” Neuvillette sighs and shakes his head, clearly amused and yet, a bit confused. “We were only watching the sea, but people still thought that there was something happening… That seems to happen a lot, now that I think about it…”

Charlotte’s grin trembles, trying to hold back laughter. From what little she has seen, Neuvillette seems like a pensive person, calm and melancholic, so for him to space out and become lost in thought somewhere doesn’t really surprise her. Add that to the fact that the people of Fontaine respect and admire him, well… it’s not surprising that these kinds of situations come to pass.

“You like watching the sea, don’t you, monsieur? I’ve heard rumors about that, about you taking walks along the coast sometimes,” she asks, thinking back to the fishermen she interviewed some months ago, who admitted that they freaked out when they encountered the Chief Justice walking leisurely down the coast where they always worked.

“Yes. Being near the water is very relaxing for me. Rivers, lakes, the sea… only being near them clears my mind. It’s like… coming home,” explains Neuvillette and… huh.

That is interesting.

… very interesting, actually.

She notes it down, slowly.

“Monsieur, the question of who or what you are is a mystery that has fascinated the people of Fontaine for centuries, now,” she says, careful, and yet with a note of hope in her voice. She looks up with a grin. “I don’t suppose you could do me the honor of telling me the truth?”

Neuvillette’s eyes, as sharp and inscrutable as always, fill with hesitation for a moment, before he closes them. When he opens them again, the usual barrier is up, but there is also a glint of something that seems almost… amused?

“I’m sorry to disappoint, Miss Charlotte, but I rather like keeping that particular secret for myself,” he admits in the end with a small smile.

Charlotte makes a show of sighing and slumping down, but she isn’t surprised. At all.

It seems like he isn’t ready to reveal his true face either, just like Lady Furina.

… That’s fine, though.

Charlotte caresses the few pages where she has written the interview with care.

This is more than enough.

…

“Thank you  so much  for giving me this opportunity, monsieur!” she exclaims for probably the twentieth time since they finished the interview a few minutes ago.

Neuvillette, for his part, only smiles softly.

“It was no trouble at all, Miss Charlotte,” he shakes his head and pauses. “Mm, maybe I should also thank you. It was pleasant, talking with you. I appreciate you not asking… incredibly rude or too personal questions.”

Charlotte’s smile veers off into a grimace at once and she shakes her head.

“Ugh, those are  not  reporters, they have  no respect  for journalism,” she says, almost a growl. She soon smiles again. “Don’t thank me, monsieur. I’m only doing my job.”

“In any case, good luck in your endeavors, Miss Charlotte,” says Neuvillette with a slight nod.

Charlotte bows lightly and pretty much runs off to put away her things. At least her hands aren’t shaking anymore. She stalls for a moment and listens as Neuvillette talks with some of the workers about paperwork and other work-related stuff, before walking slowly to the grand doors of the Palais.

A Melusine hurries down the hall until she gets to Neuvillette’s side, holding up a newspaper. The Steambird, Charlotte recognizes with a touch of pride.

“Monsieur, the horoscope says that you’ll have an accident today!” cries the Melusine, clearly worried. “You need to be careful, please!”

Neuvillette actually pauses his chat to look down at her with wide eyes, before he accepts the newspaper she is offering to him with curious eyes. After a moment, he huffs out a soft laugh and smiles down at the Melusine.

“Tristane, are you sure you have read my horoscope?” he asks and when Tristane frowns and reaches out for the newspaper, Neuvillette bends down to share it with her and point at something. “Here. This is my main star, right?”


 Click. Click. Click. 


Charlotte quickly returns her kamera to her side and continues on her way as if nothing happened, but the grin on her face gives her away as obvious as a child with their cheeks stained with chocolate.

…

Charlotte’s plan has always been to show Neuvillette’s “truth”.

Not the Chief Justice’s truth, but Neuvillette’s. The man behind the position, the man on the ground, instead of that high chair. They can get little glimpses of that man sometimes during some of the hardest trials, where the horrors of humanity leak through. But Charlotte wanted the man that wasn’t weightened down by those horrors, she wanted… the man that likes water and can distinguish where it’s from just from a sip, the man that loves the Melusines and makes sure that they are safe, the man that likes walking along the coast feeling the salty hair on his hair and face–

Charlotte pens the article effortlessly. 

She only writes one, two drafts at most, before she is giving it to Euphrasie to publish.

Her mind is made, the objective of that article is as clear as water for her.

The “truth”.

She sits on her desk the night before the article hits the streets, twirling her pen between her fingers as she looks out at the dark sky. She can see no stars because of the cloak of light that envelopes the Court – it’s a shame, really.

On her desk she has her notebook open in those pages where she noted the strange cadence to Monsieur Neuvillette’s voice. Next to them, the few photos she took before leaving the Palais.

She went into the Palais wanting to find the “truth” of Neuvillette and… came incredibly close to it without realizing it.

With a sigh, she turns back to her desk and takes the photos in her hands again.

She looks close, closer, until she’s pretty much pressed against the photos.

There. 

On Neuvillette’s neck.

His collar had moved slightly, his hair was out of the way, as he regarded the newspaper with Tristane.

It was blurry, but…

Were those scales on the side of his neck?

A deep blue, similar to his robes, a thin trickle of them by the side of his neck, normally hidden by his long hair.

… Huh.

There is something nagging at her mind, but she knows better than anyone that she needs more proof than a couple of strange answers and a blurry photo of something that could have been a mishap with her kamera.

(And yet, her kamera works perfectly fine.)

…

The next week, she attends one of the scheduled trials presided by Neuvillette.

She stays to the side, kamera ready and notebook laid on the armrest of her seat. She takes less notes than usual, but the trial is as straightforward as they come; a man, jealous of her ex-wife’s new boyfriend, threw said boyfriend down the stairs, which resulted in the boyfriend getting amnesia. Nothing exciting about that. Lady Furina seems to think so too, because she huffs and leaves the Opera as soon as the Chief Justice and the Oratrice announce their sentence.

Charlotte takes as much time as she can putting her things away while the people leave, talking among each other and complaining about the lack of drama.

“Ah, Miss Charlotte, a nice surprise, seeing you here,” comes the voice of Neuvillette next to her and she jumps with a high yelp. “Ah, my apologies.”

“No, it’s– it’s fine, monsieur,” she stumbles over her words for a moment, before she can get her bearings. “It’s nice to see you too. How did you like the article?”

“I must say, you have quite the talent handling the kamera,” comments Neuvillette. Charlotte flushes.

“A–ah, you… did you mind-? I’m sorry, it was probably terribly rude of me to take that photo, now that I think about it,” she mumbles, voice more and more falling into an apprehensive murmur.

Carefully, she uses her hair to hide how her eyes move to his neck, focused on how his hair shifts with every small movement he makes.

“No need to worry. It was a beautiful photo, indeed. Tristane seems quite entranced by it,” he continues and his voice is calm and reassuring, a stark contrast to the sharpness that cut through the defendant’s meager excuses mere minutes ago. “Why, she told me that she’s interested in photography because of it.

“Oh, that’s wonderful!” she says, finally looking up. Agh, his hair is still in the way. “Does she need any guidance? I can definitely help her get started!”

“Mm, I suppose it would thrill her to have your help,” he says, thoughtful. “In fact, I believe she’s patrolling this area today.”

“Oh, then you definitely need to introduce us!” she says, excited, but also– it is a windy day. Hopefully she can get a little peek at Neuvillette’s neck, for a second maybe.

Somehow, Neuvillette agrees to guide her to Tristane, outside of the Opera Epiclese. They chat about the trial – or, well, Charlotte gives her opinion on it and Neuvillette listens calmly as she rambles about jerk husbands that cling too much to the past.

Indeed, it is a windy day and Charlotte slaps a hand over her hat to make sure that it doesn’t fly off. Neuvillette doesn’t seem bothered, walking calmly to the paths surrounding the Opera. For a moment, Charlotte thinks that having such long hair, not tied much at all, would probably be a nuisance, but then she sees it.

A flash of blue.

Ah-ha.

She grins to herself.

Yes, there is a thin line of deep blue running down the side of Neuvillette’s neck, usually covered up by his long hair. Honestly, it is quite difficult to see and it is only because Charlotte knows of the possibility of it being real that she even sees it at all.

Are they… scales? Maybe. She can’t be sure and she’s not about to climb on something – because Neuvillette is a good two heads taller than her – and get closer to the Chief Justice himself just so she can get a better view.

She can manage with what she has. For now.

Neuvillette greets Tristane with a soft smile and introduces Charlotte to her and Charlotte gets swept away by an excited Melusine, who asks her tons of questions and reaches out for her kamera with careful hands.

She finds that she doesn’t mind.

…

Tristane and her become friends, somehow. 

Maybe it’s the fact that they spend a few hours a week together, with Charlotte teaching her how to use a kamera and how to take the most beautiful photos.

And every night, Charlotte stays behind at her desk, even when her coworkers have left, surrounded by her notes and photos.

A few theories run through her head, but none of them stick.

She thinks about asking Tristane about it – Melusines probably know about Neuvillette’s true nature and identity, right? What do they see, when they look at him? – but she soon decides that… no.

She’s a journalist, so she will figure this out on her own.

And like a good journalist, she investigates.

She notes down what they all know about the Chief Justice from all the years he has been in the public eye: possibly immortal (or at least long-lived), powerful (he one-shotted the Eleventh Harbinger, even if he was distracted), non-human traits (the slitted eyes, the pointed ears, the scales, the two… horns?), a special connection to water.

She ignores Euphrasie’s confused glances every time her editor checks on her before leaving.

She gets her hands on official studies about Hydro-aligned creatures that have lived in Teyvat through the years.

She has half a mind to wait for the Traveler to return to Fontaine, seeing as they probably have an inkling about it, if not the whole truth, but– she makes a breakthrough before then.

Charlotte grins to herself, pressing her notebook to her chest as she hurries to the aquabus to avoid the rain that just started pouring.

So. 

Rain.

Charlotte thinks back to her notes and the nursery rhyme she wrote on a whim when she was researching the hydro creatures.


 “Hydro dragon, Hydro dragon, don’t cry.” 


Later, in her own apartment, she takes the photos and her notes and leaves everything on the table.

It fits.

There is not much information about the Hydro Dragon – only that nursery rhyme. No one knows who made it in the first place, but Charlotte wants to hug them. It is the final clue she needs to tie everything together.

The figure of the Hydro Dragon is still a mystery; no matter how much Charlotte digs, she can only find speculative studies and articles which speak of ancient times, when dragons and vishaps lived in conflict with humans. It was a merciless era, where both sides suffered… which makes Charlotte wonder just how Neuvillette can coexist peacefully with them right now.

Charlotte finally traces a line connecting Neuvillette’s name to the nursery rhyme.

And she grins.

Now, she is not the type of person to keep the fact that she knows a specific information a secret. She’s a reporter. But this is something that… probably shouldn’t be published, at least, not until Neuvillette is ready to say it out in the open. 

She can’t help but think back to Carole’s case and how the Melusines were treated at first and… she can see his reticence to come clean with his secret. Then again, Charlotte likes to think that, as drama-hungry and sometimes merciless as Fontainian people are, they still love Neuvillette. They respect him, they adore him, they probably wouldn’t mind that he was… a dragon. If anything, maybe it would fascinate them even more.

Charlotte huffs out a laugh.

She will only tell Neuvillette that she knows. He deserves to know.

And if Charlotte’s easy acceptance can help to convince Neuvillette that his identity would most likely be accepted by all Fontainians, then… that’s just a bonus.

…

Tristane drags her to Elynas to take some photos the next day, saying that she wants to capture the beauty of her former home.

Charlotte follows easily enough and coaches Tristane as she points her new kamera – a gift from the other Melusines – at every corner of the area.

Charlotte must have a lucky streak, because they soon run into Neuvillette himself when Tristane is trying to decide the angle of her new project – the huge bone arching high over the hill.

Tristane soon leaves them behind as she runs to one side and the other, kamera in hand, so Charlotte sits down next to Neuvillette to watch.

Now, sitting next to him, Charlotte hesitates.

Wouldn’t it be easier to just… not say anything? She realizes that going behind someone’s back to discover that someone’s secret isn’t really… polite. Nice. It is quite rude, actually.

“You should say whatever is on your mind, Miss Charlotte,” says Neuvillette and Charlotte jerks up, startled. 

She looks up and meets his eyes. Calm, always calm. Accepting. Like the sea.

Everything returns to the sea.

“I know that you’re the Hydro Dragon,” she blurts out and then she closes her mouth with a click. Nervousness climbs up her throat and she looks away, fidgeting with her fingers.

Neuvillette hums. Perfectly calm still.

“I suppose it was to be expected,” he says easily enough and he doesn’t sound… mad. He doesn’t sound angry or worried, either, which is weird, so Charlotte looks up with wide eyes.

“I’m sorry,” she says quickly and when Neuvillette turns to her with a confused frown, words just start coming out of her mouth and don’t stop. “For prying. I shouldn’t have, that was– terribly rude of me! I mean, there is figuring it out accidentally, but I– I actually went and got a few dozens of research materials and studies about vishaps and dragons and– and that photo I took! I saw a few scales on your neck, so I chose the one where they aren’t visible for the article, but I still–”

“Miss Charlotte, breathe,” interrupts Neuvillette and he places a hand on her shoulder. Only then does Charlotte notice that she was gasping. Neuvillette’s eyes are worried and yet calm as he looks at her. “I’m not angry at all. Honestly, sometimes it surprises me that no one figures it out.” He pauses for a second. “Well, until recently, that is.”

“Huh?” is Charlotte’s clever response. “Recently? Do other people know?”

Neuvillette nods and leans back, both hands back on his cane.

“Yes. The Traveler and their companion. And Duke Wriothesley,” he lists off, which… is actually very few people.

So Charlotte grins.

“I’m one of the firsts then,” she sing-songs and Neuvillette looks at her with something that seems like amusement in his eyes. Then she sobers and pauses for a moment. “Monsieur… doesn’t it… worry you? Or make you uncomfortable? I mean, I definitely won’t be the last person to figure it out.”

She remembers Navia’s sharp eyes, her quick mind.

She thinks of Clorinde, with her close relationship to the Palais, the insider’s perspective she has and her calculating mind.

She will definitely not be the last person to crack this mystery. That’s why…

Neuvillette stands up and takes a few steps forward. The sun is already going down, bathing the place in a soft crimson light.

“Maybe it should,” he says, thoughtful. “In the past, I would have tried to be more careful, maybe force the people who knew to keep quiet, but now… I suppose I’ve changed. If there are people that seek the truth, I see no reason to oppose them.”

Charlotte blinks and– she can understand.

For her, who seeks the truth in everything, that is an opinion she can understand… and respect.

“That said, please don’t go writing articles about this yet, Miss Charlotte,” continues Neuvillette, looking at her from the corner of his eye.

“I wasn’t planning on it, monsieur,” she says, maybe too innocent, but Neuvillette only shakes his head and greets Tristane back.

As Tristane shows them her photos – she really does have an eye for photography – Charlotte can’t help but feel warmth and pride blooming in her chest.

She has cracked the biggest mystery in Fontaine.

Maybe one day, she’ll be able to write about it.

(And fuck those reporters at the Daily Gazette. Fuck them.)


Notes for the Chapter:
Charlotte is actually… really fun to write? For some reason? Also, you can’t tell me that she wouldn’t have beef with the tabloids.

Next one is Clorinde! I know she’s not out yet, but…






4. A champion’s intuition

Notes for the Chapter:I wrote this before Clorinde’s release, so… yeah, it’s probably not canon. I did try to be as close as I could with what I have.






Her father teaches her how to wield a sword.



Successor of the Hunters’ blood that he is, his movements are precise and effective. No amount of energy is wasted, not when that energy can save your life. This is the first lesson that he teaches her, when she still needs to grip her sword with both hands to keep it balanced in front of her.



