
Lone Wolves

Author’s Note:
      
  Alternate description: It’s hard being a kid and growing up. It’s hard, and nobody understands.


 

 

 

Warning for: Teens discussing death, because it’s heavily written into Bennett’s character stories and voicelines and was unavoidable.

    


    
    The future is a haze that Bennett is careful not to think about. He crams his days full of adventure and action and letting the wind lead. He leaves no time for maybe.

Someone with such bad luck shouldn’t waste time worrying about the future. Living in the now is healthier, probably, and so Bennett makes sure he has no time for anything else.

But sometimes, when his dads have gone to bed and the last warm lamp light has been blown out in the corridor, there’s time, and Bennett’s thoughts wander.

It used to be the Mare Jivari.

Stanley told him about it once, totally by accident, when Cyrus sent Bennett to bring him home and Bennett caught him drunk and out of sorts in the Angel’s Share just before midnight. He talked at length, because he thought he was talking to Jack, and because kids aren’t common enough in the Angel’s Share for Stanley to bother thinking one might be there. He told Bennett about the worst place to die.

Bennett still remembers waking up in the middle of the night, drenched in sweat with the taste of phantom ash on his tongue. He remembers thinking: the unluckiest place to die.

Adventurers don’t fear death, said Cyrus.

But in the dark, after a nightmare, it’s not so cut and dry. An adventurer with such bad luck is allowed to worry a little bit when no one is looking.

Then Bennett nearly died for real, and the windless place was the furthest thing from his mind. When he woke up with his burn-stemmed wounds still stinging and his body curled protectively around a glowing red Vision, he stopped dreaming of the faraway plane of ash.

Bennett sleeps with his Vision in his hands most nights so that it can’t get lost. Something about the warmth of it reminds him to keep his thoughts far away from choking ash. He thinks of brighter things instead, when no one is around to witness the tiny, fragile shoots Bennett tentatively puts out in front of him, to be carefully covered over by the time dawn comes so that the light can’t put their fragility to shame.

When he’s alone and curled around a pillow and staring quietly into the dark, rain drumming on the windows, Bennett thinks of what it might feel like to be older.


  Someday a man with a lot more scars and a more confident smile stands on a mountain, by a lake, deep in a domain. He throws himself into the fray, and he comes out of the other side singed and laughing but (mostly!) unscathed. He is an Adventurer, and his team is famous all over Teyvat, and he’s strong enough that he can protect everyone. That’s what a leader does. That’s what a leader should do.


At first the spaces beside this man were hazy, blank,  something-nothing  gaps in clarity. Lately, though, the blanks have slowly begun to colour themselves in.


  A wolf, or a man, or the bridge between the two, tall and powerful, who handles a greatsword like a butter knife, his teeth sharp and his wits sharper and his iron claw – that’s the sharpest.



  When he calls, the lightning answers, but when the fight is done the ferocity fades and his eyes turn kind.


A girl, no, a  lady,  a  Princess  clothed in wings with a proud glint in her eye and a tattered old raven on her arm. (Bennett doesn’t know why Oz looks so weathered, but it’s right, somehow he  knows  it’s right.)


  They charge into the storm and the strong, scarred man does not have to fear being struck by lightning, because it is his left and right hand.


Bennett believes in adventure above all else, but it’s quite adventurous enough to explore this part of his head, and so inevitably the fire and brimstone turns to lighter things than battle. Younger things, but still the future. A future.


  Lying in a field, a great tree whispering overhead while the windwheels spin, their heads just close enough that their hearts can hear each other.



  Chasing crabs in the shallows of Falcon Coast, competing over who can catch the biggest one, splashing and cursing and laughing and diving into the wet sand with hands outstretched.



  Sitting by the hearth in the Guild and swapping stories while the Princess cradles a book and the Wolf lounges by the fire.


Bennett hugs tighter into the pillow, drifting somewhere between sleep and waking. He almost doesn’t hear the knock.

 


 

A lone wolf hesitates on the edge of a territory to which it does not belong.

Or:

A boy stands in the rain before the gates of Mondstadt, eyes fixed up on the glistening wet stonework, with his hands flexing anxiously by his sides.

It is certainly not the first time he’s visited the great city. He has been here before, many times. The teacher, the book keeper, told him he will always be welcome in Mondstadt. But it is not Wolvendom. It is not home.

(Neither is Wolvendom.)

The guards at the gate don’t know how sharply he can feel their eyes on him, but he knows he’s making them nervous, so he balls his hands into fists and wills himself to move.

His ears are sharp, too.

“Ah – it’s just the wolf kid,” one of them mutters, relieved, as Razor draws close enough that they can make out his face under the hood. “Didn’t expect to see him on the night shift.”

“No curf-few,” Razor pronounces like Lisa taught him, startling the guards. “Visiting at night… bad?” He cocks his head at the one who spoke.

“No,” the guard is quick to answer. “Go right on in, Razor. You look soaked. You’ll be able to find some shelter at the Cathedral if you need it.”

A smile is an expression Razor has always instinctively made but still struggles to read on others. The guard smiles now, and Razor is uncertain if it’s a genuine one, but he thinks so. People sometimes try to fake it. It never looks right to him when they do.

Razor nods. Lisa also taught him some good manners, so he quietly adds: “Thank you.”

Again they assume he’s out of earshot too early.

“Poor kid,” remarks the other guard.

Razor huffs irritably and does not look back.

When he’s past the gate, his eyes drift up and take in the sight of the long main street. This is the way he would take if he were headed to the Cathedral, but without hesitation he takes a sharp left instead.

Razor’s feet take him swiftly along the narrow alleys closest to the city wall. He keeps away from the empty, open streets where he feels exposed and out of place, and sticks to the shadows.

The girl who lives in the house at the end caught him trampling the flowers, once. She scolded him for it, and Razor felt terrible, but then she took in his appearance and listened to his sad, humbled little apology and seemed to change her mind about being angry.

She invited him inside and gave him a hot, bitter drink that she claimed was tea. Razor knows tea is sweet, not bitter, because he has drunk it with Lisa – but he didn’t think it was good manners to tell the girl she was wrong.

While this drink was bitter, it was not undrinkable and it made his belly feel full, and so he sat and drank it with her while she told him about the stars.

Oh, you’re a Lupus Minor, she told him, and then clarified: the little wolf. It’s a constellation. A… star-shape.

Razor did not know people could have star-shapes of their own, but finding out his was a wolf got his attention right away. He voiced his enthusiasm accordingly and asked to see it. She seemed hesitant at first, but then she beckoned him closer and pulled up a great wheel of water that glittered and sparkled like the night sky.

A serious astrologist should never reveal the face of their astrolabe to one out of the know, bu-u-ut…  She had studied his face carefully, and then sighed dramatically. You should at least know what your own constellation looks like, and the books won’t do it justice. Here. See.

Razor can’t find Lupus Minor so easily in the real night sky, because the real night sky doesn’t make pretty pictures or draw lines between the stars like the girl’s water-wheel, but it doesn’t matter. Razor knows it’s up there and it’s comforting to know that at least one part of him is, and has always been, wolf.

Star Girl told him she didn’t mind that he used her garden as a shortcut, as long as he didn’t barge through the flowers. Razor is careful tonight.

When he reaches the grassy part with the flower bushes, Razor carefully sidesteps past them and treads the grass lightly like he would on a hunt. He climbs the tree that he knows will bear his weight, and he springs from the high branch to the rain-wet wall.

More grass, another climb in the rain (easy – there are even, predictable grooves between the bricks, it’s nothing like the cliffs in the wilds), and Razor is standing in the warm light that spills from a lantern nearby. There are no lights in the windows of the building that stands tall before him, so it’s hard to make out anything from inside, but his eyes find one particular window and fix themselves on it intently.

Razor thinks about the guards and how they were surprised to see him out so late. He thinks about how his teacher taught him never to bother her while she was getting her “beauty sleep”. He is not Bennett’s pack, and he suddenly thinks this may have been a bad idea, and that he should go to the Cathedral instead.

But only for a moment, and then Razor catches a shadow pass by the window and feels a wave of relief.

He is alone, and lately Wolvendom has not been welcoming. Andrius says that he is human. It has unsettled his family, and him. There is no one for him at the Cathedral but the girl who sings to the water, and she is not awake during the night. His world right now is empty and he has nowhere else to turn but here.

He climbs.

 


 

When you come to live at the Adventurer’s Guild, they let you bring some things from home.

Fischl’s bed is draped with dark purple silk and covered with an unholy amount of pillows, most of which make it onto the floor before morning.

The shelves that were here when she arrived have been decorated with a small collection of books – her favourites only – and she has always handled them with such care that they have only recently begun to show their age.

