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    The Knave secures their cloak around their shoulders, pinning it into place as a pair of curious children peer around them to watch Wriothesley with shining eyes that make them look too…something for children of the things he knows the members of the House of the Hearth are capable of. The children stick to the Knave’s shadow like burrs, or embers with their shining eyes, offering up to their Father a hat and walking stick to complete the ensemble. The Knave takes these objects, turning to briefly tip said hat at Wriothesley over their shoulder as they turn to disappear into the winding circles of Fontaine.

“An unexpected pleasure doing business with you, Your Grace,” the Knave says, the sound of their voice managing to carry across the distance like smoke.  The eyes of the children huddled in their shadows sparkle and shine even more, curious about what business their Father could have with the Duke of Meropide. Outside of the regular back and forth sending and returning of spies, of course. “Should you ever feel like enjoying more of my house’s hospitality, the door is open for you. You are welcome at our table. I am sure that eventually we will offer something that suits your tastes.”

Wriothesley adjusts the collar of his own coat, feeling like he’s aged about ten years, the night air nipping at the back of his neck as he turns to join his own guardsmen. He nods in the Knave’s direction, hoping his expression comes off as it usually does when he’s on the surface world and doesn’t show all of the things that belong in the frigid dark.

“May we have no further occasion for such pleasures, your lordship. You can keep your hospitality for someone else.”

Although, with how Fontaine’s waters have been stirred up and how the mud and the muck that have been brought to light are reluctant to settle once more, Wriothesley doesn’t think that particular wish is going to be fulfilled anytime soon.

Wriothesley is not looking at the Knave directly, but after their past several interactions with one another he thinks he knows them well enough to know that they’re smiling. They are, undoubtedly, thinking very much the same thing.

He sighs as he turns in the direction of the Fortress of Meropide, gesturing for his guardsmen to follow. Frost tickles his teeth, dampening his lips. 

Some people love to be right. Usually because they’re right about good things. How nice it would be to be one of them.

-

Sometimes Wriothesley wakes up with a cramp, an ache in the gut. Sick to his stomach. Not because he ate something bad—no. Wriothesley’s stomach’s like iron. Miss Sigewinne likes to pretend that’s her doing, that her nutrition shakes and immunity boosting concoctions are doing their trick. Better thinking of that than everything else his body survived to be this way.

But it’s what he’s survived to be this way that makes him sick. Funny thing, survival.

It’s not something Wriothesley ate—at least. Not recently. No. The thing that Wriothesley once ate that turned his stomach to iron was years and years ago. He hasn’t eaten it since. But that iron stomach…sometimes it’s hungry for that thing. So hungry it makes him sick. It makes him want to be sick up all over himself, although he’s never quite managed to vomit anything up properly since—

Since then.

Instead he wakes up drenched in sweat that’s already cooling and misting around him. He wakes up burning, hungry, and his Vision attempting to cool him back into a suitable shape for a person instead of a gnawing pit.

His mouth waters and his thoughts are consumed and consuming.

Visions of slabs of meat glistening in their own fat and oil as it renders over spits, fires, cast irons, and every single flame imaginable flicker over his eyes in flashes of indescribable red against endless darkness. Like explosions. Coils of sausage. Racks of ribs. Strips of bacon. Loin and flank. Medallions of shoulder. Tartar, minced fine. They dance on his eyelids, the weight of them teasing his tongue and his teeth, like the most macabre and perverse twist of a child dreaming of sweets and treats before festivals and birthday celebrations.

Among the many things Wriothesley wishes he could have, but cannot, is a childhood where those were the dreams that danced on his eyes. If he used to dream such things, he doesn’t remember them anymore. Whatever sweetness was once dreamed was eaten up quickly by more tangible reality, dissolved instantaneously.

Wriothesley wakes up with hunger as part of that tangible reality, pushing against his throat. He can never tell which direction it pushes though. He wakes up choking on a swallow that’s fighting against a gag. He wakes up body jerking, spasming, tears collected at the corners of his eyes and saliva at the corners of his mouth and exhausted by all of it even though he’d just woken up. 

No rest for the wicked, as they say. Not even the ones who’ve owned up to and fully repented for their wickedness.

Wriothesley wakes up like he’s throwing himself up, except there’s nothing there to throw up. 

He slots his blunt fingertips right against the edges of his scars, trying to hook his nails into them as though they were handholds to getting a hand on his own self. And when that fails he pushes down until he can’t breathe. No swallowing. No throwing up. No nothing.

Wriothesley always manages to go back to sleep eventually. With thoughts of the consumed dancing and burning on the back of his eyelids, watering the back of his throat, eating away at his guts.

Their names march past him in neat type-written font. Fresh as the day he remembers seeing them printed out on clean, worn paper for the first time. So neat. So tidy. So pristine for such messy business. For such rot.

The hunger, of course, doesn’t fade. Not even when he mouths the shape of all of the names that once satisfied it.

But at least he isn’t feeling it when he’s asleep.

-

The boy, Freminet, is a strange one. Wriothesley can’t get a proper read on him. For all of his shyness—anxiety, really—there’s something underneath it that makes Wriothesley think of ice formations deep under the sea. Locked into place like mountains, the sound of them as they slowly shift and grind against actual stone just at the edge of hearing, more of a sound wave of pressure than actual sound.

But what Wriothesley can read off of the kid is this—

“He doesn’t like it here.” Wriothesley can’t blame the kid. Most people don’t like it down here. The Fortress of Meropide is not meant to be likable. It’s barely comfortable. It is, after all, a prison even if it’s called a fortress.

And even for Freminet, who has an affinity for diving and seems to like spending his time alone in the deep, there’s definitely something to be said about nearly dying from exposure to Primordial Seawater. That and Wriothesley did have a hand in sending the kid out there.

“We should change our main point of contact,” Wriothesley says to the Knave who’s flipping through the missing persons records Wriothesley had pulled and the notes he has from his various…contacts.

It speaks to the training of the members of the House of the Hearth that Freminet didn’t sprint out of here the moment the Knave dismissed him. It speaks even more that even moving that fast with his heavy soled boots he didn’t make a single sound as he left.

“No,” the Knave says, paying only half-attention to Wriothesley as he flips through the information the Knave was able to collect through their own means which he’s decided not to question. For now. “Freminet likes this place. It offers the kind of silence and stillness he most prefers. It’s you he’s not particularly excited about having to deal with.”

“The Fortress and I happen to be a package deal. There’s a piece of paper somewhere around here that says so.”

“You had a gun pulled on his brother.”

“A tranquilizer gun. From a well-trained medical professional.”

“A gun is a gun is a gun. And you had one pulled on his brother. I have no other point of contact more suitable than him aside from Lyney and Lynette themselves, and they’re rather busy. I would also prefer not to have them drawn into this very specific entanglement. They are not the same as Freminet.”

“And what is so special about Freminet that you’d have him as point of contact? There’s no one else among your…children suitable and who’d be a little less uncomfortable?”

“I repeat: you had a gun pulled on his brother. You would have surmised this quite easily looking at him and his siblings, but Lyney is held in high regard among the children. There are many who would fail to meet the standard of professionalism required for this just because of that—regardless of their attempts to overcome such bias or not. Freminet, despite his other flaws of anxiety and doubt, is more than capable of keeping business as business. It’s a lesson he learned very well, very young. He also has an eye for detail that’s been trained towards recognizing very specific details that Lyney and Lynette have not, and will most likely never, be able to learn as it is a specific skill I refuse to teach. But also one I refuse to let go to waste in those who already learned it.”

Now that’s quite a lot to think over. A lot of answers, a great insight into the mysterious House of the Hearth, if Wriothesley can crack it.

He wonders how much spying Freminet has done while going around the Fortress of Meropide, acting as the messenger between the House of the Hearth’s Father and the Fortress’ Duke. How much has he seen or heard, so quiet and so unobtrusive for someone dressed so fine, so clearly not a prisoner or employee of the Fortress yet blends in as though he were part of the metal paneling itself? The Knave’s not wrong to hold the kid in such regard.

But Wriothesley has to wonder what it means that the Knave chooses Freminet over everyone else in that house full of highly skilled children. They had no issue with sending Lyney and Lynette, or any other dozen of fast-fingered, light-footed, sharp-eyed children down here before. Even before he and they were properly introduced and understood to be somewhat on the same side.

What is it about Freminet that makes him suitable for this, despite his discomfort? It can’t just be a sense of professionalism. That entire house is full of professionals, even if some of them are so young that they’re losing teeth without a care in the world.

What is the specific detail that the Knave refuses to expose their other children to so that they could learn to recognize it as Freminet does? It seems unusual that the Knave would afford one child an advantage over the others. Or to allow so many children to be ignorant, or without a specific skill set. Based on what Wriothesley has learned from observing and listening to Lyney and Lynette and those other children, on what he’s gathered based on his own spying, the Knave is not the sort of person who would allow a purposeful gap in the children’s training or education. 

The Father of the House of the Hearth genuinely wants to arm these kids to the teeth. Seemingly for their own good before the good of the Fatui and the distant Tsaritsa. The Father of the House of the Hearth wants these kids capable just so that they can be capable. Rather like what a real father would be like, sans the spying and saboteur-ing and orders to meddle in national affairs.

The Knave doesn’t seem to Wriothesley the type to purposefully keep their kids in the dark, on a back-foot they don’t know is a back foot, either. This isn’t about controlling them, or leaving a gap that the Knave can later reach through and twist if any of these kids starts getting the wrong ideas in their heads. This withholding of information is not about control.

The Knave doesn’t need that kind of trick to keep their children in line. They’ve gathered too much loyalty as the Father of the House of the Hearth. That and Wriothesley imagines most of these kids wouldn’t be stupid enough to cross the Lord Fourth of the Fatui Harbingers.

So what is it that keeps some of the kids in the dark? Simple personal preference? Is it something that can’t be helped—something acquired in the children’s pasts before they become part of the House of the Hearth, something the Knave can close their eyes to once those kids are under their roof?

What is this thing that the Knave is content to exclude from the kid’s training when they’re sending kids to their possible doom in tainted Primordial Seawater, spying in prisons beneath the sea, peering in on the works of the Oratrice, and running all over Fontaine pulling secrets out of pockets they shouldn’t even be able to get close to?

“Said brother seems perfectly fine with it, in retrospect.” Although, considering who their Father is, Wriothesley would be unsurprised if Lyney were to get his own form of retribution for the stress and ache Wriothesley put onto his heart somewhere down the line, when Wriothesley least expects it. 

How to play a long game? That’s not just something Wriothesley expects the Knave to be teaching their kids, but something that they’re somehow transferring into the kids just by having them under their roof. Like a disease. Now that he thinks on it, maybe it gets programmed into them; like some of the safety protocols the meka get before they’re ever started up. Except it isn’t a safety protocol so much as it is a protocol for calculating how to break even. Literally.

“The brother,” the Knave begins, plucking a photograph from one of the files and holding it up to their face, tilting it in the light as they reach for their own folio to compare it to. Wriothesley wonders if any of their kids ever teases them about needing glasses. Is the Father of the House of the Hearth the type to permit teasing? Even if they didn’t, it’s weird to realize that they’d still be leagues ahead of the person Wriothesley once considered as his own father. Maybe in the House of the Hearth having the brazenness to tease the Father of the house about old age that hasn’t actually settled in yet is a rite of passage. 

Wriothesley wishes he were not so momentarily amused by this thought, so that the impact of the Knave’s off-handed comment wouldn’t strike him so sharply.

“The brother doesn’t know that you also once ate your own siblings.”

Wriothesley doesn’t think that the sentence is meant to be a hit. A blow.

But it lands like one.

It lands like he was standing in front of the boxing bots while it was being repaired and he just happened to look at it once all of its wiring and power units got hooked up to deliver him a right hook. It feels like he just bashed himself on his own gauntlets while they were coated in the hoarfrost of his Vision. It’s a blow that goes into bone, shocking and rattling the teeth. It makes his ears echo and ring. It makes his vision momentarily go blurry. 

It doesn’t knock the wind out of him, but chokes him on his own breath complete with spit and the uncomfortable feeling of throat and tubes and all of that stuff tangling up in ways they shouldn’t be able to tangle.

Wriothesley, like anyone who’s ever been hit by anything ever and learned from the experience, goes very still. The kind of still that lets you move into a dash or a dodge, a punch of your own, or a lunge. The kind of still that stops you from curling around the wound and leaving more openings.

The Knave also goes still. Not the kind of still from someone who’s delivered a good punch, a sucker punch. The kind of still of someone who’s surprised. A mild surprise. Like opening a delivery box and seeing that an order of croissants was replaced with cream puffs. It is incredibly disproportionate to the lingering feeling of being punched and Wriothesley would protest it if he weren’t still reeling.

The Knave lowers the photograph and the folder, turning their head to face Wriothesley more fully. Examining him.

“It was a guess,” they finally say as Wriothesley focuses on not crushing anything in his hands, because he certainly can’t get rid of these past thirty or so uncomfortable seconds. “Don’t worry. If such a thing were so obvious to see for anyone and everyone, then Fontaine and a great many other places would have had a strong divergence in history and policy. It was a guess.”

The Knave pauses and clarifies—“The sibling part. I was not sure if it was family or not—or even if it was someone you knew. It is not unusual for it to be strangers. The signs are different, though.”

“And what of the other part?” Wriothesley asks, some distant part of him that exists beyond the ringing of the ears and the rattling of the teeth feels quite proud of how composed he sounds. 

“To those of us with this…acquired taste…is it not easy to spot? That’s how we’ve come to our current arrangement after all. Freminet would have picked up on it to, but how much he’s gleaned even I am not sure. As I said, the boy has a mind for business. He’s spoken nothing of it to me. I presume because he trusts my judgment and my greater experience in this specific field. Or because he’s wise enough not to question this further.” The Knave lowers the folder down entirely. “I assure you, Freminet himself has never partaken, nor shown interest, in this. And if he did he would not be indulging such curiosity under my roof. But Freminet has had prior exposures to what we’re dealing with now. He knows what it looks like.”

Now, there’s certainly a lot to unpack there. Wriothesley focuses on leaning back in his chair, pressing his palms to the chair arms and breathing normally, not like he’s nursing some kind of fresh wound. There’s a dozen things to pick over there, a dozen upon dozen of insights into the mysterious House of the Hearth and its Father. Maybe later Wriothesley will have the time and presence of mind to analyze it all and make some guesses and extrapolations of his own to turn against the Knave the next time they have to face each other.

But right now Wriothesley is stuck on one part. One stupid, unnecessary part that doesn’t even really address anything that the Knave just said.

It’s not about the Knave’s casual outing of something that feels like it should be classified as a level beyond taboo. It’s not about the implications of Freminet having experience around this beyond-taboo thing—even if it was not direct—himself. It’s not even about how the Knave doesn’t seem too overly concerned about that taboo thing itself; just that they don’t particularly care to have their children exposed to it through their own hand—like they were talking about teaching kids to smoke or drink hard liquor. It’s not really anything about the Knave, Freminet, the House of the Hearth, or that beyond-taboo thing.

Wriothesley shouldn’t have to. They Knave doesn’t ask, and Wriothesley is willing to bet a generous amount of mora that they don’t even care.

But.

He wants to explain. He wants to explain himself because he never had to before. Or rather—there was no one he could explain himself to without speaking directly of what needed the explaining. Even during his trial, when that crime-beyond-sin was there buried in the charges as an implication among all the rest that he proclaimed himself guilty for—

Wriothesley never actually spoke directly of it. Of how it happened, even though he didn’t really know that part. If someone had looked at the people he had killed and what he had done that warranted that killing, if anyone had done research on that house and investigated the trails of money as they came in and out, they would have known what happened in there.

But no one said it out loud. And Wriothesley, unable to vomit up what had happened in words or as bile, couldn’t be the one to do it. To start it.

It seems rather stupid. He could confess to all the rest easily, label himself a murderer, but that one thing he couldn’t put to words. Well. There’s only one word. But he couldn’t say it. It made him sicker than all the rest.

So everything tied to that one word—every feeling, every thought, every memory. It’s all been trapped inside of him. Stuck. Like air bloating the guts. Like vomit that couldn’t rise past the back of the throat to finally be expelled from the mouth. Wriothesley has been simultaneously swallowing it all down and choking on it as it punches its way back up for years.

And now, here, before the Knave: a chance to finally explain. To talk about it. To spill it all out, that wretched, foul, miserable, pathetic bile that’s been festering inside of him and licking at the lining of that iron gut since he became Wriothesley.

The Knave does not care. There is no reason for Wriothesley to be spilling his guts to them. If anything, that would be like handing them a knife and pointing out some ideal places for them to strike should they feel so inclined.

And yet, Wriothesley feels stuck on the impulse to tell them everything. Every detail. Every flickering thought and all of the lingering ones. Whether they could understand and empathize or not is irrelevant. They have the context. They don’t need him to say that part.

The words jam in the back of his mouth, closing off his airway as he focuses on staring straight down at the worn wood grain of his desk. He tries to breathe in shallowly, measuredly through his nose the way Sigewinne taught him years ago. His palms feel cold. Sweat freezing into a fine layer over his skin.

I didn’t know what it was. Through ignorance, could I be considered innocent? How was I supposed to know what they were feeding us? I didn’t know. I didn’t know. I didn’t know until it was all over. I didn’t know until it was already way too late. I didn’t choose it. There is no undoing it. I wish I didn’t know.

Despite how well Wriothesley’s teeth manage to act as a sluice gate for that putrid torrent of words, the Knave somehow manages to read, hear it, from him anyway. That’s their own specific sharp eye for details that the rest of the kids of the House of the Hearth can never hope to hone. Or maybe it’s that sharp from the kind of honing that you hope that you never have to go through. It doesn’t matter which kind it is, because the Knave has it. And those honed, sharp natural and unnatural eyes are piercing through the years and the choking muscles in his throat to pierce and bring up all the details that should have been left in the dark. The deep. The frigid.

“Your experience might have been through a lens of ignorance,” the Knave says, “but now, after the fact, aware that you have experienced something that most others wouldn’t even conceive of being a possible experience—now that you know that the meat has a name…Now that you know what it looks like. What it tastes like. What it feels like. Knowing the name doesn’t stop you from thinking about it, does it? From craving it?”

The Knave’s mouth curves up at the corners like a carving knife.

“You don’t miss it, certainly. But you do crave it. In the middle of the night, when all your defenses are lowered, when you’re tucked into the silence and the pressure of your fortress of metal, that’s when it hits you. Again and again.”

The Knave reaches out and slides their hand over Wriothesley’s desk to gather all the pages he had set down and pushed away when he was recovering from the initial blow, not expecting this series of follow-ups to come in to finish the tenderizing.

Again and again. Again and again.

“So what’s the excuse for that?”

-

“You remind me of a girl I once knew. She would have liked you.”

When Wriothesley looks at the Knave they look the closest to uncomfortable Wriothesley thinks they’re capable of expressing. Almost pained, even. Disturbed.

Wriothesley would shamelessly admit to being fascinated by that. Pain. Discomfort. Disturbance. None of those things are not things that are normally associated with the Knave, Lord Fourth of the Tsaritsa’s Harbingers. At least, not when those words are applied to them, instead of them applying those words to others.

Wriothesley wonders what he did specifically to prompt such offering of information. He also can’t help but question what it means that the Knave is allowing him to see this expression, and if this is a trap to try and get him to hand over another knife for the Knave to later stick into him like a pig they were checking to see if it was ready for the slaughter. Come, take my measure, the insulation is rich with time.

Wriothesley doesn’t have anymore knives to hand over. And the Knave has already tested the depth of the layers he’s built between the starving self and the one that’s branded Duke and murderer and victim. Whether they’ve found him lacking or not, he doesn’t particularly care.

He does know that he doesn’t feel particularly pleased about the Knave volunteering this information. Maybe someone else would feel awed or touched at having the Lord Fourth giving them this personal insight, but Wriothesley rather wishes he knew less about the Knave. It was a lot less ache all over when he knew less of them, when he only really knew them through their kids. No wonder Lady Furina kept trying to foist off all interactions with the Knave onto the Iudex, back when Lady Furina was in charge of the great show. If the Knave is casually picking up and twisting Wriothesley’s worst knots—the ones he thought he’d sunk into the trenches of time—like they’re having conversation about the weather over tea and biscuits, he can’t imagine what Lady Furina must have felt with her own magnificent burdens.

