
Lynette, in repose



Hotel Bouffes d’ete is an establishment in which many activities occur. Rooms are reserved. Hearths are lit. Guests are received; others, seen off. Beds are made, carpets are cleaned, and, when the day is done, ledgers are balanced. Hotel Bouffes d’ete is also a hotel: a place in which these things all literally happen. The distinction between the two senses is made clear by the tilt of one’s head, the touching of two fingertips together, the inflection of one’s sentences.

Mid-afternoon brings a steady trickle of guests arriving with luggage in tow. This is not Lynette’s problem. Her and Lyney’s unending schedule of performances means they’re rarely rostered into hotel qua hotel duties. Instead, she sits in the hotel foyer, waiting for her tea to cool.

(Aixue—assistant manager for the hotel, and, at fifteen months Lynette’s senior, the oldest of them all—filled the teapot for her. A kind gesture, supposedly, but Lynette will not be fooled. Her many siblings, she is certain, have been considering to keep her away from every appliance in the hotel kitchen. It is a little grating to be barred from boiling her own water, but if Lynette reframes it as being waited upon like royalty then she feels considerably better about it.)

A man and a woman are checking in. A couple, considering the way their hands unconsciously reach out for one another. Perhaps a new couple: they laugh at each other’s jokes before they’re even half spoken, and their eyes brim with delight every time they meet. The man’s wedding ring looks much newer than the woman’s: a different design, too.

Aixue hands the couple their keys and leads them to their room for the night. Lynette is left alone, at least for now.

She blows at her tea. Immediately, steam billows back into her face. Still far too hot, then.

Lynette has spent the past few days like this: sitting, waiting for her tea to cool. Under the present circumstances, she considers it a much needed reprieve.

Three nights ago was their operation at the Opera Epiclese. The voice from the Oratrice’s core. Cowell’s betrayal, and the disastrous aftermath.

Two days ago, Lyney and Lynette finally left the operahouse. They collapsed into each others’ arms as the aquabus set off back to the Court—no need to hide the exhaustion worn into their every bone, not when the trial had been a public affair.

So very, very public, Lynette thought, and she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, looping it once in the process.

Lyney nodded—a movement of the head so slight even Lynette barely perceived it—and Lynette left the “discussion” at that, conscious that they shared this bus with a number of civilians, not to mention a pair of Melusines in Marechausse uniforms.

Instead, she squeezed Lyney’s hand and muttered the words, “I’m glad you’re safe.”

She trusted him of all people to know that, even if they were the furthest they’d been from safe since Father had taken them in, she meant every word of it.

(One of the Marechausse Melusines, standing with her back to them, shifted restlessly. Likely she’d been eavesdropping and felt uncomfortable at listening in to such a personal moment. Good. Let that be a lesson.)

News of the trial’s outcome reached the Court of Fontaine ahead of them, and so they were delayed at the Aquabus terminal by a throng of reporters. Lyney charmed them and apologised—“We’re a little too underslept to give you all the attention you deserve, so come back by tomorrow once Lynette and I have had a good long nap!”—and Lynette made note of which eyes were paying even a modicum of attention to her. The usual suspects, of course.

And then they were finally at the Hotel, and the foyer was a lot more crowded than usual, nearly twenty brothers and sisters there to welcome them back.

And despite the palpable relief in the air, so too did uncertainty and concern linger over them.

Lyney did not say, Let’s have a brief family meeting, for there were guests about, and doubtless others snooping around outside. Instead, he took a swig of the drink he’d been handed (Fonta with a slice of lemon—the wedge cut slightly unevenly and therefore, Lynette surmised, Olivier’s handiwork) and said…

“Ah, I see the glassware has been polished.”

…and those siblings who had been standing casually found themselves a seat, and those who had been walking past on hotel errands found something nearby to busy themselves with, for they were now having a family meeting.

“You look tired,” said Freminet.

This was a perfectly normal thing to say under the circumstances; listening ears wouldn’t think much of it besides “Ah, so that boy does speak”. (It was also not a code phrase: instead it served both as patter and as literal expression of concern.)

“I daresay Lynette and I are tired,” replied Lyney with his usual nonchalance. “A murder trial is no summer picnic, now, is it?”

Summer picnic: Lie low, proceed with caution.

No nods; no acknowledgement of the order: the whole family had better “comportment” than that.