The curtains are black and pulled neatly back with ribbons, and on the windowsill is an empty golden perch. In the dawn when she wakes, Oz will sit there and chatter at her. No, mein Fräulein, I’m afraid you cannot have ‘five more minutes’, as you’ll miss breakfast. Rise and shine, Prinzessin.

Save for the books, none of the decorations match the room. They were designed to go with a rather larger bedroom with a very specific kind of décor, and in the Adventurer’s Guild they crowd and clash terribly with the rustic furniture and jolly red-and-green accents.

“Oz?” she murmurs quietly.

“Yes, Prinzessin?” comes the voice from her Vision, lying on the windowsill beside the perch.

“At which year of one’s life occurs the ascension to Queenhood?”

Oz hesitates.

“I am not certain,” he admits. “But I would believe it has little to do with age.”

“Experience, then,” she decides, dubious.

“Traditionally, marriage-”

“No,” she snaps quickly, and rewrites the book on the fly. “The noble House of Immernachtreich holds no such dismal dogmas. A Queen may simply be a Queen, and a Princess a Princess, without Kings or Princes to speak of.” A beat. “Aside from the esteemed King of Ravens, of course.”

“Of course.” Birds with beaks do not smile, but they also do not talk, and sometimes Fischl can hear a smile in his voice anyway. “But why do you ask, mein Fräulein?”

Fischl goes silent for a while, chewing on her lip and thinking hard.

“One wishes not to return to that… place of grief and betrayal. But, even though I hold the noblest dream ever in my heart…” She continues very quietly and in a voice much smaller than the Ruler of Immernachtreich’s, “I fear my Kaiser was not entirely misguided that day. One… one cannot remain the same for all eternity.”

Oz hushes his tone to match her. He is as patient and comforting as he always has been. “You have nothing to fear from getting older, my dear Prinzessin.”

“Oz-!” she snaps, chastising him for being so straightforward, but her heart isn’t in it. Oz has only ever said what she needs to hear.

Fischl inches herself up to sit against the headboard, and stretches out to take her Vision from the sill. The faint light from inside it pulses softly and steadily with her heartbeat, and she watches it for a while, at a loss for what to say.

Her thumbs smooth over the glassy surface, and Fischl sighs regretfully.

“It cannot be so wrong to lend a voice to one’s concerns for the future.”

“No, mein Fräulein.”

“There is potential for the tangle of fate to unravel in any direction. I… One does not know where… one will find oneself,” she struggles, “after vernal gives way to aestival. That is a worthy concern, Oz. One you have never had to contend with…”

“The thundering eternity shall know me this way forever,” he confirms poetically. “But if my assurances are unhelpful, perhaps you ought to seek out one who does face the same uncertainty.”

Fischl considers that for a moment, and then frowns.

“I will not beseech the ill-starred one for… maturity counsel.”

“But you might beseech him for company.”

Oz falls silent.

Fischl holds her Vision to her chest, her hands clasped around it as though over her own heart, and stares quietly out of the window.

A minute later, Fischl pulls on a pair of socks, shrugs one of the Guild’s green robes over her nightgown, and slips out of her bedroom door.

A moment passes.

Fischl dives back into her room and snatches her eyepatch from the wardrobe door.

 


 

Bennett rubs at one bleary eye with the heel of his palm, permits himself a moment to yawn like the Abyss, and opens the door halfway.

“Ah! It is as I hoped – you are in the waking realm after all. Stand not to attention, dear subject, for thy Prinzessin is well aware she calls outside of Courtly hours.”

Bennett almost jumps out of his skin.

“Pri-” He wrenches the door open fully to greet her, suddenly remembers he’s in his boxers, and slams it shut again. “Princess! Investigator! I- just a sec!”

Fischl taps her socked foot impatiently against the floor, arms folded against her chest, and hazards a glance down both ends of the corridor. There is no one else on this floor save for one of the elders, and Fischl knows all too well that he’s deaf as a post. Still, that’s no reason for slamming doors while she’s wandering around in a nightgown. The Prinzessin should not be witnessed by her retinue with no make-up and her hair undone, but she thinks she can make an exception for Bennett.

After the clattering of drawers being pulled too far open and furniture being stubbed into, the door opens again. This time, Bennett is wearing a more respectable pair of too-big Guild pyjama pants and a slightly battered white vest.

“One has to wonder why thee answered, knowing thyself to be unclothed.”

Bennett flushes beet-red and opens his mouth for an excuse, but all that comes out is a short huff of nervous laughter.

“I care not,” Fischl dismisses, anyway, because she doesn’t. “Wilst thou extend an invitation, or am I to while away the entire night in the frigid halls?”

“Oh! N-no, yeah! Of, of course, come on in!” Bennett swings the door wide enough to bang off the wall and retreats backwards into his room. “Uh… Are you cold? Do you want to borrow a blanket again?”

“Nay. My visitation this night is for… another reason.”

It’s not the first time Fischl has seen the inside of Bennett’s bedroom. They have both woken each other for breakfast before, or called by to borrow things or pass messages from Katheryne, but this is the first time she has come all the way in. She stands in the middle of the floor and lets her gaze wander.

Bennett’s room is a mess.

There’s a chest – an actual chest – that has evidently been used to store clothes and equipment, though the lid hinge is broken and most of the contents are spilling out of the sides. Fischl has many concerns about the idea of storing fabric items in the same container as old swords, but she politely voices none of them.

There is a wooden chair in the corner, and it is obviously not for sitting on because it too is piled with objects; she can make out a spare pair of gloves and three compasses – on top of a book on adventuring that she knows Lisa was looking for a month ago. There’s an ink stain on the cover. Fischl offers a silent prayer for Bennett’s continued safety.

An ancient-looking dressing table stands by the opposite wall. The mirror is completely cracked to the point of making it unusable, and Fischl is not remotely surprised. The table surface is littered with yet more junk: pebbles of agate, a faded Treasure Hoarder insignia with a chip in its edge, a handful of picked mint gathered into a sheaf, a messy collection of papers wherein some are blank and some are covered in hastily-scribbled lines -

Ah. Poetry. Fischl politely averts her gaze from those, and Bennett stops fidgeting quite so much.

She watches him attempt to make his bed before she can get the chance to look at it, and smirks.

“One thought a tidy bedchamber was a requirement of continued lodging.”

Bennett tugs the covers up and doesn’t bother smoothing out the creases, then drops into a seat on his bed and bounces slightly. “My dads don’t really care, I guess. With me, stuff doesn’t stay neat for long, even if I try really hard.” He looks at her pityingly, like she’s the one with the bad luck. “Are they hard on you about it?”

Fischl thinks back to the way Alfry introduced her to her room that first night, and how she’d emphasised the importance of staying clean and tidy. How Iris popped her head in the next morning to check on her, and reminded her to make her bed. She thinks about how glad she was just to have a room at all.

“No,” she says, and it’s the truth. “One’s royal habits already accommodated for an immaculate palace.”

“Oh.”

Silence stretches out between them like a chasm, studded by the drumming of rain on the window.

Bennett fidgets again.

“…So… What’s up?”

Fischl clears her throat. She finds she hadn’t actually prepared for this part, and privately wishes the quiet could have gone on longer without getting so uncomfortable.

“One had trouble… That is, repose was proving a stubborn effort,” she struggles out, “and one thought one’s time better used… to ensure that… the loyal retinue wrestled with no mares of the night.” A bare-faced lie. She’s better than this.

Bennett’s eyebrows scrunch low while he tries to work that one out, and then they shoot up in confusion and he laughs. “You came to guard me from nightmares?”

“Well,” she stammers, “no. I mean, nay. I mean…” Fischl is suddenly angry at herself for not having the words, and she looks abruptly away from Bennett’s earnest stare. “One speculated that you might also be risen during these starred hours…”

“Oh. Well, yeah, I’m up, too! Kind of.” Bennett leaves out the detail that he was about to fall asleep before she knocked. “Was that all you wanted to know, Princess?”

Fischl takes a deep breath.

“Your Prinzessin also wished to discover what designs an adventurer such as thyself might aim to enact upon the burgeoning morrow.”

“Oh. I’m probably gonna go take a look around Falcon Coast. Why? Do you wanna come?”

“No- nay – not that morrow, I mean…” Fischl endeavours, one hand bringing itself to her covered eye in distress.

It would be easy to call Oz and have him do the talking, but for once, she finds herself loathing the idea of bringing Oz into this conversation. If he has to translate it, what’s the point? Fischl is glad Bennett hasn’t lit a lamp since she entered, because hopefully that means it’s harder to see her struggling.

“I… Bennett,” she starts, her voice wavering, “what will you do, when you… grow up?”

Bennett freezes.

“Oh,” he says, his brow wrinkling.

Fischl turns away, suddenly very interested in the weathered Adventurer’s Guild timetable pinned to his wall.