Wriothesley doesn’t ask what prompted this, or if there was something specific that he was doing that called this girl to mind. He doesn’t want to know. He doesn’t want this image of an unknown girl associated with the Knave to pop up in his thoughts whenever he does that thing. The less he has to think of the Knave the better.

“Knew well?” Wriothesley asks instead, trying to keep his tone light in what he knows is going to be a failed attempt at keeping the conversation turned away from anything that’s going touch upon something painfully personal as though it weren’t. He knows that the work they’re doing together is pretty macabre, but there’s no way that the Knave is going around and somehow turning every conversation they have into some sort of hidden-meaning, five-layers of psychoanalysis, and opening statement to a philosophical or theological debate every time. No way is that possible. 

Wriothesley does not want to find out if that’s possible.

“About as well as the rest of those dinner invitees know the uninvited guests from the dinner list,” the Knave says with a solemnity that doesn’t match the spark in their eyes. “That is to say: intimately.”

For a very brief moment Wriothesley is transported backwards in time to the image of sitting at that long, extremely fancy dining table. The white table cloth. The floral arrangements and the long tapered white candles jutting up like stalagmites out of the roses and lilies running down the center of the table. The stiff, itchy feeling of his freshly pressed suit collar—strange and unfamiliar to him—buttoned up and kept into place by the tie securely fastened around his throat. The smell of too many people’s perfumes mixing together and adding to the smell of meat as cloches are removed with flourishes by white-gloved hands. A smell so familiar—so distinct from the other smells of meat, but only in a way that you can only recognize if you know.

Now, as he did then, he suddenly feels like throwing up. His mouth waters. His stomach clenches, threatening to cramp. He hears an echoing gurgle of a groan from the pit of it. An uncomfortable ripple moves through his guts. Wriothesley wonders if the Knave can hear it. If they might mistake it from the occasional groan and clanking of the Fortress of Meropide as it faces off against the tide. He wishes that they didn’t hear it at all. But who would ever be stupid enough to wager against the perception of the Lord Fourth?

“Ah. I see.”

“Hers,” the Knave says, the single word bearing so much weight that saying it seems to lighten the rest of the Knave, “was the last flesh I ever tasted.” The Knave pauses and then shakes their head, correcting themself, “I continue to taste.” 

The Knave smiles, that meat hook and carving smile that Wriothesley well and truly regrets becoming familiarly acquainted with. It’s a genuine smile, that’s the part that unsettles him the most about it. It doesn’t even mean something bad, it just means that the Knave is sincerely pleased. They could whip out this smile when one of their kids pulls of a particularly clever trick, or shows them something cool they happened to see, or it could happen when the Knave is presented with the specific detail that they need remove a thorn in their side. 

It just so happens that so many things that please the Knave are things that make Wriothesley want to eject them out into one of the high pressure pipes to get blasted back to the surface.

The Knave smiles that unpleasant smile of theirs, eyes closing as they revel in a memory that Wriothesley wishes he could suggest they take elsewhere. Who is he to intrude on such a private, intimate moment, after all? No need to make him party to it. Isn’t he already doing enough with all the things he’s reluctantly party to already?

“I loved the taste of her so much, you see, that I didn’t want to lose it. I keep her on my mouth, my tongue. My lips.”

“She was the last?”

“The first, in a convoluted yet simple sense. The last in every. Which is why I found that dinner party to be particularly offensive. I would not have the taste of her ruined by a clumsy stranger’s ego-trip. It is not as though I can go back and refresh myself of her, after all.”

Wriothesley can’t decide if that’s sweet or not. The topic itself is too perverse to be considered tender—unless one is talking about, well. Actual meat. Flesh. But the Knave has a way of dressing up even the most grizzly and tough cuts into something resembling prime choice.

“Did you choose to eat her?”

The Knave’s eyes open to look at him the way Wriothesley sometimes gets looked at by Sigewinne or the other Melusines when they think he’s said or done something particularly charming in their several decades-to-centuries-old eyes when really he’s just done something he thinks is simply human. It is also a look that suddenly makes the Melusines actually seem their real age of several-decades-to-centuries old.

It’s a look that makes him feel stupid, then stupid for feeling stupid. The Knave has no business looking like a Melusine. But this whole experience of working with the Lord Fourth of the Harbingers on what can be considered an off-the-books personal project is forcing Wriothesley to roll with a lot of unpleasant business in general. It’s just a whole mess of unpleasantness in varying degrees, start to finish.

The Knave gives Wriothesley that Melusine like look and answers simply, “No.”

Then, because nothing is actually simple when it comes to the Knave, they append themselves by saying: “It is the kind of choice that can be argued isn’t a choice, due to lack of any other available options. But there are those that would argue that just because the other options weren’t acceptable doesn’t mean it wasn’t a choice.” 

Wriothesley wishes that they could go into a tangent about false dichotomies and the philosophy of no-win situations. But he doesn’t think that the Knave would be so easily distracted from this specific topic, and even if they were amiable to that kind of distraction, they’d wind up back at this much more unpleasant topic anyway.

“Since I was lacking in further recourse or alternative, and was also rather pressed for time, I did make that choice whether it was a real choice or not. However, now, with the time and capability to do so, I choose to make it a choice, and I choose to continue to make the choice of keeping her as she is rather than bearing her.” 

(Wriothesley hates that he immediately clocks the difference between those two words, and that the difference sparks something sour in his gut. That spark could be called envy, if Wriothesley were to give it the power of a name.) 

The Knave’s voice firms, declaring this final part as though they expect to be challenged and have decided to head off all challenges before they can spark, “I deserve that much.”

Wriothesley’s own response happens without any conscious thought on his part. The nameless sour spark in his gut lights an invisible fuse that blows right out of his mouth. The words, the thought that he didn’t realize had been thought, escapes him as though it were a living thing.

“And how did you know that?” The question springs forth before he can catch it and snuff it out, or trap it somewhere he can pick it apart in the decency of his own company. “How do you know what you deserve?”

“I choose to deserve it,” the Knave says, returning to simplicity that is not simplicity, wearing that bemused look of a Melusine on their much sharper, uncanny features. The Knave takes the answer to the question and turns it around on him, another knife that he didn’t realize he had handed over to them until it was too late: “I choose to deserve it in the way you sometimes choose to turn your face away from the sun.” Wriothesley doesn’t flinch from that but it feels like something inside of him drops out and away. Or freezes over so fast that it cracks. “And then sneak back up to the rest of the world in stolen moments that aren’t truly stolen, as thought the crime that marked you was being a mere thief and not—”

Wriothesley has to cut them off there. Eyes closed, head tilted back he sighs, forcing his body to loosen. He asked for this. He literally asked for this. Stupid him. Wriothesley do you never learn?

“Why do you answer me when I ask you these things?” Don’t you know I don’t really want your answers?

“What can my answering you change, when it’s all everything you already know?” You ask these questions to me, but you don’t want my answers. You refuse to ask them to yourself, because you don’t want your own answer, either. Do you know what it is you want?

What is the answer that people like us deserve?

-

It’s strange for Lynette to come down here alone. Wriothesley is tempted to look over his shoulder or send a flash-freeze of cryo energy out to see if he can catch someone trying to get at him from a blind spot, or something like that. Maybe one of the other kids from the House of the Hearth has been convinced in joining the usual trio in coming down to the Fortress of Meropide to try their skills.

Actually, one of the few official requests Wriothesley had made of the House of the Hearth, and to the house’s Father directly, was that Lynette didn’t come down here alone. By all accounts she seems to be a good kid. Calmer than her twin, and easier to interact with than Freminet. She seems to be like a cat in more than just having the ears and tail of one. Wriothesley has no issue with her.

The problem is that things keep breaking around when she’s here, through no apparent fault of her own. Even if this is by accident or by some strange happenstance of wrong-person, wrong-place, wrong-time improbably occurring over and over again, Wriothesley can’t have that happening in the Fortress of Meropide.

Overall security aside, if there’s a person who somehow manages to break machines just by existing near them, it’s not a good idea to have that person regularly visiting what is essentially a pressurized can at the bottom of the sea. Even if the waters of Fontaine wouldn’t cause anyone to drown, the sheer pressure of all of that water hitting at once would crush and suffocate a person faster than you could imagine possible. That isn’t even accounting for the fact that the Fortress of Meropide acts as a seal to a portion of the Primordial Sea.

Wriothesley would rather not take the risk of having the Fortress that has stood through the rise and fall of Fontaine crumpling and falling because of some weirdly unlucky kid coming around to poke around.

Wriothesley had jokingly told the Knave that sending Lynette down to the Fortress of Meropide alone—or at least not stopping her—could be taken as an act of aggression. The joke was calling it an act of aggression, but he wasn’t joking about Lynette’s welcome being somewhat strained. The Knave took Wriothesley seriously, picking up the message he had lay down without missing a beat. Wriothesley doesn’t know if he appreciates that more than the rest of the Knave’s work in assisting Fontaine. But he wouldn’t be exaggerating to say that it’s certainly up there.

Lynette is ostensibly here to come and fetch her brother. Freminet had stayed later than usual, Wriothesley hadn’t wanted to comment on it. It’s not his place to be talking to kids about curfews and how much time they choose to spend in underwater prisons. The kid, charmingly enough, is obviously kind of enamored by the machines down here. Wriothesley had left out some less important machine schematics and research documents that the Fortress of Meropide has come to store in its archives for Freminet to go through, and Freminet has been hunkered down in the guest chair in Wriothesley’s office going through them ever since. 

Wriothesley had left to do some rounds and take care of other business, and hadn’t had any reports from the guards that Freminet had left. He had been wondering if someone would come to fetch him or if Wriothesley would have to figure out guest accommodations that wouldn’t cause the Lord Fourth to later be offended by any lack of hospitality. Although he would argue that this is a prison, not a hotel, and hospitality isn’t really one of their strong suits. Not even for children of the Lord Fourth of the Fatui Harbingers.

(He’d be worried about leaving the kid alone in there, but unlike his siblings, Freminet doesn’t seem the kind to snoop around. Especially with how focused he is. Wriothesley never thought he’d see the day when he’d find a kid so enraptured with reading up on metal composite studies. You meet all sorts when you run a prison, apparently.)

Wriothesley leads Lynette back to Freminet now. She knows the way, of course. But unlike Freminet, Wriothesley wouldn’t put it past Lynette to take her time in collecting her brother and occupying herself with some inspections. And he doesn’t think he could distract her with anything down here.

Lynette walks next to him, more or less, and Wriothesley can’t shake the feeling that something unpleasant is about to happen. What that unpleasant thing is, he has no idea. 

Lynette has very obviously not let go of the fact that Wriothesley had her twin shot in front of him, or that Wriothesley was somewhat deceptive in his handling of Freminet possibly being dissolved by the Primordial Sea. She’s not said or done anything to act on whatever form of grudge she’s holding about these things. But life is long and Wriothesley can’t underestimate the long-term planning ability of a child of the House of the Hearth.

“He would like it if he could see your gauntlets up close,” Lynette says suddenly. “He’s been trying to figure out how they work. He thinks they’re cool.”

Wriothesley can’t help but grin at the flatly delivered play on words.

“Don’t offer them to him directly. He’d decline out of shyness. Leave them somewhere he can observe them. He wouldn’t touch them, if that’s something you’re worried about. Freminet’s eyes are keen. Keener than most would think. He’d be able to figure out a lot just by being able to look without worrying about being looked at back.” Lynette pauses after giving all of this unexpected insight. “He might talk to you, in exchange.”

Wriothesley can’t help but glance down at her. Her ears are alert, forward, like she’s trying to ignore him while talking to him. She holds herself very stiffly. Like all of this cost her something to say, but she felt she had to say it anyway.

“Why would I want him to talk to me?” Wriothesley would rather not have the members of the House of the Hearth so hostile to him, true. But he isn’t going to be forcing them to like him or get along with him. They’re the ones coming to his house, after all. There’s no need for them to hang around if they don’t want to. There’s no reason why their interactions couldn’t be business only.

Wriothesley is a fully grown adult running a prison that is also a semi-independent state and business. Whether some kids who are also spies for a foreign military agency think well of him or not isn’t that high up on his list of concerns. It will not ruin his day to have these kids continue being on edge around him. What would ruin his day is if they acted on it, but that’s not something he has to worry about at the present.

No need to go out of his way to coax a kid who doesn’t want to talk to be friendly. Especially Freminet, who seems like he isn’t the type to want to be talking to much of anyone very frequently at all. Wriothesley sees no harm in letting the kid do his business and then leave. If Wriothesley needed information from the House of the Hearth there are other ways to be getting it. If he were to try pressing Freminet, that would certainly be noticed and reported, and come around to bite him.

“You should,” Lynette says primly. “In exchange for being able to study the gauntlets, you should ask him to tell you what he thinks Father thinks of you.” Lynette’s ears flick, and her tail curls slightly before straightening again. Wriothesley is not versed well enough in the body language of kids with cat ears and tails to understand what that micro-expression means. “Freminet understands Father better than most. And Father…Father makes exceptions for him that they normally wouldn’t.”

What is the price for all of this information?, Wriothesley can’t help but wonder.

He also thinks of the other twin, the magician with that bold spark that was boldly wielded against the Duke of Meropide in the name of stopping the end of days. The boy is a natural leader, a commander in the making. It surprises Wriothesley that favor is instead shown to Freminet, a boy fraught with more obvious issues than the ones Lyney hides behind bolder displays and slight of hand and smoothness of word. The Lord Fourth does not seem like the type of person (let alone Father) to be softer on someone just because they might need that kind of touch.

“Not Lyney?”

Lynette shakes her head, the tip of her tail twitching before returning to a smooth line. “That’s Lyney and the House of the Hearth. This is Freminet and Father. It’s not the same thing. Freminet has known Father the longest.”

“The brother doesn’t know that you also once ate your own siblings.” Memory hits play on the sound of the Knave’s voice as they reveal the knife that Wriothesley didn’t know that they had held against the softness of his guts. “The boy has a mind for business.”

The memory of that knife, that reveal, twists uncomfortably in Wriothesley’s stomach now. He can feel the memory pinging off the walls of his abdominal cavity, hitting against intestine and bladder, stomach and spleen. He can almost hear the sound of it pinging around, like a piece of metal echoing around a metal hull.

“His view on things,” Lynette continues—entirely aware of the discomfort she’s brought, limp and mangled, spat out from between her teeth right to his feet, “would be best. For you.”

This kid is definitely the Knave’s, through and through. More so than either brother, Wriothesley thinks. Especially in the way she’s saved it up for best use. The most tactical deployment. A knife that wasn’t just hidden up the sleeve, but also kept underneath the tongue.

Does Lynette know about the thing that Freminet knows, that the Knave knows, that Wriothesley wishes wasn’t there to know? Or is she just keen enough to sniff the scent of a wound, and deduce from what angle to strike at, even without knowing the nature of it?

Terrifying kids from a formidable house, and ominous Father. Wriothesley would ask what he did to deserve all of that regularly coming to his doorstep and inviting themselves in, but he already knows.

“For me?” Wriothesley repeats, trying to roll the words with casualness as he tries to walk off the twist of the knife in the gut. “Why would I want to know what the Lord Fourth thinks of me, anyway?”

If it were someone not from the House of the Hearth, someone who hasn’t taken after the Knave so keenly, maybe it would’ve worked.

Lynette doesn’t quite turn towards him fully, but Wriothesley can see a satisfied smirk beginning to form on her face. A baby version of the knife that hooks the Knave’s mouth. A cat that’s locked onto the most satisfying form of torment.

“I think that Father thinks you’re interesting.”

If there was ever a sentence that could strike as uncomfortably, as unnervingly, to ever be spoken, Wriothesley doesn’t think he could conceive of it. Wriothesley feels something akin to a cold sweat shivering down his arms, across his shoulders, slithering down his spine.

“Is that a good thing?”

Lynette turns her head towards him, the smirk fully formed, a miniature version of the Lord Fourth smirking up at him through violet eyes, a winking star drawn underneath her left cheek, and ash-grey ears perked up with glee. Her voice, also having been trained to follow her Father’s, is entirely nonchalant, bordering on bored as she delivers the final agonizing twist.

“If you’re judging goodness the way I think you are, then there are certainly safer things to be than interesting, Your Grace. But only Father and Freminet could tell you what those things are, and if you’re one of them.”

-

“Usually people are breaking out of the Fortress of Meropide, not in. Lord Fourth, you could have come in through the front gate if you wanted. Are you trying to teach your kids something new?” Wriothesley says upon finding the Knave waiting for him in his personal quarters. They’ve gone through his things, he can tell with just a glance. He can also tell that there’s been nothing taken. No. That would be rude and uncalled for. There’s no need for the Knave to take anything from him. It would neither help them in anything they’re trying to do, nor have either of them done something to offend each other enough to warrant the Knave reacting with that kind of slight. At least…not yet.

There’s time yet to rub each other in the wrong way to cause them to change their minds about each other as working partners. Wriothesley figures they both have plenty of time on their hands if they’re managing to also be hunting down what it is they’re hunting down on top of official duties in their personal down time. 

The only difference is that Wriothesley still feels a headache threatening to stab him in the temple every time he thinks about having to actively make the effort to leave the Fortress of Meropide to search through the streets of the Court of Fontaine for this target. Maybe he has spent too much time in the dark that seeing the things that belong down here walking around up there gives him such adverse reactions, when he’s got little kids and those guilty of relatively innocuous wrongs, or even those who’ve truly repented down here.

There are some people who are undeserving of the choice to move through the light and the dark and there are times when Wriothesley wishes that the rule of justice was a rule of retribution instead. But he is the Duke of Meropide and he’s got a certain image to attempt to maintain and rules of justice to follow. Until given command to do otherwise, Wriothesley’s duty is to those already caught and condemned.

How fortunate for the Lord Fourth that their image is what it is, and that their rules and duties and commands are so much more lax.

The Knave has found his good tea set, the one that Lady Furina once gifted him years and years ago, upon his official appointment of dukedom. She did not give it to him in person, she gifted it through the Melusines, who had given it to Sigewinne. For the longest time he thought that someone had just signed her name on the congratulatory card and that someone else had gotten it for him. It seemed like the thing to do, and Lady Furina never had any real interest in him. His trial was boring, not a single entertaining thing about it.

(It wasn’t until years and years later when Lady Furina had, by some fickle flight of fancy, decided to drop by for an unexpected visit to see the various changes Wriothesley had implemented that he found out otherwise. 

He had served her tea with that tea set, forgetting that it was her who had given it to him and in his head having written it off as a gift from the Palais Mermonia in general. But Lady Furina took up the teacup and inspected it in the light with a frown before he could pour.

“If I had known you would keep your office so drab looking I would have picked out a different set for you, duke. Honestly, you get teacups like this and you can’t consider it to be something to aspire to? Surely there’s some breath of life and charm you could install in your quarters, even this far down under the sea.”

He would like to think that Lady Furina didn’t notice how shocked he was to be corrected on an assumption he’d silently held for years. Knowing what he knows of her now, he’s pretty sure she did notice. She was just polite enough to respect a performance without interrupting.)

The Knave has made a pot of tea using his good tea set, but his mediocre tea leaves. Either that’s a message or…well. It’s the Knave, so it can only be a message. He would not expect the Knave to be uncultured or ignorant on types of tea. What that message is though, Wriothesley doesn’t really care to figure. The Knave is plenty capable of entertaining themselves with one-person games. No need for him to fuel that specific fire.

The Knave’s lacquered, tapered nails click-click-click-clack against the metal tea canister they still hold in their hand. The good tea canister, not the one for the tea they actually brewed. The tea the Knave brewed while helping themselves to picking through his office like some bored cat is currently on the verge of steeping too long.

Neither of them move to save the tea.

“There are times when I can understand why Freminet is so…attracted to, if not fond of, this place. How fascinating it must be for that child…so different it is from most places he’s known even though it carries so many of the same base elements. This is an impressive kingdom you run, Your Grace. It’s efficient.”