He teaches her how to wield a sword, how to survive, how to hunt, how to track, how to kill and hurt – all to protect herself and… just in case the monsters they worked to eliminate so long ago aren’t as dead as they thought. Clorinde becomes aware of the dangers of the world when she is probably too young. Her mother certainly seems to think so, with how she sits on their spars with her hands clasped tightly on her lap and lips thin. But she understands.



Clorinde understands, too.



She sneaks into the family library and looks at the ancient books, with ancient history and forbidden knowledge that she probably shouldn’t see. But she does, and she understands.



The world changes, but its dangers lurk in the dark, waiting for their chance.



“That’s so ominous!” yells Navia, her little hands gripping her pencil tight. The over-the-top drawing she did of her newest character is messy and full of mismatched colors.



“It is the reality of the world,” she says, in the same tone her father talks to her mother when Clorinde’s lessons are up for debate again.



Navia pouts for a moment, but then she pushes forward her drawing – an Oceanid-human, with blue hair and eyes and a shotgun in her hand.



“Then Thetis will save them all! With her power over Hydro, no one will be hurt by the monsters lurking in the dark depths!” she proclaims, voice proud and loud.



Clorinde sighs, but… nods and starts her story.



“The Oceanid Thetis was alone in her mission. She was powerful, but she couldn’t do her duty alone, unless she wanted to fail,” she says and Navia pays attention to her every word, eyes wide and smile wide. “She needed allies. And one such ally was…”



“The warrior Julianus, of the great lance!” fills in Navia, pushing forward another messy drawing, this time of a tall man with fierce eyes wielding a sharp lance.



“And they headed out, to find the last and most powerful ally they could ever find, the legendary…” continues Clorinde and she trails off.



For a moment, Navia shifts through her numerous drawings, frowning and biting her lip. She finally finds what she was searching for with a yell and presents another drawing, this time of a serpentine dragon with blue scales and sharp teeth and claws sleeping between colorful corals.



“The Hydro Dragon!” she proclaims again.



Clorinde nods, satisfied.



“And so, they charted a course to the depths, where the legendary dragon had slept for centuries…”



…



The first time she sees Fontaine’s Chief Justice, she is nine years old and she is accompanying her father to pick up some paperwork from the Palais Mermonia before their monthly excursion to the countryside.



She stays behind her father’s back as he talks with the Melusine that has his documents and stares as the – probably – most powerful man of the nation leaves his office with a brisk pace and eyes focused on the files in his gloved hands.



Clorinde thinks him to be quite scary, at first.



She tells this to her father later and he chuckles and pats her head.



“If you follow my steps, then you’ll most likely be working with him, dear,” he says. Clorinde frowns and scrunches up her nose. Her father chuckles again. “He’s not that bad. He’s quite a gentleman, really. The symbol of Justice, for all of us here in Fontaine.”



Clorinde thinks it over and… doesn’t see the appeal. Maybe she’s just too young to understand.



“I don’t understand,” she says, direct as ever.



Her father hums as they walk.



“Let’s put it this way. You know what our ancestors did in the past, right? They dealt with monsters that did bad things,” he explains and Clorinde nods. “Then the Chief Justice would be something similar. Then again…” And her father pauses to look at her right in the eye. “If you end up working with him, trust him, but only what is necessary.”



“Why?” asks Clorinde, because her father has just said something pretty… conflicting. Trust or not trust… how can she do both?



“When you are older and your eyes can see what others can’t, then… you’ll see,” says her father.



Clorinde huffs.



“No, tell me why!” she demands, hands on her hips.



Her father only laughs.



…



Clorinde joins the Marechaussee Phantom years later.



She becomes Champion Duelist a few months later.



She is twenty-three years old when she meets the Chief Justice in person.



She stands in the middle of his office, back straight and hands tucked behind her back, head held high and eyes sharp as she waits for Lady Furina to end her long-winded speech. The Chief Justice stays behind their Archon, hands over his cane and eyes cautious.



“A successor of the Marechaussee Hunters of old… It’s an honor to have you working with us, Miss Clorinde,” he says when Lady Furina is too busy choosing a desert to taste.



Clorinde bows her head and can’t help but think back to her father’s words.



She still can’t see what he meant all those years ago.



“It’s an honor to work with you as well, Monsieur,” she says and, with a hand on her chest, “my blade is now yours.”



Monsieur Neuvillette only nods, elegant and dignified as always. Clorinde is quite proud of being able to endure his heavy gaze without her hands shaking. It would not do for a swordswoman to have shaky hands; the blade needs to be as firm as the wielder’s heart.



Lady Furina returns, offering a plate of cake to Clorinde and another to Monsieur Neuvillette, who just lightly shakes his head and makes Lady Furina let out an exasperated sigh.



“You can’t just survive on water alone, Monsieur,” she says and she waves the cake under his nose. He grimaces.



“You know I’m not too fond of… sweets,” he says easily enough. It is a testament to how many years he has been in the public eye that his words don’t sound like a petulant child presented with something he doesn’t like. “Most of them are… terribly dry.”



Lady Furina sighs again, a theatrical huff that makes her shoulder rise and fall, and her eyes roll.



“Do you want some tea, then? Coffee?” she asks, returning to the overflowing table again. “Clorinde? Do you like coffee or tea?”



Clorinde takes a bite of cake – she’s surprised to see that it’s more bitter than sweet, with an underlying flavor of lemon – and hums.



“I’m more partial to coffee, but I don’t mind,” she says and then, as an afterthought, “this cake is really good.”



Lady Furina’s grin is as blinding as the sun when she turns to her.



“Oh-ho-ho, I think we’re gonna get along just fine, you and me,” she says.



Lady Furina’s eyes catch the light coming from the window and somehow… Clorinde sees something dark there. Something tired. A crack on her porcelain skin, covered up with makeup, a tear on her eye.



So. Lady Furina is more interesting than she thought.



Clorinde takes another bite of cake and watches as Furina tries to offer Monsieur Neuvillette some kind of hot beverage, which results in a light argument between them that shows just how many years they have been working together.



“Yes,” she mumbles to herself. “I think we’re going to get along just fine.”



…



Indeed, they become somewhat… friends.



Clorinde spends most of her time being Lady Furina’s bodyguard, per Monsieur Neuvillette’s request, so they get to know each other quite well.



(Or do they?)



When Clorinde asks the Chief Justice if he doesn’t need her services as a bodyguard as well, he assures her that there is no need for worry. Clorinde must have done some kind of expression, because Monsieur Neuvillette arches an eyebrow at her.



“Something wrong?” he asks, direct as always, which is something that Clorinde is starting to appreciate, seeing as the rest of the people working at the Court seem to like playing mind-games and skirting around the issue more than talking things out.



“No, it’s just…” she trails off and when Monsieur Neuvillette doesn’t seem angry or annoyed, she continues. The Chief Justice is someone that values honesty and straightforwardness, something that Clorinde is personally, so. “I never see any weapons on you, Monsieur… Barring the cane, though I suppose that’s not much of a weapon.”



Monsieur Neuvillette hums in understanding and stands up from his seat.



“I’ve never seen the appeal of them, myself,” he says and with a slow movement, the water in the nearest vase follows his hand until its form resembles a blade. “Why carry a sword, when there is water everywhere?”



Clorinde can see what he means. And yet, she doesn’t. Because no matter where she looks, she sees no Vision that would explain his power over the element.



He is probably an elemental being, she supposes.



“I understand. That makes sense, I suppose,” she says, with a hand on her chin. She touches her Vision, pinned on her neck, and wonders if she could manage to control Electro as well as she does without her sword as a focal point. “If you don’t mind me asking, Monsieur, how did you manage to have such a firm control over Hydro?”



Monsieur Neuvillette pauses, lost in thought for a moment.



“Natural talent, I would say,” he says in the end and the smile he offers her is somewhat bitter. “And experience. Don’t forget, I’ve lived much longer than normal humans.”



Which was just another proof of his inhumanness.



“Do you think I could get to that point?” she asks and she lets a few stray sparks travel around her hand.



Monsieur Neuvillette watches her with careful eyes, and there’s something old and ancient in his gaze, but also something that looks like longing.



“With the ambition that Vision holders possess… I think it’s only a matter of time,” he says and nods to her.



Clorinde touches her Vision again reverently and nods back.



…



Clorinde thinks again and again about her father’s words about the Chief Justice.



No matter how much she looks, she can’t make sense of them.



To her, right now, Neuvillette seems like a simple overworked judge that quite likes drinking water and looking out the window, is crazy efficient with paperwork and who is the Melusines’ guardian.



So he has power over Hydro without a Vision. It’s okay. She already knew that he wasn’t human. Other people also have elemental powers without a Vision; like Lady Furina.



(And yet, she never uses them.)



Clorinde starts 

seeing

 some months later.



She starts seeing just how… 

inhuman

 he really is.



The trials are all pretty similar once you have attended enough of them. The defendant is usually desperate to prove themselves innocent, to the point of lying or manipulating whatever is on their hands, whether that be people or proof. The prosecutor never has mercy for them – they attack and attack, not letting their prey get up from the floor where they are already bleeding out.



Through it all, Furina pokes and laughs and rambles away – unless it’s a pretty tense trial, where humanity’s worst comes to the surface. It’s in those trials that her voice, always buoyant and strong, takes a more subdued cadence, almost… hurt.



Through it all, Neuvillette watches with sharp eyes as the pieces on the board move and rearrange with each testimony, like a stage in which he is not the director, but the audience.



Neuvillette’s voice carries all over the Opera Epiclese as he cuts and dissects all nonsense. His voice carries as he announces the verdict. His voice carries as he silences the audience’s noise with a tap of his cane.



The weight of his gaze has always been heavy; Clorinde would know.



And yet, now that she knows him better, she can see how sometimes, he does get affected with whatever horrible case he has to preside over. She sees how sometimes he gets surprised with the people he is supposed to judge.



He hides it well, but sometimes Clorinde wonders if Neuvillette actually understands human behavior as well as she thought.



When Clorinde pays attention, she can also discern 

how

 he walks and moves.



All Fontainians know that the Chief Justice carries himself with grace and self-assuredness, but Clorinde can see how deep it goes.



It’s not only self-assuredness; it’s pride. It’s not guarded; it’s confident, it’s calculated. It’s not only grace; it’s an inhuman sort of gait that reminds Clorinde of… snakes. Or fish. Or… sharks? Something maritime, something serpentine, something 

powerful.




That the Chief Justice of Fontaine is not human is not a secret. Now, what he is on the other hand…



Clorinde stays back, by Furina’s side, and watches.



And sees.



…



Clorinde only ever acts as Neuvillette’s bodyguard when people – dignitaries – from other nations are involved. More so for 

their

 protection than his, he always says, which Clorinde now just finds funny.



Going along with him is always uneventful; no one would dare to attack the centuries-old Iudex out in the open. Now, the dignitaries are another matter, but that’s why Clorinde is there, hanging out by the windows, judging the taste of their guests and how they like their tea and coffee and what snacks they choose.



And yet, surprises can always happen.



So, when on one such occasion – Neuvillette is meeting with a few Sages from Sumeru for lunch – one of the guests bends down coughing, a hand around his throat, Clorinde tenses and brings out her sword.



Indeed, mere seconds later, something shatters the window she had been leaning against and glass rains down on the private room.



The Sages, with shaky legs and a coughing – poisson, probably – comrade, all push back until they are pressed to the walls.



Neuvillette, for his part, has stood up from his seat, cane in hand and sharp eyes locked on the broken window. Clorinde would tell him to retreat, to run away with their guests, but she is aware that having Neuvillette present might even be better than him scurrying away like a scared animal. That image is just… absurd.



When a shadow jumps through the window, straight at Neuvillette’s throat, Clorinde moves to intercept, but Neuvillette hooks the handle of his cane around the assassin’s neck and throws them away against the wall. The detailed decorations on the wall crack.



Clorinde shoots towards them – probably a male, if she has to guess from his build – and points her sword at their neck.



The assassin has a death wish, apparently, because he moves and stands up, expertly sidestepping Clorinde’s stab. He tries to stab her neck, then her chest, but she’s faster and manages to knock his legs out from under him.



The assassin shifts and throws something at where Clorinde knows Neuvillette is; it never lands, because the assassin curses under his breath – definitely a male.



Here it starts, their little dance. The assassin is quite dexterous, she has to give him that at least. He’s quick on his feet, skilled with knives. Maybe a chef, because of how he holds the knives.



Something moves in the corner of her eye and she moves away – just in time for a jet of water to come crashing head-on against the assassin. He once again hits the wall with a crack, completely drenched.



Clorinde doesn’t have to think much. She gathers Electro around her blade and shoots forward like lightning.



The assassin crumbles and shakes on the floor for a moment, until he falls back, unconscious. Good. She hasn’t meant to kill him; they need to figure out if this was a planned attack, if so, against whom and… Bureaucracy. 



She stands up again with a sigh and looks back. The Sages are still shaking in the corner, though one of them seems to know what he’s doing, because he’s trying to get the other man to vomit whatever he drank.



Neuvillette, in turn, is just adjusting his robes. When he sees a tear in his clothes, he sniffs with clear annoyance. Clorinde hides a chuckle with a cough.



Their gazes meet.



“I’ll… go find some gardes- and a doctor,” she says, nodding to the corner and broken window. It’s a miracle that no one has already ran to their room to see what happened. No reporters or anything.



Neuvillette sighs and rubs his brow.



“Please do.”



…



The death of Callas changes more than anyone expects.



Navia stops talking with Clorinde, which is… understandable, really, when Clorinde was the one to deal the fatal blow that ended up killing him. Her clothes were stained with his blood, she remembers. She burned them immediately after.



(When she looks at her sword, she can still see traces of his blood.)



It hurts; to sit alone at Café Lucerne, a cup of cold coffee in her hands, waiting for a friend that won’t come.



It hurts; to see nice clothes in warm colors that she knows Navia would love and not being able to tell her.



It hurts; to suddenly be alone, sword stained by blood at her side.



It never bothered her, before. Her duels were against stupid people that thought themselves above the law – their end at her blade was justice, in a way. Karma.



But Callas wasn’t stupid.



She knows that the case grates at Neuvillette’s soul, too. She has seen the documents strewn over his desk, the frown on his face, the tense shoulders.



She knows about his confrontation with Navia and she knows that, as someone that doesn’t know – can’t see – the nuances in Neuvillette’s expressions, Navia probably took his words the wrong way. Too cold, too emotionless, too set on his inhuman ways–



(It rained for days.)



Clorinde stands by Callas’ grave, under the rain, and lets it wash away the blood in her sword, in her hands.



And she apologizes.



Because like this, she can’t protect Navia.



…



And yet, in her loneliness, she finds a new friend –  friend? – in Duke Wriothesley, the Fortress Administrator that knows too much and whose ears remind her of a wolf, attuned to everything, hearing every word floating around the place, ready to act, but bidding his time.



It’s… nice.



The constant question of “do you want some tea?” every time she goes down to help with a job is… not so nice.



…



And yet, life goes on.



The serial disappearances case finally comes to a close.



Navia starts talking with her again and while they struggle to find the rhythm between them that was lost years ago, they still try.



And then Wriothesley drags her underwater again, to the Fortress and to the secret it holds, and things start changing.



As she walks away quickly with Wriothesley, leaving the Primordial Sea behind, in Neuvillette’s hands, Clorinde can’t help but think once again about her father’s words.




“When you are older and your eyes can see what others can’t, then… you’ll see.”




She has seen what others can’t. 



She continues to see what others can’t.



Neuvillette returns mere minutes later, not a hair out of place. The Primordial Sea is contained for now, he says. His eyes hide worry, for once. That their Chief Justice is worried enough to show it speaks volumes about the situation.



And not for the first time, Clorinde wonders when the sword hanging over their heads will fall.



…



Navia’s musings were… enlightening, to say the least.



Clorinde has always had a suspicion nagging at the back of her mind. As someone who works closely with the two most important figureheads of their nation, as someone with close relationships with quite a few of the Melusines, as a successor of the Marechaussee Hunters of old, Clorinde has seen and heard 

things.




Those things are not enough to get a clear idea of the truth, though.



She realizes as much that very same night, after parting ways with Navia.