“I don’t think I’m the right person to talk to, Princess. Sorry, but I don’t really think about it.”

Fischl stares at the poster and re-reads the part about punctual mealtimes five times before she really thinks about what he just said and snaps back to stare at him.

“What?”

“I don’t think about it,” he says again, but he’s not looking at her any more.

“Surely you do. Everyone does.”

“No,” he insists firmly, “I don’t. I’m weird, I guess. No big deal. You should ask someone else.”

The longer Fischl studies his face, the more he fidgets. He’s been holding his Vision since he first opened the door, and somehow it survived in his hand through a wardrobe change. He fiddles with it now, turning it over and over to give his hands something to do. Bennett is many things outside of his bad luck, but he is not a good liar.

The Prinzessin der Verurteilung would demand answers. An investigator never leaves any stone unturned.

But, she thinks, it’s not too much of a stretch to give the poor boy a little breathing space. Sometimes these things are a give and take.

Fischl lowers her voice.

“I will allow no other to be privy to the clandestine turbulences of the House of Immernachtreich,” she tells him. Then an admission: “I do not… want to ask someone else.”

His green eyes flick up to meet hers in surprise, and he looks like he’s just been told that the grass is blue.

“Sir Bennett,” she says softly, “our parlay shall remain solely in this chamber.”

Bennett thinks about it.

He draws his knees up off the floor and hugs them to his chest, and he pats the bed beside him.

When Fischl is seated, he says, “I try not to think too hard about growing up. ‘Cause, uh… I dunno if I’ll make it that far.”

Fischl’s heart splinters down the middle.

“Bennett…!”

“But- but I hope I will! Don’t get me wrong, heh, it’s just, with my luck, it’s gotta happen sooner or later, so-”

“Bennett-”

“-I try not to, but when I do think about it, if I do, I want…” and then he stops short in favour of gazing at the ceiling.

Fischl’s hand comes to rest on his back, and for once she says nothing.

“…It’s silly and embarrassing.”

“Moreso than tumbling into the fountain waters with breaded meats in hand?”

Bennett laughs helplessly and buries his face into his knees. “Don’t remind me of that right now! That was a really good sandwich!” He pushes forwards and hops to his feet, jostling Fischl on the mattress, and paces restlessly over to the window. “…Listen. It’s… It’s silly,” he repeats, “but I want to have a famous adventure team someday. That’s obvious, right? I should have said that from the start! It’s just…”

Fischl studies the tense line of his shoulders and the set of his jaw. She watches him struggle internally for another minute, and vows not to interrupt.

“I want the team,” Bennett says finally, “more than the fame. I don’t care what else happens to me in the future. I just want to be someone that… other people want to be around.”

Fischl opens her mouth, but Bennett quickly interrupts, turning to look at her with a forced smile and big round eyes and something small and terrified behind them.

“Please don’t tell anyone what I said! I don’t want anyone to feel like they have to pretend.” He breathes a sigh of half-laughter and rubs at his neck. “Anyway, nobody wants to be alone, right? It’s not that unusual. Pretty standard, actually.”

But she can see it in his face that this is not a standard wish. This is the barest thing she has ever heard Bennett say. He’s practically vibrating with it.

Fischl takes a moment to compose herself, and answers very carefully.

“It is a noble wish, Sir Bennett.” Her next words come out small and vulnerable. “…May I borrow it?”

“Huh?”

“Alas, I find myself somewhat directionless,” she admits softly. “I would like to borrow your wish, if you will allow it.”

“But you’re a Princess of Night or whatever. You can see the fate, uh, thread and stuff, right? I thought you’d know what you’re gonna do for sure.”

She shakes her head and gives him the excuse she always has prepared for this kind of question. “Threads in plural, Sir Bennett. My Auge der Verurteilung sees the possibilities, not the certainty, of one’s fate.” Her hand snakes into the pocket of her robe and smooths her fingers over the surface of her Vision. She cannot see the future. Pretending is easy, but it is only pretending.

He folds his arms and looks thoughtful. “You’re still a Princess, though. You’ll have no problem finding a team, no matter what. Princesses always have followers.”

Fischl privately curses him for being so stubborn. And so gullible. Someday, she might actually tell him. But not tonight.

“The Prinzessin der Verurteilung is not well-liked,” is what slips out.

“What? That’s not true-!”

“Please, pretend not!” Fischl scoffs. “It is only dignified to confront the truth! I have heard the muttered words of my subjects, and most make no secret of their opinion! One day you may feel much the same,” she adds somewhat accusingly, “and what a boon it shall be for thee when that day comes, for I shall make no further impositions on thy place of rest at unseemly hours of the night.”

She tosses her hair and tries to look unbothered.

Bennett’s weight sinks onto the bed again. He fidgets with his hands, tapping his fingers on the back of his Vision’s frame.

“Well… yeah. People say stuff about me, too,” he mumbles reluctantly. “But you can’t take that to heart. People say a lot of things they don’t mean.”

“Their intent is firm enough.”

Bennett shakes his head. “Well – I don’t care. You’re really nice.”

Fischl splutters and gives him a shove.

Bennett laughs and teeters back, nudging her with his shoulder. “It’s true! Some people don’t even like being in the same room as me, but here we are talking about our problems at three in the morning and you don’t even look worried the roof might cave in. Plus you gave me half of your sandwich last week when mine got all soggy. And you’re always looking out for me when I go adventuring by myself.”

It’s Fischl’s turn to go bright pink. She tuts and puts on her best aloof glare. “I most certainly am not. You presume much of my busy schedule!”

“Then… why do I see Oz in the sky so often when I’m exploring?”

“He – I send him out for daily reconaissance! He is the keen eyes of my investigative efforts. Surely you find only stark coincidence that the two of you may have chosen the same whereabouts to cast thine net of analysis.”

“Sure! It’s just, his recon usually seems to be exactly where I said I was going that morning. Even when you’re supposed to be taking a day off in Mondstadt.”

“I- I will not stand for such baseless accusations,” she hisses, wilting before his knowing grin, “and besides, even if Oz were to watch you in any frequence, the machinations of the Prinzessin are far beyond the ken of a mere adventurer. My motives are opaque, and thee should not pry.”

Bennett laughs again, free and easy this time. It’s wholly unlike the guarded little fake ones he likes to drop into his sentences like punctuation. Fischl considers that her embarrassment might be worth it just to hear this version of him.

“Well, whatever the case, it’s nice to know someone’s looking out for me. Thanks.”

Fischl makes an uncertain noise that means very little, and turns her head away.

This is why she catches the shadow moving slowly up the moonlit wall.

With a jolt and a very undignified squeak of shock, Fischl launches upright, ramrod-straight, and whips around to face the window.

Bennett stares at her in surprise and it takes him a second to register that she’s looking at something behind him. Then he ducks to grab something from under the bed and leaps to his feet, putting himself in between her and the window.

A dark, hooded silhouette looms close to the glass.

They are on the first floor.

A shock of cold fear flashes through Fischl and her hand tightens around her pocketed Vision. Her mouth opens to summon Oz-

The silhouette raises a fist and taps twice, politely, on the glass. A pair of glinting eyes catch sight of Fischl, and suddenly the figure dips back down beneath the pane.

“Oh, archons, it’s just you,” Bennett breathes, and his posture slumps. The sword in his hand is dropped noisily and harmlessly off to the side. “Lemme get the window-!” He scrambles onto his bed and fumbles with the catch. “Whoa – it’s really pouring down! Get in here, Razor! You could slip!”

“Girl in den,” comes a nervous response over the rain.

“It’s just Princess Fischl. I told you about her, she’s nice. Come on in.”

Bennett pushes the window as far open as it will go, and leans out into the rain. His upper half disappears over the edge, and Fischl instinctively draws closer and grabs a fistful of the hem of his vest. She needn’t have worried; as soon as Bennett has a grip on Razor’s arm, the two boys more than manage to haul Razor in, and he and Bennett tumble back onto the bed in a damp pile.

Razor is quick to extricate himself and hop down, his boots thudding against the floor. And then he shakes himself.

“Eek!” Fischl cringes away, pulling her robe tight around her, but it’s too late; the boy’s rain-soaked hair has managed to soak her, too.

He seems to realise when Bennett sits up and examines his damp bedding, and instantly Razor’s expression turns to one of regret.

“…Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Bennett answers quickly, folding the covers over to hide a muddy boot print. “I probably wasn’t gonna get much sleep, anyway.” He freezes up for a second, his eyes flicking to her, and grins reassuringly. “Not because of you or anything!”

Fischl glances between the two boys, more than a little dubious.

“One suspects this crepuscular convergence has occurred before.”

“Sure, once or twice. Um, maybe don’t tell my dads, though. They prefer when visitors use the door…”

“Sorry.”