It figures that the Knave wouldn’t have a comment on the credit coupons, the upgrades in medical care, the rehabilitation programs, or any of the dozens of changes Wriothesley has implemented since wrangling power here. It figures that really—in their eyes—it all gets reduced down to efficiency.

“I profess, however, that it is much against my own personal tastes.”

“Yeah. I figured.”

Wriothesley has been to the House of the Hearth himself only once, and it was before this collaboration of theirs. He’s made a concentrated effort to avoid having to go again. Even if it now means letting the Lord Fourth come and go through the Fortress of Meropide carte blanche. Especially now that they’re working so closely.

Most of their meetings for this peculiar and particular bit of business have been here, in various levels of the Fortress of Meropide from his office to little-used off-shoot rooms that were once long-sealed off as hazards. Places where most listening ears and prying eyes wouldn’t risk going just to try and catch a word or two out of the Duke of Meropide and the Lord Fourth of the Harbingers to barter around.

And for all that every meeting between them has been memorable on all the wrong ways, Wriothesley can count their in-person exchanges on just his hands. He doesn’t even need the extra fingers his gauntlets might count as. The Knave has diligently been sending updates through Freminet, who comes around on his own anyway to help shore up and repair the parts of the Fortress that were damaged by the Primordial Seawater and the stirred up currents that haven’t quite-yet subsided since the sea levels returned to normal.

The few times they’ve met outside of that have always been on the surface, where they were doing some foot-work of their own to lay eyes on exchanges and observe their theories playing out to be confirmed in real-time. And after those silent shared observations they’ve always parted ways without suggesting convening in one place or another to discuss their unpleasant findings. 

Wriothesley has always returned to the sea, feeling like he needs to wash off a layer of invisible filth that was sticking him to the ground, the air, and every single thing he could see. (And even then all of those leagues of water might not be enough.) And the Knave has always turned to disappear into whatever dark alleyway or dramatic underpass or barely-maintained dirt road that just happened to be conveniently nearby to enhance their thespian leanings. Because of course if they were observing underhanded dealings there would be convenient and suspicious looking ways to come and go.

Wriothesley’s aversion for the House of the Hearth actually has very little to do with how unsettling the Knave is or its ties to the Fatui.

It isn’t even that it isn’t a good house. It was…very house-like when he went.

 The House of the Hearth’s Court of Fontaine base, Hotel Bouffes d’ete, has everything a house is supposed have and would be expected to have. Windows with clean glass panels, curtains and shutters. Doors with worn wood by the polished handles with finicky habits of sticking or jamming unless positioned just so. Flooring with scuff marks, door frames with little knicks and initials. Unremarkable ceilings and a well shingled roof. 

It was a well maintained house, too. It was also very clearly well-lived in. Blankets draped over the backs of chairs, books with bits of paper sticking out of the sides, jackets and scarves in piles on window benches, a cup here or there. 

The Hotel Bouffes d’ete was house in all the ways a house should be, even if that house operates as a distinct arm of an organization like the Fatui.

But he didn’t like it. There were too many things about that house that just put him off. It was claustrophobic in a way that the Fortress of Meropide, despite being fully submerged at the bottom of the sea and made out of metal pipes, isn’t. 

Walking into that house felt immediately like being crammed into some sort of buzzing hive. There were too many textures. Wallpaper and rugs, blankets, stair-liners, curtains, throw cushions, upholstery, even the children themselves popping in and out of his peripheral view. All of those textures that covered the floors and walls, reflected in the glass of windows and mirrors, and living in the bodies of the children that were doing their best to make themselves scarce while indulging their natural curiosity felt like eyes. Like ears. The simple prints of wallpaper transformed into faces. The pattern of a rug became a strained ear.

There was no space in that house. No privacy. The hallways were narrow, seeming to close in on themselves like a constricted throat swallowing up whoever was trying to make their way from one side to the other. Doors loomed in a way that made it seem like even when closed they were closing in. An open door was somehow worse because it felt like a gaping, reaching mouth. The children were simultaneously underfoot, popping in and out, while also moving like shadows and creeping like spiders in a way that made the hair on his neck and arms stand on end, his senses going on high alert for an ambush he knew wasn’t actually going to come.

The sounds of the house distorted themselves through the walls, the windows, the floors, the doors themselves. He couldn’t tell where one creak started from and what caused it. The murmur of children’s voices seemed of flow, carried on by the mouths and ears of the textures of the house as though the house were echoing itself as some sort of chorus from one side to the other. A living wave of noise, of movement, of colors. 

It reminded him of a game he used to play with his foster siblings, where one kid would whisper into the next kid’s ear, and that kid would whisper to the next, and it would go all the way down the line and the final kid would offer up the distorted message for all of them to snicker and giggle at. But Wriothesley had a feeling that in that place the message would carry across perfectly no matter how many mouths and not-mouths the observations and theories passed through.

Wriothesley felt instantly that there were no such thing as secrets inside of that house.

Whatever secret that might have existed in that house would immediately be picked up and woven into the very architecture of the place, like a grand hive of cells building off of each other, or a spider’s intricate web. It was a house of secrets that were not quite secret. A web that took up and tangled everyone into it without compromise. No one in that house was truly one, because the secrets tangled them up into the next person, into the next person, into the next person, until they were all the House of the Hearth, each one a living strand bound and binding.

Through the buzzing, the whispering, the closing in of everything Wriothesley also felt a shift in atmosphere that increased the deeper he went into the house. 

The inside of the house was warm. Disturbingly warm. Not as though it were on fire. Not as though he had suddenly gotten a fever. But it was the warm of a living place. A damp, heavy, heat that none of the children seemed to notice. As though they were used to living inside of a mouth or a stomach.

With the new context he’s unwillingly learned from the Knave, that stomach-like mouth-like throat-like feeling of the House of the Hearth feels even worse.

Meanwhile the Fortress of Meropide, for all that it too could be considered claustrophobic in its own way, was felt and perceived in a completely different direction.

The Fortress of Meropide might have sounds. It might get narrow and dense with bodies. But there was a sense of space to it that Wriothesley felt since the very beginning. The Fortress of Meropide, for all that it was a building of very finite space, had infinite room to hide a myriad of secrets. Everyone’s secrets could be hidden in its pipes, its walls, its air pockets, its chambers that led to nowhere. Sure, someone might eventually stumble onto one and make that secret no-longer a secret. But chances were that someone would have discovered the hidden secret trying to hide their own. And thus two secrets would be hidden for the price of one.

No one in the Fortress of Meropide ever wanted to actually share their secrets. The bond of having a shared secret in that place was silence. The knowledge that the two secret-holders would mutually take that secret in silence to their watery graves. All secrets in the Fortress of Meropide were dead. Buried, walled up, cemented in, and locked away.

If the House of the Hearth was an open mouth, the Fortress of Meropide was a clenched jaw. Teeth grinding into teeth, muffling and muting everything, refusing to let anything out or in.

And there is a lot of comfort to be had in that kind of…fraternity, if that’s even the right word. Camaraderie in mutual fake-ignorance.

That and the Fortress of Meropide’s space, which not only had room for secrets but…for more room. From the great reinforced windows to even the smallest porthole, looking out of the Fortress of Meropide was looking out into what seemed to sometimes be an infinite dark. The ocean, full of its own secrets and with an equal amount of room to subsume some more, stretched out beyond what the human eye could ever hope to see. And even if the human eye could see it, the human brain probably wouldn’t be able to comprehend it.

The Fortress of Meropide stands as a bastion of silence among an even greater storm of silence.

For all that the pipes clunked and the sheet-metal groaned with every minute change in pressure, for all that steam valves and vents would sigh and hiss, and that the metal gardes and flesh-inmates would clank and clunk about…

The Fortress also had a way of suddenly bringing in silence. You could turn a corner and suddenly be plunged into a high pressure silence that would expand to mute and fill the groove of every rivet, the soldiered seams of the sheet-metal walls. That metal fortress could absorb the sound into itself, inverting what should have been noise into an absent echo that carves a space out in the guts. The sound of a wrench being dropped, or a guard barking orders, or an inmate responding to roll call could be twisted into a sound that could only be heard in the clenched teeth.

Sometimes Wriothesley felt that anything that happened could be absorbed into that silence, flushed out into the sea to disappear into the unfathomable dark. Nothing mattered to the dark sea. There was no crime, sin, injustice, trespass, or otherwise that could move the current.

What did the ocean care about any single one of them and their misery, their guilt and their grief, when it was a host to a whole ecosystem of its own injustices, its own wrongs? What did the ocean care when it was a victim, a perpetrator, a witness, and a judge with its own incomprehensible scale?

Maybe that was what it was like to dissolve into the Primordial Seawater. All things made pure and clear by the simple fact that they were no longer much of anything at all. Nothing to forgive, nothing to revenge, nothing to absolve, nothing to credit. 

And there is a very specific type of peace to be found in that. An anchoring type of solitude that washes over the head like a wave and silences all thoughts, all concerns. 

That the Knave has chosen to come down here as many times as they have—more than Wriothesley’s singular venture into the Knave’s territory, even if the number doesn’t exceed that countable on fingers, mechanical or otherwise—speaks to something. 

Maybe it speaks to Wriothesley being a coward of some kind, or just having the ability to pick a relatively unimportant line he’d rather not cross, then stick to and actually hold up to it. Maybe it speaks to some part of the Knave and their tendency to choose the unpleasant. Or maybe it speaks to their dedication towards gathering information even at an uncomfortable cost, and how important it is to the Fatui that they gather intelligence on the Fortress of Meropide and the Duke who runs it.

What it speaks to Wriothesley doesn’t actually know. He doesn’t think the Knave has thought overly much of it either. That specific spoken-unspoken thing is something Wriothesley is content to let fly over his head without even trying to catch it. That is not what’s important here. Maybe somewhere down the road the Knave will pick it up, dust it off, sharpen it, and decide to throw it again with stronger intent. But that’s an issue for future-Wriothesley to wrangle, not current-Wriothesley.

Because current-Wriothesley does know that if the Knave bringing their discomfort (and thus Wriothesley’s contrasting discomfort) up after all this time, this late into their arrangement, means it’s somehow pertinent to the right here, right now of it all. It’s going to mean something actionable, or already acted upon. The Knave is mentioning this as a precursor to something. And Wriothesley’s got to brace for it, even if he has no idea what it is, and that not-knowing is probably going too make the bracing pretty ineffective when the Knave inevitably hits him from a completely unexpected angle that’s only predictable in hindsight.

“Is there something that warrants the Lord Fourth’s presence directly, then?” Wriothesley asks, pouring the over-steeped tea into two cups and then taking his to the very worn-in armchair he’s got stuffed into this portion of his private quarters. 

He wishes he could relax into it. It’s a very comfortable chair—broken in by time and him slumping, knocking out, and throwing himself into it over several years. It was also already old when he bought it. He’s had it reupholstered twice and had the cushions replaced, but there’s something about the frame-work of the chair itself that refuses to be refreshed. The back of it is covered in stickers from the Melusines, which has nothing to do with that. But it does add to the chair’s distinct and unwavering character.

“What can we do for you, your esteemed and honorable lordship since you’ve gone through the trouble of coming down here to see a humble administrator such as myself?”

“I thought that you might like to know that the current hunt is coming to a close. Most of the evidence has been collected and thoroughly authenticated, and the roots of the rot have been identified and cut off from escape once things are fully put to action. And all of the evidence that couldn’t be found…well. I suppose I ought not to tell you. You might feel compromised.”

As though the whole business of working with the Lord Fourth to unofficially hunt down a cannibal with a tendency to share and their…sources in order to take them down and thoroughly remove all of the things that made such a thing possible without involving any form of official investigation or warrants from any arm of Fontaine’s justice system using his own personal time and funds didn’t already compromise him.

“Oh, well, if we’re considering my feelings about the matter…”

“Hasn’t it always been about feelings?” The Knave points out, bemused. “Disgust. Loathing. Frustration. So on and such. In any case, considering your feelings on the matter and your personal interest and involvement thus far, as well as your own ethos, I thought I would at least offer you an invitation to witnessing the end. You’ve played such a role in it all thus far. It would be rather like stealing unearned credit. It would be rude of me to not give you a chance to have a moment in the spotlight at the climax of it all”

Wriothesley’s involvement has been nearly entirely on paper for this. Aside from the few times when he went to verify something with his own two eyes, Wriothesley has been content to let the Knave do most of the “hunting” as it were. It is, after all, what they originally volunteered for in this collaboration.

There was something about this whole…well. Everything that hit too close to what-was-once-home and maybe Wriothesley is a coward of some kind because he just didn’t want to put hands to it directly. His stomach was roiling, his throat had closed up, and he felt like scratching his neck, right over his scars. When the Knave offered to do the legwork on this, he didn’t even think twice about handing all of it over to them and putting himself in the figurative back-seat to observe. 

(That’s the frustrating part. One of many. Wriothesley couldn’t stomach stepping up and taking this thing into his own hands, but he also couldn’t stand the idea of turning his back and closing his eyes to it now that he knew about it. Not after knowing how he almost fell into it once more.)

Really, calling this a collaboration is a little generous. Wriothesley’s main contribution has been giving the Knave access to files that he can access as the Duke of Meropide and through his own personal information network. It’s really nothing that the Knave couldn’t have gotten on their own, although it would have taken them a bit more time and resources. 

Any personal investments in this whole ordeal aside, Wriothesley can’t risk being seen too often surface-side. People would start to wonder if he’s doing any work, and start jumping to wild conclusions about him either slacking off, launching some kind of rebellion, or maybe there being some deranged criminal on the loose that requires the Duke of Meropide to attend to matters personally.

The latter part is not wrong, but it would also get reported back up the chain to reach the Iudex’s ears. And Wriothesley would rather not have that happen. He’s sure that eventually Monsieur Neuvillette is going to ask about why the Lord Fourth of the Harbingers has come down to the Fortress of Meropide so many times. Even when they’re not being obvious about it, Miss Sigewinne has probably noticed the Knave at least once. And any amount that isn’t zero is suspicious when it comes to sightings of Fatui Harbingers.

So in total, Wriothesley’s contribution here can be summed up as “convenience”.

Considering the regard and esteem the Knave places on the word efficient though, Wriothesley supposes it shouldn’t be surprising that the Knave would value Wriothesley a little bit more than as a simple tag-along who isn’t even physically tagging along.

Wriothesley considers the polite invitation, knowing full well that they both know his answer to it. The extending of the invitation and bringing up their distinct lack of “fondness” to the Fortress of Meropide just means that the Knave is letting him know that this is probably the last time they’re going to be coming down here. Unless something else happens, and the Knave decides to take the opportunity to indulge themselves in some more off-the-books pastimes while they’re in Fontaine. Or if something just so happens to irritate them in such a way they think it acceptable to take it out on Wriothesley and his fortress.

Fantastic.

Who knew he’d ever get so close to a Fatui Harbinger that he’d be able to read their intent so well? This is the kind of stuff that would have been helpful a year ago. A few months ago, even. What rotten luck that everything really useful already shows up when the troublesome work-around and up-hill slog is over, huh?

“Well, since we’re considering my feelings, how about we also consider my personal taste?” Wriothesley gestures around his dark, enclosed office. “Not much for the spotlight here. Just a humble administrator with a piece of really expensive paper with a title printed on it. By all means, Lord Fourth, the stage is yours.”

The Knave runs a finger along the rim of their teacup, which they’ve left on the tea tray, a distinct curl of amusement pulling at the corner of their mouth like smoke.

“Oh, I don’t think you’d care very much if I were to actually talk about your personal tastes. We have both managed to be very polite to each other thus far. No need to ruin it now by putting the humble Duke in a foul mood. Even when he invites it.”

Wriothesley tips his head, examining the Knave, mind turning their wording over in his hands. Yeah, it’s true. If they were to actually talk about tastes and personal matters Wriothesley would be peeling himself out of his own skin. That shouldn’t be surprising. Every time the two of them talk about anything Wriothesley feels like he’s sitting with a knife hooked into him, pulling with every breath. He’s made that no secret. He’s pretty sure most people feel that way when they’re talking one-on-one to the Knave about anything that isn’t strictly—incredibly strictly—business.

“Would the talk of the personal not be a foul to you, too?”

As many times as the Knave has twisted the knife into his ribs, Wriothesley knows he’s managed to—mostly without trying—give some return blows somehow by just breathing. Aside from the Fortress of Meropide giving the Knave something like the same discomfort Wriothesley got from going to the Hotel Bouffes d’ete, Wriothesley knows that there is something about himself as a person that trips the Knave up. Maybe not to the same extent that the Knave seems capable of tripping everyone else up, but the Knave did not bring up that girl who haunts their tongue because they wanted to share her. 

Wriothesley never did ask the details of that. He really didn’t want to know anymore about the Knave than he already did. He didn’t want to know about anymore dead girls than the ones he was already stuck with. Instead, it’s been more than enough to know that this resemblance twists and digs and festers in the Knave in the same way things do inside of Wriothesley. It’s enough to know that the both of them have been taking some hits in this collaboration.

Whatever it is about Wriothesley that reminded the Knave of that dead girl was as uncanny to the Knave as the Knave’s ability to somehow find all the bloodstains Wriothesley thought he washed off years ago is to Wriothesley.

Consider them mutually disturbed by one another. Even if it’s to different degrees and frequencies.

So why would further talk about what’s personal to Wriothesley not eventually turn around to twist something in the Knave, knowing that eventually Wriothesley will say or do something to bring up this ghost of a dead girl?

The Knave, however, looks momentarily confused. “What part of it? After all, I’ve done nothing to be ashamed of or shy away from. What part of me is foul? I’m a respected Father of many talented and industrious children; a high ranking member of an Archon’s court; and currently on the verge of concluding what has been a thus-far very satisfying distraction.” The Knave’s smoke-smile curls further. “I take it from your reaction that you won’t be attending that conclusion. Some fresh air and exercise might do you some good. You look…peaky.”

“No need to parent me as you do with your talented and industrious children. It’s the lighting down here. It makes everything look peaky. Even the gardemek,” Wriothesley says dryly. What did he expect the Knave to answer with? What part of them isn’t unabashedly themselves at all times? Why would he think—after all of this—that the Knave would shy away from something? “You know, this could all have been sent in a letter. You say you don’t like it down here but if you go out of your way to come down here anyway it makes it seem like the opposite. If you want an extended stay, say the word, I can have you booked for the full experience. Trust me, it’s loads of fun.”

The Knave looks at him flatly, the smoke-curve of their smile turning rigid like a knife. The strange version of light in their eyes turns a different version of strange, as though it were suddenly being redirected. For that brief moment Wriothesley knows that someone else is in the Knave’s eyes, and words meant for someone else lingering are lingering in their mouth.

See? It’s foul. Told you so. Wriothesley looks back at them evenly, pretending to drink from the overly steeped tea. 

Now he relaxes into his chair, sprawling, stretching his toes in his boots, rolling his neck and shoulders as the knots and tense muscles loosen up. He feels little pops and cracks in his joints. He’s not old, but he’s definitely too old for this specific kind of wicked business.

Wriothesley really doesn’t know how he did it, but somehow he brought back the dead. She’s here in this room, this unnamed dead girl. Living and breathing in the Knave’s ear. He still doesn’t know a thing about her, except that he knows she’s with the Knave right this second. What an amazingly useless talent he has.

Then the girl is choked down again and the Knave straightens up, moving to see themselves out as silently as they saw themselves in.

“I didn’t think you’d want a paper trail. I’ll pass on the invitation as you’ve passed on mine. But do look forward to confirmation of the conclusion of this play, your grace.”

-

The question takes them both off-guard. Wriothesley knows what prompts it, but he cannot say what lapse in control or surge in stupidity causes him to actually voice it. Part part of it. The worst part, that is to say, the part that actually needs to be said before the rest of it fills in for itself.

All they had been doing was walking, the both of them in much more nondescript clothing, fresh from meeting one of Wriothesley’s contacts who prefers their exchanges of information in person to avoid leaving a evidence that can be presented before a court of law, and to make sure that the information is delivered to exactly the right person it’s meant to be. (Someday this is going to get this informant caught up in something, and hopefully it won’t ever be a day when Wriothesley needs something that would be difficult to explain to Monsieur Neuvillette. How lucky that day wasn’t today specifically.)