“But we can save that take for another day. For now…”

And here Lyney paused where, at his usual cadence, he ought to have continued talking. Lynette glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. The smile he wore was a fraction too relaxed for the situation: he’d frozen up, unable to finish his sentence.

Lynette was sympathetic: this next truth was a painful one to speak into being. But if he paused any longer, the younger of their siblings would notice and worry.

That would not do.

“The two of us were thinking,” Lynette said, her inflection shaped to suggest Lyney had cued her to speak, “we should seriously consider upgrading the guest room curtains.”

(Lyney’s face was still in Lynette’s peripheral vision, and so she saw guilt and relief flickering beneath his eyes. She wishes she hadn’t: forgetting things is not her strong suit.)

Replacing the curtains. In context: Our anonymity is compromised, and so the Hotel’s too. We are almost certain of this.

Of the other youths in the room, one fifth were unfamiliar with this phrase, and leaned in for a muttered decoding from an elder sibling. Two fifths wore the faces of people who had just heard an entirely mundane sentence about curtains. The remaining two fifths showed visible signs of distress: pupils dilated or constricted, knuckles gone white. Lynette made note of whom for later reinstruction.

Aixue was first to respond. “They are rather out of style!” she said with false cheer. “Perhaps a brocade of Inteyvats?” The Traveller?

Lyney laughed. “Come now, Aixue, we’re talking about curtains, not a handkerchief!” Not the issue. If anything, they’re temporary allies. “I believe navy and sapphire stripes are more in style.” Focalors.

“Perhaps for the north wing,” Aixue conceded. Oh. We’re fucked.

That was about as much as ought to be said within the walls of the Court of Fontaine. Everything else was handled later with discreet one-on-one conversations as needed.

It was no lie that they were exhausted. Even now, two days later, Lynette is still in emergency power-saving mode, and desperately hopes for at least another half-week’s respite.

She might well get that time. All planned operations have been suspended pending Father’s return.

Lyney is similarly worn down. (He’s tried to conceal it even from her, though he should know better than to think that possible.) He has spent the past few days busying himself with minutae: errands, tidying, and literal bookkeeping, never giving himself a moment to stand still. Being constantly in motion is as restive for him as these quiet afternoons with tea are for her.

Lynette worries for him. They are close, the two of them, but sometimes he turns in on himself like this, glowing bright and bedazzling to obscure all beneath from even the most attentive of audiences.

Knowing Lyney, he likely feels responsible for compromising the Hotel.

They didn’t have time to deliberate, two mornings ago in the Opera galleries. Focalors had hold of their secrets, and all their choices seemed bleak. Call Focalors’s bluff, and risk whatever other secrets she might have to unveil?, or admit their Fatui involvement, and risk the rest of the Hotel in the process? Lyney made the call, and Lynette is so very relieved she didn’t have to.

In a way, she was merely returning the favour when she broke the bad news to their siblings on his behalf.

But then again, such are her orders.

Lynette has no plans to tell Lyney as much, but covering for his moments of hesitation is as much a part of her Duties as “magic assistant” and “gathering intelligence”.

She still remembers the exact words Father used, many summers ago. Her hand had rested on Lynette’s shoulder, cold to the touch.


“Obscure his weak points; vanish his flaws. Be his shadow, and conceal all that the spotlight mustn’t find.”


Genuine understanding can only be found, not sought, Father explained, and in Lyney and Lynette’s shared bond she had found something rare indeed.


“Power, control, agency: it is all an illusion. Do you understand, my child?”


(“I… no. I don’t.”)


“Not to worry. You will. For now, do as I have asked. In every moment, in every way, shroud your brother in the illusion of perfection. And one day, when even I cannot tell the difference, you will know what to do next.”


And so this is Lynette’s own little secret, the thing she carries around with her that not even Lyney knows.

He suspects: Lynette is quite sure of that.

After all, Lynette has had years to think about it. Over countless cups of bergamot black she has inferred the existence of a different conversation Father must have had with Lyney. She has her guesses as to his orders—something equally subtle, almost indistinguishable from how he would have acted anyway… and, Lynette ponders, if power is an illusion, then the illusion of power is in fact the real thing, is it not?

For all Lynette’s efforts, that illusion slipped from her fingers two days ago. She is not sure she can get it back. She is not sure what it means for her and Lyney, if there is no longer a lie to sell, if Father’s plan for them has gone awry.