“No, no! It’s fine! I don’t mind. Uh, we should probably get you a towel…” He turns to Fischl and smiles. “Wanna come with, your highness?”

She starts.

“To the bathroom?” she blurts out. “I mean- the – um-”

“No one’s gonna be in there, it’s three in the morning,” Bennett reassures her. “But you can wait outside, if you want.”

She glances at Razor, who is still dripping rainwater steadily onto the floor of Bennett’s bedroom like he doesn’t notice the cold, and then at Bennett, who is smiling at her with a strange look in his eye that tells her he hasn’t forgotten what they were just talking about.

Fischl pretends to consider it for more than a second, then nods.

“Fine. A nocturnal excursion, then. Tread lightly behind thy ruler, dear subjects, for one wisheth not to rouse heed from the slumbering sires.”

Bennett nods.

Razor opens his mouth.

“Try not to wake my dads,” Bennett explains.

Razor shuts his mouth again.

Bennett grabs an old storm lantern from the floor by his bed, and with a flicker from his hand, the wick sparks to life. Together, they file out of Bennett’s room and head for the stairs.

 


 

The bathroom is little more than it needs to be – it’s the Knights of Favonius who have the softer towels and the fancier sinks. This one always smells a little bit like damp and a lot like cologne; there are always forgotten cosmetics abandoned on the back of the sink, and there’s a shelf full of mystery haircare products that have been forgotten and never reclaimed. The mirror has toothpaste spatters on it in the mornings. There is an anti-balding ointment next to the soap.

Fischl does not like this bathroom much, and personally rates it only marginally higher than a conveniently-placed bush out in Galesong Hill.

Still, this is part and parcel of moving away from home, and right now all of its problems are forgotten because she is watching in vast amusement as Bennett attempts to razzle a towel over Razor’s hair.

“Smells like Sweet Flowers,” he gripes, voice muffled by the fabric. “Don’t want to smell like Sweet Flowers.”

“All the Guild laundry smells this way. At least it’s clean.” Bennett explains patiently. “Can you lean down a bit?”

Razor obediently dips his head, his vision obscured by the towel, and clonks rather unfortunately against Bennett’s skull.

“Ow,” they both say at exactly the same time.

Fischl loses the tenuous control she had over herself, and a flutter of laughter spills out of her in a rush. Bennett shoots her a sheepish look, still rubbing his head.

“Apologies! But your methods leave much to be desired, Sir Bennett. The poor fellow shall see his tresses more tangled than the web of obscurity that defends the true nature of Immernachtreich.” She pushes away from the wall she was leaning on and flags out a hand. “Cease thy ruffling. I shall fetch a comb.”

Razor does comb. Sometimes. He tells her as much while he’s sitting on the tiled floor, Bennett and Fischl kneeling behind him in a joint effort to pluck wolfhooks out of his hair. Evidently though it was not a consistent part of his daily routine, because upon closer inspection the tangles in his long hair already look like they’re turning into unpleasant knots.

Fischl has seen Razor before. She knows who he is, and even a little more detail than that from what Lisa has idly told her during library visits. She caught him watching her from a distance during an expedition into Wolvendom once, though she said nothing of it at the time and doubts there would be much point bringing it up now. Fischl is an investigator. It’s her job to know things.

But this is the first time she has actively spent any time around Razor directly, and so far she finds it… surprisingly pleasant.

Any friend of Bennett’s has the approval of Immernachtreich, as far as she is concerned, but from what she’d heard she didn’t exactly expect Razor to be the most sociable of people.

And he isn’t, for about ten minutes. Razor prefers listening to speaking, that much is clear, but what she mistook for the cold shoulder lasted only as long as it took him to confirm that she wasn’t a threat, and then the curiosity shone through like lamplight.

“Princess? From other world?” he asks, somewhat confused.

“Indeed. My full name and title is Prinzessin der Verurteilung Fischl von Luftschloss Narfidort, Sovereign of Immernachtreich, omniscient and eminent judge of-”

“You talk funny,” says Razor, sounding very much like he’s developing a headache.

Lisa did mention he wasn’t a confident speaker. Fischl realises now that was probably a hint.

She picks with the comb at a particularly stubborn snarl of hair and says, “You may call me Fischl.”

“Princess Fischl,” Bennett whispers meaningfully over Razor’s shoulder.

“Fischl,” she says without thinking, and awkwardly clears her throat. “…The faithful of one’s royal court may name me in more cursory a manner. You may both drop the formal title with full permission.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she can tell Bennett looks uncertain.

“We’re friends, are we not?” she clarifies, and focuses very hard on undoing another tangle.

Bennett beams at her.

“Of course! Fischl it is, then…”

“Fischl,” tries Razor, testing how the name feels between his teeth. “Bennett said Fischl has lightning.”

She smiles evenly when she finds she can run the comb from root to tip. They ended up wetting his hair again, and adding some products ‘borrowed’ from the lost-and-found shelf. Luckily, Razor found the smell of Lamp Grass conditioner much more favourable than the towels.

“Indeed, my Edelstein der Dunkelheit is, too, lit with blessed violet.” She reminds herself to tone it down a little, for Razor’s sake, and tries again. “I have heard tell of our similarities, as well. It seems Bennett has exchanged words enough about the two of us to fill a book.”

Bennett stammers a little. “W-well, I wouldn’t say that… You two are just… I figured I should at least let my friends know each other existed. You’re not mad, are you?

“That depends,” she replies smoothly. “Razor, what think you of me thus far?”

Bennett, suitably horrified, waits for the verdict in silence while Razor thinks it over.

Razor’s head turns slightly, and she catches a flash of red eyes peering at her over his shoulder.

“Nice to Bennett,” he ventures. “Bennett likes Fischl. Nice to Razor, too. I like Fischl.”

She laughs into the back of her hand and pretends not to notice Bennett virtually deflating in equal parts relief and embarrassment.

“Then I suppose I shall forgive thy transgressory ferrying of information about my person, Sir Bennett. You may anguish not over the loss of thy seat in my royal court.”

She expects a nervous laugh and a deflection.

She has to try very hard not to react when she gets a small, fond smile instead.

 


 

“I don’t know if this is a good idea.”

“It is a most excellent idea,” comes the whispered reply. “It would not be a stretch to assume one enacted such a machination previously.”

“You’ve done this before, Fischl?”

Fischl peeps over her shoulder with a bright, mischievous smile. “One has perhaps done it many times before. Or none.” She attempts to wink with the one eye not hidden behind a patch, and hopes it comes across properly. “You may use thine own ratiocination.”

She faces front again and lifts the lantern higher, leading them through the middle of the Guild’s mess hall and past the slightly off-kilter rows of tables.

Anywhere else, she thinks, would put up the benches when the place is not in use. Instead they have to pick their way through a maze of seating. Typical.

It was Razor who put the thought of food into their heads. Whether he is a boy or a wolf, he is still a teenager who burns through calories like firewood, and he’d declared he was hungry shortly after they’d gotten the rest of his hair combed.

So, while they waited for it to dry, Fischl decided it was time to let them know one of her lesser secrets.

Bennett fidgets as they draw closer to the door. “You know they lock it after lights-out.”

Fischl produces a hairpin she found in the bathroom – it’s probably hers, but she’s never using it again after finding it on that grubby shelf – and smiles.

“No way,” Bennett breathes. “We’re gonna get in so much trouble.”

She gauges his response carefully and finds it to be hiding a smirk. It’s fine to continue, then. “Please. Thy sires would not even punish thee for the egregious mayhem in thine quarters. They would thusly overlook this as well.” She snickers and begins picking at the keyhole. “If the discrepancy is even detected. Which I suspect it will not be.”

“Whole room just for eating,” Razor observes curiously. “Bennett and Fischl eat here?”

Bennett nods. “Sure, every morning, if we’re home and not out adventuring. Everyone has breakfast together…”

That isn’t entirely true, he realises even as he says it. He finds himself staring at the compass logo on the back of Fischl’s nightrobe, and tries to remember where she sits. It’s not like anyone has assigned seating – it’s just breakfast – but everyone tends to have their preferred place. Where’s hers?

Bennett glances over his shoulder at the table where he sits with his dads, and his brow furrows as he holds the lantern higher and scans his way slowly across the room. He remembers Fischl sat with Alfry and Lynn when she first arrived – didn’t she? Bennett doesn’t pay much attention at breakfast, admittedly, because he’s usually scarfing down his meal as fast as possible and being chattered at by several dads at once. The guys’ table?… No, definitely not, Bennett gets the impression she doesn’t like Pallad much.

Bennett’s slow gaze around the room stops at the far corner. There is a window seat there, not really meant for eating at, but in the dark he can see the shape of a book stowed neatly on the sill.