They had been walking past a cluster of farms. The walls of the Court of Fontaine were close enough, although still distant, and the sea was visible if not audible just yet. Because this is Fontaine every breath carried the scent of the sea, or some kind of water-body, to the point where one had to actively think about it to check if it was there. And it certainly was. The road was uneven and worn into the dirt, unpaved. It had been made by wagon wheels, and there were spots of it still dark from the early dawn layering dew and dampness on everything it could touch.

The scene was idyllic to the point of being unremarkable, a nothing-image that causes the mind to zone out and the eye to glaze over, thoughts going dull like sheep dotting the hills.

A dog barked. Songbirds trilled, a few darting after each other overhead. At the edge of hearing, the sounds of farm workers could be picked up. And then suddenly, the bright, boisterous sound of children laughing. There might have been a word or two in there, but they were far away enough that the only thing that carried was the general sound of their presence rather than any details of what was bothering that presence.

The Knave’s head turned slightly in the direction of the sound. Just slightly. Go figure that the Father of a house would have an ear for children and their trouble. Wriothesley sometimes thinks he’s got some kind of special sense for picking up people in the middle of unsavory activity. Someday when he retires he wonders if that will leave him when he leaves behind the seal of office and all the rest, or if he’s just stuck with it now.

(Well. In this case, very much so savory but in the worst way possible.)

Wriothesley’s mouth opened as he looked at the Knave looking. He could have been about to comment about the Knave’s sensitivity towards children in a joking way. He could have been about to comment on their plans moving forward with the information they’d acquired. He could have even commented on how the Knave’s “disguise” as it were made them stand out in the memory more, how did the Lord Fourth not know how to properly disguise themself?

But instead what comes out is this:

“How did…?”

As soon as the words leave his mouth, Wriothesley cuts the question off. But there is no more that needs to be asked, because that’s all that needs to be said to turn the mind. The damage is done, the question can’t be redirected or twisted up and away from this dangerous line of memories. 

In an effort to keep scaring his already paranoid informant to a minimum, he had advised the Knave to dress as casually, as plainly as possible. Honestly, he wouldn’t have been surprised if the Knave had said to him something about how “Those with titles like Lord and the Knave don’t mute and dilute themselves—it’s pointless.” Or maybe a comment on their clearly very dramatic nature.

The Knave had shown up in surprisingly plain clothes, and a hood that covered enough of their face that their gaze wouldn’t cause the informant to keel over on the spot. The Knave had even put light touches of make-up on their face, softening their features and adding a touch of color that brought them a step closer towards “fair skinned” and away from “uncanny”.

The hood and the way the Knave’s face seems to have frozen in the direction they had turned when they heard the children laugh block Wriothesley from seeing their expression. He can guess that the make-up wouldn’t be enough to cover up the stone-wash of the Knave’s face. He imagines that they must be paler than bleached bone right now. Even if he could see their face to judge that and their expression, he doesn’t know who would be more shocked that he had the gall—the reckless impulse—to ask that question of them. He’s sure he must also look shocked. Devastated, even.

After all, the Knave’s never actually asked him about any of the things they’ve since twisted into him just to see what would happen next. He stupidly gave them all of those things freely. Carelessly.

But before Wriothesley can take it back, or tell them not to answer—because he really doesn’t want to know, not really, because knowing is a burden and a weight that—

“Raw,” the Knave answers. It is an answer and a descriptor of both the past and the present. It sounds like a hook caught on something deep inside of them and slowly, agonizingly, ripped its way out. The word sounds garbled, mangled. It doesn’t sound like a word anymore.

The Knave’s voice sounds like they’d been screaming through some kind of firestorm, choking through the smoke to cough and expel one last thing before the rest of them goes up once and for all. Or as though they are the dying fire, yearning to leap away from its own pyre to save itself but knowing it can’t.

On any other person, Wriothesley included, the sound that just came out of the Knave’s mouth wouldn’t be a word. It’s a sound that rips itself—guts itself—and spills like some kind of morbid splatter of discarded viscera from the ripped open hole of the Knave’s mouth.

On any other person, that would be a cry.

On any other person, what follows after that gutting and gutted sound would be a groan. The groan of something about to buckle and be crushed under some unfathomable weight. Or a moan of something experiencing an incomprehensible thing being pushed right into their mind. The sound of their voice makes Wriothesley think of the grimace, the flinch, the face unwittingly contorts itself into when pressure is put onto a wound that never healed right—or at all.

“From the bone,” the sounds creak and snap out the Knave’s mouth and plummet to the damp ground, taking the bottom of Wriothesley’s stomach and the temperature in the air with them. Out of the very corner of his eye the Knave seems to turn into some strange inverse of a pyre, a dark shape that collapses into itself, dragging with it all the light.

Wriothesley’s throat closes, and he turns away to look at anything else.

How fitting, Wriothesley can’t help but think as the two of them are forced to stand underneath the morning sun, the chattering birds, and the echo of children’s laughter, that the Knave grieves in the languages of bodies.

“Wouldn’t that have made you sick?” Wriothesley’s mouth continues to run while the rest of him sinks. This moment has already been ruined beyond salvaging, might as well let all the questions out now since the Knave is brutal enough to answer so honestly. Sunk cost fallacy at work, or something like that.

The Knave barks out a single syllable of a laugh, the sound of a foundational beam cracking and groaning as it begins to swing down, the entire house following after.

“Oh, certainly. Yes. I was incredibly sick afterwards. How unfortunate for the rest of you that it didn’t stick. And as the saying goes, what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.” 

If Wriothesley could see the Knave’s face right now he can’t help but think that they would be smiling. Teeth bared, lips pulled back. In the same way that on most others the sounds that came out of their mouth as an answer wouldn’t have been words, but cries, on any other person Wriothesley would call that expression he’s imagining a snarl or a sneer. But on the Knave it’s definitely a smile.

“And now here I am,” the Knave says, some form of light starting to return to their voice as they rip their feet from the ground that they both had been anchored to when the question first burst out of Wriothesley to move forward. “And here she isn’t. And there you are. Your Grace, you would have liked her if it was here here instead of me. Most people, I would wager, would like her much better than I, and would have wished that it was I in her place and her in mine. Perhaps you would call her Lord Fourth with more neutrality. You might even deign to look upon her version of the House of the Hearth and take tea there over business. She could have been quite charming, given the chance.”

“Were you included on that list of people who were charmed? Of the people who wish that things were reversed?”

The Knave freezes in place once more, locking up as though truly frozen in the question. 

For a moment, as Wriothesley observes them at the very edges of his vision—his own eyes turned slightly towards the side, towards the sea, to avoid having to look at them process that question—, it appears as though they…glitch out, for the lack of a better phrase. They look like one of the really old screens for the ancient terminals of the Fortress of Meropide that haven’t seen upgrades in years. Since they were built and installed, basically. Pixels and strange colors that strain the eyes and make you want to squint because they glare right back at you.

That’s what the Knave’s smile is, if he could see it. That’s what the Knave is overall. Something stuck somewhere and somewhen else, painful to look at, unlikely to ever be repaired. But functional, after a beat or two.

 “I survived her,” the Knave finally says. It’s not an answer. Wriothesley is somewhat relieved by that. “I carry her in my mouth, on the tip of my tongue. Take that however you want to.”

What Wriothesley is less relieved by: the immediate and innate understanding that this is not an answer, but it is a consolation.

A really, really shit consolation.

“Lucky her,” Wriothesley finally says causing the Knave to make a sound that out of any other mouth might have been a bark of laughter. Out of the Knave’s glitch of a mouth that had just moments before been gutted, it’s just sound. Sharp, brief, disruptive sound.

“As I said, you two would have gotten along very well,” the Knave says. “I’m glad that the two of you will never meet.”

-

It was not his fault. None of it. Wriothesley knows this.

He knew it when he had a different name, one that did not have a title or a record or any particular form of importance or relevance attached to it. He knew it before his throat was almost torn out, when there weren’t these built-in grooves on his neck for fingers to fall into and catch. 

Wriothesley knew it before he was gagged silent on his own blood and guts as they tried and failed to punch their way up through the tears in that ruined throat—robbed of the ability to even vomit. (He couldn’t choose what went into his body, and apparently he couldn’t even choose what could leave it.)

He knew it when he stood and faced the Iudex, the former Regina of All Waters, and the Oratrice.

He knew it when the light broke through the darkness in the form of garde torches and the faintly glowing eyes of Melusines, the sound of boots rushing over the ground, and the tacky sound their soles made on the drying—

Wriothesley knew it when he felt the sunlight turn its face away from him as he was lowered into the sea.

The point is that Wriothesley does know that none of what happened to that boy, who’s name is no longer attached to a body that would claim it, was his fault.

The problem has never been whether it was his fault or not. He’s never needed convincing of any of that. Wriothesley knows that he was a child. What was a child to expect? To do? What child would ever think that their parents would be doing that to their siblings? To them? It’s not something you’re supposed to suspect. It’s not something you’re meant to be on the lookout for.

If someone were to write it down as a short story, it would never make print because the leap is too large for the reader to cross. Not without a healthy dose of heavy-handed clues that no child would have ever picked up on. Not until it was too late. Or unless someone made a mistake.

But the point is that Wriothesley knew he was not at fault. There was no way he could have known what the adults who had placed themselves in the roles of mother and father in his life were doing to the children they had placed as his brothers and sisters. He had no reason to suspect it. And even if he did, as a child, what could he really have done?

(Ignoring what he did ultimately do.)

It was not a need to be convinced he didn’t do any wrong that sat heavy in his gut, along with all of the other things—people—he couldn’t vomit up.

It was guilt. Shame. It was the people. It was the things. It was—all of it.

It didn’t matter then or now where the fault lies. Not to him. It’s over. 

That’s the point. It’s over.

It’s over, it’s done. It’s too late.

The thing that gets him—and hasn’t stopped getting him since the moment he knew—isn’t whether or not any of it was his fault. It’s the guilt that he was part of it. 

The whole—all of it—is a layer of dirt, of filth, that he hasn’t been able to wash off since that moment when he became aware of it’s existence. He’s gone through double murder, a trial, a prison sentence, a name change, a whole overhaul of his identity, complete with almost being dissolved into Primordial Seawater at what was foretold to be the end of Fontaine, and he still hasn’t been able to cleanse himself of it. He never will. He knows that, too.

Even now, with the wounds on his throat healed into scars, his body having renewed itself of all of the hair, skin, and blood of the boy who ate all of—

Even now, with the blood washed off of his hands and from underneath his nails, he still feels soiled by it.

As an adult, with all of the experience has now, with all the things he’s done and seen and looked into, it seems obvious. But that’s only because he’s looking at it from this angle. Up close, in the moment, it wasn’t obvious. There was no way anyone would’ve figured it out unless they were looking for these specific details and how to line them up in just the right way. 

But here, at this advantageous distance, of course he can see all the ways the dots connect to spell out the crime. He’s here, standing at the last page of the book reading backwards towards the prologue. Of course  it’s easy for him to pick up on all the discrepancies that lead back to where he stands.

Through the eyes of an adult, experienced in suspicion and trained towards looking for the unscrupulous and untoward, Wriothesley can look at his foster parents and see where their kindly facades turn flat, the illusion of their wholesome selves too shallow to be believable.

Charity is all well and good, but what was a couple doing with so many foster children at once? How were they managing to find permanent homes for them with such success? Or sending them off to so many boarding and trade schools? If the actual orphanages and foster system of Fontaine didn’t have such success, why would this couple? What were they doing differently than the rest of the country? 

Yes, it’s very true that Wriothesley’s case shone a light on that system and how it had its own many failings that allowed the crimes that happened to Wriothesley and all of his brothers and sisters to happen. After Wriothesley’s case here were many changes. It was a series of small changes that added up to carefully, slowly shift how things were done over time to prevent any further misstep. But those changes did happen.

But before those changes, even with how the system was struggling, Wriothesley wouldn’t say that it was broken. It did work. It’s just that on the scale of a nation versus the scale of this couple, the nation couldn’t keep up. Even still—even taking that into account, how did this couple manage so well, with such consistency, for so many years? Wriothesley is talking about dozens of a children a year finding “homes” or getting “scholarships”. How were they getting these homes and scholarships? What connections did this couple have to open those kinds of doors and keep them open?

And all of Wriothesley’s many siblings were fed and clothed so well. There were certainly shared things between them all, shared clothes and shared rooms and toys. Hand-me-downs galore. But all of their clothes were in good condition, and it wasn’t as though they never got any new clothes of their own. 

The house they lived in was no mansion, and nothing like the Hotel Bouffes d’ete, but it was large enough that they weren’t all crammed in together. There was space to be alone, and there was space enough for them to each feel as though they weren’t stuck with each other. The house was maintained—it wasn’t just meeting needs. There was luxury in that house, too.

An ice box for ice cream and sorbets in the summer. Trips for all of them on the aquabus for picnics and hikes through the mountains. Beach holidays. Giant roasts and racks of meat for holidays. Out of season fruit, and exotic ones too like pineapples and lychees (although those weren’t fresh, but canned or dried and candied). New wool coats in the winter with shiny buttons and their names sewn onto a tag on the nape of the collar. During birthdays and special occasions for gift giving like the new year, porcelain dolls with silky hair and lace-trimmed frocks for the girls, tin soldiers with bayonets and rapiers and real epaulets for the boys.

It was a good house.

What paid for that good house?

The people who had themselves called mother and father did not have jobs. Real jobs. Wriothesley can’t remember them ever going out for business with a briefcase or a packed lunch, leaving in the morning and coming back in the early evening like any other white-collar worker would. They weren’t rich like nobility, or like merchants. They didn’t own land or collect rent from any properties.

Well. Wriothesley supposes that they were merchants in a way just—

But—

Except—

It was the children—Wriothesley’s brothers and sisters—who paid for it all. They were the ones who put clothes on each other’s backs, who paid for those dolls, those candied pineapples, those tinned peaches, and the candied Valberries. The wool coats with their names on them, the family trips to play at the beach, or spend an afternoon going through some art gallery. 

They were the ones who quite literally put the food on the table.

It’s just that none of them knew it. They weren’t ever supposed to know it.

Even though Wriothesley doesn’t remember his birth parents or what his life was like before he came to live in that house, Wriothesley knew—or thought he knew—what he had escaped.

Wasn’t that something that every kid who knew they were an orphan, or that their parents gave them up or gave up on them in some way knew? The poorest of the poor would toil and suffer in the muck and the mud that lines the bed of the pristine waters of Fontaine. Eyes would turn away from them while walking over their bent and bowed backs.

He doesn’t know how he became aware of this, but he did. Maybe it was through one of his foster siblings who hadn’t been brought into that house as a baby. Or maybe it was through something he read. Or maybe it was just by living in the Court of Fontaine and absorbing this through his eyes and his ears without ever being explicitly told this.

However he learned it doesn’t matter, because he learned it.

Children without a house to claim them, without a mother or father to keep them, would become laborers, sweat-shop workers, petty thieves, gang members—and if someone was particularly unlucky they might be swept up into some sort of business of flesh. Servants that are slaves, pets and amusements for those with the money and resources to get away with it—charnel house fodder. Slaves in everything but name. 

Children were picked up off the streets all the time for this. Even know, with all of the changes that have slowly trickled down from the top to start reshaping Fontaine over a course of years, these things are still possible. They still continue to happen.

Wriothesley, back then, thought he had dodged that fate by being taken into that house as a baby. How fortunate, he had thought, to have been chosen for such a warm home. How easy it would have been for him to be one of the unlucky ones washed into the sewers to beg and scrape and steal. How grateful he should be to have food in his stomach, a roof over his head, all of these brothers and sisters to play with, and a mother and father who loved him so dearly to have chosen to keep him.

Now Wriothesley thinks that it probably would’ve been better to take his chances as a washed up urchin, some barnacle clinging to the shadows as a pick-pocket or beggar.

Better that than—

He didn’t know that—

How could he have possibly known that all of that care—the good food, the soft beds, the games, the trips to the beach and the art galleries and the theater—was all grooming? Preparation. Like a marinade. For the block: auction or chopping. 

(Because there were so many ways to sell a body. A person. 

Complete or in pieces. Broken or whole for the buyer’s choice of breaking, of preparing. As hands or as a mouth. As a thing or as a hole. As a weapon or as a punching bag. Some of these might have been possibilities to Wriothesley if someone ever asked him to think of it. But he doesn’t think he would have ever thought of—

Meat.

There are too many ways to sell a body. More ways than Wriothesley ever thought possible until it was almost him. More ways than Wriothesley can stomach, now that he knows.)

The worst part is—

He did love them. He did truly think of them as his mother and father, and he loved them. He really did.

There were times after—

After.

He used to think that they must have loved him too. Not just him, all of his siblings. Wriothesley used to think about this; about how certain he was of the presence of the love. He would think about it over and over again, whenever he could pull himself through the heavy fog that seemed to have settled around his ears, his skin, his mouth, his eyes, his thoughts. When Wriothesley was alone with himself, not being interviewed by some Melusine or anything like that, he would think on it to distract himself from thinking about everything else he knows happened. It was the one thing that he could go over in his head and debate with himself about.

On the done hand, it seemed like too much work and effort to put in for the results they gained. Surely there were easier ways, quicker ways, to make mora than to keep and sell children. And what was the point of all of the care that went into them if the children were all just going to be bought and sold, bartered and butchered in a dozen different ways? Why would they have bothered to—

It just seemed so hard—impossible, really—for it to make sense. Why would someone smile like that, to touch so gently, to go through so much effort of feeding, clothing, teaching, playing, disciplining, and choosing over and over again someone they didn’t love? There must have been love.

So this—all of this—must have been some sort of mistake. Maybe Wriothesley had misunderstood something and had the worst overreaction of all time. Maybe there was some vital piece of evidence missing that would be uncovered by the Melusines on the case and brought to light. Maybe there was something out there that could turn all of the evidence around and point to a completely different conclusion. 

Maybe all of his brothers and sisters who were celebrated for finding new homes or getting accepted to schools and trade-programs would come back and testify, What’s going on? You did what to them over what now? No! That never happened, Mother and Father must have been pulling some sort of horrible prank that you took wrong.

Or maybe the sea would rise and swallow him up whole, and all of these thoughts, all of these what-ifs that he knew would never come to pass would whisper into his ear and fill all of the spaces in his body until he was every possibility that could have ever happened.

Wriothesley must have seen, heard, thought wrong.

This was a mistake.

And then Wriothesley would remember—

The other hand. The love of the farmer for the chicken, the pig, the cow. And that wasn’t really very different, was it? The love, as everything else—the food, the clothes, the toys and the luxuries—were just more part of the marinade.

Wriothesley would remember both of his own hands and the blood. The gurgle of a scream. The feeling of muscle and skin detaching from things they were not meant to be detached from. Things he didn’t have exact words for being caught underneath his nails.

No. It was not a mistake. There are just some things you can’t get wrong, no matter how much you wish you could.

Wriothesley just didn’t want to believe it.

He just didn’t want it to be him.

-

Wriothesley wonders if the children of the House of the Hearth truly know how much their Father cares for them. He leans on the railing of the narrow balcony of the private room they’ve…borrowed for this meeting. The Knave stands just at the edge of the open doorway, half obscured by shadow as they look down onto the streets.

The room that the Knave had arranged for this particular meeting overlooks booths and stands for the film festival Fontaine is currently hosting. Below them are colorful posters, balloons, streamers, and people going from booth to booth to get festival snacks, play games, and peruse offerings. Among them are, of course, children. The Knave’s children, presumably.

Wriothesley does not spot any of the children he knows to be part of the House of the Hearth, but considering that the Knave picked this spot he doesn’t doubt that they’re somewhere in the crowd.

The Knave’s expression isn’t quite soft, but it certainly isn’t the expression that they normally wear for business, or when they feel like picking and peeling back a scab Wriothesley didn’t know he had to pick and peel.