She touches her Electro Vision and thinks back to the conversation she had with Neuvillette what seems like eons ago. She thinks back to the confidence he showed when dealing with the Primordial Sea. She thinks back to the clear confusion and curiosity he shows sometimes when dealing with… them? Humans?



That isn’t enough information. Yes, it only confirms that he’s not human and that he’s incredibly powerful and that he probably knows more than he lets on, but… that isn’t enough.



And really, do they 

need

 to know? Do they need to dig around someone’s secrets, especially someone as private as Neuvillette is?



And yet, is he actually hiding it?



The answer has never left his lips, he has never come out and said what or who he is really.



But he doesn’t hide his inhuman qualities; his ears, his… horns, his eyes, Clorinde has even seen what appears to be scales on the sides of his neck and on the rare occasions that he takes off his gloves, she saw a flash of blue where there should have been flesh.



Clorinde thinks about the implications before sleeping. She thinks of Neuvillette, who hides in plain sight, almost teasing them, almost inviting them to try… if they really care.



Well. Clorinde isn’t the only one prying, so… it should be okay to try her hand at this mystery.



…



When Charlotte’s interview hits the streets, Clorinde reads it out of curiosity.



She expected some kind of clue, but she finds nothing of the sort, which makes her think that… maybe Charlotte has come close to the truth herself. It shouldn’t surprise her, really; Charlotte is one of the best journalists of Fontaine. Respectful, too, most of the time, which means that, if she did get to the truth, she wouldn’t publish it until Neuvillette told her to. Not anytime soon, then.



She sighs and rubs her eyes.



Menthe, who is wandering around the Palais with numerous documents that need signing, stops and taps her shoulder.



“Something wrong?” she asks, worried. Clorinde manages a smile.



“No, just… you know when you read too much and the words start blurring?” she says instead. Menthe’s worry turns into understanding.



“Ah, yes, that’s the worst!” she complains and then continues on her way. “Don’t force yourself too much! And stay hydrated. You can always ask Monsieur Neuvillette for water if you need to. I’m sure he’d be delighted to offer you some of the best picks.”



And Clorinde huffs out a laugh and shakes her head.



Then again… She glares at the stack of documents she needs to give Neuvillette. Maybe a nice glass of Mondstadt water would be good.



The weather has been hot, lately. The sun is shining, not a cloud in sight, and Clorinde almost wishes for a trial to come up so that it would rain.



She finds Neuvillette sitting in near-darkness, with the curtains drawn. She squints.



“You’re going to go blind like this,” she comments and ignores how Neuvillette seems to jump behind his desk. He always seems to turn low-energy, almost lethargic, when it’s hot and dry outside. “Maybe put up a lamp or, you know, let the sun in.”



“With how strong the sun is these days…” sighs Neuvillette and he seems to catch himself before he can reach out to close the curtains even more. He frowns. “I’m not too fond of it.”



Clorinde stares, unimpressed, at his pale skin, his pale hair, and pale everything.



“I can imagine,” she says. She leaves the documents on his desk and he eyes them with what others would see as an impassive stare but that Clorinde recognizes now as a disgruntled glare. “Still, try to go out and walk sometime. It’s not healthy to stay indoors for too long.”



“I do take walks, Miss Clorinde,” he says, almost petulantly. She stares at him and crosses her arms. He sighs. “ … Maybe when it’s cloudy…”



Clorinde shakes her head with a small smile and leaves.



(Someone from the depths, where the sun doesn’t shine, perhaps?)



…



Visits to the Fortress of Meropide are her new normal.



Somehow, it’s not as bad as she thought, once upon a time, when all she knew about the place was that it was underwater, that you couldn’t see the sun and that it housed Fontaine’s worst criminals.



Yes, the air is humid and her hair usually curls as soon as she steps into the main floor. There are always some shameless criminals that talk too loud, whistle behind her back, but a sharp glare and pointed crack of Electro tends to do the trick and they shut up quickly.



After the close call that was the Primordial Sea almost flooding the entire Fortress, Wriothesley likes to call her down so they can check on things without everyone panicking and making matters worse. She goes down frequently enough that the guards don’t even look surprised when she walks to the office.



She finds it like always; a controlled chaos. Orderly, but also chaotic. If that doesn’t define Wriothesley, she doesn’t know what does.



“Give me a sec, I’ll finish these up and we can head out,” he says when he sees her going up the stairs. He nods to a corner of the room. “You have some leftover tea there.  A new blend, from Sumeru.”



“Quite strong, then,” she comments, but she walks closer to the kettle. 



When she is close enough, she can finally smell the tea. Indeed. It is pretty strong. She serves herself a cup, anyway, out of curiosity. She only takes a sip, but the flavor assaults her mouth instantly and she shivers slightly. Wriothesley looks up.



“So? Thoughts?” he asks, arching an eyebrow.



“Strong. Leaves a lasting aftertaste,” she answers. She takes another sip and nods. “I like it. Though, you definitely don’t want to send this one to Neuvillette; he won’t touch it.”



“I figured as much,” says Wriothesley with an amused smile.



As he returns to his paperwork, Clorinde can’t help but wonder if Wriothesley is also interested in Neuvillette’s secret. And then she remembers his direct question to Neuvillette when they were dealing with the Primordial Sea. Yeah. He definitely is. But has he figured it out already? If there is anyone that could figure out the Chief Justice’s secret, it would be him.



She ponders this in her mind as she roams the office, cup in hand. It 

is 

a pretty good blend.



And then she sees it.



A book. A 

children’s

 book, to be precise.



She frowns and walks closer. She sets the cup down on the nearest surface – a shelf – and picks up the book. It’s a compilation of stories, each with its own illustration, drawn by one of Fontaine’s famous artists. She skims through it and if she wasn’t sure that Wriothesley had figured out the secret then she sure as hell was now.



A lot of the pages – the ones that talk of local legends and mythical creatures – are full of Wriothesley’s messy and curved script. Little notes that seem nonsensical at first glance but that make too much sense when she reads enough of them and follows their trail.




“Water creature, but too cruel, too animalistic.”





“Cryo?”





“Creature too stupid to be the Chief Justice.”





“Too stupid again.”




Clorinde arches an eyebrow at some notes. The scrawl turns unreadable at some points and she can clearly see when Wriothesley pretty much lost his mind and just started drawing little figures on the margins.



“I didn’t know you were trying to relive your lost childhood,” she says and to other people it would have been terribly rude and heartless, taking into account Wriothesley’s past.



Instead, he cackles.



“If only,” he says and shakes his head. “That’s just… personal research, you could say.”



“On children’s stories?” she asks, but when she looks back, she sees Wriothesley’s sharp eyes that don’t soften even though he’s smiling.



“Among other things,” he answers with a shrug. He gestures to the book. “You know, there are some pretty interesting stories in there. I recommend it.”



Clorinde hums and looks down at the book again. The messy drawing of a kelpie stares back at her.



(That doesn’t sound right.)



“You’re not the only one trying to figure out Neuvillette’s secret lately,” she says, not beating around the bush.



Wriothesley hums.



She turns a page and a naiad looks up at her, half-lidded eyes, water swirling around her feet.



(Not that either.)



“Well, I’m not 

trying 

anything,” he says and when Clorinde turns with a ‘bullshit’ ready in her lips, he grins. “I already figured it out.”



Clorinde huffs.



“Of course you did,” she mumbles, not surprised at all.



“Good thing we didn’t make a bet about this, huh?” he continues and she can almost see the shit-eating grin on his face. She sends a bolt of low-voltage Electro at his desk. He cackles. “You’d owe me 

two 

presents!”



“I’m pretty sure you’re not the only one who has figured it out, so don’t look so high and mighty,” she says and points a finger at him.



“Ah, yes, I’m sure,” he nods easily enough. “I mean, I wasn’t even the first, anyway.”



“The Traveler?” she asks.



“The Traveler,” he answers with another nod. Clorinde hums again and returns to the book. Wriothesley sighs softly. “He doesn’t seem to mind, honestly. He even looks… amused? I don’t know. But this is probably good for him. Lets him open up a bit more to us.”



“Open up? Neuvillette? You’d have more luck trying to open a hypostasis with your bare hands,” she says with a huff.



“You’d be surprised,” is Wriothesley’s answer and that makes Clorinde pause. He stands up from his chair and comes closer, until he’s looking down at the book alongside her. “But seriously, if you’re curious, go ahead. And when you’ve figured it out, go to him and tell him. He won’t mind. We can even make a club out of this.”



Clorinde stares at him, unimpressed, and Wriothesley laughs again.



“You just want more people to try your tea,” she accuses and he only raises his hands, which is a yes.



“I’m just saying, it could be fun,” he says and he seems to sober up a bit after a moment. “His secret identity is… a bit heavy, if you really think about it. A club would be nice for us mortals, who’d had our heads explode from the revelation.”



And Clorinde frowns at him for a moment, before returning to the book.



She flips a few pages – no, no, not that – and finally reaches a pair with more notes than usual.



She pauses.



She doesn’t see Wriothesley’s widening grin behind her as he returns to his desk to put away the paperwork, but she does allow herself to reminisce.



The drawing of a serpentine dragon with blue scales glares up at her, but she can only see a much messier version of it, one made with cheap paint and little hands.




“Hydro dragon, Hydro dragon, don’t cry.”




…



She still keeps some of the drawings and little notes from their “adventures”.



She would like to say that, when Navia avoided her and the memories of Callas’ death haunted her, she took them out and stared at them and reminisced about the good old times, but she didn’t. She couldn’t bring herself to look at what she lost.



Now, sitting at her table with numerous messy drawings around her, she feels warm.



And when she finally takes one of them from the pile, she huffs out a laugh.



The legendary Hydro Dragon, the key member of one of their “adventures”, a moody and old being that could very well destroy all of Fontaine with the wip of its tail. 

His 

tail? Huh.



The rain. The inhuman traces. The longevity. A perfect control over Hydro. Cluelessness about human behavior. The way he moves, effortless, like a predator that never even 

needs 

to hunt. 



The Hydro Dragon.



Maybe Wriothesley’s idea of a club isn’t so far-fetched, after all.



Clorinde folds the drawing and leaves it next to her clothes for the next day.



…



She approaches Neuvillette after a trial, when he’s organizing some documents for the next one in the back room.



Furina is still out, letting the people that have come to watch the trials see her, sitting on the highest seat. Clorinde, from her part, should have taken part in a duel with a presumably guilty man, but said man chickened out as soon as he saw her sword and pretty much cried on stage and begged to be forgiven.



It’s probably for the best, she thinks, because she’s carrying Navia’s drawing with her. Support, she tells herself.



The room is nice and quiet, compared to the bustle in the Opera’s main stage, and Clorinde takes a deep breath to savor it.



She soon walks over to Neuvillette, who is checking on some documents while sipping on his usual water.



“So, you’re the Hydro Dragon,” she says easily enough at his back. She’s not one to beat around the bush, after all.



Neuvillette pauses for a moment, before turning to her. His face doesn’t give anything away.



“You too?” he asks and at first it sounds exasperated, resigned, but when Clorinde pays more attention – because you need to pay close attention when dealing with Neuvillette – she can see what Wriothesley meant. 



Neuvillette sounds almost 

amused

.



And yet, she knows him well enough to also catch some hesitation. Some apprehension.



She’s reminded of the mess that was Kiara’s threat letter and the past that was unearthed, when Melusines where mistreated and things spiraled out of control.



“How many people figured it out before me?” she asks instead, and she keeps her voice light, like always.



Knowing what Neuvillette is doesn’t change a thing.



“Mm, I would say five people, if you don’t count Furina,” he says easily enough. Then he pauses and arches up an eyebrow. “Did you and Wriothesley make another bet?”



“Not this time,” she answers and sighs, reaching out for one of the sweets that Furina always insists on keeping around, even though she’s the only one to eat them. “Which is probably good for me, anyway, since I’m late to the party.”



“I wouldn’t say 

late

,” shakes his head Neuvillette. He seems to be struggling between wanting to talk with her and reviewing the next case, which makes Clorinde feel a bit guilty. Maybe she should have waited until they were done for the day.



She takes a bite out of the sweet and regrets her decision immediately. Too sweet.



“Do we have anything edible here?” she asks, hiding her grimace. She drops the sweet on the plate, knowing that Neuvillette wouldn’t eat it either.



He nods to another table and Clorinde is relieved to see a few sandwiches. She takes one and chews on it. Better.



“You don’t seem to care much about it,” comments Neuvillette a few moments later, looking at her with curiosity. And he does that a lot, thinks Clorinde, looking at humans with curiosity, as if trying to figure them out. Just like they have done with him.



“Why should I?” she says back with a light shrug. “Nothing has really changed.”



“Nothing?” repeats Neuvillette, puzzled and maybe… hesitant. 



“Nothing,” says Clorinde, firm and yet nonchalant.



Neuvillette pauses for a moment and then he hums, returning to his documents. Clorinde keeps eating, as if nothing happened.



Maybe the club idea isn’t so bad, after all.



Neuvillette takes a sip of his water, and that makes sense doesn’t it? Why he likes water so much. It is his element. His essence.



Clorinde takes another bite.



“Though, if you’re so powerful, I would like to spar with you sometime,” she says, like an afterthought.



Neuvillette pauses again. Thinking about it, which is more than Clorinde expected.



“… I’ll consider it,” he says, which isn’t a no.



Clorinde hides a smug grin behind her sandwich.


(And wonders if she should show the childish drawing of the Hydro Dragon she still keeps hidden in her clothes.

… She should probably ask Navia first, seeing as it’s her drawing.

Another day, then.)





5. The Hearth’s intuition




Lyney has known from an early age just how cruel the world can be.



Maybe that’s why he – and Lynette – gravitated to magic. They have talent, yes, but the idea of magic has always been very attractive to them. Magic is a world of wonder, of fantasy, of white lies, everything is tailored to get people’s attention. To a pair of orphaned children that lived on the streets with nothing but the clothes on their backs, the idea of a colorful and magic world was terribly appealing.



The thing about magic tricks is that they are a lie. An illusion, if you will. You hide something from the audience, so they never have the context or the full picture about what is going on, therefore, the audience is surprised when something they don’t expect happens.



Lyney likes observing other magicians performing. He likes trying to figure out their tricks, figuring out a way for him to replicate them. It feels as if he’s peeling back the veil of illusion and peeking at the truth.



Magic has made them go far.



And yet, it also leads them to a tragedy.



…



The House of the Hearth is complex, Lynette learns soon enough.



Father leads them like an opera director would lead a group of musicians, like a magician on the stage, captivating the audience so they can do something else with their other hand. And yet, she is mostly truthful with them.



She says that their new life will be hard and demanding, but also rewarding.



She says that their talent for magic will be useful, though returning to the stage will taste bitter for some time.



She says that the world hides many secrets that they will need to find.



Everything is true, and yet, when Lynette curls up on the sofa, tail around her leg, with a warm teacup in her hands, rain pattering outside the windows, she can’t help but feel at home for the first time in her life.



Her new life is hard, but somehow, it’s nothing compared to the past.



“Here,” says the small blond boy that fixed her mess the other day. She looks up from her dark tea and blinks silently. The boy fidgets, but his arms remain steady as he offers her… a kettle? “I saw how much you liked tea, so… I made this. You only need to put water in and it will boil it. No need to put it on the stove.”



Lynette blinks again, caught off guard.



The boy looks more and more nervous as the seconds tick by without her saying anything, so she carefully leaves her teacup on the table and takes it off his hands. She looks it over with curiosity and wonders how long it will take her to break it too.



“Do you want some tea?” she asks instead and looks expectantly at the boy, who blinks with surprise.



For a moment, she expects him to say no. But then–



“… Okay,” he mumbles, lowering his head.



Lynette feels warm and she’s self-aware enough to know that it has nothing to do with the hot tea she has just drank.



…



Freminet had a book of stories when he was smaller, when he lived with his mother.



It’s been lost to time, now, but sometimes, he wonders where it ended up.



The stories of the book were quite simple, really. 