“Hey, Fischl…” he begins, but he’s cut off by a triumphant laugh and a click as the lock finally yields.

“Rejoice!” she stage-whispers. “By my deft hand opens the verboten gate to contraband.” She straightens up and tries the handle, and the door swings open. Victorious, she turns back to the boys and swizzles a hand elegantly. “Shall we…?”

“Yes.” Razor is already moving, ducked low like he’s stalking a rabbit. “I want to see. Smells… good.”

“The smell of triumph, Wolven One. Bring the lantern, Sir Bennett.”

Sighing, Bennett steps in after them.

 


 

“Wait – Razor, not those! They’re the Guildmaster’s adventure rations – he’ll definitely know we’ve been in here.”

Razor hesitantly draws his hand back from the enticing-looking jar of jerky on the shelf, his eyes sparkling with disappointment in the lamplight.

Fischl scoffs. “Oh, permit him one at the very least. Our dear High Patriarch has as of late been far more preoccupied with recruitment behind the Wind’s parapets, and will not miss a single piece. Besides,” she adds in a quick mumble, “he let me try them last year, and they are most delectable.”

Bennett fidgets, but he yields. “Oh… alright. But only take one. Hey – I said one!”

Razor fans out the three pieces of jerky in his hand. “One for Bennett. One for Fischl. One for Razor.”

Bennett eyes the considerably emptier-looking jar. He is curious, though. Guiltily, he takes the piece Razor offers him and chews down on it thoughtfully. It surprises him a little to find that the mischief of the whole thing makes it taste better.

Fischl is wasting no time. She moves between the shelves with a tin dish in hand and picks out the things she knows will be missed less, because as much as she’s been trying to convince Bennett otherwise, taking three people’s worth of snacks will be noticed.

The remaining half of a loaf of bread, for example, Fischl knows is replaceable right away with a quick trip to Mondstadt General Goods. A handful of valberries she knows most of the Guild won’t touch with a ten-foot spear – after the last time some Jueyun Chilis got mixed up in the same basket. (To this day, no one knows how it happened, and most consider the incident something to do with Bennett. Fischl saw Jack and Cyrus stagger home drunk and raid the kitchen the previous night, however, and has her own suspicions.)

She’s about to declare the mission a success when she catches Razor examining another jar.

Razor notices her looking at him and seems to start, his shoulders going up and his eyes widening in surprise. He quickly sets the jar back on the shelf and ducks away, feigning interest in a crate of vegetables that in turn draws Bennett’s attention quicker than anything else on the shelves.

“Oh, you found my cabbages! I brought these in a day ago. Maybe I’ll make a stew with them tomorrow…”

Razor sticks out his tongue. “Green things are for rabbits.”

Bennett deflates a little. “Oh. Well, I like them.”

“Why? Cabbages taste bad. Very bad.”

“No they don’t!” Bennett retorts, his voice taking on a somewhat childish lilt. “You probably just don’t like them raw. I’ll make stew for you sometime, or steam them and we can have it with some steak-”

“Don’t like cabbage,” sulks Razor insistently.

“No, that’s it, you’re gonna eat cabbage done properly. You’ll totally change your mind-!”

Fischl tunes the rest of this argument out and reaches for the jar Razor hastily put back. It’s hard to tell what the goop inside is in the low light, until she turns the container in her hand and finds a label. She recognises Pallad’s handwriting, because it’s terrible: Wolf Hok Jam.

She stares in profound judgement at the misspelled note for a moment longer, then decisively sets the whole jar on the plate next to the bread.

There is a sudden heavy thunk sound and a pained noise, and then the contents of an entire shelf slide down the now-diagonal surface and make their way very noisily onto the floor.

The long, terrible series of far-too-loud sounds includes, but is not limited to, breaking glass, metallic crashing, and the splat of at least two overripe Sunsettias.

Fischl whips around to stare at the aftermath:

Bennett, still standing hunched up beneath the end of a heavy-looking wooden shelf that is resting its full weight on his head. The hinge has come away from the wall.

Razor, frozen mid-lunge with his feet braced and his hands anxiously flexing open and closed. He was caught between grabbing the shelf or trying to catch the items that slid off it, and as a result has managed to do neither.

A mass of spilled objects on the floor of the kitchen. Fruit, now mashed. Several metal pans, now mostly dented. A dense old cookbook, having landed spine-first on Bennett’s bare foot, now lying page-down on the floor. A bottle of dandelion wine that Iris mentioned saving for a special occasion, now shattered and seeping into the pages of the cookbook and the cracks in the tiles.

“Whoops,” breathes Bennett, bracing a hand against the shelf and wincing.

Fischl grabs her snack plate and makes a break for the door, and Razor takes the cue to join her. They disappear into the dark.

Bennett resigns himself to his fate and steps slowly out from under the shelf, carefully lowering the unhinged end the rest of the way to the floor. He touches tentatively at the rapidly-forming bruise on his head and hisses, wondering how many commissions he’s about to sign himself up for just to pay for for the wine alone.

Simultaneously, Fischl and Razor dart back into the kitchen and grab one of his hands each, and he lets out a shocked yelp as they drag him along with him.

“Guys – stop – I’ve gotta own up to-”

They both shush him so fiercely that Bennett’s mouth snaps shut on its own.

 


 

Lightning Princess hides them in a broom cupboard.

It is not spacious. Razor’s back is pressed against the handle of a mop, and Fischl is wedged so tightly in between him and Bennett that none of them can get a full breath. The air smells of stale dust and the vinegar that Iris uses to clean the windows.

Razor wrinkles his nose and does his best to be silent. This is something he is very good at. His lupical taught him to lie in wait when it was necessary, and he knows how to quiet his breathing and relax his muscles so that they do not grow too stiff too quickly.

He is not so good at thinking about small spaces. They make his thoughts feel as cramped as his body, and right now he can feel the four walls of this cupboard pressing in on him like that.

He tries to think about open fields and windy forests while the sound of brisk footsteps in the hall gets louder and closes in towards them. Hunted. They are being hunted in strange territory. The reason part of him knows that isn’t what’s happening, but the wolf part –

Small pads slip over the callouses on his palm and slender fingers fold neatly around the back of his hand and squeeze gently. Razor’s eyes flicker open and he looks to his left.

Lightning Princess – Fischl – has done the same with Bennett’s hand, too. Neither of them are looking at him. They’re both focused intently on the tiny sliver of fresh air between the door and the frame, where the light flickers in, because a candle is being carried swiftly along the corridor and past their hiding place…

But Razor is in Fischl’s thoughts, says the hand.

Bennett has pulled on Razor’s wrist or clasped his hands in excitement when something finally went right out in the field; this is softer and stranger and with a human he does not know so well. But he focuses on the way Fischl’s hand is wrapped encouragingly around his own, and decides that the feeling is the same.

Hand touches are to humans what a lick under the chin is to wolves, maybe. It is a simple, friendly acknowledgement. It reminds him that he is there.

Experimentally Razor squeezes her hand back.

He is not in a field by the great falcon-tree, or in the windswept wooded highlands of the wolves. But he is in the thoughts of Lightning Princess, and that gives his mind a little more room to sprawl.

Razor breathes slowly and waits for the candlelight to pass them by.

 


 

Fischl drops backwards onto her bed and bounces, letting out a high stream of laughter that has been tailing her since the incident in the kitchen. She laughs long and loud, until the pull of it has her rolling onto her side and hugging her stomach, until the breath in her lungs runs out and reduces her mirth to a deep, gulping breath and a happy sigh.

Neither Razor nor Bennett know how to deal with the unbridled levity of a girl they think is a Princess. Bennett clears his throat and tries very hard to be helpful.

“That was close. Iris is a light sleeper… Don’t worry. I’ll fess up tomorrow so you guys don’t get in trouble.”

“Bennett,” she manages breathlessly, in the middle of another sudden jab of laughter that makes her stomach hurt, “don’t!”

He’s at a loss as to how to reply, so Fischl covers her mouth with both hands and tries to stifle the giggles long enough to sit up. He waits, but he’s confused. Behind him, Razor shuffles uncomfortably by the door.

She gets her thoughts under control just enough to speak as the Prinzessin der Verurteilung. It’s still close.

“Think not of blame on thi-s night,” she emphasises it wrong and her tone catches in the middle as a snicker spills through, “I shall stir and muddy the lakebed of verisimilitude, that thee might not quail under the – ha-! – blinding light of judgement.”

“What? …No, I can’t lie to my dads, and you shouldn’t either!” His tone is panicked and insistent, and even in the dark she sees him clenching his fists.

He’s so Bennett, Fischl thinks.

Fischl claps her hands together and steeples her fingers, mostly to buy time and ground herself but also to help put on the regal air she’s so fond of. She presses them against her mouth and breathes deeply. Her sides hurt.