It’s not quite the same expression the Knave wore when they mentioned the girl—the one that Wriothesley reminds them of. The one that they keep in their teeth. On the tongue. The Knave’s last something. But there’s something similar between the two, some shared thread that exists aside from the fact that they’re expressions worn on the Knave’s face. They’re related expressions in the same way that cats and lions are related, he supposes.

“The girl,” Wriothesley asks—this time on purpose, because he’s fairly sure that this answer can’t possibly turn into something that’s going to ruin his day or week in a way he can’t anticipate, and because he knows exactly how this question can be turned on him, and it’s a return that he can actually handle—“Does she haunt you?”

The Knave shrugs a shoulder, eyes flicking over shapes in the crowd far below them, dark hand waving carelessly.

Another reason why he asked: this is not a question that can hurt. It is not a question that can offend.

“Not in the way that yours haunt you, no,” the Knave says. Their eyes continue to linger on the crowd below, but their mouth quirks up at the corner. Not quite a knife or a hook, but maybe a filed off shaving from one. “Why? Jealous?”

Wriothesley laughs. It’s a bitter laugh, but it doesn’t hurt.

“Yeah. It sounds like a damn good haunting.” 

Even without knowing the full details of the Knave and this girl, Wriothesley knows that if anyone went through anything similar to what either of them and Wriothesley went through to carry this singular thing in common, and if that person came out as well adjusted about it as the Knave, then they really got it good. After all, Wriothesley might not know how it messed the Knave up, but the Knave seems remarkably well adapted in this very specific sense.

There are certainly things in this world that have troubled the Knave and hunted them through the quiet hours when distractions are thin on the ground, and cramped and stirred their guts. But having this one specific thing not be part of those things is some kind of twisted miracle. It’s pretty messed up that someone has to go through the misfortune of having this incredibly rare and diabolical horror inserted into their life for them to come out of it with…whatever it is the Knave came out of it with. All of that suffering bouncing back into…what, tranquility? Equilibrium? Acceptance?

Wriothesley wonders if maybe he did not suffer enough. If he did, would he have completed the bounce back? He can’t imagine what else he’d have to go through to come out of it without the ache in his iron gut.

(Wriothesley does not know what he would trade or give away to have that specific type of peace returned to him. He’s honestly afraid to find out.)

“Lucky you.”

And there’s that knife-hook of a smile, peeling through skin: “It’s only what I deserve: the best.”

-

Wriothesley clearly knows that he’s not the one behind this. What’s strange is that he’s incredibly certain that the Knave isn’t behind it either. Wriothesley has no proof to the Knave’s innocence in this, except for a feeling in his twisting, gnawing gut. 

It’s probably fair to say that when you look at someone you don’t expect them to be the type of person to feed people to other people. You don’t look at a person and clock—Cannibal. Not in the way that you can sometimes get a feeing about someone being a killer, an abuser, or a bully, or anything like that. No. Because cannibal is so low on the list that there’s never a reason for it to cross your mind.

Unless you are, also, a cannibal.

(A person’s willingness in the cannibalism is irrelevant to whether or not they count as a cannibal.)

But really, what are the odds? It seems like the opening to a joke of poor taste (which is a second joke of poorer taste): two cannibals lock eyes at a dinner party and ask, Do you know this person? about the entree.

The Knave, from Wriothesley’s limited experience with them, is an unnerving sort. There’s something too…fastidious about them. It almost makes them seem fake, except for how the danger that seems to fill the atmosphere around them is unrepentantly there and the Knave doesn’t care to try and hide it away. This, among many other reasons, makes the Knave a strange diplomat. This is also almost some sort of joke.

But before tonight Wriothesley would not have ever looked at them and thought cannibal. Strange and disturbing, intimidating and someone he didn’t want to cross if he could help it? Absolutely. A suspicious figure who’s influence on children was incredibly suspect? Certainly. Threat to national security and safety, walking weapon, and military threat waiting to happen? Definitely.

Cannibal?

Wriothesley would’ve thrown out a dozen other half-hearted accusations if someone had asked him to pin the Knave with a specific crime first. Half-hearted not because they weren’t applicable in some way, half-hearted because he didn’t think they were any real secret. It doesn’t matter if the Knave is here on official diplomatic business as a representative of the Tsaritsa’s court, they’re also Fatui and the Lord Fourth of the Harbingers.

Some amount of criminal activity under the belt seems like a natural assumption.

Coercion, intimidation, fraud, perjury, breaking and entering, abduction, unsanctioned carrying of weapons, fraud, destruction of military or state property, trespassing, burglary, arson, torture, voluntary manslaughter, aggravated assault—

What are such small words to the Lord Fourth and the Tsaritsa who sits on the Pale Star throne of Snezhnaya?

But cannibalism.

He’d have run through a whole lot of petty misdemeanors just to get them on the list for the sake of formality and then some before he ever thought of putting that on there.

Even as someone who (grudgingly, remorsefully, hatefully) carries that label himself, it’s not something he would ever expect to find in common with anyone else. It’s not something you ever want to have in common with anyone. Frankly, he never thought he’d meet anyone else in his life who matches that descriptor. What are the odds, right?

He didn’t think that not ever running into a cannibal was something he had to hope for. Cannibals should be a rare breed. An extinct one. An actively dying one.

And yet here they both are. Not just the two of them, either. There’s a third one out there. There’s something incredible about that. Not just one, not just two, but three cannibals all at one dinner party at once.

And now that’s his problem.

Now they are his problem. Is it ungrateful of him to wish that he was back to having his main problem be keeping an eye on the sluice gate to the Primordial Sea, and worrying about whether his country and countrymen would dissolve into water within the next few minutes?

Wriothesley eyes the Knave who eyes him back. They did not speak over dinner, not directly and not after making eye contact over the arrival of the main course. But Wriothesley felt the Lord Fourth’s attention keenly, like a foot about to step down on a floorboard that he knew was creaky. They’d thoroughly snagged each other’s attention, like a barb straight through the skin; pulling and tugging, snagging and tearing, inflaming and infected. There was no going back to politely passing each other like ships in the night after that moment of awareness of each other.

Before tonight, most correspondences between the House of the Hearth and the government of Fontaine was usually done through the Iudex’s offices, with the Lord Fourth being managed by either the Iudex himself or one of the most senior staff members who could take a bit of intimidation. Wriothesley has not envied those personnel for having to suffer through the trials of diplomacy across from someone like the Lord Fourth. He’s sure that Lady Furina is especially relieved to be rid of that specific duty.

And when it was business that involved Wriothesley’s branch of business—some matter appropriate only for the deep, frigid waters rather than the glittering currents above—the Knave has so far stuck to the tried and true tactic of sending some of their numerous progeny to slip in through the pipes and the tunnels. Wriothesley could probably keep them out if he tried, but it would be too much effort and too much trouble in the long run. And of course, the most dependable ones the Knave has sent to coordinate this or that message, or do whatever it is that needs doing, have been the trio Wriothesley has become accustomed to. (This is either because they have experience with Wriothesley and the Fortress of Meropide that expedites matters or because they want to limit the amount of information anyone paying attention has on their operatives. Like with most things about the House of the Hearth, Wriothesley isn’t sure.)

Wriothesley and the Knave have not crossed paths or had direct business dealings with each other before. There’s usually someone else involved like the Traveler, Monsieur Neuvillette, Lyney or Freminet, or even a Melusine or Gestionnaire.

But now it is the two of them, and a matter of business Wriothesley wouldn’t want anyone else to be party to anyway. Two is already a crowd when it comes to things like this.

The Knave approaches from the side, casually leaning against the wall near him, the light shining out of the window an acceptable barrier between them. Through the window Wriothesley can hear the music playing and the faint sound of chatter from the dinner guests now congregating in the salon for a digestif and cigars, a spot of light dancing, maybe some cards, and a lot of gossip. Not to mention all the mora exchanging hands, which was the whole point of Wriothesley coming here.

Who knew he’d be walking away with something else heavy on the hand, filling his head, and twisting up the empty gut? 

“Fascinating assembly for this dinner party, Your Grace, isn’t it?” The Knave says, arms crossing over their chest as they look through the light towards him on the other side. “It seemed put together wish such care. Aside from some uninvited guests who were not on the guest list, but were welcomed to the table with such…enthusiasm all the same.”

What a remarkably elegant way of describing the events of the night so far.

“Good evening, your lordship. The attention to detail definitely wasn’t lacking tonight. The finest of the fine for the richest of the rich. You’d think nothing was wrong in Fontaine with spreads like that.” Wriothesley puts his hands in his pockets, closes them into fists. Imagines something in them. Doesn’t go so far as to give that something a name or an image. Not yet. “I think these uninvited guests were credited on the menu with the catering for the evening, although not by name.”

He’s probably ruining something about the lines of this stuffy suit that Sigewinne helped dig up out of his wardrobe, but it’s already a ruined night. And he’s no longer in the mood to rub elbows with potential business partners for the Fortress of Meropide’s workshops. He’ll figure out something else that needs building. There will be other fundraising and business campaigns.

And considering what he knows to be true about at least one other person here, he’d rather not risk taking any of the people dancing and chattering away inside as business partners. Even if most of them are only guilty through ignorance, and there’s only just—if Wriothesley is fortunate here—one bad actor among the bunch.

(That would be just his luck wouldn’t it? He goes out to find business and instead finds a cabal of cannibals running around getting their kicks turning other people into cannibals. Yeah. That sure is some kind of business for the Fortress of Meropide. Not the mora making kind, but hey—they are a prison.)

“Speaking of the menu, did it match your tastes?”

Wriothesley smiles without teeth. “Too rare. Can’t stomach it when it bleeds like that. I’m not that refined. Besides, I try not to put anything I’m not familiar with in my body. Habits from a rather troubled youth, I’m afraid. I’ve had some lingering trouble with digesting certain things. Certain meats. It makes me a surprisingly picky eater. Two strikes against me.”

“Reverse it into two strikes against the host,” the Knave replies evenly. “After all, any decent host is meant to cater towards their guests. It’s in remarkably poor showing and equally poor taste to present something so rare as though it were common place, and expect everyone to be agreeable with it. The lack of explanation for the meal was also rather suspect. Considering that I doubt many of the guests can name what they ate—even with those obscure mentions from the wait staff—, I continue to wonder who this host catered. Do you suppose the host would even know the name of the cut, or the name of the butcher who provided it to find out?”

“Who’s to say it isn’t straight from farm to table?” Wriothesley’s fingers grow cold, cryo energy escaping the Vision hanging from the chatelaine around his waist, right next to the wolf’s head that signifies his title. He feels his lips dry, cracking, strained, as a sliver of tooth makes its way through in a cut-off grimace as he fights to keep his expression neutral.

The Knave’s mouth twitches at the corner. Or maybe that’s a shadow passing over the window from the inside.

“Meat sourcing has gotten incredibly complex in these times, routes of trade and regular supply lines have become rather tangled up. Obscured. You wouldn’t happen to have any insight on this that you could share, Your Grace? If there’s anyone in the Court of Fontaine who would, I would think it you. I must confess, that I must not have been paying close enough attention myself. The troubles of running a house of such rambunctious children, I’m afraid. Things tend to slip through the cracks.”

Wriothesley’s teeth pierce their way through lip in a rictus of what could have once been a polite, business-like smile. Wriothesley feels the frost creep up his wrists. His hands are pretty much blocks of ice in his pockets. Good thing he’s wearing black.

“Unfortunately, my attention has been focused on other things. I would wager that running a house of rambunctious children is more or less as much of a handful as running a fortress full of inmates.”

“Flying ships and burst water pipes occupying your thoughts?”

“Yeah. Not much time to look into exotic cuts of meat. We’ve got an excellent cafeteria, you see. And we make do just fine with the regular stuff. Ground meat and bulk buys in tins. Sardines are a wonder. It wouldn’t surprise you to find out that we’ve got salted and dried meat, tinned rations, and all sorts of stuff stockpiled for the end of days down there. I would say that this kind of thing is usually more of an issue for—,” Wriothesley jerks his chin in the direction of Palais Mermonia. “Although, if things got bad enough and things couldn’t be handled up here, I suppose the issue would have sunk its way into my hands. That tends to be the way of things.”

“And now that you’re here, and the question is posed before you, what are your thoughts?”

Too many in number. Somewhat inappropriate. Not beating any of the the Duke of the Fortress of Meropide is a dangerous fellow of questionable morals and hobbies allegations that follow him even when people don’t know about how he became the Duke of the Fortress of Meropide.

Wriothesley feels a lot of complex things going on at once. In his gut, the still simmering, sour feeling of all the soft parts of a body that can be called offal being twisted and wrung. At the back of his throat some kind of strange ache that might stem from clenching his jaw or trying to quiet his swallows as his mouth waters. A throb at his temple. Coldness in his palms that has nothing to do with the Vision glittering at his waist. A dark, encroaching fog made of memory breathing down his neck. 

An itch to move, to rush through the night away from the light from the windows of this mansion, and to do something. A pressing, suffocating desire to retreat into the water and tuck himself into a shell of pressurized metal and thick-paned glass to sit with the unique silence made in an airlock. 

An equally pressing, suffocating desire to park himself in front of the sluice gate to the Primordial Sea and put some thoughts to paper about how to best utilize all of the incredible minds he’d gathered and now have sitting twiddling their thumbs now that the foretold end of days has come and gone, and put them towards some other new, secret, off-the-books project that the Iudex would probably do something more than just frown upon if he ever found out about it. A project that would probably strip Wriothesley of rank, but still keep him locked up in the very same Fortress, back on the wrong side of things, but this time without the remorse or much of any kind of willingness to repent.

Wriothesley feels the muscles in his face, frozen as they are, begin to ache as all of these things clash fists inside of him. The reverb of all these contrasting things jars his teeth, cramps his muscles, stings his nerves. He wants to hiss through his teeth, yet he also feels a startling lack of air in his lungs. His fists continue to squeeze in his pockets, but at the same time it feels like he’s lost all strength in his hands.

Wriothesley should do something. Technically, he definitely is supposed to do something. He might not be officially assigned to any case, and it’s not supposed to be his jurisdiction to go out and find the problems to be brought to court and then sentenced to his prison. But there is a crime here and he knows it. It would be…a lot of things for him to turn away from it.

But the idea of walking back into that room with all of those people, the smell on their breath, the pieces between their teeth, and talking—

Wriothesley’s throat burns with the phantom memory of vomit that refused to clear the throat. The scars on his neck feel like they’re stretching, distended like a frog, with that phantom memory pressed against them. He has the urge to take one of his hands out of his pocket and press his fingers into the discolored skin, as though he could push them down and flat.

A parade of faces begins to coalesce out of the dark fog raising goosebumps at the back of his arms, underneath his suit sleeves, and at the back of his neck.

He knows he’s taking too long to answer. But shouldn’t that silence be an answer on its own?

Wriothesley wonders if there’s even a right answer here. Or what kind the Knave is hoping to hear. 

No one ever wants to tangle with a cannibal. Especially not a cannibal with a twisted sense of humor.

The Knave’s speaks, carefully, cautiously, as though they were treading over unstable ground, their chin tilting downwards slightly as their sharp eyes focus on his face, “I ask in the interest of keeping a cordial relationship between one house and another. What would be your thoughts on allowing me to take this matter off your hands, Your Grace? Seeing as you’re so occupied with such other important matters of state, I see no reason to overly burden you in this…fraught period for the Court of Fontaine.”

The light from the window next to them catches the Knave’s eyes in a way that they no longer seem flat. The eerie red slash in the center of their eyes catches the light like the edge of a sword, or a burnt out wick being relit.

“And I must confess to you that I find myself suffering from being surrounded in the competent and ambitious. Most issues that the House of the Hearth currently has to handle are already in the right hands, and the children don’t need anyone hovering over them to get the work done. Thus, I am at a loss for what to do with my time. I realize that I am not an official of Fontaine, but would you be opposed to me handling this matter in an unofficial capacity? Do you foresee it being an issue?”

Now, Wriothesley can believe everything the Knave said to be true. Lyney learned how to lie with truths from someone—or at least, has been studying how to refine that particular skill based on an example a master has set for him. Who better to learn such a thing from than the Lord Fourth?

But there is something else in the Knave’s voice that Wriothesley can’t help but catch, even with so many contrasting and violent thoughts preoccupying the rest of him. He thinks that the Knave means for their questions and explanation to come off as casual—as though whether his answer wouldn’t trouble them either way, and they wouldn’t mind being told to back off. But the Knave is not someone who can ever be considered casual. In this matter, even if Wriothesley were to say it would be an issue, and he would be very much opposed to the Knave taking this off of his hands and into theirs, he knows the Knave would find a way around that to make sure that it all ends up in their control.

There is more of something lingering at the edges of their words that leads Wriothesley to believe that this more than just being bored. This is more than wanting something to do to pass their time. There are probably loads of things for the Lord Fourth of the Fatui Harbingers to do. And didn’t they just say that theirs is a house full of rambunctious children keeping them busy?

No. There’s more to this. The Knave wants to do this specific thing. They want it very much.

There is some form of personal interest here, although Wriothesley doesn’t know what angle it’s coming from. This isn’t curiosity or intrigue. Yes, the Knave wants to pursue this issue themselves, but it isn’t because they want to know the how’s or the why’s, the who’s. This isn’t about filling in gaps and occupying idle hands.

Wriothesley meets the Knave’s eyes, feeling the pressure in his throat recede as his instincts manage to suppress the rest of the storm that’s been going on inside of him since dinner. The Knave wants this too much. So much that Wriothesley can tell just by looking at them. The Knave wants this in a way that echoes the feeling of imagining a nameless thing being crushed in his fist, although he thinks that the Knave has gone through the step of naming and visualizing that thing as they crush it.

“Why?” Wriothesley asks. Why do you want this so badly?

The Knave is silent and still, the flatness returning to their eyes for a very brief moment. In that moment Wriothesley feels doubt creep in. He must have read the Knave wrong, they really are just that bored. And now that he’s questioned them, they’ll let this go. Inappropriate disappointment colors that thought.

Until the Knave turns that moment to ash.

The light is snapped up by their eyes again, like the click of jaws or the striking of flint. The wick breathes back to life. The sharp edge of their eyes steals the light and begins to shine in earnest. Their eyes, in the dark, become two vicious, scarlet stars. 

There is the name for that edge which was pressing through, peering through, that flimsy veil of casualness: rage.

With only a window’s meager worth of light between them, Wriothesley looks into the eyes of a beast. And in this moment, Wriothesley understands why the children of the House of the Hearth choose to place so much of themselves in their Father’s hands.

“I am offended,” the Knave says, voice dipping low, roughened by teeth. “Tonight has been an insult, Your Grace. And I do not tolerate insult. It sets a poor example.”

“I profess that I no longer actively hunt,” the Knave continues, a dangerous non-sequitur that winds around the throat to come around again as being painfully relevant. “My skills are kept adequately sharp and current through my official duties as it is. Her Majesty has no shortage of troublesome targets that require my attention, and each tend to more than simple diversions. I am pleasantly occupied with my work. Thus there is not much point in seeking out extra work when my official duties already accomplish what needs doing in both a practical sense and in regards to self-fulfillment. My work already puts food on the table, and unlike our current host, I do try to cater to those who eat of said table. And I also make sure everyone knows the name of what they’re eating. The stomachs of children are—I am sure you’re aware—much more delicate than that of an adult. As their Father, it would not be appropriate for me to feed them such things.”

The Knave’s mouth twists at the corner, reminding Wriothesley of a puckering scar from a poorly healed puncture of some sort.

“As for myself—well. There’s no need to go into it in this moment, but I no longer partake of such…vittles. I have already had the finest meal of my life, anything and everything else in that category would fall achingly short. There is no need for me to sully such a memory by partaking of the mediocre. 

“Now, the idea that someone would take it into their head to invite me to their table and attempt to ruin that fine memory in order to feed their own sense of satisfaction is intolerable. The very concept of someone, anyone, calling people to their table, or tricking others into inviting people to their table, to serve one form of uninvited guest to another guest without consent from either party offends me on several levels. It’s both rude and wasteful to the meat. Those are two things that I cannot allow to pass without remark or correction: rudeness and waste. That is why, Your Grace, I will most gladly be taking this matter of meat off of your hands and taking it apart in my own.”