A musician who traveled the world, wanting to find a song that could move people to tears and laughter. 



A valiant warrior that fought the monsters that came from the depths and spoke of bravery and loyalty.



A fairy that hid her name and guided humans to what they really seeked, even though it wasn’t what they expected.



Freminet’s favorite has always been the short story of a dragon of water that cried with the rain. He’s heard that rhyme over and over, all around Fontaine.



Somehow, when he was small, he thought that the story was really sad. If the dragon was really crying every time it rained, then that meant that the dragon must have felt incredibly sad countless times. Freminet wondered how someone could even feel bad that regularly and when he asked his mother, she only looked at him with a bitter smile and caressed his hair. She never answered.



Now, at the House, he finds that he can understand. 



If it rained every time he felt sad, then Fontaine’s prophecy would be in full swing by now from all the water that would fall on the nation.



And yet, he finds himself standing in the rain more often than not.



He reaches out with a hand to catch a few droplets and looks up at the gray sky.



Somehow, it’s comforting. It’s as if the skies are crying with him.



A sort of camaraderie.



“Freminet, how many times have we told you?” comes Lyney’s exasperated voice from behind him. Suddenly, there’s an umbrella over him, a deep red, and he looks up to meet Lyney’s worried frown. “You’ll get sick if you stand in the rain all day!”



“I go diving every few days–” he tries to say, like always.



“That’s different!” says Lyney, like always.



And like always, Lyney accompanies him back to the House, where Lynette makes tea for the two of them and they all argue over the leftover pastries.



…



Lyney sometimes wonders what justice means to the people of Fontaine.



He wonders if their previous caretaker saw some sort of ‘justice’ in gifting Lynette to that man. Money, for his good eye, maybe. Is that justice?



He wonders if killing and getting dooming information about numerous people from the nation is Father’s ‘justice’? There is power in knowledge, he knows. There are a lot of monsters that look like normal humans, he knows. Is that justice?



He wonders if the noble man that yelled and hit a waitress at their latest show at the Hotel saw his actions as ‘justice’ for her spilling soup on his expensive clothes. An eye for an eye, only much more extreme. Is that justice?



And if he’s thinking of justice, then of course, he ends up thinking about the symbol of justice in their nation. It could be Furina, yes, and she 

is

 still a very important part of Fontaine as a whole, but the Chief Justice is Neuvillette.



He has never seen the man in person. He has seen photos in the newspapers – The Steambird has a new reporter whose photos are marvelous – and he has heard enough about him to make a guess about his character, but… that’s it.



He remembers how, when he learnt of what happened to Lynette, he wondered if the Chief Justice would sentence him to the Fortress of Meropide for doing something stupid to get Lynette back. Would the Chief Justice have seen what the man was hiding and declared him guilty instead? Would the Chief Justice have looked the other way, abandoning two orphans to their luck? Would–



Wondering is useless.



And yet, he ends up thinking about what justice means again when Caesar dies and is declared to be a thief.



Maybe justice is just a lie, then.



Maybe Father is right, and the best course of action is taking justice by one’s own hand.



“We will find the true culprit, someday,” he swears to Lynette that very same night.



Lynette, who was curled up on her own bed, turns to look at him with clear eyes.



They haven’t cried. Father doesn’t like when children cry, but the tears never reached their eyes, anyway.



Instead, all they have is a quiet fury that eats at their hearts and cries for a justice that will only come from their own hands.



“We will,” is all she says, but it’s enough.



Someday.



…



Lynette likes observing people.



You can learn a lot by simply standing still at some place and looking out at the people passing by.



It’s in this way that she learns of Father’s tea preferences.



It’s in this way that she learns of Champion Clorinde’s interest in fashion.



It’s in this way that she learns of Navia’s quiet and hidden rage after her father’s death.



It’s in this way that she learns of Chief Justice Neuvillette and Lady Furina’s relationship.



And yet, she can’t quite figure it out.



For a judge that is technically a subordinate of the Hydro Archon, Chief Justice Neuvillette doesn’t quite… act like one, a lot of the time. Yes, he respects Lady Furina, deals with her moods with grace, and yet, the devotion that most people show her, that shine in the eye that means that everyone is drinking in every word out of her mouth, is… nowhere to be seen.



And that intrigues her.



The Chief Justice intrigues her, who would have thought?



Maybe it’s because it’s like a puzzle that she can’t solve in her mind. Maybe it’s because as much as she dislikes socializing, a part of her wonders if she would get along with someone as quiet as Neuvillette seems to be.



Maybe it’s that awkwardness and hesitation that the Chief Justice seems to hide under the impassiveness of a judge and the poise of someone who has lived for longer than one’s great-grandmother.



Lynette takes a long sip of tea and watches as a few Melusines stop Neuvillette in the middle of the street to ramble about a new coral species that they have found.



…



Freminet has been diving for years now.



His expeditions sometimes take him far away from the Court, where the sea seems to rule itself with no meddling from the humans. The creatures dwelling within are friendly as long as you don’t step out of line and the underwater landscape seems untouched and unchanged, like a painting, a moment frozen in time. A museum, he likes to call it, a collection of lost things.



These expeditions also take him close to the corpse of Elynas, where he knows a lot of Melusines still live. He wonders how they can live inside something that was once alive, but then he decides that maybe it’s not as bad as he thinks. He hasn’t talked much with the Melusines, but he has heard them describing Merusea Village as ‘home’.



What is ‘home’, anyway? Does he have one?



Maybe not, because the House, as warm as it is physically, can’t be colder emotionally. Father’s presence is a sword hanging over them, sharp and merciless. A mistake and it falls.



But then he thinks of Lyney and Lynette. Can people be a ‘home’ too? Probably. Elynas was once alive, a giant dragon, if he has to guess from the stories. Therefore, living beings can also be a ‘home’, even though Freminet definitely isn’t living inside Lyney and Lynette’s bodies.



… Or maybe he should just return to the surface. Maybe the lack of oxygen is getting to him.



He sits on the giant skull of Elynas and passes the time adjusting Pers’ damaged leg with careful hands.



He wonders what it would be like to live inside the Hydro Dragon. Would it rain too? Would it be as warm as the Melusines say?



…



“It needs to be perfect!” exclaims Lyney so the assistant currently hanging from the ceiling of the Opera Epiclese can hear him. “This is our first show here, you know? It needs to–”



“Be perfect, yes, I think you’ve said that at least three dozen times,” comes Lynette’s calm voice from behind him. Lyney turns to stick his tongue out at her, but her only answer is to roll her eyes. “Why don’t you go check the passageway under the stage? Burn some of that anxiety off before you rocket off the ceiling and scare off Monsieur Charles.”



Lyney stops and thinks it over for a moment. His hands are sweaty and shaky. Maybe Lynette’s invitation to walk it off could be helpful. As always. So, he sighs, long and a bit dramatic, and gestures to the chaotic mess that is the stage.



“Okay, okay, fine, I’ll leave the supervision here to you,” he says. For a moment, he wishes Freminet could have come to help them with the more technical side of the props. He trusts these assistants, yes, but Freminet’s hand with gears and mechanical things is always of great help.



And he was being truthful. As this is their first ever performance at the Opera, it needs to be perfect so they can continue.



The plan has only just begun, after all.



“Supervision mode activated,” is Lynette’s answer, neutral and blank, but Lyney knows how much this performance means to her too.



He slips away to the passageway under the stage, built especially for the special trick in his sleeve.



Hidden in a nondescript box, he finds the energy gauge, made by Freminet.



There is no one around, which is good, because he unscrews the vent and crawls forward. He soon hears the tell-tale noise of the gears clunking further ahead, as well as the humm of pure energy running through the entire Opera.



He comes out of the vent in the middle of a sea of gears and loud clunks, as well as the intense glow of blue light all around him.



The Oratrice’s core is only a few steps away from him, but he knows better than to get closer than he is.



This time, there are no whispers or noises, other than the mechanical movements, so Lyney relaxes slightly and takes out the energy gauge. He squints at the small needle pointing at the numerical value of the energy level and– frowns. Higher than last time.



He looks up at the blue light, the Indemnitium running through the room.



Just what is all this energy for?



He leaves before he starts getting light-headed, intent on informing Father before the end of the day. He knows how interested she’s been about the Oratrice, as well as Furina and the Chief Justice.



…



Lynette listens as Lyney informs Father of their findings.



Father falls silent for a moment, clearly thinking, before thanking them and letting them leave.



Lynette knows that Father has been trying to figure out who the real Hydro Archon is; Lady Furina or Chief Justice Neuvillette. Seeing as she is in direct contact with another Archon, the Cryo Archon, Lynette knows that Father has her doubts about believing the idea of Lady Furina being the true Archon.



The ideal candidate, Lynette knows, is Neuvillette. He seems inhuman enough, what with his special appearance and longevity, as well as his approach to life. He is immortal, that’s for sure. No one would go through life like he does without knowing that he still has countless centuries of life ahead of him. No mortal-turned-immortal would behave like that. 



But does that make him a god, an Archon? Lynette isn’t sure.



She can’t arrive at a certain answer with so few facts. She knows better than to speculate with only a fraction of the information she needs.



If Father decides to order them to investigate Fontaine’s two figureheads, they would do it. After all, Furina and Neuvillette are set to attend one of their shows.



And yet, Lynette finds herself doubtful. The Chief Justice is known to be extremely private and evasive; after all, he has been hiding his secret for centuries. And Furina talks and talks but her words are dragged away by the wind more often than not.



“Mora for your thoughts?” asks Lyney, back in his usual teasing mood now that their report is done and they are sitting at the kitchen with Freminet.



“Energy saving mode deactivated,” she says and shrugs. “I’m just deciding what tea I want to drink.”



“Ah, classic Lynette,” nods Lyney with a slight smile.



Lynette hits him with her tail when she stands up to take out a teacup for her tea.



“Hey, I just worry that you won’t sleep tonight,” he whines and rubs his back, even though Lynette hasn’t hit him hard at all.



“In that case, I’ll make you some tea as well,” she says nonchalantly. 



Freminet, who is struggling with the toaster that Lynette herself managed to break yesterday, only shakes his head when Lynette arches an eyebrow at him in question.



Lyney pauses for a moment, clearly thinking the idea over, and finally sighs.



“Sure, I’m on for some tea,” he says in the end.



Lynette hums and sets about making them a couple of cups as her brothers talk about how the sea has been pretty unsettled lately and how Freminet needs to be careful and then move on to what is wrong with the toaster.



A few moments later, she places a teacup in front of Lyney before sitting down to enjoy her own. She looks at him intently, but it’s a normal occurrence for her, so he only blows on his tea and takes a sip.



Only to splutter and gag.



“Did you put 

salt

 in this?” and he even sounds genuinely surprised.



Lynette hides her satisfied smile behind her cup.



“Task error,” she says, as blank as she can make it. “Need to restart server. Please wait.”



And she closes her eyes.



Lyney splutters, but takes another sip of tea, because he coughs immediately after.



“Is this about the little incident with the sparkler last night, ‘nette?” he asks. She remains silent and sips her tea. “I said I was sorry! You just ruined some perfectly good tea, I hope you know that–!”



…



Freminet always sighs in relief when his new reconnaissance missions entail diving and exploring underwater ruins. Not only does it mean that he probably won’t fail the mission, but he also gets to stay underwater alone to enjoy the peace and quiet.



This time is no different and he lets out a long breath when he gets to the bottom of the sea.



Here, surrounded by the muted sounds of the aquatic animals and the slow rocking of the algae, he feels safe. As if he was in Lyney and Lynette’s company.



He only lets himself bask in this peace for a few more minutes, before he sets about his duty.



Taking a look at the ruins is quick, as there is not much to see anyway. He would worry about not bringing any information back, if it wasn’t as common as it is. The only thing this mission will accomplish is a nice red cross and a note of “useless” or “irrelevant” in their map. He knows that it’s no matter, but still, he wishes that he could come home with some good news.



He thinks about this as he surfaces. For a moment, he’s surprised that it’s already close to dusk, but then everything comes to a halt when he meets the gaze of none other than–



Chief Justice Neuvillette.



Freminet can admit that he’s not the best when keeping up with the celebrities of Fontaine or other people that are regarded as “important” in their nation. He just does what he needs to, quietly, without attracting any unwanted attention. He does his thing. He only pays attention to any new breakthroughs on mechanics, really.



But he does know a few rumors. About Lady Furina having some sort of argument with a famous opera director. About a noble being unfaithful to his wife for months. About an opera singer being drunk and breaking a bottle over someone’s head.



About Neuvillette’s walks around the coast. 



Freminet– freezes.



Neuvillette is looking straight at him, and if Freminet knew him better, he would say that the Chief Justice is a bit surprised or caught off-guard. 



For a moment, he thinks about saying something. Something stupid, probably, something he would regret for the rest of his life, but something. Instead, the words die in his throat. He’s glad that he’s wearing his helmet.



He runs away, to no one’s surprise.



He dives again, gasping for breath, and later, when he’s already at the other side of the Court, he almost slaps himself. Neuvillette probably thought him to be suspicious. He would have all the right to think so, too, considering the less-than-normal missions he’s had.



He lets out a long sigh.



And returns home.



(Later, sitting at the kitchen table with Lyney muttering to himself as he struggles with a prop, he pauses and– thinks.



Neuvillette was at the coast, yet, dressed in his usual garb, elegant and expensive, with… something in his hands. And his hair – hair? – was 

glowing.

 He remembers a clear blue that reflected on the water and a shine to his eyes–



Huh.)



…



Lyney has taken to stay late at the Opera Epiclese to make sure that everything is coming along as it should. The passageway underneath the stage is pretty much done, as is the box and the rails, but a true magician needs to check everything before the grand show.



So, he stays and checks on the Oratrice’s energy levels when he needs to. Everyone working on this project now knows him for being cautious and careful and maybe a bit paranoid with the equipment. He always makes sure to use the same excuse: one can never be too careful. So, they let him be and move as he pleases.



Today is not different. 



There has been a trial, so he watches as the audience leaves, talking among each other and commenting on the fate of the poor idiot who decided that robbing an expensive boutique would be smarter than robbing a bank.



He hides the energy level gauge under his hat.



In just a few minutes, the Opera is, once again, silent.



It’s always jarring to see it like that. The Opera is grand and majestic, boiling with people and their emotions. Like this, it reminds Lyney of those stories about ghosts too haunted by their lives to move on. It’s… spooky.



Which is why the sudden steps behind him make him tense.



He turns, hands ready to take out his bow, but he stops as soon as he sees the Chief Justice himself coming down the stage with leisure. He slips a wide smile on his face and nods with respect, almost a bow.



“Hard at work as always, I see, Monsieur,” he says with a light tone.



Neuvillette tilts his head in a half-nod. He has a few documents in his hand and his trusty cane in the other. Not for the first time, Lyney wonders why he has it and even if he needs it. He knows that it could be a fashion thing, and he also hasn’t seen the Chief Justice limping; he’s sure that if someone saw that, it would be all over the news.



“I could say the same to you, Mr Lyney,” answers Neuvillette. “I’ve heard that you’ve been working on a new trick. I look forward to seeing it on your next show.”



“A-ah– so you 

will

 come too, Monsieur?” he asks, and his surprise must show on his face, so he wipes it off quickly. “It’s such an honor! Now I’m even more determined to do it right! I look forward to hearing your thoughts.”



“I’m sure that it will be wonderful,” says Neuvillette and, with another nod of goodbye, he walks away, up the aisle and to the doors.



He doesn’t limp. At all.



But in the dim lightning of the Opera, his cane seems to glow a soft blue.



… As do the two blue, horn-like appendages that could never be mistaken for hair.



Come to think of it, nobody knows 

what 

he is, even after all these years.



Well, Father hasn’t asked them to investigate, so Lyney will leave it alone. It’s not his business, no matter how useful it could be to know, if only to figure out what his connection to the Oratrice might be.



(It is still interesting, and he does wonder, sometimes, when he can’t sleep.)



…



The Lyonnais colony is growing, thinks Lynette as soon as she arrives at the familiar alleyway. She leaves the usual food hidden behind some crates, but a few cats realize early and hurry over, jumping over each other and hissing at whoever tries to eat before them.