“Sir Bennett,” she tries again now that she’s more composed. “Thou art no further a guilty party than I. Less, in fact.”

“But… It was my bad luck that broke all that stuff…” He thinks for a second, then grins bashfully. “Besides, we left my lantern behind. They’re gonna know I was in there. There’s no getting out of it.”

Fischl hums disappointedly at this.

Razor, who has barely been following the conversation, just growls low in the back of his throat and says, “Bring them new things. Replace broken things. Then there’s no trouble. Very simple.”

Fischl slipped the plate of stolen snacks onto a vanity table when she entered, and Razor gives it his full attention now that he’s said his piece. He effortlessly twists the lid off the jam jar and begins dipping bread straight into it. If not for the fact he’s wearing gloves, one might almost think he’d be scooping the stuff out with his fingers.

“I was gonna do that anyway.” Bennett sighs. “Everyone works really hard, Fischl. And the Guild isn’t exactly loaded. You understand that, right? It’s, like, four o’clock, and Iris is probably cleaning up my mess right now. I should be helping.”

It’s strange, but being scolded gently by Bennett of all people is like a kick in the teeth. He’s not mad, he’s just disappointed.

“It – it is not as though I feel no guilt at all!” she splutters, sitting bolt upright. “I – we – of course I intended to rectify-” Fischl makes a frustrated noise. “You think me callous!”

“No, I-”

“Yes! Thy thoughts challenge the swaying needle of my moral compass!” She folds her arms impudently. “Know this, ill-starred comrade: I am fully aware I bear the sins of this expedition as well, and the gravity of them weighs against my heart! I… um…” Well. Fischl sighs, bunching the hem of her nightrobe in her hands. “…You are quite right. Your… your Princess apologises.”

“…Huh?”

Bennett stares at her, nonplussed. So does Razor, though in a more disinterested way from behind a handful of bread.

Fischl wilts.

“You’re right,” she repeats softly. “I was swept up in the moment, and I wished not for our candid camaraderie to be ended by the introduction of a fourth party. Thus I spared little thought for poor Iris.”

“Don’t understand,” Razor mutters. “Your words are confusing.”

Bennett does, she can see by the shellshocked expression. But to her surprise, he is not the one to explain.

“Fischl… is a lone wolf?” Razor tentatively asks.

Against her better judgement, Fischl looks up at him. He’s looking at her with… something other than pity, she thinks.

Razor takes her silence as a reply.

“I am a lone wolf, too.” And this is where Fischl realises he’s sharper than she thought, because he tilts his head, holds up the plate of snacks, and decides to hit the nail on the head. “This was… pack hunt. Felt good. Didn’t want to be caught.”

“Yes,” she hears herself say, from somewhere far away.

Silence descends on them like a blanket.

“I’m gonna…” No. Bennett gives a nervous little heh and tries again. “…Let’s go help Iris clean up?”

“It is agreed!” Fischl leaps to her feet and nods fervently. “We shoulder this repentance together.”

“I follow,” Razor declares quickly. “…But… we can come back here, to Fischl’s den? Finish food?”

“Yes! I mean… It is an agreeable arrangement.”

 


 

Iris looks up at him over the top of her glasses and waits.

First, Bennett says exactly what she expects him to.

“I’m really sorry, Iris. The shelf broke while I was in here… I didn’t even touch it this time. I’ll make it up to you, promise!”

Then it gets wildly off track.

“I couldn’t sleep, and we got hungry, so I figured-”

“Nay! ‘Twas all the fell scheme of the Prinzessin der Verurteilung. Heed naught that Sir Bennett claims. This is my sin to bear.”

“Razor’s fault,” says Razor.

Iris slowly eases herself up out of her crouch, still holding the dustpan and brush full of wet glass. She regards them all with an even stare.

“Bennett,” she says carefully, “Fischl. You two should know better. I thought the Guild was being burgled.”

“We know,” Bennett insists. “We’re really sorry. Here, let me help-!”

“Absolutely not.” She holds the dustpan and brush higher, as if she can keep it out of his reach despite the fact she is not a particularly tall woman. “Bennett, step back, please, and have a bit of common sense. We don’t clean up broken glass barefoot.”

He looks down at his feet like he’s just remembered he isn’t wearing shoes. “Oh. Oops.”

Iris despairs a little for that boy, sometimes.

“Fischl, fetch me a cleaning cloth from the cupboard over there, and wet it with soap. Razor?”

“Yes?”

“As the only one sensible enough to wear shoes, you may collect the pans while I finish sweeping up the glass.”

He nods vigorously and sets to work, brow furrowed in concentration.

Bennett stands awkwardly to one side and fidgets.

“It was your wine, wasn’t it? I’ll get you another bottle, Iris.”

“To be honest with you, I’m not upset. It was from that brother of mine. An attempt to get me to drink with him, I think. I’ve told him before I’m not much of a drinker.” She tips the last of the glass shards and bits of sunsettias into the waste bin. “You’re not in trouble, Bennett.”

“But… What a horrible wake-up call. I made trouble for you when you should be in bed.”

“As should you,” Iris replies swiftly, and he wisely shuts his mouth. She gives him a meaningful look. “Was it the dream again?”

He blanches, quickly shaking his head and waggling both hands at her. “No – no, nothing like that!”

“Dream?” Fischl chimes in. “What speaketh thee of dreams?”

The girl holds out the wet, soapy cloth to Iris in a theatrical sort of way, pinching it by one corner and holding it at arm’s length like an offered handkerchief from a royal.

Iris is careful not to make her indifference too obvious when she takes it.

“It’s nothing,” Bennett says a little too quickly. “Anyway, I haven’t had that dream in a long time, so you can forget all about it, Iris.”

“I want to hear the dream.” Razor places his stack of pans by the sink when Iris directs it, and gives Bennett a curious look.

For Razor, curiosity is a very fierce and piercing thing. Bennett flounders a bit.

Iris does not make a habit of saving Bennett from social situations. Unlike the kinds of things that happen to him in domains, he can usually handle conversation by himself. Just this once she makes an exception. “You can chat about dreams in the morning,” she says pointedly, “when you fix the shelf and report all of this to my brother.”

They exchange glances and nod guiltily. She doesn’t have to ask for them to follow her out of the kitchen.

“My leave is over, and I have to return to my post in Dragonspine tomorrow morning, so I’m going back to bed. I suggest all of you do the same.”

With that, she smooths down her green nightgown, picks up her lantern and her sword, and leaves them to it.

“Oh, and Fischl,” she says over her shoulder, “stop sneaking in there for midnight snacks. Cyrus thinks we have a rat problem.”

It’s not that Iris is thrilled to be cleaning up spilled wine during the wee hours of the morning. She did plan to give Bennett and Fischl a proper talking-to at first, and maybe she still will later.

But there remains the matter of all three of them standing in that kitchen together.

The closest Iris has ever come to being a parent has been looking after Cyrus’ girl before she fledged the nest. Iris has never concerned herself with being one, either.

However, she has admittedly been a little worried about certain younger members of the Guild, and has long identified the feeling as concerningly similar to babysitting Marjorie back in the day.

Fischl’s strange and sometimes ridiculous fantasies have not earned her many friends since she came to live here at fourteen, and Iris does not ask about her parents. (It seems complicated.)

Bennett… well. There is Bennett.

The wolf boy isn’t even part of the Guild, but Iris’ thoughts stray to him sometimes when it’s raining hard out in the wilds. People talk, and the Mondstadt gossip circle has deduced Razor is now more often seen outside of Wolvendom’s borders than within them. Something happened, though no one knows what.

Iris is not cut out to be a parent, but she is not heartless, and she thinks she can permit a little chaos at four in the morning if it solves three problems at once.

 


 

“She turned him into a dog!”

Two heads snap around to fix their eyes on Bennett, who is lying on his stomach on Fischl’s bedroom floor with a book in hand. He grips the book fervently and flips back a page, double-checking what he just read. The cover is exposed as he holds it to the light.

“An apt purgatory,” Fischl answers casually, when she realises which of her books he’s reading. “One disturbeth not a maiden in her private abode. Hex & Hound hath some literary grievances, but misconstrual of a hexen scorned is not one of them.”

Bennett’s eyes widen as he reconfirms what he already knows, and he looks up at her with his mouth in a small ‘o’.

“Can witches really do something like that?”

“All damsels may dispense retribution in their own manner. You both would do well to heed the warning from that tome, and never enter the chamber of the Prinzessin without a discernable knock upon the door.” Fischl smiles contentedly at that, and then pauses with her fingers entwined in Razor’s hair to shoot Bennett a bright look. “Particles besprinkled upon one’s belongings may also entice a similar fate.”

He glances from her to the piece of bread in his hand, and hurriedly moves it away from the book, shaking the pages to get rid of any crumbs. “Yikes!”