-

The question escapes him as a rhetorical one. The kind of incredulous thing a person would blurt out in the same way they might call upon a god, or some distant myth in the face of something spectacularly unbelievable.

Wriothesley asks it to the Knave’s face, after the Knave made a particularly irreverent comment about the meat packing industry, and current pescatarian trends among restaurants. How they got onto this topic isn’t hard to guess considering their current collaboration. How this topic had the Knave saying something that made Wriothesley snort so painfully in the middle of drinking his tea that it went partially up his nose, is the mystery.

“What,” Wriothesley coughs, hand held up to his face as he feels the unpleasant sensation of a liquid being somewhere liquids aren’t supposed to be, “the hell made you like this?”

The Knave pulls a handkerchief out of their breast pocket with two fingers, holding it out to him pinched between elegantly shaped and lacquered nails. Very fatherly behavior.

“There was a woman I called Mother,” the Knave answers this question with the same casualness with which they had delivered the same line that made Wriothesley start to choke. But Wriothesley sobers immediately to this answer. “She was not my mother.” The Knave considers him out of the corner of their eye, elegantly uncrossing and recrossing their legs. “I do not need to explain that distinction to present company, do I?”

A face crosses Wriothesley’s mind before his mind firmly and decidedly crosses it out.

“Yeah,” Wriothesley says, handkerchief held up to his damp nose and mouth. “No. No, you can skip that explanation. Along with pretty much every other one if you want to. I want you to. These questions aren’t meant for you to actually answer, your lordship.”

“I know, but I’m curious to see how long it will take you to learn to leash your tongue when it keeps asking for thing you don’t actually want,” the Knave replies, sounding almost like they’re teasing. They are entirely sincere. Unlucky for him. “In any case, to be fair to her—well. No. She doesn’t deserve anything from me at this point, let alone fairness.”

Wriothesley stuffs the used handkerchief in his pocket. He doesn’t think the Knave will be wanting it back. He can’t help but roll his eyes, something in the Knave’s words resonating to something that doesn’t get to speak very much inside of him. After all, there are so few people this part of Wriothesley can speak to. And those people are very purposefully kept far, far away, where they can’t call him by a dead boy’s name to bring that bloody boy back to life.

“They never do.” Wriothesley then has to ask—this part he does have to know, for his own peace of mind, because living with the knowledge that the Lord Fourth is roaming around as they do, knowing what he unwillingly knows of them, the idea of the person that lent a hand into shaping the Lord Fourth also roaming Teyvat making more like the Lord Fourth disturbs the very soul—“Is this woman gone?”

The Knave barks out a sharp laugh that sounds like cinders and the crack of a well-fed fire. Their teeth flash as they lean back in their chair, the picture of pleased.

“Your Grace, do you think that things called Arlecchino, the Knave keep undeserving mothers around?”

-

Wriothesley has found himself at something of an unusual loss. For the past several years Wriothesley has been covertly building what could have been a war-machine, if he had built it with the intention of war. He has recruited engineers, strategists, accountants, metallurgists oceanographers, and all sorts of incredibly skilled people. He has honed what is possibly the finest machine-shop run by some of the most specialized craftsmen in the country, if not all of Teyvat. Wriothesley has built a business out of a prison, and that business’ entire enterprise was overpowering the potential apocalypse. In the nation of Hydro, the land of all oceans, Wriothesley has spent the past several years quietly, carefully, assembling a body capable of overpowering and surviving those waves.

And now his machine sits idle. Its purpose has come and gone. There are no more great vessels to build. What is he to do with all of these people, all of these sources of revenue, and all of this machinery? It would be a waste to let them go idle, back to their purposelessness. Sure, he’s having them build garde-meks and all sorts of machines for this, that, and whatever other venture can be thought of and bought. The mora generated from those bits of side-business are what help keep the Fortress of Meropide livable.

But they need a project. Wriothesley needs a project. He’s at a loss of what to do with his spare time. Every man needs a hobby.

Wriothesley, back in the days of planning for world-ending floods and disasters, used to think about what he would do once everything had been survived. He remembers idly daydreaming about developing a hobby of taking long walks in the sunlight. Surely he would have earned such luxury. Walks through parks, listening to busking musicians, admiring weirdly groomed dogs in bonnets and buttoned up jackets,  whatever it is that other people do in their spare time.

Now here he is, with that spare time, and feeling like such things would be too much a waste. Wriothesley needs something more realistic. Something that engages the mind, since his seems to have developed an attachment to running at certain speeds and juggling a dozen different dangerous things at once like some sort of circus act.

What luck for Wriothesley that even in uneventful times he’s like this. Based on Miss Sigewinne’s chiding, even the Iudex is better at relaxing than he is. Wriothesley isn’t too bothered by the comparison.

After all, that’s the good Monsieur, better than most everyone at most everything.

This cannibal case arrived at a pretty good time, if Wriothesley had to find a silver lining to look at it with. He did need something to do. Not personally hunt the cannibal—he needs something to do with his head, not his body. His body is firmly stuck here in the Fortress of Meropide with papers and meetings and all of the fun drudgery that comes with administration. That stuff never ends. Not even the rising of the sea could get rid of that.

No. The silver lining, if he had to find one, would be this case connecting him to the Knave. That’s also unpleasant business, but this unpleasantness has given his mind something to turn towards. To think over. And pick at. It’s given him an idea. An idea that, while juggling all of his paperwork and official duties, he could turn over and put into the hands of that capable machine of people and parts that he’s assembled.

And here is what they have returned to him with: the beginnings of a pure oxygen chamber, currently in development and being built in one of the little used, pretty much abandoned parts of the Fortress of Meroipde Wriothesley saw no point in maintaining aside from making sure it was structurally intact and wouldn’t compromise whatever parts of the Fortress it was attached to.

Oxygen, of course, is relevant to any sealed chamber that is expected to sustain life. Anyone living in metal fortress deep in the sea would find a room of oxygen especially relevant to their own interests. Oxygen supply and methods of sealing and locking things and maintaining pressure are all very important parts of life in the Fortress of Meropide.

But Wriothesley did not bring this up to his machine of minds and hands because of this. No. Wriothesley has something else in mind for it. Something with less of a life-sustaining purpose and a more…incendiary, life-ending one.

The Lord Fourth of the Fatui is a formidable opponent no matter what angle you look at them from. They are well connected. They have several loyal supporters, even outside of the children of the House of the Hearth. Their dapper, gentle-person operatives can frequently be seen dotting Fontaine’s landscape in their suits and canes and caps. The Knave conducts business among many, from merchants to nobles to farmers. Their House of the Hearth as many connections, many threads connecting it to other institutions in different ways that would make it difficult to outright target.

This is not even considering them as an actual combatant to fight. Wriothesley is glad that they never came to blows. Even now, while on the same side, Wriothesley can’t help but be wary of the Knave’s movements. As though even the most innocuous flick of the fingers could turn into a cut right along a major artery if he wasn’t vigilant about it. The Knave is too dangerous.

Before now, when he was still dealing with the children of the House of the Hearth infiltrating the Fortress and wasn’t sure about their angle, Wriothesley had come up with tentative counter-measures to the eventuality of the Knave coming down here. There wren’t many feasible ones. Really, what it came down to was somehow manuring them to an emergency valve or one of the abandoned shafts and pipes, then locking them off and letting the area flood. Or ejecting them through one of those emergency valves if things got too precarious. 

But what’s the point when no one can drown in Fontaine’s waters? The Knave would return, again and again. However times they pleased. And honestly, Wriothesley isn’t sure if the Knave was born in Fontaine. The Primordial Seawater might not have done anything to them at all.

It’s different now.

Now, when Wriothesley feels his muscles jump and tense when the Knave moves too fast, Wriothesley considers something else. A different plan. A different image. A new one fills his mind. It’s gross. It’s macabre. It’s mean and entirely called for. It’s the exact kind of image and line of thought that would justify anyone spreading rumors the Duke of Meropide being a twisted man of morbid taste.

He turns towards this almost-fantasy like some people turn towards the sun on their strolls, basking in it.

A room of metal and pipes and heavy multi-lock doors. A room that seals like teeth and lips. Wriothesley daydreams about shoving the Knave into this chamber, all of those locks grinding into place with a hiss. All of the pure oxygen flooding that room through pipes that only go one way. Pressure in that room changing, shifting, adjusting. Power cutting to plunge it into the darkness. Except for when the Knave’s sharp eyes turn onto him, searching him out through the small little viewing slot in the door. They turn with a spark. A flash. 

And that’s all that Wriothesley needs to see before he slams the metal cover of the thick glass view-port closed.

He knows what happens to a spark that gets well fed.

A fire.

He knows what will happen in that metal chamber. It will become a kiln.

And all within: ash.

What a fantasy to keep one warm, in the depths of the sea.

-

“It’s unusual to see you down here. Freminet bored of this place?” Wriothesley asks when he sees Lyney idly making playing cards jump from one hand to the other with various flips and speeds. “Or are you the one who’s got too much time on their hands?”

At least this one came in through the front gates. Asked the guards to be escorted in all proper-like and everything. Although Wriothesley should probably have someone double check the guards and the route Lyney took to get to his office. Wriothesley knows that Lyney, unlike his Father, wouldn’t go through his things. Not in the office. But on the way here he may or may not have left something behind, or picked something up from a place or a person. 

It’s what Wriothesley would expect from any of the House of the Hearth’s members. Even if the House of the Hearth and Fontaine as a whole (and the Fortress of Meropide specifically) are on amicable terms right now, those kids still got to do what they were trained to do. Raised to do. Wriothesley is sure that such things are habits by now. They don’t switched off so easily in the same way Wriothesley tends to be suspicious of anyone who comes into the Fortress of Meropide willingly, on their own two feet, without a warrant or sentence of some sort.

Wriothesley, upon hearing that he had a guest from the House of the Hearth was immediately suspicious. Whatever Lyney is here for can’t be entirely good. Or at least, without some form of twist to balance out the good of whatever news is being delivered.

“I don’t think that could ever be possible, Your Grace,” Lyney says. “As for what brings me down here—well. You see, I’ve been curious about why Freminet’s been here so often. And if the murmurs among my siblings are to be believed, Father too.”

Glad to know that even in a house as disciplined as the House of the Hearth, kids continue to be kids.

“Father was going to ask Freminet to do a delivery today, but I volunteered instead.” Lyney’s sharp eyes turn towards something on Wriothesley’s desk. His eyes brighten with that curiosity, that wonder. Each question he doesn’t ask is a bright match being added to another. Like a weird bouquet. “I thought it would be a letter or some kind of…packet of information. A message maybe. Imagine my surprise.” The cards in Lyney’s hands stop moving and the deck is disappeared up a sleeve or into a hidden pocket. “And my ever growing curiosity.”

Wriothesley turns away from Lyney’s empty hands to look at whatever it was that Lyney was tasked with delivering in Freminet’s place.

His stomach plummets to his feet. And then punches its way up into his throat.

On his desk is a plain white box, with a transparent viewing window on top—slightly shimmery under the artificial lights. It’s the kind of box that you’d get a pie or a cake packaged in for take-away.

But this is not the kind of thing you could ever get packaged for take-away.

Now that Wriothesley sees it, he can smell it. He can feel the weight of it—the pastry flaky and buttery on the tongue, sticking between teeth and gums, dusting dry lips. It will have a slightly sweetened crust, brushed with egg-wash and browned with a touch of sugar mixed it. All the better to contrast to—

“Maybe Father thinks you don’t eat well enough down here,” Lyney says, reaching over to pluck the plain brown string tying the box closed. Wriothesley’s body almost jerks in response. As though he were the string. As though he were about to throw the boy as though he were the box. “But considering the location and how Father is, I would think that they’d be sending you vegetables and fruits to make sure you don’t get scurvy.”

“You’re thinking of sailors, Lyney. If anything, I’d be getting tetanus down here. And that I know there’s no curing that in such a charming package.”

“I don’t know, the head nurse around here packs a lot of surprises.” Lyney’s voice flattens slightly. Someone’s still a little sore about not being the only one with a plan and surprises up their sleeve. As though magicians get the monopoly on tricks and misdirection and performance. 

Lyney’s expression returns to being curious as he looks at the package. “You know, I didn’t think you and Father would get along. At all. It’s a little weird. You two are nothing alike.”

Wriothesley, with his gut squirming around in the bowl of his pelvis, making tangles of his intestines, and irritating his lungs—the feeling of gorge beginning to rise, to burn and hiss against the back of his throat—, really wishes that were true. 

“Although I guess I should learn by now that looks can be deceiving.” Lyney casts another look at Wriothesley, visibly trying to pick him apart to try and understand what his Father sees. “Well. I guess if anything you’re both very dutiful. And have weird senses of humor.”

“Yeah. Sure. Call it that,” Wriothesley says, holding back a wince at the rough edge the acid of his conflicted gut as it eats away at his throat. He feels the phantom sensation of movement against his scars. Pushing them. Pulling them. Filling them. He closes his mouth. He sets his teeth against each other, hyper conscious of how each groove falls into each other.

Lyney waits for Wriothesley to say something else. Wriothesley might not be as loquacious as Lady Furina, but he’s generally not as taciturn as most people would think of someone titled the Duke of Meropide, Administrator Fontaine’s prison fortress. 

Wriothesley allows the silence to go on.

The Fortress of Meropide, dependable as ever, fills the silence the way the sea fills every space it can find. The sound of the metal standing like a bulwark against the ocean currents that hit like a body. The sound of all of the carefully controlled air in the entire fortress artificially circulating. Distantly, the groan, the hiss, the sounds of the Fortress settling into itself as invisible shifts in pressure and force balance and counter-balance against each other. The near-inaudible hum of Arkhe-power supplemented by current-powered-turbines and steam.

All of it comes together to make the sound of a body breathing. A gigantic, metal and glass body. Most people don’t realize the Fortress of Meropide breathes and makes sound in the same way their own bodies do.

There are documented cases of people—prisoners and administrators alike—going mad here, upon realizing that. It’s one of the reasons why solitary confinement breaks so many prisoners so quickly. Here, in the Fortress of Meropide, it doesn’t actually feel solitary. Not in the way he’s sure it must feel in most other places.

In the Fortress of Meropide, alone in their cell, or walking down a corridor, or waiting for the lift to bring them to their final destination, it is entirely possible and likely for someone to suddenly have their senses trip into the frequency of the Fortress of Meropide, for lack of any other stimulation.

It’s exactly the same as suddenly becoming conscious of the taste of your own tongue, the shape of your own teeth, or recognizing the beat of your heart. It’s the same as when one sits by themselves and is suddenly aware of a dozen little things that their body has been doing this entire time, and now they can’t stop noticing.

Except this the Fortress of Meropide. A body on a scale that most bodies can never dream of.

Wriothesley lets the sound of the Fortress of Meropide living around them fill in the silence. It is a deceptive sound that grows louder and louder, filling the ears—shoving itself all the way up and into the brain—the longer you listen. Except that it is not a loud sound at all, since most people don’t ever even notice it.

Lyney’s noticed it. Wriothesley watches him notice it in real time. It starts with a slight turn of the head. Marginal. Nearly imperceptible. But Wriothesley has had years of experience spotting the tells. 

It becomes a shifting of the weight, an uneasy movement of the eyes. On Lyney this is accompanied by the appearance of his performer’s default smile. Lyney returns to looking at Wriothesley, who has to focus on Lyney so he doesn’t look at the package perfuming his office.

Wriothesley smiles, lips thinned over his teeth. He’s sure it must look like a grimace. He says nothing.

Lyney clears his throat as the pressure of the Fortress of Meropide’s breathing around them starts to feel like the weight of water pressing against the back of the neck.

“Well. I’ll just let Father know the delivery was successful. And you can tell Father what you think about it. Father did mention that you might be having a meeting soon?” 

This kid is truly a prize of the House of the Hearth. Even in his discomfort he’s still fishing away, trying to trick and search out answers and secrets and clues.

Well. Let the kid fish. The sea is full of things to snag and catch in the wide, generic net. Let him learn from that. Wriothesley has plenty of things to hide his specific thing behind.

Wriothesley just nods, stepping aside and gesturing for Lyney to leave through the door Wriothesley had come in through. Lyney waits a beat, as though he thinks Wriothesley is playing some kind of trick and is going to change his mind to reveal it right now. As though Wriothesley were one of his teachers.

Wriothesley doesn’t mind teaching kids some difficult lessons, but he’s not going to make it easy. And Wriothesley is entirely sure that if the Knave wanted their kids learning how to suss out and identify this kind of thing, they’d want to teach it themselves. 

Wriothesley waits until Lyney is gone, until the door has long closed and whatever heat from Lyney’s body has been negated by the cold that soaks into the metal of the Fortress, the artificial circulation of the air, and the way that places have for erasing a presence. He stands very still, as though the box on the desk might grow legs and arms and suddenly burst into movement. 

He has never been really afraid of spiders or bugs—not even when he was a boy. But he has to admit that after living here at the bottom of the sea for so long, sometimes when he returns to the world he gets a little startled by the sight of more common place creatures. Birds and squirrels. Foxes. Butterflies and bees. Ants and beetles. Sometimes he forgets how benign they are because they’re so colorful, they move so quickly and so boldly, and because he’s no longer used to a world so big with so many independent moving parts.

Wriothesley looks at this box like one of those independent moving parts now.

He stands there looking at that box for so long with so little progress. Unless you count nothing happening as progress, considering all of the things that you don’t want to happen.

And then he lifts one foot. Then another.

Walking isn’t so hard, is it? He’s walked for several years of his life. Moving through spaces isn’t so hard, either. That’s generally what it is to live. Moving through a space. Negotiating one for yourself.

He stands over the plain box, shadow blocking out the light and allowing him to see in through the transparent film window without the distortion of reflections. He sees nothing he did not expect.

His hands are reaching out to the box. His stomach churns. His mouth waters. His ears are full of the sound of blood, the roar of waves, the breathing of the Fortress. So full they might pop. His throat is heavy, pressure against scars that doesn’t exist. Those might pop too.

The box is in his hands. It is simultaneously heavier and lighter than he thought it would be. Heavy because it’s full of meat. And the cheap, disposable tin base the pie was baked in is probably still there. Yet still light because something made of this should be heavy, because it feels heavy in his head. It would feel heavy on the tongue.

The box has been moved, and it is no longer in his hands. It sits on top of a waist-high cabinet at the edge of the room. Neither in front of his desk nor behind it. Off to the side, next to some boxes full of papers for shredding and sorting, and a meager stack of plain tin cups and coffee maker he uses when he’s got too much work done to leave for the canteen so he just pours out coffee after coffee after coffee, wishing for tea.

He is sitting at his desk, palms flat on top, looking down at the spot the box once was. His eyes trace the outline the box did not leave behind. His thumb brushes against the edge of the space that was once the box’s, and he imagines that he can feel its warmth.

He had inherited the desk, as he had inherited every problem in his entire life. The water tanks polluted with rust and algae. The freezers filled with food gone to rot underneath layers of frost. A mountain of debts in the forms of favors and mora. Reputation and rumors that have almost brought the gears of this place grinding to a halt multiple times. The Fortress of Meropide as a general whole, complete with its’ insanity-bestowing breathing. The bodies inside of that metal body and their multitude of problems: some genuinely earned, but a disrespectful amount of them unreasonably forced onto them without any true recourse. Problems of names and titles, identities and all of the burdens that go with having a name, a title, an identity.

(An iron gut. All those bodies.)

The drawer pulls are mismatched. There are scuff marks on pretty much every single surface of it. Parts have been sanded down and repainted or given new varnish, but none of it matches up quite right. The edges of the desk have been worn down into curves over time. The ink-blotter on the top has been replaced multiple times—within Wriothesley’s tenure here, even—but it still somehow manages to match the overall broken down and worn in look the rest of the desk has sported since Wriothesley was a boy.

Said ink-blotter is currently mostly obscured by several piles of loosely organized papers, marked up and waiting for signatures or reviews or rejections, or even the extra-large volume trash bin right up against the side of the desk. There are a few pens strewn about, too, because somehow the one in his hand always goes missing in between him looking for one thing and the other; only to reappear after he’s gone and gotten a new one. 