Lynette tries to put some order, but she knows better than to get too involved. Picking favorites would only mess everything up, so she stays back when the cats seem to have organized themselves.



The mission regarding the Oratrice has monopolized most of their time, so she can’t check on them as much as she would like. She will have to make up for it later, if everything goes well and they don’t end up in the Fortress of Meropide because they tried to spy on matters of the State.



She watches as the younger cats play with each other and even offers her own tail for them to bat at, as long as they don’t actually use their claws.



Being with cats is easy; learn their tells and you’ll be fine. They also tend to gravitate to calm people, someone who talks in low tones and doesn’t yell.



She starts to wonder if the people she knows would be liked by the cats. Lyney… it would depend on if he is in his best behavior or not. Freminet is a clear yes. Father… probably yes, she’s too poised and calm to really scare them off. Now, her aura on the other hand…



Lady Furina is probably too loud for the cats, she thinks. Plus, she always uses those strong perfumes that cats hate, so Lynette is sorry to say that, no, that relationship wouldn’t work.



Neuvillette on the other hand…



One of the youngest cats meows loudly and almost trails off into a hiss, so Lynette returns to the present and looks around.



There. She hurries off, ready to catch the cat before it runs too far into the middle of the street, where people will ignore it until it gets hurt somehow. She’s better than this–



She stops right before she runs into someone taller than her, someone that smells of the sea, of rain, of–



“Ah, good day, Miss Lynette,” greets Neuvillette with a nod.



Lynette quickly retreats a few steps and nods at him with respect, but she also looks around for the little cat.



“Good day to you too, Monsieur,” she says and maybe her voice is a little too distracted, because Neuvillette seems to follow her gaze as she looks around.



He does pause and look down soon enough and Lynette does the same, just in time to see said kitten bat at his coattails with a small paw and wide eyes. Lynette almost hisses at him; it couldn’t go for any other person, it 

has to be 

the Chief Justice himself.



Yet, he doesn’t seem to mind. He just moves his coattail away carefully with a gentle hand, taking care not to drag away the kitten when its claws catch on his clothes.



And then something strange happens.



The kitten finally looks up at the tall man and their eyes seem to meet for a second and then–



The kitten falls to the floor immediately, tummy up, paws relaxed.



Neck bare.



Submissive.



Lynette can’t help but frown. That’s new. They don’t even take a submissive approach to her and she’s ten times bigger than them, a bigger cat, with power over wind – and she knows that they can feel it, sensitive as they are to it.



And yet, as soon as their eyes met, the kitten gave up all playfulness and instead decided that it’s at this person’s mercy.



Lynette looks up at Neuvillette, expecting surprise, but she finds none of it on his face. She doesn’t find much, to be honest. Neuvillette has always been extremely good at hiding his expressions – or maybe he’s just not good at expressing, instead? 



“Today is a pretty busy day,” comments Neuvillette, looking around at the bustle of the city. “You should be careful with the little ones.”



Lynette needs a few moments to recover.



“I will, Monsieur,” she says, simply, and she crouches to take the kitten into her arms. Its eyes never leave Neuvillette. “Thank you.”



Neuvillette only nods and continues on his way.



Lynette follows him with her gaze and when the man has rounded the corner, she looks down at the kitten with curious eyes. It bats at the lock of hair that escapes her ponytail, as if nothing happened.



“… What do you see that I don’t?” she asks it.



The kitten meows.



…



After the mess that was Lyney’s – and technically Lynette’s – trial, Freminet can’t help but stick close to his siblings. Just in case.



It’s probably good that Father is not back yet, though he knows that she will hurry back to Fontaine, especially now that the prophecy seems to be picking up speed. She sends orders and somehow, knowing that she doesn’t really know how to approach the crisis yet makes all of them at the House of the Hearth freak out a bit.



Freminet spends every day either diving and searching at the bottom of the sea or stuck to his siblings’ side as they all await Father’s return and orders.



He still expects Neuvillette to be there when he surfaces from the water, though.



He keeps up with the rumor mill for this very reason. Avoiding social interactions has become somewhat of a hidden talent of his, after all.



It takes him a couple of uneventful days to conclude that, yes, the Chief Justice is probably too busy with the situation to afford going on walks around the coast. Which is just fine for Freminet, seeing as he’s already nervous when dealing with totally normal people, Fontaine’s symbol of justice is overdoing it.



Still, he can relate to him. Taking walks at the beach, feeling the salty air on his cheeks, with the chattering of birds around him, is incredibly relaxing. It’s nice and quiet, devoid of peering eyes.


He knows that Father is curious about Neuvillette – and Lady Furina. Her suspicions will surely intensify when she learns about what happened at the Opera.


Freminet wonders if they will have to investigate the two beloved celebrities of Fontaine. Somehow, it makes him uncomfortable.



And yet, he thinks that, if Neuvillette really likes going on walks close to the sea, maybe they are more alike than he thought.



For a moment, he wonders what it would be like to walk together with Fontaine’s revered Chief Justice. He doesn’t know much about the man, but he knows enough to know that he’s not as ruthless as he appears at court; not that that helps Freminet’s anxiety.



Does he know all about Fontaine’s underwater world? Does he like diving as much as Freminet? Does he–?



Has he heard the legend about the Hydro Dragon? Somehow, Freminet thinks that Neuvillette would know if that particular story is real or not, though he can’t say why.



Freminet hums to himself and when clouds start covering the sky and threatening rain…



“Hydro Dragon, Hydro Dragon, don’t cry,” he murmurs into the wind.



The rain starts falling down before Freminet can reach the House.



He has forgotten the umbrella again.



…



Lyney is tired.



After the trial, after the mission at the Fortress of Meropide, after the threat to his siblings and what could have happened if Wriothesley didn’t have an actual good heart, after the near brush with the Primordial Sea when they had to evacuate the Fortress…



He’s tired.



And yet, he can’t stop.



Father is back, after all, here to stay until the prophecy happens or it’s stopped. And she tells them to keep an eye on the Chief Justice and, if possible, figure out what his deal is.



“He did resolve whatever happened at the Fortress,” she explains when the three siblings cross glances. “He stopped the Primordial Sea from rising, if what the Traveler shared with you is true. Why him and not Lady Furina?”



Father is definitely not happy with their Archon and as much as Lyney can appreciate drama and showmanship, he can admit that the idea of Fontaine being reduced to nothing while their Archon munches on cakes is not ideal. Something is amiss, but Lyney can’t seem to figure it out. Neither can Father, which speaks volumes about the whole thing.



So, after their meeting with Father, they all fill into their room.



Lynette sets about making them all tea. Her hands don’t shake anymore.



Freminet sits on Lyney’s bed and fidgets with a new model of Pers.



Lyney finds a large piece of paper and drops it on his bed, along with a few pens and thread and blank notebook pages. He has always been someone that organizes his ideas better when he can see them laid out, after all.



“Okay, let’s gather all the information we have for now,” he says and picks up a pen, ready to write. “C’mon, hit me.”



Lynette raises a cushion, silent.



“Not literally! I mean your ideas!” he rectifies quickly. Lynette seems to huff, disappointed, but she drops the cushion back on the bed and returns to her tea. Lyney makes sure that she doesn’t add any salt this time. He grumbles, “I hate you.”



“No, you don’t,” she says immediately, without even turning around.



Lyney sighs.



“No, I don’t,” he agrees.



Soon enough, they have a sizable mess of little notes, some intertwined with others, a few left alone.




“Chief Justice of Fontaine.”





“resided in Fontaine for more than 400 years -> real origin: unknown.”





“Real age: unknown.”





“Most likely inhuman -> elemental lifeform?”





“Hydro powers”, “Powerful enough to down a Harbinger, distracted as he was”…




And then comes the observations and other information that seems unimportant, but that could help them.




“Likes walks around the coast.”





“animals – cats – submissive to him.”





“Doesn’t seem to have a Vision.”





“Uses a cane but maybe he doesn’t need it -> pending confirmation.”





“Water-tasting? -> attunement to Hydro.”




Lyney frowns at their little mind map, a hand under his chin.



“This isn’t enough to reach a clear answer,” he says to no one, but his siblings nod, anyway.



“Analysis mode: error, can’t be found,” says Lynette. Then, she frowns and taps her spoon against her cup, thinking. “I think we can reach a few conclusions, though. Firstly, I guess it’s pretty obvious that he’s not a human. No one can live for centuries, especially retaining his mind and sanity as well as he does.”



“He does have a pretty good memory and a sound judgment, yes…” mumbles Lyney and he circles the ‘inhuman’ part of their diagram with red.



“He also uses Hydro without a Vision,” says Freminet, thoughtfully, unscrewing one of Pers’ oxidized screws. “No one has seen one on him in all the centuries he’s been in the public eye. Either he’s really good at hiding it or he doesn’t have anything to hide in the first place…”



“Why hide the Vision but not his powers, though?” asks Lyney, but he doesn’t expect an answer. Freminet shrugs.



“Report: Chief Justice, Vision-less, with 97% certainty,” says Lynette and she writes the number down next to the messy Vision drawing they made.



“Okay, so he’s not a human, doesn’t have a Vision, and yet, he uses Hydro with too much ease,” continues Lyney. He taps the pen against the paper. “Oceanid?”



“The Oceanids left Fontaine centuries ago,” says Freminet with a slight frown. “Something about… not liking Lady Furina? Or not liking the water? Or… Egeria’s death?”



“There are too many legends about it, there is no way to know for sure, unless we track down an Oceanid…” and Lyney sighs. “That would be a waste of time and resources. A goose chase, really. We can’t ask that of Father, not with the prophecy closer than ever…”



They remain silent for a moment, all of them staring at their little project.



Lynette takes a long sip of tea.



“I don’t think he’s an Oceanid, anyway,” she says, slowly, as if she’s still trying to fit the pieces of the puzzle. She draws a small Oceanid-like figure on the paper and then she makes a small red cross next to it. “Oceanids are technically the Hydro Archon’s familiars, her helpers, subordinates… servants, if you put it to the extreme. Chief Justice Neuvillette… doesn’t give me that impression. At all.”



“How so?” asks Lyney, arching an eyebrow. 



He knows how observant Lynette is, seeing as she always tries to stay away from the spotlight so she can have a wider perspective on things. That’s how they have always operated. Lyney stays on the frontlines, makes assumptions and thinks outside the box… while Lynette stays back and watches and 

sees.




“Have you noticed that Neuvillette doesn’t really… revere Lady Furina?” she says, quietly. Lyney and Freminet frown. “Fontaine sees her as a celebrity, yes, some people even see her as a mascot, and yet… they all have faith in her abilities. They know and think that she’s powerful. She’s a god. So, in their own way, they revere and treat her as such. As if she’s somehow above them, no matter how dramatic she is. Neuvillette… doesn’t. What I saw during that trial…” Lyney flinches slightly and Freminet looks at him with worry, to which Lyney tries to smile as wide as he can. “I think Neuvillette thinks of Lady Furina as simply… his boss. Not his superior. They are… co-workers. Companions.” And she sighs. “I don’t know how to put it exactly, but that’s the impression they gave me.”



And Lyney pauses and… has to agree.



Neuvillette is a graceful person. Composed. Unshakable. Powerful and sure of that fact. Quiet. He’s the opposite of Lady Furina in a lot of ways, really.



But when Lyney thinks of defining their relationship, he hits a blank, because he wouldn’t put any of them above the other. Like Lynette says, they seem to be mostly on the same level, just… Lady Furina is still the boss. She has the divinity of a god, while Neuvillette has… the poise of one?



Lyney wonders if Father could tell them more about the Cryo Archon so they can compare her to Fontaine’s symbols of justice, but in the end, he backs out.



This is their mission. They need to figure it out on their own.



So, he sighs and rubs his temples.



“I think this is enough for today,” he says and he smiles, softer, more genuine. “We’ll keep an eye out for any more clues. For the moment, I think we can just… maybe ask a few Melusines about him? In a way that’s not terribly obvious, anyway.”



“Ah, that’s… not my strong suit,” murmurs Freminet and he fidgets with Pers. “But… I’ll do my best.”



“It’s okay, maybe you’ll run into him one day when you’re diving,” comments Lyney and Freminet pauses and then– nods. Lyney arches an eyebrow. “Oh? Would you talk to him?”



Frerminet seems to hesitate for a moment, but then he nods slightly.



“I suppose I am a bit curious, yes,” he admits in the end. 



Lyney’s smile turns into a grin and he can almost hear Lynette roll her eyes next to him. 



“Oh-ho-ho, well then, our Fremy will manage to befriend the Chief Justice himself,” he sings-songs and watches in amusement as Freminet’s cheeks redden and he stutters.



Lynette slaps the back of his head softly with a huff.



…



After their shows, Lynette usually stays by the fountains to the sides of the Opera as Lyney finishes thanking everyone and stays to talk to whoever is veering for his attention. 



She watches as the people mingle around the Fountain of Lucine and talk and gush about their show. It almost feels like a dream.



This time, Lynette takes advantage of the fact that it’s pretty windy to stay back, close to the doors of the Opera, where Aeife keeps guard. She stays close to the wall and takes out her tea and listens to the conversations flowing around the plaza.



At some point, she offers a few pastries to Aeife, who declines with a shake of her head.



Her patience pays off, because soon, the Melusine Veleda approaches her companion. Lynette stays where she is, idly stirring her tea and following Lyney’s figure as he moves in and out of the crowd with a charismatic smile. He still hasn’t run out of cards; good.



“Hey, Aeife, do you want to get some food?” asks Veleda as soon as she’s close enough.



“I’m still working,” is Aeife’s answer, but she seems interested. “But… what did you have in mind?”



“Oh, you know those cakes in Cafe Lucerne? The ones with vanilla and chocolate?” exclaims Veleda, eyes probably shining.



“Oh, oh, I know! They’re so good!” says Aeife. “Ah– but, I still have an hour until my shift ends…”



“No matter! I can go and order them first,” offers Veleda. And then she pauses. Lynette pays more attention. “Come to think of it… everyone is really busy lately, huh? Because of… everything.”



“Yes, even Monsieur Neuvillette can only stay and talk with me for a few minutes before he has to hurry off,” answers Aeife and she sounds genuinely dejected. “It’s such a shame…”



“Mm, yes, and the sky has been cloudy for some time now, hasn’t it?” continues Veleda and Lynette frowns a bit at the drastic change of topic. Then again, it’s not 

that

 drastic, right? She stirs her tea and takes a small sip. “Though, it’s good that it hasn’t rained these past few days, right?”



“Ah! I know! We should get some more pastries and bring them to the Palais so everyone can eat them,” says Aeife and the idea seems to take some root, because Veleda hums and seems to nod.



“I like that! I’m sure that it will take Monsieur Neuvillette’s mind off things, if only for a bit,” answers Veleda. She laughs. “Who knows, maybe tomorrow we’ll be able to see the sun again.”



… Was that metaphorical?



She takes a peek at the two Melusines, who are now excitedly talking about which pastries and cakes and water – water? – to order at the Cafe. 



Okay, doesn’t seem to be metaphorical. Maybe. Then… what?



With a soft sigh of frustration, she takes the last sip of tea and takes a few steps forward, until she’s no longer hidden by the Opera’s structure. Lyney’s eyes catch her soon after and their gazes meet for a moment.



It takes them less than ten minutes to board the aquabus back to the Court.



Lynette stays silent all the way, thoughtful.



Her intuition tells her that whatever the Melusines meant about the rain and the sun and the weather is less metaphorical and more literal. They talked about Neuvillette in relation to the weather. Weather, weather, something about the weather, the rain, the–



“Something on your mind, dear sister?” asks Lyney when they finally reach the Court and she hasn’t said anything yet. His eyes are sharp and knowing and his smile soft.



Lynette hums noncommittally.



“Maybe,” she says and then she pauses and frowns. “Need more data. Calculating.”



…



Freminet is picking up some pastries for some kid’s birthday when he sees him – Duke Wriothesley himself. Walking around the Court. Alone. Mostly relaxed, as far as he can tell.