“Yikes,” she imitates softly, giggling.

Thanks to their hard work earlier, Razor’s now-dry hair is soft and malleable. It’s easy to comb her fingers through it, and after some convincing, he let her play with it. She began weaving a few strands into a plait, and she works on it now with far more meticulousness than she has with her own twintails on a morning.

“I would be a dog,” says Razor, thoughtfully. “Wolf is best. But dog is okay.”

“Not like this,” Bennett grouses. “I think she’s gonna make him into soup.”

Razor stiffens. “Dog soup…” he breathes dejectedly.

Fischl has never invited people into her room before. It seemed like a disaster waiting to happen. One’s bedroom is a private sanctuary to remain undisturbed by those who might poke and prod at the veil of the Prinzessin’s mystique!

…Now, though, with the sconce on the wall gently flickering a warm light across the three of them, the quiet of her room at night no longer feels like an empty silence. Mostly because Razor and Bennett keep interrupting it with impromptu book club commentary.

She could get used to their commentary.

Fischl carefully ties the two new braids together with one of her own black ribbons, and taps Razor on the shoulder. He’s running his gloved fingertips over her results before she can even give him the hand-mirror.

Razor angles the mirror carefully, unused to working with a reflection any more solid than pondwater, and his sharp canine hooks over the edge of his lip as he boldly stares down the new addition to his hair.

He is relieved that Fischl has left most of it untouched. His hair is long, and he likes when it catches the wind like the soft edges of a wolf’s tail, but in summer he has sometimes found himself sweating beneath its weight. The two plaited pieces take some of his hair and… lift it, he decides. It is thinner with the braids over the top.

“Feels light,” he comments approvingly. In the mirror he can see Fischl over his shoulder, and her eyes are averted. They flick to him now with a surprised glimmer. He recognises it as happiness, which means he got the right answer.

“Thy- I – one thanks thee for thy patience. You remained… very still.”

“Oh, that looks cool!” Bennett snaps his book shut and scrambles to his feet, and before Razor can react, he’s carding his fingers through the split of hair underneath the braids. “It’s just like you, but all neatened up!”

Razor does not know what to do with that. He makes a thoughtful noise, and considers whether this taming of his hair is what a dog is to a wolf. Maybe he will not keep the plaits forever, but…

Fischl gave them to him. Manners.

“Thank you,” he huffs. “Very nice.”

In the mirror, he sees her cover her face with her hands, but he also catches the smile peeking out from the edges of her palms.

 


 

“It’s a windless place,” Bennett describes, slow and meaningful, and keeps his voice low. “Stanley said if an adventurer dies there, their spirit can’t come home.”

Fischl has heard of this place, too. She is tense suddenly; he can feel her presence beside him as they sit in a circle on her bedroom floor.

Razor shivers involuntarily.

Razor does not have any mastery over words. Lisa is nice, but sometimes she’ll use a long word by accident and then she’ll catch herself and translate it into a shorter one for him. Fischl does it, too. It is helpful, but… it also makes him feel silly. He wishes they’d just use short ones to begin with, like Bennett.

Bennett fiddles with his Vision, the glimmer of red from the Pyro symbol disappearing and reappearing as he turns it over and over in his hands.

“I used to dream about it,” he says from the back of his throat. “It’s… it was kinda scary. So I told Guildmaster Cyrus, and he said,” he clears his throat and puts on his best gruff Cyrus impression, “adventurers don’t fear death! Heh. I agree with him now, but I was just a kid, y’know?”

A pang of guilt tells Razor that the simple words aren’t enough for Bennett right now. Maybe there’s a point to learning the longer ones. He wishes he had some to offer.

They sit in a circle on the floor with their legs crossed, the nearly-empty plate in the middle of their makeshift circle. Aside from the near-empty jar of wolfhook jam, there are only crumbs and valberries left. Fischl occasionally reaches for one and pops it into her mouth when she’s thinking hard about something.

She eats one now, chewing slowly. Her bright green eye does not watch Bennett like a hawk or a raven, but like a gentle girl Razor has not met yet.

“In the dream, I couldn’t breathe, ‘cause of the ash. And it was really hot. There was lava everywhere, and no wind. Like Stanley said. It seems like the most unlucky place to go, you know? So I guess I thought…” Bennett grips his Vision like a vice, his knuckles white. “Thought, for me, it had to be there. That’s… uh, that’s what the dream was. I guess. Anyway, I don’t have it any more, so that’s the end of that story. Haha. Anyone else got any weird dreams?”

Bennett’s hands painstakingly unclasp from his Vision, leaving it in his lap, and wander up to fold at the back of his head instead.

Razor is not stupid. A lot of humans think so, but he is not, and he feels Bennett’s fear drifting off to one side on purpose. He hears the things Bennett leaves out.

“Ash. Fire.” Razor pauses. “And?”

Fischl is watching Bennett alongside him. She is sharp, too. The two of them are teeth trained on a rabbit. Bennett yields, and his hands drop back into his lap as the casual pretence falls away.

“Uh… I mean, heh, I’m not scared of fire, so…” Bennett reluctantly explains, “I guess the worst part is that… Somehow I just knew no one was coming to get me. I could feel it. Not Guildmaster Cyrus. Not Heckler or Royce…” He swallows.

No lupical, Razor thinks, and his gaze hardens.

Fischl does not have any clever words to say to Bennett about this. Razor thinks she is afraid of this dream-place, too.

Razor takes Bennett’s hand and grips it firmly in his own. He takes Fischl’s, too, like she did for him in the broom cupboard. He snares them like a trap and squeezes their hands tightly and does not let go. He must remind Bennett and Fischl that they are there.

“We are… friends,” he declares fiercely. “No one goes to the place with no wind.” It’s a commandment, which is risky. Pack leaders make commandments, and Razor is not a pack leader, but he hopes they will listen anyway because this is important. “Not without friends.”

His friends look at each other, and then at him.

“It is a pact, then,” says Lightning Princess Fischl, or the girl he has not met yet. She takes Bennett’s hand, completing the circle. “If ever destiny’s compass would point us to that desperate place at the world’s edge, we go not alone, but seek instead the company of this covenant.”

“…You’d go to the Mare Jivari with me?”

Fischl stares fiercely at Bennett. “If you would voyage with me in turn, yes. I would. You are both hereby under the devout protection of the Prinzessin der Verurteilung.”

Razor fervently nods several times in agreement. “You two call, I come.”

Bennett laughs, like he only half-believes them, but he catches himself quickly and nods.

“I guess… Ad astra abyssosque, then.”

His hands squeeze back.

 


 

“The sun is rising,” Razor points out.

Fischl tuts. “What care I for the cyclical affairs of the celestial, when the wings of night cast me in the eternal shade of Immernachtreich regardless?”

“Pretty,” adds Razor.

“Oh? Wait, let me see.”

She puts down her book and scoots across the bed in a hurry, drawing up close to his side so that she can peer out of the window.

The sky above Mondstadt is a dark, rich blue, but on the horizon there’s a faint shimmer of light.

“Sir Bennett! Thou ought draw near and observe the- euh!” When she turns to address him, she finds him already at her shoulder, and they nearly – nearly bump heads. She flushes and looks away, back out of the window. “…Right.”

Huddled together, they watch the glimmer of light spread slowly across the sky. The rain has stopped, and the scattered ripples of remaining clouds catch the rising sunlight and cast the sky in red, purple, and gold.

It’s a companionable silence. It seems almost blasphemy to break it, but Bennett has a feeling that if he lets the moment pass he might not get another chance.

“Hey,” he tries, uncertain. “Do you two… want to come treasure hunting with me today?”

Razor nods easily and makes a soft noise in the affirmative. That, Bennett was expecting, but…

“It would be a shame for this strange covenant formed of happenstance to part so soon.” Fischl sounds thoughtful. Without taking her eyes off the sunrise, she comes to her decision and says, “If you wish the company of the Sovereign, she will indeed deign to perform her solemn duty as protector. I shall lend you my ensorcelled arrow, then.”

“Uh, cool,” says Bennett. He can’t help himself. “Do you want to sit together for breakfast? Razor, you can come too.”

“Eat… Adventure food? With Bennett and Fischl?”

“Yeah!”

Fischl tries extremely hard not to move a muscle.

“And – and it’d be cool to hang out with you both again outside of adventures, too! Maybe.” His mouth is dry. “If you want.”

“Pack?” Razor asks suddenly. “Bennett, Fischl, Razor. We are… pack?”

“…Like a team? Oh,” Bennett says quickly, “no! No, no, no, heh. I mean. If you want. But you know what my luck is like, haha! But we could… try it for a bit?”