There’s usually at least one plain teacup holding down a folder or a stack of papers. But today there’s two because he’d forgotten he’d poured out the one and let it go cold. And he’d been itching for a break so he’d gotten up to have the luxury of brewing and preparing another fresh cup, thinking he’d drink the tepid one at some point during the day when he really got focused and couldn’t bother himself to get a new one.

There’s a giant metal nameplate, fancy and heavy, and also facing the wrong direction holding down a couple of piles of paper. He’s pretty sure that the nameplate is unnecessary. But the Melusines had been so excited to give it to him. It’s made out of some ocean rock that he can’t name.

Papers are also held down by samples of metal machinery brought up from the workshop. One of the desk drawers is filled with nothing but samples, each one tagged and either already reviewed or waiting for review.

There is no shortage of things in this office, and on this desk.

And yet, the plain box with its simple brown twine seems to dominate the space. The space that has already been vacated when Wriothesley moved the box over to the side of the room.

Lyney had not moved anything to make room for the box. Wriothesley has managed to keep a relatively clear area in the center of the desk’s working space for him to actually work. There were some folders and  documents in that space, yes, but they weren’t up in piles. There was definitely room for Lyney to set the box down without disrupting anything.

And right there, where Lyney had set it, is a strange phantom apparition that is and is not there.

Wriothesley sits before it, with the real thing across the room and far out of reach. But it is here in front of him. It’s flaking against his mouth. It’s soft between his teeth. It’s heavy on the tongue.

It’s unbearably warm as it slides down the throat, solid and filling in the stomach.

The phantom of the box dominates the space, making all of the dozens of other things that make their own little city of paper on top of the desk seem immaterial.

The actual box, despite being across the room and purposefully placed out of the way, seems to flash and glitter like a torch at the side of his face. Or like a group of glowing tidalga floating by one of the windows. An aura flare changing and distorting his perception in a way he can’t ignore no matter how hard he tries.

But still. Wriothesley tries.

Wriothesley moves, putting to use several years worth of discipline that he inherited along with this desk, this Fortress, and this gut.

Wriothesley gets to work.

Moving his hands and arms, papers and pens, cups, and bits and bots through that phantom space with the smell of the pastry somehow stubbornly persisting as though it were being held under his nose, Wriothesley sets his shoulders and jaw, ducks his head down, and works.

As he works he waits for the living, breathing Fortress of Meropide to do what it has always done best when it’s just him and his thoughts: drowning him out. He waits for the silence of the fortress to overpower the sounds of his body, subsuming his breathing into its own, the movement of his pen into the pops and groans of its own metal body as it stands against the sea.

This is what usually works when Wriothesley wakes up with his stomach gnawing itself, his mouth watering, and visions of marbled meat, dripping, shining, and all the rest of those undesirably tempting words scrolling across his eyes. This is the comfort that Wriothesley found by himself in his cell, years and years ago, when nothing else helped. 

It mostly works.

There have been an innumerable amount of times when Wriothesley has wished that he were also a metal body, just like the Fortress of Meropide. He doesn’t mean metal in the sense of being a Meka automaton. He really means something like the Fortress of Meropide. Some bulwark of a thing. Something that doesn’t care for whatever is soldered and riveted onto it, for whatever is deposited into its storage rooms, of what comes and goes through its tunnels. The Fortress of Meropide is such an old thing, an old place. 

It doesn’t matter what comes and goes, the Fortress of Meropide remains the Fortress of Meropide. Wriothesley could fill its chambers with fairy floss and colas. All of the prisoners and guards could swap places. Their factories could start making little toy soldiers with shiny buttons and bayonets, and porcelain dolls with little lace dresses. The Fortress of Meropide wouldn’t care. The Fortress of Meropide knows what it is. The Fortress of Meropide is designed to withstand the shifting forces of the very tide itself, and to stand as the last watchful sentinel at the gate to what was once the beginning and the end of the world.

The Fortress of Meropide stands as itself no matter what kind of battering force strikes it, or what soft hand tries to smooth it over. It is only ever itself. Doubtless. Unrepentant. It has nothing to doubt. It has nothing to repent for.

And if Wriothesley couldn’t become like the Fortress of Meropide, the next best thing was to—for the moment—let the Fortress subsume him into itself. The sound of his body being added to the orchestra of the Fortress of Meropide, his breathing becoming its own, the pops and cracks of aging joints and injuries accumulated over time another track playing alongside the Fortress’ own hisses and creaks. The gurgle of his gut going alongside the whistle of steam valves. 

There is a comfort in feeling yourself as part of something larger. Some greater body. Some unshakable and profound body. Even if it’s only temporary.

Fortresses don’t go hunting cannibals, after all. Well. They don’t banter with those who do on your behalf.

Wriothesley works and tries his best to keep his mind focused on the work, and his body focused on the body of the Fortress of Meropide. When he usually does this hours pass by so smoothly.

The hours pass, but they are not so smooth. Wriothesley can’t shake his awareness.

There were not many more working hours left until Wriothesley was meant to stop for the day. Although, that’s sometime’s it’s a bit difficult to say when the work day ends when you live inside of your job. But those handful of hours transform themselves. They stretch themselves out into a damn slog. A grueling grind. Like teeth or ice. Time stops to flow as water, or air. It turns into a solid to match the phantom box that Wriothesley’s hand and arms, his papers and pens, continue to pass through.

Wriothesley has been haunted by tons of things—stupid things, silly things, horrible things, gruesome things, bitter things—but he doesn’t think he’s ever been haunted so thoroughly, so completely by a box of pastry.

He stalls for as long as he can, which doesn’t feel like nearly long enough. But he tries to stall. He tries to hold out. Business hours are still going, he should keep his head down and work. There’s never a true shortage of things to do, after all. The Knave’s message can wait.

The Knave’s message fills the entire office with its presence—the smell of it, which transforms into the texture of it, the taste of it, the very weight of it—filling this portion of the Fortress of Meropide’s body, attempting to fill Wriothesley’s body. 

Wriothesley has only ever encountered one of the Tsaritsa’s Harbingers, and the one is already more than enough. But he can’t help but wonder, against his own health and wellbeing, if all of them are as dramatic and theatrically inclined as the Knave. They are all named after theater roles, after all. But he finds it hard to believe you could collect eleven people of such strong…personality and get them working together. 

(Does this speak to the Tsaritsa’s strong personality, or does it speak to whatever rallying cause she’s bound all of these persons together with?)

Or maybe this theatrical flare is because of the Knave’s special interest in Fontaine? It was not confirmed if the Knave was born of Fontaine or not. And Wriothesley doesn’t think the Iudex would approve of Wriothesley slipping a bit of Primordial Seawater to check.

Wriothesley did not need to take a closer look at the pie inside of the box to know what the Knave’s message was. He did not need to take any look.  He knew what it was soon as he saw the box and caught a glimpse of pastry crust. He knew it before the smell even hit, before it could transform into a phantom.

The message was clear and unmistakable.

It’s over. The mission that the Knave had taken upon themselves to complete in Wriothesley’s place—the hunt that the Knave pursued from start to finish with Wriothesley as a reluctant witness—has come to its conclusion. Successful, of course. How could there be any doubt to that?

And right here, in that box, is the evidence. He didn’t need any evidence. But there it is anyway. Packaged in flaky, buttery crust, and tied with simple twine.

He has been tasting it on his tongue ever since he lay eyes on it. He knows what it tastes like. He doesn’t need to actually open the box and take it to his lips to know. There are certain things that are simply unmistakable and unforgettable. No matter how much you wish you could—no matter what you do to forget. There are some things that, once known, cannot ever be forgotten. They become part of you. Fresh as the day they were given to you, ready to be conjured to the forefront of the mind at a moment of weakness.

(Why does it seem like he’s had so many of those in the past few months? Or is he just more aware of them now that there’s someone else who can recognize the source of that weakness?)

Wriothesley tries to turn his mind away, to strengthen it again so it’s as strong as the iron of his gut. He tries to freeze it in place, a glacier standing against the sun and the waves and the wind.

He replaces the pastry on the lips and the substance between the teeth—the smell, the texture, the temperature, the everything—with an image. With sounds. In a battle of the senses, which team wins? It’s always a toss-up.

Wriothesley imagines the Knave in their hive of a house, with their swarm of kids. So different from the Fortress of Meropide. He wonders if the kids are as unnerved by the Fortress’ singular body of silence as the Knave has admitted to being. Is it it’s the same intensity of discomfiting as it is for him, that one time he went to the Hotel Bouffes d’ete?

In that hive of a house, with kids coming and going, and those sharp-suited Fatui operatives with their walking sticks and tall hats skulking about the shadows, Wriothesley imagines the Knave comfortable and content in the center of the movement. Still, the one unmoving part in that house. Like some strange center of a vortex.

The Knave waits for Lyney to return, pleased as punch, tickled pink with themselves. Lyney will return and go to them to report back on this exchange. 

He hears the Knave, And how did the good Duke receive our gift?

He can’t hear what Lyney says back, not really. It doesn’t matter. He can hear the Knave almost laughing, which would probably baffle Lyney and get him even more curious about this whole thing than before. Maybe he’ll go pester Freminet about what he knows. Or maybe Wriothesley can expect Lyney to come back sleuthing. Or maybe Lyney’s trust and respect for his Father will overpower his natural curiosity, and have him holding his questions, staying his hand, and averting his eyes.

Lyney is a good kid, after all.

Wriothesley can see the sharp hook of a smile that snags the corner of their mouth.

Good, the Knave says to everything Lyney could possibly report back. Very good.

Wriothesley continues to think on the Knave in that house. It’s better to think of the Knave than the actual box that’s with him right now. He thinks of Knave and that box when they weren’t here. The pastry, fresh out of the oven. The oven that made it. He thinks further and further away from here and now.

Did they bake the meat pie themselves? Surely they didn’t bring the—they didn’t bring it to some baker to handle for them. Or ask one of their kids to do it. No. No. The Knave wouldn’t delegate something this important to someone else. They would want their hands on this from start to finish. Yeah. Unfortunately, now that Wriothesley has come to (involuntarily, with much regret) come to know the Knave, he knows this to be true.

The Knave is the responsible sort. What they start they will finish. 

The Knave did not leave this little…finishing touch in someone else’s hands. So yes. The Knave baked this pie themselves.

But how far does that go? Yes, he can see them baking it themselves. Although the image of the Knave with their suit sleeves rolled up in a kitchen somewhere making pies is a confounding one.

Does it go even further than a flour dusted countertop, a bowl of egg wash, and a rolling pin?

Before the Knave goes through the trouble of rolling out pastry dough, there is meat to be seasoned, tenderized. Marinated and simmered, browned, mixed with sautéed vegetables and perhaps a little bit of soup stock. How long does the marinade go for? What are the seasonings that go into it? Does the Knave have a secret recipe, just for the House of the Hearth, for seasoning meat?

And before the seasoning, the marinating, even happens—

Did the Knave clean the meat themselves? Yes. Surely. Wriothesley wonders about the how of it though, because all these years later and his mind still hasn’t managed to cut itself off before it can manifest a terrible thing. There are too many things trapped in the glacier of his head that are dangerous once released, like an invisible gas—like the methane that can sometimes be found bubbling and killing fish as it gurgles out of underwater vents.

The Knave carved the meat. They cleaned it, considered it—made sure it was the right cut, and only the best quality of the meat was used. And then they seasoned it, marinated it, whatever was needed to get it from the bone to the pastry dish. 

The Knave does not do things half-heartedly. They are not slap-dashed in what they do. They would actually cook the meat. Wriothesley knows this. The Knave wouldn’t just throw it together either. They would do it well. He can imagine them either sending their children out or going to the market themselves for the best spices, the vegetables, the butter and the flour for the pastry. As incongruous as the image of the Lord Fourth going around a green grocer’s with a shopping basket, Wriothesley can see them inspecting onions and carrots and considering the freshness of bundles of parsley.

Does the Knave barter with the green grocer? He doesn’t want to think of what they’re like in a butcher’s, or a fish monger’s.

In any case, Wriothesley knows that the Knave cooked, baked, this themselves. And thus, he can expect it to be perfect. The best.

(Wriothesley hears the Knave from directly behind him, speaking straight into his head, shaped by the smell and the taste and the texture he’s still trying to drive out of his own mouth—It would be rude to the meat, Your Grace, to give it anything less than the best. And there’s no need for such insult, is there?)

If he ate that pie right now—even hours cold, not quite fresh out of the oven, because this is the Knave and that would have been accounted for; complete with how taste and smell changes in a pressurized room several thousand meters beneath the sea level, in a temperature controlled space with artificially circulated and filtered air—Wriothesley knows that it would taste—

After the Knave rolled out the crust, finished cooking the meat to arrange to finish cooking in that pastry dough, folded and crimped it all up—

Did they send one of their children out to get this box? Did they have someone run into wherever it is the House of the Hearth keeps its miscellaneous things, like rolls of twine, for them to tie it up? Did the Knave stay by the oven the entire time the pie was baking, or did they leave it be to attend to other matters? If they left it alone, did the Knave warn their children about taking a little bite for themselves? Or were the children so well behaved that they knew well enough to leave their father’s cooking alone until they were given the all clear? 

How many meat pies does one body make? How many people can be fed off of those meat pies?

Wriothesley knows that the Knave is not one of the people who ate of those hypothetical meat pies. No. The Knave has made their stance on partaking in that particular type of meat clear.

What happened to the rest of the body? 

Unless the Knave plans on sending Freminet down here repeatedly over the next few days to drop off…more home cooked meals, Wriothesley doubts that the entire body was fully butchered. Did the Knave just…open the body up, take what they needed for this pie, then stitch it up again? Would the Knave have bothered to stitch the body up again afterwards? Would it have been rude to leave the body opened, like a cracked fruit?

If Wriothesley goes out for a swim right now is he going to conveniently run into a body weighted and bloated by water freely entering all of what should have been untouchable air pockets, while it’s being nibbled at by fish? Would he be able to follow a pink cloud of blood, not yet fully dispersed, but trailing through the sea from the top to the bottom like a frayed rope? Because considering the Knave’s uncanny ability to time things for maximum impact, and the nature of Fontaine’s unusual seawater, there’s a chance that the Knave drops the body at just the right time that it does manage to make some kind of trail that Wriothesley just manages to catch.

(The Knave and Wriothesley are different types of hunters than the one baked up in that pie. If the Knave were ever to change their mind on their choice of their last meal of this kind, Wriothesley thinks he would only be able to catch them if they told him. Likewise, Wriothesley knows that if he ever truly needed to, he could escape into the sea. He might not be the best swimmer or diver, but Wriothesley knows the Sea of Fontaine. And the Sea of Fontaine knows him.)

No. The Knave might have drained the body first. They might not be enough blood to have ever even made a trail. The Knave might not have even thought it entertaining enough to deliver this extra, secret little jab at him by dumping the body where he might possibly find it if he were to go looking. The body could be cut into dozens of pieces and scattered across Fontaine. It could be burned to ash, or wrapped up in canvas cloth and rotting in a sewer. All of that seems so wasteful though.

Or the Knave could have found a purposeful way to dispose of the unwanted meat. Maybe the rest of it has been left conveniently where it could be found along with a neat stack of evidence, tied up in plain brown twine. There are dozens of things Wriothesley can imagine the Knave doing, there’s very little that’s off the table. Wriothesley could probably come up with some things even the Knave might not have thought of—he’s spent years reading up on cold cases, going through case files, and parsing through all sorts of rumors and last-minute confessions down in the Fortress of Meropide. He might be lacking in sunshine, but he’s certainly not lacking in creative inspiration.

These are all questions he does not want to know the answers to, even though he can’t help but ask them.

What does the Knave expect Wriothesley to do, here? What is the reaction they wanted to get? Is it the same as what they expect? Is there a reaction they would find more displeasing than the other? Is there anything Wriothesley could do to surprise them? Is surprising them better than going along with what they both know will happen?

More questions. But the answers to them don’t matter. He knows what’s going to happen. The Knave knows what’s going to happen. There’s no question about what he will do. It was already determined the moment the Knave put their hands to flour, to seasoning, and tied up this whole mess in brown twine to come to a close.

What he will do is what he has to do. Call Wriothesley predictable—it’s true. In this one thing he’s the living, breathing example of an old dog that refuses to consider any new tricks.

Naturally, Wriothesley is going to get rid of the problem before it can become an even bigger problem than it is. He’s going to make it disappear. And then, as soon as it’s erased, drown and buried and crushed by the ocean, plunged down into the dark stygian sea to be forgotten by the history of everything living, he’ll bury it in himself, too. He’ll never breathe a word of it again. If the problem is to come back to life after he’s done such a thorough job of silencing it, then it won’t be through any fault on his side.

Wriothesley is standing in front of the box. The box is in his hands. His mouth is watering. His lips are dry. His teeth grind, and his jaw is so tense it hurts. He hungers. His stomach roils. The iron-gut clink-clank-groans. His hands are cold. His chest is tight.

The box is in the waste bin. The box is in the waste bin and crushed and crumpled underneath heavy piles of scrap paper and random bits of metal he grabbed out of a desk drawer. Before a new wave of smell, of taste, of phantom sensation can hit him, he hits first. The waste bin is frozen solid, contents and all. The scent and everything it carries is trapped. Like methane. Should this ice eventually thaw, should that scent still be viable and released afterwards, it will be somewhere far away from here.

The choice is out of his hands. The choice is made. The choice is frozen in perpetuity where he cannot see it, touch it, smell it, or be tempted to make it.

Problem solved.

Wriothesley then immediately turns and grabs the empty metal coffee carafe and vomits into it.

-

Now and again Wriothesley has to show his face, rub elbows, put on a smile, and play a solo-game of some truths and several not-quite-lies. The Fortress of Meropide makes an amount of mora to keep itself sustained through its various craftsmen programs, and the Court of Fontaine does give him a budget to work with. But keeping up a Fortress hundreds of years old that stretches from the surface of the sea all the way down, tunneling into the bones of the very earth, capable of sustaining life without succumbing to  the current requires more than what an inconsistent budget that’s constantly being renegotiated every fiscal year and wholesale manufacturing can provide. Besides, the Fortress of Meropide needs to get their manufacturing contracts from somewhere.

Thus, Wriothesley goes to the surface of the sea to show his face and make some subtle and not-so-subtle comments that might loosen hands around purse strings. He’s not begging for charity, he’s angling for business, which does help.

But the whole thing always makes him uncomfortable. It feels a little too much like he’s being put on show, like he’s part of the entertainment for the evening. Years later and he’s never quite shook off the whispers, the looks—and he’s never quite managed to shake them off either. In fact, every time he shows up to one of these things or just leaves the Fortress of Meropide to do anything it seems like there are new rumors abound. Wriothesley has no idea how some of them even come about.

Tonight, at least, there is some reprieve.

The Lord Fourth of the Fatui Harbingers is in attendance. That certainly is getting some pressure off of him. Why bother to gawk and gossip about the boring Duke of Meropide skulking about the seafloor? Anyone can do that any day of the week. The Lord Fourth is a much more impressive sight. And intimidating one, too.

There is something about the Lord Fourth that simultaneously strongly encourages a body to avert the eyes and make itself as unobtrusive, unnoticeable, and out of the way as possible, but fascinates the mind into looking. The Lord Fourth can be considered like a fire in this regard.

Wriothesley by nature and by nurture has a much greater affinity for the sea, the frost, which means that he has no trouble with looking over at the Lord Fourth to make sure—for his own peace of mind—that nothing is about to explode in ways that will give any of the higher ups in his life headaches, and then going about his own business.

He’s probably the only one on the entire estate—guest and employee alike—who could say this honestly.

Wriothesley is inevitably made to pay attention to the Knave just by tracking the crowd and flow of people, the movement of eyes, and all of the little unconscious movements of a body that add up to whole gestures that speak the truth that the mouth is too ashamed to own up to.