Freminet… tenses.



The last and only time he has seen the man was when he dived in the sea around the Fortress and got affected by the Primordial Seawater in the area. Suffice to say, it wasn’t the best way to meet someone, leaving aside the fact that Freminet isn’t the best at meeting people.



So, to see the man walking around makes him nervous. Also worried. Is something wrong? Is the prophecy even closer now? Is–?



“Here, all yours!” comes the vendor’s cheery voice and Freminet almost jumps five feet in the air. 



Instead, he gulps down the shriek that has been climbing up his throat and nods stiffly at the man, taking the box and pretty much running away. 



It’s good that he has already paid.



And yet, this is not the only time he runs into the other man.



He’s staring at the familiar book with wide eyes and hands clenched around the box of pastries when a hand comes from behind him and grabs it.



Freminet jumps this time and turns around to meet– blue eyes.



The blue eyes of the Duke.



Freminet gulps. 



He must be making a pretty obvious face, because the Duke’s stony eyes soften somewhat and he even smiles, an easy grin that makes him look younger.



“Sorry for startling you,” says the Duke and his voice is relaxed, for once. “I have been kind of rude, huh? Sorry about that.”



Freminet’s tongue sticks to the roof of his mouth but in the end, he coughs and shakes his head.



“N-no, it’s… okay,” he says, lamely, and he almost slaps himself.



The Duke doesn’t seem to mind too much, because he hums. He looks at the book in his hands with a glint in his eyes and then he shows it to Freminet.



“So, do you know this book?” he asks and there is a slight undertone of amusement in his voice that Freminet doesn’t quite know what to do with.



But, he does know that book.



“Yes, I do,” he says easily enough. “My mother… she gave it to me when I was young, but I… lost it. It just… brings back memories.”



Wriothesley hums again and he opens the book with nimble and scarred hands. He flips through the pages with the ease of someone used to handling documents or books.



“Mm, it seems this book is pretty famous,” he musses to himself. “Or, rather, its stories are. A collection of local legends, huh.” He looks up then and turns to the vendor with a smile. “I’ll take this one, boss.”



“A-ah, sure, Your Grace,” stutters the man and he takes it from the Duke’s hands. “Do you… want it wrapped, monsieur?”



“Actually, yes,” nods the Duke easily enough.



They both stand side by side as the man wraps the books with sandy paper. The silence is probably not awkward at all, but it grates on Freminet’s ears nonetheless, so he clears his throat and fidgets with the box.



“So… is it a gift, Your Grace?” he asks. It’s a pretty obvious answer, but the Duke does grin again and– there it is again, that glint of amusement.



“It is, yes,” he says and he looks close to cackling, for some reason. “For a friend.”



“For a friend…” repeats Freminet and the professional part of him knows better than to let information slip away, but the Duke beats him to it, eyes shining with mischief.



“For the Chief Justice,” he says and Freminet’s brain short-circuits for a moment. The Duke’s grin widens. “You can say it’s… an inside joke, between us.”



Freminet doesn’t know what to say to that, so he watches the Duke accept the book back from the vendor and pay, before he disappears down the street.



Freminet lingers by the store.



He stares at the front of a detective novel but doesn’t see it, really. 



Instead, when the shock pushes back from his mind like the tides, he’s reminded of their current ongoing mission.



The Chief Justice’s identity and power.



A collection of local legends…



“Excuse me,” he calls to the vendor and when he has his attention, he asks, “do you have any more copies of that book?”



The vendor slides a copy to him, clearly confused as Freminet deposits the exact mora on the counter.



“What is with people and that book lately?” asks the vendor to himself as Freminet hurries back to the House.



…



Freminet has bought the book he had as a kid.



Lyney flips through the pages and has to admit that, if nothing else, the illustrations are gorgeous. Colorful, with the right amount of fantasy and surreal imagery to drive home the fact that these legends are just that, legends. A bit like magic, really.



And yet, he finds himself paying close attention to some of them, their mission at the back of his mind.



Now he understands what Freminet wants to do.



In the end, the three of them peek at the book at some point. Lynette even goes as far as to write little notes in code at the margins.



(He remembers that conversation they had with the Traveler.



About the Hydro Dragon.



Lyney frowns and glares at the drawing of said dragon and wonders and wonders…)



When one afternoon, after their laid-back rehearsal for their next show at the Hotel, Lynette drags them to their bedroom and takes out the mind map they did a few days ago, Lyney isn’t really surprised.



“When does it rain?” she asks first. She writes ‘rain’ as they think.



“When there are trials.” Freminet is the first to speak. Lyney taps his fingers against the bed, thinking and looking back. A great magician takes note of the weather, after all. It would not do for his cards to get wet and ruin the tricks, after all.



“Not always,” he says. “Yes, it usually rains when there are trials, but sometimes it rains when there aren’t.”



Lynette nods and goes back to her writing: her next entry is ‘Melusines’. This time, she looks at Freminet with a knowing glint in her eyes.



“I overhead Aeife and Veleda talking the other day,” she explains and Lyney leans forward, because she hasn’t told him yet what she heard. Instead, she has been mulling it over for a few days. That means that she has reached an answer. Who knows, maybe it’s the same one that is floating through his mind. “They mentioned Monsieur Neuvillette, work… and also, strangely, the weather.”



“Huh,” huffs Lyney and he finds himself smiling slightly. 



Lynette writes ‘weather’ next to the ‘Melusines’. And then, she draws a little cloud. With rain.



“Now, what legend is related to the rain and the weather?” she asks, pointed and maybe even amused.



Freminet’s answer is to open the book at–



Lyney grins–



And he draws a line connecting the rain to Monsieur Neuvillette’s name, as Lynette and Freminet draw a small serpentine dragon on the way.



“Good job, team,” he says, giddy, with warmth nesting in his chest.



…



Checking the information they possess, making sure that reality supported their conclusions and searching for more context is… maybe not as easy as it seems.



Checking the information is easy enough; the myth is pretty popular and well-known. The source is unknown, but the rhyme has been floating around Fontaine for centuries, so talking with its creator was never an option to start with.



Checking the rain is also pretty easy. They all note down the days when it rains and the very next day, they check the newspapers for news about trials.



“87% accuracy,” says Lynette with a satisfied nod.



So, not all trials. But it 

does 

rain when the trial is especially hard.



(She catches Freminet mumbling the rhyme under his breath. She looks up and wonders…)



((Would Neuvillette have 

cried

 made it rain if they were caught, back when Lynette was…?))



(Did Neuvillette 

cry

 make it rain because of Caesar’s sentencing?)



Now, searching for more context is… hard.



Their resources in this area are… pretty lackluster, she can even say. They have all the damning information pertaining to the nobles of this nation, but still, everything related to legends or knowledge that shouldn’t be widely known or research papers written about the distant past are… not available for them.



They can ask Father and she will surely have some sources they can check – maybe she can even ask the Tsaritsa herself. But it’s probably best to make sure that their theory is sound and true before they reach out to Father, which leads them to…



“We can’t just– approach him and tell him,” says Lyney, a hand under his chin, eyes thoughtful, and Lynette knows him well enough to say that he already has an idea.



“It would be the easiest option, though,” she says with a shrug. Lyney looks at her with a slight drop of his shoulders. She arches an eyebrow. “Go to Palais Mermonia, set an appointment with him and…”



“But where’s the fun in that?” he almost whines and he throws his hands up, like the magician he is. “It could take 

months

. Have you heard how busy he is? No, no, we can do something better.”



“Assault him at his place?” asks Lynette, point-blank.



“Meet him during one of his breaks?” asks Freminet, unsure.



Lyney grins.



“Nope! We’ll do what we do best… a show!” he says with a flourish.



Lynette meets Freminet’s gaze and takes a sip of tea.



And then, she nods.



…



The show is pretty straightforward.



After Lyney and Lynette went to the Fortress, it still took the Opera a few weeks until they could let them perform again. They have been almost-convicted and actually-convicted, but their reputation is still solid and people love them nonetheless, so they are invited back soon enough.



Good, because Lyney invites Neuvillette personally to the show, as an apology for their recent brushes with the law.



They all know how respectful and aware Neuvillette is about these issues, so he will definitely attend.



So, Freminet helps them with the set up and ideas and in no time at all, the twins are ready to perform again on the stage of the Opera Epiclese, now with another objective: be obvious enough about their newly figured out knowledge, so that Neuvillette is made aware of it, but vague enough to avoid anyone tying two and two together.



Freminet hangs around the backstage to make sure that everything is as it should – Lyney has become even more paranoid about safety after what happened to Cowell – and to keep an eye on Neuvillette.



He has attended. Of course.



Freminet watches as the Chief Justice waits patiently at his seat, legs crossed and hands folded on his lap. 



His eyes move unconsciously to the obvious inhuman features that the Chief Justice doesn’t even attempt to hide and he fidgets with the switch in his hands. He is pretty sure that they are right, but like with every mystery, one can’t be completely certain until the truth reveals itself. He’s the one in charge of figuring out if Neuvillette’s reaction can constitute as a confirmation or not. It seems straightforward enough, but when it comes to the Chief Justice, nothing is as simple as it seems.



So, he listens as Lyney greets the audience, introduces himself and Lynette and opens the show with a few simple tricks to get everyone’s attention.



It’s mostly towards the end of the show when he goes all out.



He plays with fire, which is an incredible feat, seeing as he doesn’t have his Vision – Lyney makes sure to show his back and the lack of Vision there. Lynette dances with the fire, twirls with the blaze, and Lyney fakes a gasp when some of her clothes burn off – only to turn into a more colorful outfit.



Lyney panics – an act, of course. He takes a bucket of water and douses Lynette with it, and she stops completely and glares at him.



They move through a few more tricks – a snake of cloth turning into a blazing serpent that twirls in the air, following Lyney’s hand. Before it catches his hand, Lynette douses it with more water and Lyney pouts at her.



Freminet watches as the audience laughs and claps.



Soon enough, the stage is covered in – not water. Not exactly.



Freminet turns on the switch and suddenly – an explosion and fire.



Lyney and Lynette fall back and then Lynette disappears behind a curtain of smoke, leaving Lyney alone in the fire.



He yells and cries for his sister.



Freminet turns on the other device and–



Rain falls on the stage.



Lyney looks up, hat gone.



Lynette hurries to Freminet’s side, struggling to adjust the long blue scarf around her neck and back.



“It’s not too on the nose, right?” he asks her, suddenly worried.



In the audience, Neuvillette frowns slightly.



Lynette huffs out a sigh and finally manages to wrap the scarf so that it falls down her back and covers her tail, instead making it look as if the scarf – a beautiful mix of blue and white and navy – 

is

 her tail. An otherworldly tail. Her new clothes, peppered with small shiny scales, glow under the dim lightning.



“Too late now,” she says and then she walks into the stage.



She covers Lyney with a blanket and he smiles and grins and welcomes her back to his side.



And he takes out the match. He lights it.



And he throws it up.



Immediately, the rain turns into a shower of sparks. Of fire.



Fire rain.



The audience gasps, mesmerized. 



Lyney and Lynette are gone from the stage.



The audience stands up and claps and cheers.



Freminet watches Neuvillette, the slow claps and the thoughtful look in his eyes. Maybe he has caught the double-meaning, the homage. The clue.



Lyney and Lynette reappear on stage and the crowd throws a few roses at them.



Lyney looks down at some point, as if he is smelling the rose in his hand, but in reality, he looks Neuvillette right in the eye.



And he winks.



Neuvillette… rolls his eyes and smiles slightly. There is a glint of amusement in his eyes and maybe it’s his eyes playing tricks on him, but Freminet swears the Chief Justice shakes his head with good-cheer.



Soon after, he sits backstage and caresses the book.



And when Lyney and Lynette return, cheeks flushed from the spotlight and attention and cheer, he looks at them and– nods.



Lyney’s grin is wide and satisfied.



“Mission accomplished, team.”



Notes for the Chapter:
This one is different from the rest because 1) it’s in the perspective of the three siblings and 2) they are not as… intertwined with Neuvillette as the others. They could have been, but they aren’t.

I did think of including Furina in this, one way or another (her knowing his identity vs her not knowing anything and winging it), but I think Neuvillette and Furina’s relationship is just too complex. For this fic at least.






6. A judge’s self




Neuvillette is perfectly aware of the fact that he’s not the best at pretending to be a normal human.



He tries, nonetheless. He really does. He tries to pick up the social rules; sit down when eating, with the corresponding piece of cutlery, wear the proper clothes, use lies when you can’t be as direct and rude as you wish to be, try to find the correct word, phrase, explain yourself when…



At first, when he arrived at the Court of Fontaine, he remembers just how different everything was. How different 

he

 needed to be.



Suddenly, he couldn’t just stand under the heavy rain. He couldn’t abandon the stressful work and the piles of paperwork to throw himself into the waters and breathe. He couldn’t understand why humans tended to talk in circles, their words like fallen leaves, meaningless, lies.



He is better at it now, he knows, as Furina likes to joke about it sometimes. But he also knows that he’s still… very clearly not human.



Because it is pretty obvious. His age is a glaring sign of it. The pointed ears, the horns, the slitted pupils, the scales he hides under cloth, his control over Hydro without a Vision to be seen, even his slightly too-sharp teeth.



He remembers how Furina told him to try to hide these attributes, to wear a fake Visión.



“To make it easier for you,” she said and the care in her eyes was clear as day.



But dragons are prideful beings by nature. He still remembers how he had puffed out, frowning, almost a glare.



“I will not hide,” he said through gritted teeth. 

“Like a coward”

, he did not say. 

“Like a scared hatchling

”, he did not say. 

“Like someone who needs to explain himself”

, he did not say.



Therefore, it stands to logic that he falls into a sort of contradiction.



He pretends to be as human as possible, and yet, he doesn’t deny his identity and nature.



He hides just enough so people can’t see all the clues.



Not even Carole and Vautrin knew about his true identity and what it entails. Sometimes he wonders what would have happened if they were to know. Would they have accepted him or would they be too throw-off? Would they be scared? Would they–?



Most of the Melusines know now what he is. A secret of this magnitude is difficult to hide, and yet, most of them don’t understand – or care – about the implications of his position and identity. They don’t know about his power – stolen by the Heavens, only able to be returned by a death – or his duties or the debt of blood tainting the world.



He likes to keep it that way. Even Sigewinne, who shows just how mature she can be countless times, can only wonder and ask questions that will be answered half-way.



And he continues to hide in plain sight. He doesn’t hide his horns, his eyes, his ears. He does hide his scales, his teeth.



Sometimes, he wonders why he did that. Is it pride? Is it self-doubt? Is it–?



Is it an invitation?



Furina always says that he needs to go out and make more connections, but how could he? He’s the Iudex of Fontaine, he needs to be impartial, he needs to look at humanity from a distance, enough to understand them but not enough to mingle.



(He needs to stay away, lest what happened to Vautrin and Carole repeats itself.)



So when his… companions, acquaintances, begin digging and figuring out his true identity and nature… it makes him nervous, but it also makes something warm flourish in his chest.



And isn’t that strange?



He should be worried or scared or angry or… or something. They have been digging into his secrets – secrets? – and looking too closely and paying attention and…



And is that so wrong?



It takes Neuvillette a few days to find a way to describe the situation to himself.



It feels like staring at the sea from the top of a cliff. 



The waves lap at the sharp rocks below, their roar can be heard all the way from the top and one would wonder if they would survive if they were to jump off said cliff and into the wild waves at the bottom.



Though he is a dragon, the Hydro Dragon, Neuvillette still stares down with something that feels like apprehension nested in his chest.



It’s a long way down.



Of course it doesn’t surprise him that there are people who can figure out his true identity. It was a matter of time.



It still puts him on edge.



He can remember clear as day what happened to Carole, to Vautrin, to the Melusines, the distrust, the hatred, the fear–



Some part of him connected Fontaine’s reaction to the Melusines to himself, to his own species. And it scared him. Their hatred, their rejection, it hovers over him like a sword.