“Sometimes… wild is… lonely. I come to Bennett,” Razor explains to Fischl. “Now I meet Fischl, too. Three is better.” Razor takes a deep breath. His heart is beating a little too fast in his chest. “Pack?”

“A Princess does have need of a royal court,” muses Fischl, hopefully.

They look to Bennett.

His eyes are not watering.

“Uh-huh,” he says, grinning, “yeah. Yeah! Alright.” Bennett blinks a few times rapidly to clear the mist and shakes his head free of the buzzing thoughts. “I… Today can be a test run! Let’s see if – if you guys have what it takes to be on Benny’s Adventure Team, haha. You… definitely do,” he adds, just to be safe. “It’s more like a ‘how bad can my luck get?’ test run…”

“Pretty bad,” Razor warns Fischl, nodding wisely.

She tuts.

“I created another universe and founded paradise,” she quotes. “If ill stars must hang above thy head as daggers suspended, then I shall have Ozvaldo tear them from the firmament!”

 


 

Iris’ eyes are boring into them from across the room.

Pallad continues, oblivious. “It could have been Treasure Hoarders.”

“Haha,” Bennett forces, “why would a Treasure Hoarder break in just to take jam?” Fischl kicks him sharply under the table. “Ow-I-mean-how do you make it? Maybe we can replace- rrgh,” he winces at another kick.

Stop, Fischl mouths at him from over her stack of pancakes.

“It’s my mother’s recipe, actually, and it’s won awards.” Pallad puffs proudly. “Don’t worry, Bennett, I doubt you’d be able to replicate it. I just can’t imagine who would take it! The rest of the guys don’t even like jam.”

“Jam was good,” Razor agrees with his mouth full.

Fischl kicks Razor, this time. He bares his teeth and growls instinctively at her.

“Yeah, it really was. I don’t get it. It’s a real shame.” Pallad sighs heavily and flags a hand. “Well, I guess I’ll have to survive with just butter on my toast this morning. If you find out who did it, let me know!”

“Will do, Pallad…” Bennett flashes a weak little thumbs-up. “Good luck today.”

They wait in silence until Pallad is gone, and then Bennett peers at Fischl with a pair of guilty, puppy-ish eyes that may well rival Razor’s.

“You knew the wolfhook jam was Pallad’s?”

“One may have had such a suspicion,” she confirms, and shoves another neatly-cut forkful of pancake into her mouth.

“Fischl, why would you do that? Even I ate some. Pallad doesn’t deserve-”

Her eye flashes dangerously and she holds up a finger, silencing him while she chews. “Retribution!” she says after she’s swallowed her mouthful. “The Hasty One’s divine reckoning was long overdue!”

“Why? What’d he do?”

She scowls and puts down her knife and fork in favour of gesturing smoothly with her hands. Razor and Bennett lean in to listen.

“Heed this sorry tale, that it may soothe thine apprehension. Once, in the blazing height of a solstice past, the Prinzessin found herself in dire need of a refreshment. She found her solace in the angelic oasis belonging to the red-haired God-Wind, but no sooner had she collected her prize of an amethyst beverage as cold as the frost from a Mist Flower…”

Fischl thumps her palm against the table, making them jump.

“…The Reckless One’s ineptitude did upset that purple jewel upon one’s finest regalia!”

Razor’s eyes have been glazed over since the first few words, and Bennett does not seem to fare much better.

Fischl coughs distinctly.

Oz bursts into being on her shoulder amid a flutter of electric feathers.

“Upon visiting the Angel’s Share, Pallad bumped the table and spilled her majesty’s Wolfhook Juice into her lap.”

Razor almost falls off his seat.

 


 

“Fischl. Can I… see your bird? Again?”

Fischl laughs, delighted, and swishes her arm in a wide arc. “Oz! Reveal thyself!”

After breakfast, they walked together across the Mondstadt bridge and out into the wilds. Though last night’s rain has muddied the roads, it feels wrong to complain about that with the morning sun so warm on their backs.

It catches Oz’s plumage in a rather impressive way as he appears, the Electro energy in his feathers sparkling and glittering in the bright light. He sweeps forwards and spirals around Razor twice, showing off just a little, before returning to perch on Fischl’s arm.

Razor is thrilled. He steps closer, his red eyes wide and excited, and examines the raven with deep interest.

“Behold! My dearest companion and most faithful servant: Ozvaldo von Hrafnivins!”

“How do you do,” Oz offers politely.

Bennett grins in anticipation. He knows full well what’s about to happen – he can see it in the way Razor’s eyes are glittering – and so he falls behind a little to make room.

Razor turns to look up over his shoulder, and just for a second the empty air ripples.

Then there is a wolf.

Fischl gasps sharply, peering up at the purple apparition in shock. Razor smiles back at her shyly, and the wolf – who is huge, and apparently has muscles bigger than Guildmaster Cyrus – offers a wave of its half-human claws.

“This is mine,” he says, sounding pleased. “Fight good. Protect lupical.”

“Lupical means… family. Or friends. I think.” Bennett explains from behind them. “Like his wolf family in Wolvendom.”

Fischl grapples with the concept of the giant purple wolf-person for another long moment. She is staring, she realises, and drags her thoughts out of the haze to catch up with what’s going on.

“It – it is an honour to be acquainted!” She holds Oz a little higher, ignoring the way he shrinks back in alarm. “Oz, thy manners have been forgotten.”

“Ye… yes, Prinzessin,” he stammers, and dips into a low bow. “The honour is all mine! At your service, Wolf of Thunder! What… sharp teeth you have!”

“Doesn’t talk,” Razor dismisses easily, and the wolf fades with a proud nod. “Lisa says wolf is… ‘from within’.”

“Allow me to sum up thine person. You too make company of the benevolent book-keeper, and you too walk this world hand-in-hand with a manifestation of Phantasmagoric nature…” Fischl smiles brightly. “We have much in common beyond our proclivity for solitude! One laments this meeting did not occur sooner!”

Razor glances at the ground, thinking hard, and eventually decides simply to respond with: “Um… Same to you.”

There’s a flutter of wings, and Oz half-hops, half-flies to Bennett’s shoulder, much to the boy’s surprise. He leans in close, cupping his beak with his wing even though that isn’t what’s doing the talking.

“I should thank you for weathering a full night with the Prinzessin. I was under duress not to speak for her. It was a relief to find I didn’t have to.”

“Oh,” says Bennett. “Uh. No problem! She’s pretty great, actually.”

He curls a finger and awkwardly attempts to use it to stroke the raven’s feathers, because he’s seen Master Diluc doing the same with his bird, and maybe Oz is a little bit the same?

Oz laughs richly at the feeble attempt and ducks his head under Bennett’s whole hand, effectively roping him into petting him like a cat. Even through his glove, Bennett can feel that he is soft, but his feathers crackle and zap with Electro that trickles around his fingers and plays through the fabric.

When he turns his attention forward again, Bennett catches the tail-end of Fischl smiling over her shoulder.

 


 

They lie on their backs among the ticking windwheels. The great tree whispers overhead. The clouds drift lazily across the blue, unable to muster any rain because last night emptied the sky.

They’ve had a sleepless night, and the drowsiness of the dappled sunlight is pulling all three of them into a comfortable daze, so they say nothing to each other. The breeze plays softly through the grass, warm and comforting.

Time passes slowly for once.

It is hard for them to imagine the future. There are too many variables, and too few constants. It will take a while for even this, now, to become reliable. But it is a start.

Bennett, who has been here before in the daydreams he’s not supposed to have, holds his Vision to his heart and feels for the synchronised pulse. With Fischl and Razor on his left and right, he finds he is not afraid of lightning strikes.

Fischl idly strokes her hand over Oz, who is huddled to her side with his feathers ruffled against the breeze. He is not warm like real birds are, or like real people are. He is, as Razor put it, from within. But Oz likes – she likes – that she has made a connection today. Real, she thinks. Reality is a prison, sure, but there are good people here.

Razor watches a crystalfly dance by over his head and thinks about having iron claws and thundering teeth. He thinks about his lupical, and Andrius, and… his lupical again. He thinks about the complicated mess that is being free to roam Wolvendom but not free to be a wolf. Free to roam Mondstadt but not wanting to be a human. The thoughts swirl up in him like a storm and make him anxious and angry, and-

-And he feels Fischl and Bennett’s hands still lying woven into his own among the windwheels, and he remembers that he is here.

  
Notes for the Chapter:there’s a lot i wanted to put in here that just didn’t make it. for example a scene of them owning up to the nightly kitchen raid and Cyrus being hilariously chill with it. i wanted more razor scenes too! and i wanted to play more with the idea of bennett being the official son of a Found Family Organisation that doesn’t really know how to treat kids, and has its own issues….

but alas i realised i was at 13k words. i hope whatever was left out was at least implied. thanks for reading this far!