The Knave of the Fatui stands alone in a crips suit of stark black and sharp white, made glaring with accents of bright red. A deviation from the suit that Wriothesley has become accustomed to seeing them in, but who is he to talk about wardrobe changes? The Knave stands tall, straight backed, like a sword that’s been stabbed straight down into the marble flooring of the manor, transforming themselves into a fixed point that everything else flows and moves around.

It would be easy to think that this is the Lord Fourth’s countryside villa, and that they were the one who issued the invitations to all of the people here. Wriothesley has only caught glimpses of the actual host for the evening a few times since his own arrival, and has no idea what their host must be thinking about being usurped by their own guest as the focal point of attention. Considering the identity of this usurper, Wriothesley would think it would be wise not to hold too much of a grudge or feel too slighted about it.

Considering what little Wriothesley knows of the Knave themselves, he doubts that this is something that they do on purpose. If someone is called the Knave, Lord Fourth, and looks like that, and has that kind of reputation, it seems like gathering this kind of strange push-pull attention isn’t something they can actually stop.

All around them are people who rapidly oscillate between turning away, trying to make themselves part of the very air as they whisper in strained voices to each other, to openly staring. Even the people the Lord Fourth interacts with directly seem unable to completely commit to being in the Lord Fourth’s direct presence, seemingly stopping and losing track of all thoughts as though struck stupid with the conscious understanding of who they’re standing in arm’s reach of.

Wriothesley wonders what they’ve shown up for.

Wriothesley himself feels not particular need to make small-talk with the Fatui Harbinger. Whatever apprehensions he has about them being here (or about them in general) he will easily concede that they did help quite a bit without asking for anything in return during the flooding of Fontaine. From their opening investigations all the way to assisting in flood relief afterwards. Part of him remains suspicious about their motives. After all, one can want to help with a crisis because that crisis effects your self-interests directly. But there’s no reason why a person couldn’t figure out a way to sneak some extra gains on top of that.

Suspicions aside, Wriothesley has no reason to act, and has seen no evidence that would move him to act. The Iudex and the rest of the Court of Fontaine seem to have things in hand—or as in hand as things can ever get—and thus Wriothesley will leave it to them to handle the ongoing working relationship with the Lord Fourth.

Really, the only thing about the Knave that still actively bothers Wriothesley is that they still send some of their kids to poke around the Fortress of Meropide. Or maybe the kids do that on their own and the Knave simply doesn’t stop them. At least the kids aren’t being subtle about it—they’re coming for his fortress openly, giving him very little room to retaliate with any kind of meaningful force. 

The diver—Freminet—at least, has been very helpful. He’s the only one who comes around to actually do things instead of poking around to see what kind of secrets the Fortress might give up. Wriothesley might grow fond of that kid. Good head on his shoulders. Really helpful to have around, especially after one of the twins comes around to stir up trouble. Especially Lynette. There’s something unnatural about her ability to cause machinery that had previously been as dependable as gravity and the setting and rising of the sun to forget that it has a purpose.

It was inevitable that their paths would cross during the evening at least once. But thankfully, when it did happen it was very brief. They came close enough to nod at each other before turning away to return to their respective conversations. Wriothesley has actual work here to do, and he figures that the Lord Fourth doesn’t make casual appearances at gatherings like this out of boredom. They must have some business here as well.

He supposes that it would make sense that they’re both here. Fortresses and houses for orphans and cast-offs from society need to get their money from somewhere, even if they are state-backed institutions. And Wriothesley wouldn’t be surprised to find out that the Fatui have run into some problems with plopping a house full of their children right in the middle of the Court of Fontaine and found some resistance to it over the years. There’s no reason why the Lord Fourth wouldn’t attempt to make things for their kids a little easier by rubbing elbows and showing their face to the elite who could very easily make those kid’s lives a problem.

It’s always helpful to remind other people that they could very easily be made into problems too. Problems that are very easily dealt with.

-

Wriothesley wishes he could say that he had forgotten what Lynette had told him all those months ago. She has not delivered to him anymore bloody and unsolicited reveals since. The one was enough and they both know it. She still comes around with Lyney or Freminet, but she’s apparently satisfied by the damage she has already dealt. Lynette has simply nodded at him, exchanging polite and bland greetings, before concluding her business and going on her way. A pointed return to basic civil courtesies from a teenager to an adult. That kid is going to be one to watch out for when she grows into her everything. Wriothesley would not be surprised to find out that the Knave has specific plans for her, distinct from how her brother is being shaped into a leader.

He has not forgotten. Just like with so many unpleasant things, sometimes he is able to bury his memory of it underneath more pressing and hands-on matters that he can do something about. Sometimes it is even the Knave themselves and the business of hunting a cannibal (or cannibals) that distracts him from Lynette’s unwanted advice.

But there are only so many things to keep the mind occupied with. And even when it’s as busy as the hive that’s the House of the Hearth, even when it seems like he’s swimming against the current with how much he’s doing, the memory slips in like a cat. Speak and bloodied around the mouth, mischief in its eyes, Wriothesley remembers Lynette and her words on Freminet, the Father of the House of the Hearth, and the matter of thought.

Wriothesley leaves his gauntlets on his desk and goes about his work. Freminet has been down here once again, and the boy is dutiful to his manners despite his lingering discomfort. Every time the boy comes down here he makes sure to let Wriothesley know in person and give a brief explanation of the exact reasons he’s come down here, the exact places he will be, and what he will be doing. Then when he’s done exactly all of those things in the exact places he said, he finds Wriothesley to report that he’s done so, what he’s found, and that he’s leaving. He might be letting himself in and out of the Fortress of Meropide, but at least he’s very upfront about it.

Wriothesley leaves his gauntlets on his desk. He’s not worried about Freminet doing something to them, or with them. Wriothesley had disconnected several of the integral parts of the gauntlet’s mechanisms and taken a few key parts with him in his pockets. And even if Freminet also has a cryo vision, Wriothesley doesn’t think Freminet would be able to figure out how to get the gauntlets working in a single sitting.

That and Wriothesley trusts the boy to be an ardent student of the Lord Fourth’s, and would not be rude enough to put hands to something he was not invited to, in a place his welcome is so uncertain, against all common sense, and make an enemy out of a thus-far neutral party while in that party’s territory. It would be rude and foolish, and from what Wriothesley has come to know of the Knave, there are few words in combination that could plummet their esteem so sharply.

Freminet is not the sort of boy who would dare risk the esteem of someone he holds close. And if Lynette’s observation about the Knave being a softer touch on Freminet holds any form of truth to it, then Freminet would be doubly anxious not to do anything to upset his Father and risk whatever allowance he’s been given.

Whether the boy makes use of the opportunity Wriothesley has left behind for him is all in Freminet’s hands. And whether or not he actually reacts the way Lynette expects him to or not—well. Wriothesley wouldn’t be disappointed if Freminet held his silence. Either outcome would be fine with him.

But Lynette knows her brother well. When Wriothesley returns, Freminet is standing with his hands folded behind his back, fingers knotted together and not-quite hidden by the large hems of his jacket sleeves. He’s standing a respectable distance away from Wriothesley’s desk, but Wriothesley is sure that the boy had inspected the gauntlets and studied them thoroughly with however long he was here and by himself.

Wriothesley sits behind his desk, leaving the gauntlets where they are and folds his own hands on top of the layer of papers that covers the desk blotter. Freminet’s eyes linger on some point between Wriothesley and the wall behind him as he gives his report, voice steady but soft; confident in the areas where he reports on structural damage and possibilities for improvements and what he could do himself, wavering into tremulous uncertainty when he speaks of things he’d concluded based on personal observations and experience without the hard backing of actual previous experimentation from others. Wriothesley listens and gives his own comments, trying to strike a balance between treating Freminet like an outside consultant from the Maison Gestion, and an actual kid.

All in all they get through the report somewhat smoothly and without Freminet looking like he wants to sink into the floor or stick his head back into his diving helmet. A major improvement from the start of this whole enterprise.

And then, as Freminet seems to be shifting his weight to turn around and leave, Freminet surprises Wriothesley by shifting his weight and raising his eyes to meet Wriothesley’s directly. It has always startled Wriothesley how clear Freminet’s eyes are. It’s a startling shade of blue-grey, made all the more vivid against the paleness of his face and hair. Freminet’s eyes remind Wriothesley of looking at snow at the wrong angle and momentarily going snow-blind.

Freminet’s voice remains quiet, but there’s a firmness to it, a confidence to it, that Wriothesley has not heard from Freminet before. Not during his reports or even when talking to his siblings. The closest he’s come to hearing something like it is when Freminet has mentioned his companion, Pers.

“Lynette probably told you that Father thinks that you are interesting,” Freminet says plainly. “It is not a lie.” Freminet pauses and nods to himself. “It is a truth.”

Freminet is always so careful with what he says. Wriothesley picks up on the distinction immediately. A truth. Implying more than one truth.

“Is it the right truth I need to know?” Wriothesley asks, borrowing Lynette’s words. “Because I am gathering that it isn’t the right part I’m supposed to know.”

Freminet immediately shakes his head, a slow movement that causes his eyes to close, pale eyelashes looking a little eerie. And then he nods his head, eyes opening to return to Wriothesley’s. It’s strangely easier to read Freminet than it is to read Lynette. “Lyney thinks that Father thinks that you’re capable. Trustworthy.”

“Even when I had a gun pulled on him?”

Freminet’s eyes suddenly turn flat. Like metal that is suddenly tilted to reveal a completely matte side. There is his resemblance to his Father. “It wasn’t a lethal shot. That’s what was trustworthy about you. Father knew you would strike at one of us, or all of us. But because we are who we are, you wouldn’t strike to kill. Not yet. As long as we didn’t give you a cause that could out weight the consequences.” Freminet’s flat eyes stay flat, but somehow manage to gather all of the shadows the rest of his pale face doesn’t have. Like his eyes were run-off channels for the rest of him; all of the color of his body collecting right in the eye. “Or behave in a way that would change how we are classified in your mind.”

“And this also isn’t the right thing for me to know, is it?” Wriothesley leans on his elbows, hands clasped together in front of himself, right there on the desk the same way Freminet’s are behind the kid’s back.

Wriothesley could guess at the warnings the Knave would have given their kids long before they ever started traipsing about down in his fortress. He knows his own mind. He’d rather not be putting kids in harm’s way or actively hurting them, but if they’re going to make trouble he’s going to have them removed one way or another. That’s part of the work. It’s just that usually the kids that he handles aren’t also agents for a foreign state.

Freminet’s eyes, very much like the Knave’s, despite being flat suggest the faintest glimmer of a sharp edge. Careless approach from the wrong angle will end up with sliced up hands. Freminet’s lips move, but barely. Still. His words come out crisp, clear, unmistakable and impossible not to hear.

“Father thinks that you’re good,” Freminet finally answers. Wriothesley holds back on a grimace but Freminet is already nodding in agreement. “No,” he confirms aloud. “Your Grace, it is not a good thing to be good in Father’s eyes. It is a dangerous thing.”

Yes. Being good is rather dangerous. Wriothesley doesn’t need to hear the explanation. Looking back on everything he has already learned of the Knave, the answer and explanation are rather clear. He can already hear the twist, the sharpness, the inward facing sting to the word cutting the Knave’s own mouth as they say it. As though they had told him directly.

Good, the Knave would explain if they were here and prompted to, gets you killed. Good earns you nothing. There is nothing good about being good in this world for people like—

Wriothesley remembers that as a child he was called good by the people he called his mother and father. He remembers taking pride in that. It was a light, ticklish feeling that warmed him through. Like drinking cola very fast. But what he realized with vomit stuck in his throat, a name he didn’t want weighing him down, and blood underneath his nails was that they meant malleable. Gullible. Stupid. Obedient. Marketable. Sellable. Then he stopped having parents to call him good.

Very shortly after, Wriothesley would begin collecting assessments while serving his sentence. Most of them say that he was good. But what those meant was that considering his crime, he was tame. He was obedient. Broken. Unremarkable. Until he decided not to be.

Even now, Wriothesley is sometimes called good by the people he works with. Members of the Special Investigations force, various Melusines, gardes, gestionnaires, even some of the prisoners. What they mean is capable. He’s useful. He gets the unpleasant job done in ways that mean no one has to even think of the unpleasantness. Wriothesley is good at doing things no one wants to do, dealing with things that people pretend do not exist to be dealt with. (This is because in the process he ignores the things he doesn’t want to deal with, which are only problems for him and the dead and so can be ignored for as long as they are without consequence to anyone.) Until someone peeves him by moving to cross lines that shouldn’t be crossed, and then he turns around to present to them, easy on the tongue and ready at the hand, of all the not-so-good things that the Fortress of Meropide and her duke are capable of. 

The Iudex and Clorinde, and a number of people who are professional judges and experts on this sort of thing have called him good. He has no doubt that they actually mean it in a way that doesn’t imply a darker back of the hand incoming, or some other sort of fanged thing hiding underneath it. When they call him good, to his face and without a shred of doubt or uncertainty to saying it, they really mean it. Wriothesley is humbled by that. And exhausted by it.

In this, he and the Knave are in agreement. Good is not actually a very good thing to be. It is, in fact, a very dangerous thing to be in this world.

After all, what has being good ever gotten him?

To the imagined version of the Knave who needlessly reminds Wriothesley, who is still seething about goodness in the back of Wriothesley’s head, he cuts them off with his own thought on goodness—

Was the girl you keep on your tongue good?

-

Wriothesley doesn’t want to thank anyone or anything for the fact that he did not take a single bite of the main course as it was being served. This is not something he should have to be thankful for. And yet, here he is feeling some form of twisted relief about it.

The silver cloche, so shiny it was like a little mirror, was lifted from before him, and those around him. And the smell hit him and he knew. He knew. He couldn’t not know. He couldn’t stop knowing. Wriothesley had no proof, no solid evidence, nothing but that smell that could also really have been any other red meat, but his gut roiled. Something that had been smothered into silence inside of him, pushed down and down, frozen deep underneath heavy, waters, rose with viscous and surprising vigor. It burst to life inside of him, as though he had never succeeded in burying it.

And it said, I know this meat.

Even as that thought crossed his mind the smells of all the platters of food began to rise in the air, as perfume, and press against him on all sides. His hands turned into fists underneath the table as the sounds of forks and knives began to cut, as mouths began to open, teeth began to chew, chatter turning into the wet, smacking of mastication. In contrast, his mouth sealed shut, teeth grinding together so harshly he already felt them begin to ache.

This, on the plate before him, was not food. As soon as he smelled it he knew, it wasn’t food. He couldn’t look at it. Not properly. His eyes unfocused until they could only recognize dark and light shades.

This isn’t food. It’s not food meant for people—it’s.

It’s people. As food.

That he knew this is not something he should be thankful for, because it is instinctual knowledge that he knows through miserable, wretched experience. Yet, as Wriothesley struggles against the onslaught of smell and sound around him—trying to keep his expression as composed as he can despite the mounting horror rising in his throat like gorge—it’s that very same experience that’s saved him from this evening.

Ice crunches between his fingers and he can already feel it melting, ruining this pair of gloves. He can feel ice misting against his lips, drying them rapidly. Wriothesley tries to look around the table slowly, casually. He tries not to focus on anyone’s mouths, or the flashes of silverware. 

To his left a woman is laughing. To his right a man is lecturing. Somewhere behind him are the sounds of waiters and their shiny shoes on hardwood floor refilling glasses and the like.

He has to stop them. He can’t stop them. How would he stop them?

Wriothesley can’t stop them without reason. What reason could he give to stop the entire party from eating? Poison? There’s no fake test he could make up on the spot that would make the food appear poisoned. It’s certainly—it’s certainly something that shouldn’t ever be consumed, but it won’t actually kill anyone here. And if treated properly, it’s unlikely to make anyone actually feel sick. Wriothesley has no way to claim contamination or anything of the sort that would stop everyone from eating and allow him the room to ask questions.

The only way to get everyone to stop what that’s already begun would be to admit what he knows. Which would, of course, in some way require him to explain how he knows it. Because there is no one who would just believe such a claim without some form of proof.

And as Wriothesley has not gone to the kitchens, as he has not spoken with the chefs, or the suppliers for the ingredients for tonight’s meal—

The only thing he could say would be—

Wriothesley’s mind slips away from that foregone conclusion, unable to look at it as he is unable to look at the platters on the table, or at the people feeding off of those platters all around him.

This is not something he ever though he would have to—

It feels as though the world is somehow imploding around him, with him as its center. Everything is pressing in, closer and closer, the intensity of every sensation ramping up as everything is compressed. The only barrier between him and everything around him is his own skin. He half expects himself to turn into paste and get smeared in with all the rest.

Wriothesley’s pounding heart would become part of the orchestra of scraping utensils, wet mouths and throats, and teeth, complete with the dulcet tones of the chamber quartet tucked away in the corner. The dark colors of his suit will be muddied up and muddy up in turn as the brighter tones around him all bleed in together, every shade merging together into a monotonous and drab slab. The textures of skin, of suit, of chain, will melt into silk and satin, lace, velvet, flowers and porcelain, glass and linen.

His hands are ice underneath the table. Wriothesley feels as though he might be sick up all over himself, in ways that would not be fitting for someone with the title of Duke in attendance at a party to get business partners and sponsorships. Although it would definitely give an excuse for people to stop eating, wouldn’t it?

But Wriothesley has had trouble with throwing up for years now. Even when he wants to, it all gets stuck. Even when he needs to, things just refuse to leave him. He is unable to let things leave him. He feels his collar pressing tight against his throat, constricting. His scars feel distended, even though he knows that they are exactly as they are and have been ever since they first closed up, raw and pink and shiny-new all those years ago.

He needs to move. It would be suspicious if he’s the only one not eating. He should at least move the food around. He needs to talk to someone. He can’t just sit here in silence, staring at the walls, with his hands underneath the table. Everyone already considers him strange, but this is the kind of strange that would get people questioning him to his face. He’s at a party. The expectation is that he socializes. Pretends to be a person.

Wriothesley doesn’t think he could answer anyone, if anyone were to try to talk to him right now. The words would all get muddled up, drowned out by the alarm bells clanging away in his head and the roaring of his own blood in his ears. He’d blurt out something he isn’t meant to. Something that, to most people, would be incomprehensible. Sure, that could probably be chalked up to him being the Duke of Meropide. But it would invite too many questions.

Wriothesley, right now, only has one answer and it isn’t helpful.

His eyes move over the room as everything blurs together, melting and pooling around him. As though he could find another answer somewhere. Anywhere. As though if he avoids looking at what’s in front of him long enough it will change—miraculously come to life and exclaim the misunderstanding with a muzzle or snout instead of lips.

And then Wriothesley’s eyes catch. Are caught.

A bright spark spears through the muddle to stop his eyes in place.

And there, clear and solid and untouched by everything around them, sits the Lord Fourth, the Knave. A few seats down, the Knave is looking directly at Wriothesley. Wriothesley can’t see their plate, but he can tell by the set of their shoulders that their hands are underneath the table. If they are holding something, it is not a fork and knife. At least, not the kind of knife used for eating.

Wriothesley is for the briefest moments alarmed. 

How much did they see of him and his internal panic? How close is he to having this thin veneer of almost put-togetherness being shattered to nothing in front of this audience?

That form of alarm moves through him only briefly. Soon after Wriothesley feels a different kind of alarm start to move through him because in the Knave’s eyes, Wriothesley finds an answer. 

From the Knave, Wriothesley sees what he, himself, must look like in some form. There is alarm, astonishment, disgust, an entire roiling tangle of things that gnaw at the gut and drown out the sensibility of the mind. As they look at each other, this is joined by suspicion, amazement, and some sibling of ruefulness that keeps something sharp in the mouth. Wriothesley’s body doesn’t know if it’s supposed to relax or stay tense—get even more tense, if possible. 

Underneath the table Wriothesley feels the crack of ice, crunching on the palms and fingers of his gloves, lightly flaking down onto his knees, his thighs. Wriothesley struggles to swallow.

There, in the Knave’s sharp eyes, Wriothesley recognizes the same unpalatable answer being echoed back at him.

I know this meat.

  
Notes for the Chapter:Dedicated to the love of my life, my broba fettucine, who has been whispering ideas for this into my ear for almost 3 years until I was completely possessed by the demons and was moved to slamming this down in a doc.