It happened in the distant past, after all. The conflicts between vishaps and humanity are countless and each more gruesome than the last.



So he kept this secret to himself, for months, years, decades, centuries. Some asked, some tried their hand at guessing and failed, so he let it be. He never came out and announced it; it was for the best. It is for the best, still.



And yet, they – the Traveler, Wriothesley, Charlotte, Navia, Clorinde and the children of the House of the Hearth – all came to him and told him that they knew, that they figured it out, with pride and satisfaction and smugness and wide smiles. Neuvillette wonders if they know what exactly it means, what his power – and the void of the fraction that isn’t there anymore – means for them and their carefully controlled world. If they had a deeper understanding of his position, would they be scared? Of the world, of what looks down at them from the Heavens, of himself?



He thinks of the Traveler asking him curious questions, willing to listen and learn. 



He thinks of Wriothesley, who asks details and even jokes around when Neuvillette hesitates to tell him the truth that could doom him, as it would put him in the sights of the usurpers. 



He thinks of Charlotte, who runs into him sometimes when going out with Tristane to take photos and asks him for another interview with shining eyes. 



He thinks of Navia, who still offers useful and important information about cases and even goes as far as to check on him when she sees the rain hitting the windows of the Opera after a particularly hard trial. 



He thinks of Clorinde, who sometimes asks him for advice on how to better wield elemental energy and asks him to spar with her.



They don’t seem… afraid of him. They don’t seem much different, really.



“It just explains a few things, that’s all,” says Wriothesley during a meeting, stirring his tea.



“Your lack of knowledge about human emotion is understandable now, really,” says Navia, when she comes by to drop some information about a recent case.



“It makes more sense than other rumors,” says Charlotte and then she mutters something about male Melusines.



“You’re too powerful to be much else,” says Clorinde with a shrug.



Neuvillette… accepts the situation with as much grace and amusement as he can.



Somehow, knowing that he doesn’t need to hide around these specific people is… freeing. Maybe. He’s still trying to figure out if the pressure he feels in his chest is fondness, apprehension or that his body is much too human and all those hours under the rain have culminated in sickness.



…



It reminds him of a snowball tumbling down a snowy hill.



The snowball tumbles down and gathers more and more snow, until it doubles its original size and it travels down at much more speed.



The situation starts out pretty similar.



The Traveler is the first person to figure it out, though it doesn’t quite surprise him; the Traveler has been adventuring for years now and probably has a lot of information about… everything. Maybe not the whole truth, but who ever has arrived at it at this time?



The second one is… Wriothesley, which isn’t a surprise, either.



Sigewinne sends him a letter one day and Neuvillette waits until he’s done with work to open it and read it calmly. She talks about an inmate that praised her milkshake, before he doubled over coughing. She thinks the humidity in the Fortress is getting to him. Neuvillette doesn’t have the heart to tell her that it’s her milkshakes.



And then Neuvillette can’t help but frown at the next paragraph.




“Wriothesley has been digging into local legends, lately. He’s also searching for information about other species all around Teyvat. Including Reptilians. I think he’s starting to catch on, Monsieur. Should I help or should I… “help”?”




And it’s in that moment that Neuvillette actually stops and thinks about it.



That the Traveler knows is no problem for him. After all, they are a witness. They are a seeker of the truth. And they can hold their own in a fight.



Neuvillette taps his fingers on the desk. His longer and sharper fingernails make a distinct sound against the wood, even through the thick gloves he always wears.



And he wonders if stopping Wriothesley or making him arrive at the wrong conclusion would even work or help. He wonders what Wriothesley would do if he knew.



He wonders and wonders and he writes a letter back to Sigewinne before he can second-guess himself.




“Let him do as he pleases for now.” 

he writes and ignores the apprehension growing in his chest.



Wriothesley will figure it out. It’s only a matter of time, knowing him. He’s untiring when a mystery interests him, when knowledge calls to him. Neuvillette sometimes wonders if Wriothesley would have entered the Akademiya to be a scholar, were his life different.



So, Neuvillette decides to trust Wriothesley – it has never failed him so far – and waits patiently.



He doesn’t disappoint.



…



The third one is Charlotte. When he thinks about it, it isn’t really a surprise. Charlotte is known to be relentless and a very good journalist, someone who strives for the truth. Always.



He sees this in the interview, in the way she carefully planned the questions. He sees this in the articles she writes, the photos she publishes, always a mirror of what the eye can see, for better or worse. He sees this in the way she perseveres in a cutthroat career and how she follows her intuition and finally arrives at the truth – 

his

 truth.



He doesn’t panic. No, when Wriothesley managed to figure it out, he understood perfectly well that his secret was already peeking out from behind the curtain. And he isn’t one to cover it up again, not when these humans seem to be sharp enough to catch it. Like bait, but… an invitation, almost.



And yet, for a moment, he feels the freezing sensation of dread. Will she publish it? A long article, laying out the proof, his secret in plain sight for everyone to judge for once? Will she–?



He pushes it down, but she promises – swears – to keep her silence and so, the storm in him calms, like the sea. The water returns to its original state, a calm that makes the surface look smooth as a gem.



Somehow, that conversation prompts him to consider the implications of more people knowing his true identity. He wonders, not for the first time, if this is the correct decision. If he shouldn’t cut it at the root.



But they have been understanding so far. They haven’t asked him why he keeps it a secret. They haven’t demanded answers. They…



Neuvillette looks up at the sky, clear of any clouds.



And wonders.



…



The fourth one is Navia, and this one 

is

 a surprise.



Their relationship has just begun to turn from cold politeness to careful warmth. They both struggle to find their footing with each other, Neuvillette most of all, he isn’t afraid to admit. When he looks at her, he always remembers how she cried and resented him. And when she looks at him, he’s sure that she sees what befell her father.



So, for her to pay that much attention to him and his mannerisms, his tells that gave his inhuman and draconic nature away, it’s… not something he could have seen coming.



For a moment, he’s almost worried about her reverting back to the past, where fury twisted inside her until it exploded. When he looks into her eyes, he does so expecting something close to disgust, mistrust, fear? 



But there is none of that. Instead, he catches what appears to be mirth, smugness, a lightness in her eyes that he hasn’t seen before. Navia grins and pouts when he tells her that she’s not the first to figure his identity out and… life goes on, it seems, because nothing really changes.



She gives him macarons one time, later, when rain hits the windows in his office. They are good and he would probably eat them again if macarons in general weren’t as dry as most sweets.



(“Macarons are not 

dry

, Neuvillette,” groans Furina when he tells her. She rolls her eyes and throws her hands in the air and Neuvillette just sips from his water with a refute at the tip of his tongue, before he decides that it’s not worth it.)



She looks at him intently when they step out of the Opera Epiclese and the sky is covered with clouds.



She offers information readily, a satisfied grin in her face, so different from Callas’ stoic demeanor.



It takes him a few days to realize that the shine he sees in her eyes in those moments is… worry. Companionship. He didn’t think he would get to see that directed to 

him

.



And yet, it’s a bit annoying. Neuvillette has already grumbled and complained about the famous rhyme that all children – and adults and old people, seeing as children 

grow up

 – seem to know to the Traveler countless times and he will probably do it again. It doesn’t rain every time he feels under the weather, really. It 

doesn’t. 

Emotions are fickle and strong things and water is everywhere, so sometimes they feel like a boat running into him from behind. Unpredictable and yet difficult to ignore.



So, no, there is no reason to worry, even though today’s case made him close his eyes for a moment and take a deep breath.



It still rains.



“I would ask if you want an umbrella, but you probably don’t, huh?” comes Navia’s voice from behind him and when he turns, he sees her soft grin and heavy eyes, her own umbrella already open.



“Not particularly, no,” he says, honest for once, which makes him sigh. “Though, I should probably find one. People don’t react well to someone getting drenched by the rain.”



“Especially… you,” says Navia with a small chuckle. It trails off into a sigh, tired and lacking her usual energy.



It seems like the trial affected her too, which is not surprising at all.



She doesn’t say anything and neither does he. Instead, they stay silent and contemplative, watching the raindrops hit the empty pathways, lost in thought.



It helps.



…



The fifth one is, of course, Clorinde.



In all honesty, it almost surprises him that she didn’t figure it out sooner. Or told him that she did.



But she does and she does it in such a way that is so very Clorinde, so very matter-of-fact, so very nonchalant. It makes that knot of apprehension in his chest unwind immediately.



Once again, nothing really changes with her knowing his identity.



She still acts as Furina’s bodyguard, she still acts as a Champion Duelist, she still visits the Fortress and brings regular reports about the Primordial Seawater polluting Fontaine’s waters.



And she’s still as direct as always.



“Wriothesley said that we could make a club,” she comments one time, after one of Neuvillette’s meetings.



He looks up and meets her eyes and she maybe-grins at him.



“A club for… what exactly?” he asks and wonders why she is telling him this in the first place.



“A club for people that know of your identity,” she says and Neuvillette can’t help but pause. He leaves the documents on the table and frowns at Clorinde.



“Why?” is his simple question.



And Clorinde’s half-grin turns a bit softer, a bit more understanding.



“This knowledge is… not a lot, but a lot at the same time,” she tries to explain and she seems aware of the fact that it doesn’t really clear anything up for him, because she sighs. “We don’t really care about you not being human, all of us know on some level anyway, but the implications of it…”



“Are heavier, yes,” he nods and Clorinde’s sharp gaze meets his eyes. He doesn’t look away.



“There are still a lot of things we don’t know, right?” she asks, but it sounds like she already knows the answer.



He still nods, anyway.



“I wish I could tell you more, but I don’t know if telling you would… put you in danger,” he admits and he hopes the bitterness and honest regret he feels bleeds into his voice. 



Clorinde seems to understand, because she frowns and her lips thin.



“This is no simple children’s tale, is it?” she asks, careful, as if her mind was already figuring out just how serious the situation is.



“Far from it,” he says.



Clorinde pauses for a moment and then– nods. Resolute. As steady as always.



Neuvillette can feel his shoulders relaxing, somewhat, which is strange, isn’t it? Usually, when thinking about the usurpers and their control over a world that doesn’t belong to them, something twists in his chest, something that he recognizes enough to define as anger, bitterness, even hatred when he dwells too much on it.



The dragons of old lost much in that ancient war.



And Neuvillette is starting to realize that maybe – just maybe – he doesn’t want to lose this fascinating species, like his predecessor lost the old world, just because someone out there in their mighty throne that doesn’t belong to them decides that that is the right choice.



“I understand…” mumbles Clorinde, and her hand flies up to her Vision on her chest. Maybe she’s starting to realize some things too. “I understand, but you know how Wriothesley is. He will start digging sooner rather than later, whether that be asking you or researching.”



Neuvillette clenches his jaw. He knows that Wriothesley is incredibly resourceful – it’s partialy what made Neuvillette choose him for the position of Administrator – as well as focused and charismatic. 



But he’s also curious. 



And curiosity can – and has and will – doom the people of Teyvat.



(He can’t help but think back to how the sky turned red and dark and how corruption streaked through the world – Khaenri’ah was lost, just like dozens of other nations of old that reached too far, only for their hands to be cut off.)



“I will try to keep an eye on him,” he says, and they both know that it will most likely be Sigewinne the one keeping an eye on the Duke, as always.



Clorinde nods, firm, a hand on her chest, the usual salute, and then her shoulders fall slightly and she looks more relaxed.



“In any case, that club I told you about… it will probably happen,” she says, nonchalant, and Neuvillette blinks, confused and caught off-guard. She tilts her head. “We’ll invite you to the inevitable tea parties.”



And with that– she leaves her office.



Neuvillette stares after her and tries to fit together his idea of a club and the idea his companions seem to have of it.



…



Wriothesley comes to his office one day, without an appointment, with a wrapped package under an arm.



Neuvillette frowns at him over the stack of documents on his desk. 



Wriothesley grins and his eyes have that amused glint that tells Neuvillette that this is definitely not an emergency like he feared.



He can’t help but feel for the seal he cast at the Fortress – it’s still there, holding strong. He knows that it will not break, not as long as he is alive and well. He can feel the pulse and the push of the Primordial Sea against it, but it listens. It holds. For now.



Wriothesley drops the gift on his desk and his grin seems to widen.



“I wasn’t expecting you, Your Grace,” says Neuvillette, just because he has to.



Wriothesley shrugs.



“I was buying some tea – you know, there are some new teas from Sumeru that I wanted to try – and I saw this. It reminded me of you.” And he nods to the gift that Neuvillette still hasn’t touched. “Go on. Open it.”



Neuvillette looks at the gift with something like distrust coiling in his stomach. Gifts usually mean some kind of bribery at work – little expensive things that people think he will like just because they are pretty, and while yes, he can gravitate to shiny things, he does have some self-control and firmness when he goes about his work. So, bribery is useless. Not uncommon, but useless.



He doesn’t expect bribery from Wriothesley, though. He’s not that kind of person, really. Jokes, direct and honest compliments, they all add to his charisma as a leader, but in the end, he knows that they all carry some level of truth.



So, he reaches out and tears at the paper carefully.




“A collection of Fontainian legends, illustrated.”




Neuvillette frowns again and looks up at Wriothesley, who only gestures for him to look through the book.



It can be Neuvillette’s mind playing tricks on him, but it looks as if Wriothesley is… trying to hide his laughter.



He turns a few pages and– yes, the illustrations are gorgeous, colorful, the artist is talented and hard-working and it can be seen in every brushstroke. And yet, he doesn’t quite understand why Wriothesley has thought of him.



And then he turns the page and sees–



A dragon.



Of water.



With navy and white scales, long horns that look 

nothing

 like his, too solid, too stag-like, long tail that lacks useful and actually-functional fins.



He lets out a long sigh and Wriothesley finally cracks up in loud laughter that echoes around the office.



Neuvillette rubs his eyes and looks up at Wriothesley with a probably exasperated expression.



Wriothesley slowly calms down after a few minutes and wipes his tears off his eyes, which is something Neuvillette still doesn’t quite understand – crying from laughter, it’s nothing like crying from sadness. They remain silent for a moment while Wriothesley composes himself and then he arches his eyebrows and points at the book, at the pages with the myth that has haunted Neuvillette since forever, since he stepped foot in Fontaine.



“So? Is the drawing accurate?” asks Wriothesley, with probably too much mirth.



Neuvillette sighs again.



“As beautiful as the design is, I find that it’s terribly… far from what would be realistic,” he says, because he’s not about to admit to Wriothesley the single matter that has been the core of every crisis he’s ever had in his long life and which continues to shape his person, even centuries later. A question still unanswered. The fact that he doesn’t have a draconic form, not a complete one anyway.



Wriothesley’s grin is still wide and interested. Too interested. Neuvillette wonders if feeding into his curiosity would work to keep the Duke out of trouble or if it would only worsen things.



“Oh? So, what would be ‘realistic’?” he asks and he leans forward with his arms crossed.



Neuvillette closes the book carefully and looks at it for a moment – even if it’s a joke, even if it’s that myth that has annoyed him for centuries, it’s an incredibly thoughtful gift. He will treasure it. 



“I suppose that you would need to see me fight all-out for a slight peek at it,” he answers in the end, probably feeding the beast that is Wriothesley’s hunger for knowledge.



And he’s not even lying – he does have some draconic attributes left from a form that he can’t quite reach. Fins, horns, all not-quite-physical, humans would describe them as ghost-like. His draconic form would have been pure Hydro, after all.



Wriothesley’s eyes 

shine

, like a kid in front of a cookie jar.



Neuvillette closes said metaphorical cookie jar and stands up to head to his next appointment instead.



“Want to spar, Monsieur?” asks Wriothesley, voice amused.



“Not particularly,” is Neuvillette’s answer and he can’t help but huff out something close to a laugh when Wriothesley curses under his breath with good-cheer.



…



The children of the House of the Hearth also know, apparently. They are… he doesn’t know which one of them was the first to figure it out, but they would be fifth, sixth and seventh.



If 

they

 know, then that means that the Harbinger that has been breathing down their necks probably knows by now too. He still doesn’t know what to make of Arlecchino, but the simple fact that Furina seems to fear her tells him more than whatever pleasantries she offers during their meetings.



No matter; the Harbingers and the Cryo Archon seem to have turned their backs on the Heavens, so it’s not as if he’s worried about them.



(In other circumstances, he wonders if he would take up arms by their side, pointing the metaphorical blade at the usurpers and calling for blood.)



The performance was beautiful, in any case, and perfectly vague for the rest of the audience, something he commends them for.



They don’t approach him after it and he doesn’t either. They all walk their own path and as pleasant as their relationship is, it’s definitely not as close as his relationship with the Traveler, Wriothesley or Clorinde themselves, or even Navia.



Still, he stays cautious around The Knave and looks out for any glint in her eyes, any smugness, that would tip him off during their next meetings.



Her mask doesn’t crack.



He still attends some of the twins’ performances.



He doesn’t run into Freminet again by the coast, but he can imagine that running into the Chief Justice can be quite intimidating, in and out of the court.



A part of him wonders if the siblings 

also

 figured out his secret thanks to the children’s rhyme.



He sighs, resigned. They probably did.



…



Neuvillette likes to escape to the rooms in the back of the Opera during recess. A small breather from the gazes and attention of the people; let them focus on Furina, instead of him.



Clorinde and Navia seem to have the same idea a lot of the time, so when he enters a room to look over some documents – evidence, ledgers that belong to the defendant – he isn’t surprised to see both girls sitting at a sofa, chuckling, with cups of coffee and macarons on the table.



Clorinde nods at him as soon as she sees him and Navia grins – which still makes Neuvillette’s mind reel – and offers him the plate of macarons with a glint in her eye. Neuvillette, to no one’s surprise, declines politely. Navia’s grin doesn’t fall.



He serves himself a glass of Mondstadt water – as pure and fresh as always – as he reviews the numbers and takes note of the inconsistencies in his mind.



He has experience tuning out noise and chatter after years of experience presiding over dramatic trials, so he doesn’t pay attention to Navia and Clorinde’s conversation at first.



Until Navia pretty much yells and jumps up from the sofa.



Neuvillette himself startles and almost spills part of his water. He looks back at them and searches for a threat, but he doesn’t see anything. Only Clorinde… covering her mouth, shoulders shaking with what seems to be silent laughter.



“Why do you even have that?!” yells Navia and when Neuvillette looks up at her again, he notices that she’s a bit… flushed? “I thought– I don’t know, why didn’t you throw them away?”



“And not be able to admire them? Please,” says Clorinde and her voice shakes for once, trying to sound nonchalant and failing. 



Navia pouts and takes the plate of macarons away.



“That’s it, no more macarons for you,” she grumbles under her breath as she packs them away into her bag.



“You have to admit that they are works of art,” continues Clorinde, and this time, she doesn’t seem to be on the verge of cracking. She coughs, pointedly, and smirks. “Why, I should show them to Lady Furina, she could plan an exposition–”



“No!” screeches Navia and she lunges forward, to the table, but Clorinde is faster and she snatches the pieces of paper before Navia can get to them. Clorinde dances out of the way, with the grace of a hunter of old, putting the sofa and table between them. Navia glares. “Don’t you dare.”



“Oh, I wouldn’t,” admits Clorinde easily enough. “Lady Furina would make a big deal out of it, anyway. We don’t have time for that.” Navia’s shoulders drop with a sigh of relief. Clorinde’s smirk doesn’t go away, though. “Now, Monsieur Neuvillette…”



He perks up slightly at that, confused, but also interested. He has no idea why Clorinde would even show him something that seems to be very personal, but he knows perfectly well that if Navia really didn’t want Clorinde to do something, she is more than capable of stopping her.



“A-ah, wait, no, t-that’s…” stutters Navia, reaching out with a nervous hand, face flushed again. She looks at her umbrella, leaning on the sofa, with a considering gaze, and Neuvillette 

really

 hopes that she doesn’t do something stupid.



“I won’t look if Miss Navia doesn’t want me to,” he says anyway, just in case. He’s in Navia’s good graces, he isn’t particularly willing to return to past hostilities.



“Don’t mind her, she just doesn’t want to admit that she was an artistic genius back then,” says Clorinde and she walks over to him with a glint in her eye.



Navia just– deflates and covers her face with her hands. She mumbles something under her breath and Neuvillette hesitates for a moment, feeling the air for any tears. He finds none, only deep embarrassment. No anger, no real panic. 



It should be okay, then.



He accepts the piece of paper that Clorinde offers him and looks down.



Deja vu.



He stares at the messy drawing of what he thought to be a snake at first. Then he starts seeing the signs; claws, horns – again, too solid and coral-like to be accurate – and sharp teeth. Blue eyes. At least the fins seem to be silky enough to be actually useful in the water.



He looks up and meets Clorinde’s amused gaze.



Then he looks at Navia, who still hasn’t uncovered her face – and probably won’t, until he’s said something or left the room.



He opens his mouth, closes it, ruffles through the thousands of pages of human etiquette and behavior that he’s noted down on his mind during the centuries he’s lived in Fontaine.



“It has… personality,” he says in the end, when he finds no examples he can follow in his memories.



Clorinde chokes on a laugh that she tries to cover with a hand.



Navia looks up at him for a mere second and their gazes meet, before she just– plops herself down on the sofa and covers her face and ears and mutters under her breath again.



Neuvillette looks between them for a moment – has he said something wrong? Or is this one of those ‘inside jokes’ that the Traveler explained to him? – and fortunately, Aeife comes in soon enough to tell them that the recess is over.



She skips to his side with curious eyes and Neuvillette lets her peek at the drawing still in his hands. Aeife blinks and then she looks up at him with a wide smile and shining eyes.



Neuvillette nods to Navia’s retreating back. She has taken her umbrella and bag and is hurrying off with quick strides and lowered head. Clorinde follows her, much slower, radiating smugness.



“Your drawing is very cute, Miss Navia!” calls Aeife at her back.



Navia jumps and looks back. Her face is still flushed. Neuvillette would ask her if she was feeling okay, if it wasn’t for the dense cloud of awkwardness and embarrassment he can feel clinging to her.



“Thank you!” she says, and it’s more like a squeak.



Clorinde snorts.



As everyone leaves to get back to the trial, Neuvillette can’t help but look down at the drawing again.



Should he… return it? Keep it? Neither Navia nor Clorinde asked for it.



… He will hang onto it for now.



…



Furina tries, once again, to offer him a cake – strawberry, this time.



Neuvillette refuses, again. 



Furina lets out a long sigh and plops down on the sofa with her own plate. She rolls her eyes and Neuvillette’s eyes focus on the dark circles under her eyes, which she has tried to conceal with makeup. Other people won’t notice, he knows. They don’t see her from up close and after centuries of keeping up with the times, Furina’s skills with makeup are unmatched. But he does, and he knows the reason too.



The prophecy breathes down their necks and as much as Furina likes to act like everything is handled, he knows that she’s also at the end of her rope. 



(Why won’t she say anything, though? He would think that after centuries of working together, she would trust him enough to be honest with him. Why, then? Why? Why is the desperation he can feel coming from her 

so damn strong

?)



“I’m happy for you, you know,” she says, taking a bite of cake. Her grin is wide as she looks up at him.



(And yet, is it his imagination? Did her voice sound a bit… bitter?)



He takes a sip of water – from Inazuma, he can taste the Electro that flows like the wind in the Nation of Thunder – and arches an eyebrow at her.



“I’m afraid I don’t quite understand what you’re referring to,” he says, even though he has some ideas.



Furina pouts and takes another bite. In no time at all, she’s reaching for her tea – too sweet, it usually has more sugar than tea.



“I’m talking about your secret coming out,” she says pointedly. He looks away at the window. The skies are clear today. “Really, I’m happy. And glad. I told you! So many times! It’s okay if people 

see 

you.”



(And you? What about you?)



Neuvillette sighs and lowers his glass.



“You haven’t told me ‘so many times’,” he says and he’s quite sure that it doesn’t sound as much like a complaint as he imagines. Probably.



“They grow up so fast,” continues Furina and she even rubs at her eyes, like a crying maiden. Neuvillette can 

feel

 a headache coming. “I knew you would make friends one day, I’m so glad–”



“I wouldn’t call them friends, though,” he says, mostly under his breath, but Furina probably hears him anyway, because her head whips up. Her eyes are wide and for once, Neuvillette thinks that he’s caught her off-guard. She opens her mouth, but he continues, “also, I’m quite sure that I’m older than you.”



“Ah- Monsieur, you can’t just guess a lady’s age–!” she yelps and frowns and she stands up. “That’s rude–!”



Neuvillette sighs again and sips his water.



…



He is a long-lived species. Very long-lived. He knows for a fact that there are other Dragon Sovereigns that have been alive since the beginning of time –  Apep, for one, who is more than 6000 years old.



Therefore, it would make sense that his perspective on life is very different. 



He goes about his days with a calm that only comes with the knowledge that he has centuries at his disposal. He processes things slowly but surely, with an assuredness that only comes from knowing that he’s as powerful as he is.



This is not to say that he’s 

slow

 or 

dense

, no matter how many times Furina mutters it under her breath when she thinks he can’t hear – his ears are better than humans’, after all. He’s just… probably too methodical about processing and defining and then acting on emotions – he’s a dragon in the form of a human at the end of the day and dragons 

do

 feel, of course, but they act on their emotions very differently. They don’t need to express their feelings; their kin will understand them without any need for words or actions. 



(That’s something that his very being longs for, misses deeply, that connection, that… call.)



All that is to say that, when the realization hits him, it has probably been going on for… a while.



He takes a long sip of water and glares at nothing.



The conversation flows around him, anyway, lighthearted and soft and full of laughter



The skies are clear, not a rain cloud in sight. It’s early enough that not many people walk the streets, which is probably good, because–



Wriothesley told him that their now-weekly meeting – weekly because of the Primordial Sea under the Fortress – could be held at the cafe, as he had skipped breakfast that morning because of an emergency at the Fortress – nothing to do with the seal, fortunately. He accepted, if only because his office feels more and more stifling by the day, with bad news all around. Going out usually helps.



Clorinde invited herself, if only because she is aware of the Primordial Sea and checks it out sometimes, just in case. 



Charlotte was working at another table and moved to theirs with a wide grin, hoping to finally get an interview with Wriothesley.



Navia was buying some ingredients for her new experimental macarons and decided to sit with them as she waited for her next appointment of the day.



Neuvillette almost expects the siblings from the House of the Hearth to appear out of nowhere and sit with them too.



His companions seem to think so, too, because Wriothesley soon jokes about their club and what they can do and offers a group therapy option that all of them decline with laughs and smiles.



So, there he is, sitting at the cafe, surrounded by all the people that now know his real nature.



He sips his fresh water and wonders when it happened.



He watches as Wriothesley sidesteps all of Charlotte’s sneaky questions.



He watches as Navia and Clorinde argue good-naturedly about a hat they saw at the boutique.



He watches and sips and– feels.



This atmosphere is… very different from what he’s used to. It’s nothing like work, firm, unyielding, to the point– stuffy, he would say now that he knows what 

this

 feels like.



And– what is 

this

, exactly? He wonders.



He unconsciously thinks back to Furina’s words. Was she right? Does he have–?



“I’m telling you, Monsieur, there must be a kind of tea that you would 

love,

” is saying Wriothesley, frowning at his cup of water.



“If he hasn’t found it in all these years, then Your Grace, I don’t think there’s any hope,” says Clorinde with an arched eyebrow.



“That’s just Monsieur Neuvillette for you,” says Navia, chuckling under her breath.



“There have been some new blends lately, from Inazuma, though,” says Charlotte, a hand under her chin.



Wriothesley gestures to her with arched eyebrows.



… When did it happen, indeed.



Neuvillette doesn’t participate much in the conversation, as he finds that he doesn’t have much to offer, really. He much prefers listening and drinking in the moment.



Going diving or swimming feels like coming home for him.



This… being with these people – who look at him not with fear or apprehension but with fondness and curiosity, who accept his true not-human him, who don’t ask dooming questions, who… – could feel like that too, he thinks.



At some point, though, the good-natured conversation and jokes and laughter trail away into a telling silence.



“… The prophecy is near, isn’t it?” asks Charlotte after a few minutes of silence. She stirs her third coffee slowly, her gaze distant.



“I’m afraid so,” says Neuvillette, because lying will serve no one, least of all them.



“Can’t you do something?” asks Wriothesley, point-blank, as always. His gaze is sharp when Neuvillette meets his eyes, sharp as the ice he wields.



Neuvillette sighs. This, he can offer.



“No. Not as I am now,” he admits and he is surprised to hear the bitterness in his own voice.



“‘As I am now’… what do you mean by that?” asks Navia, frowning deeply.



Neuvillette pauses for a moment. He wonders how much he can tell them. He wonders if his words would attract the Heavens’ gaze.



… The prophecy already dooms them, anyway. A bit of truth, a bit of what should remain hidden, is nothing.



“You already know that I am an elemental dragon,” he says slowly, picking at his memories and knowledge, the fragments he inherited from his predecessor. “But you probably don’t know that I am no simple dragon. I am the Dragon Sovereign of Water. My predecessor… died, in a war. It was in that very war that our powers were stolen and… given away. Without them, I’m afraid I can’t stop what was prophesied.”



The table is silent.



Neuvillette sips at his water and waits. He knows how heavy this information is, even though he hasn’t really explained it. He could give them more details, he could point to the floating island in the sky with a finger and accuse the usurpers of destroying the old world. But he knows that it would only worry his companions more. So, he waits.



“Dragon Sovereigns… the lords of the vishaps?” asks, of course, Wriothesley.



“Correct,” he nods easily enough. He tilts his head. “Where did you read about that?”



“Oh, you know, here and there,” answers Wriothesley, which doesn’t clear anything up. He meets his gaze and the Duke huffs. “Well, I did talk with a lot of scholars, back when I was trying to figure out… you-know-what.” He shrugs. “I just dug a bit deeper in other areas too, just to be safe.”



Neuvillette nods slightly. For a moment, he wonders just how much humanity knows of the distant past. Do they know anything about the old world? About King Nibelung? About–?



“What do you mean by… ‘given away’?” asks Navia and her eyes are sharp when he meets her gaze. She already has suspicions, ideas.



Neuvillette doesn’t want to make it seem like this is Furina’s fault. It isn’t. As much as he resented her at first – she is the usurper sitting on 

his

 throne, after all – he does appreciate her wisdom about human nature, her support, her companionship. And yet, facts are facts, and–



“Our Authorities are the basis of the Archons’ power,” he says in the end. A fact. The truth. Something that cannot be ignored.



“In other words, you can’t do anything unless the Archon…” and Wriothesley trails off with a grimace.



Neuvillette nods and lowers his head. He says nothing.



The table is silent. 



The Court wakes up and people line the streets, hurrying to work or school or shopping.



Soon, there will be groups of people looking at them, wondering if something is wrong, if–



“We’ll figure it out,” mutters Navia, glaring at the table with fierce eyes. Her grip around her teacup is so tight that her hand shakes. “We have to.”



Neuvillette sure hopes so.



He won’t let the Heavens destroy another world.



…



The next time he sees the Traveler, they talk of an otherworldly whale.



The next time he sees Clorinde, he leaves her in charge of the Palais and Furina as he hurries to Poisson.



The next time he sees Navia, she’s almost lost to the Primordial Sea, saved only thanks to two Oceanids that look familiar to Neuvillette’s eyes.



The next time he sees the children of the House of the Hearth, they plan Furina’s trap.



The next time he sees Wriothesley, the flood is over and he can see a gigantic and wondrous flying ship at his back.



The next time he sees Charlotte, he asks for her help in spreading the news of shelter and aid.



The next time, Fontaine goes through a catastrophe–



And lives.



Notes for the Chapter:
And it’s a wrap… for now. This is now a series, because apparently I have no self-control. I feel a bit guilty leaving furina aside in this fic, but hopefully she will get more screen time and love in the next sooo keep an eye out.