There is no point in being pessimistic, of course. If she and Lyney are to be punished, killed, or more terrifyingly still, separated, then this is not something she can control.

And in Lynette’s opinion—one she will share with her brother when he’s ready to hear it—Lyney made the right call, confessing to their involvement with the House of the Hearth. The moment Focalors made the accusation, the dove had already flown the coop, and at least this way the details hadn’t been litigated before an audience.

(She ought to say this to Lyney soon, in case there isn’t a chance after Father arrives. She ought to tell him that he did everything right, that he made shrewd decisions under impossible circumstances. This truth will not protect them from the consequences of the trial, but perhaps he can take some solace in his “innocence”, come what may.)

Focalors had named the two of them as Hearth agents, and Lynette had surmised that they were done for. Even if by some miracle the Oratrice was to overturn the guilty verdict, there were no other suspects. They’d be detained by the Marechausse for further questioning, and the series of events following from that were perfectly clear.

Lynette had surmised incorrectly. The Traveller, radiating a silent fury, had called for a recess, and then… stayed. They had no reason to. Lynette is almost certain the Traveller has killed her kind before—there was something in their eyes, in the moment the curtain was pulled away. Perhaps she misread that. It is unlike Lynette to misread things, but it is not an impossibility.

The Traveller had no reason to go through with their promise, but they did. And somehow, not only were Lynette and her brother acquitted, but in the process the Traveller managed to unearth secrets so sensitive that a conspirator was killed—on stage! (Of yesterday’s morning papers, only the Steambird mentioned the House of the Hearth before page four. This doesn’t spare the Hotel from the Melusines posted to watch every exit, but it does spare the Hotel from being the talk of the town. Given the choice, better one than both.)

And so, ludicrously, the Traveller—who burned a Hearth agent to death, no less!—secured Lyney and Lynette’s freedom, and deflected some quantum of the public imagination away from Hotel Bouffes d’ete.

Were Lynette a child of Natlan, she might consider herself to owe the outlander a blood debt. Were she of Inazuma, she might decide that honour demands recompense in kind. Lynette is neither of these things: indeed, she hardly regards herself even a child of Fontaine.

No, Lynette is part of a Family. And Family comes first, always.

Whatever favour she owes the Traveller is less real than the love of Family. This is no insult. The same could be said for Mora, for Gnoses, for oaths signed in blood: all of grave importance, but far less real than her Family.

So Lynette will do what she can to thank the Traveller, for saving her, for saving Lyney, for ultimately softening the blow of the incriminating information Focalors somehow obtained. If they wish to befriend her, she will not go out of her way to avoid it. If they are ever in want of companionship or advice, Lynette will afford them the same energy and time she’d give one of her younger siblings. If they are one day in need, then Lynette will answer their call, so long as doing so would not invite harm upon her Family.

But having said all that, if Father were to ask Lynette to slit the Traveller’s throat…

…then she would try to. She would draw upon all her years of training and she would attempt to see Father’s will done.

And in all likelihood, she would be captured or killed in the process.

Lynette is only being realistic, here. Were she merely being called upon to assassinate a government official, that would be one thing. But the Traveller, as even the newspapers know, is a skilled combatant, one who has duelled Harbingers and emerged the victor. Lynette is fast with a switchblade, but not so fast as to guarantee a kill on the first swipe. And she would doubtless be incapacitated before she got a second chance.

And even if she landed that first blow, could she be certain it would be enough? The Traveller mightn’t even be human: Father has hinted as much in briefings.

Lynette takes a tentative sip at her tea and finds it has nearly cooled enough not to burn her tongue. She takes two more tiny sips, enough to fill her mouth with the aroma, then closes her eyes, thinking it through.

If Father were to request the Traveller dead, the best approach would be to drug them: something to slow their reflexes, lower their guard. Alcohol would do nicely. That suggests she and Lyney take the seduction route—a scenario that evokes unpleasant associations for her, but warranted considering the importance of the target. Not that Lyney would accept emotional harm to her as an option. Nor would they be guaranteed that the Traveller would find either lure sufficiently intriguing. So perhaps the more sensible option is to proceed as they have been doing, befriending the Traveller in all sincerity, and lowering their guard that way.

Still. Regardless of the specifics…

(Lynette takes a full sip of her tea this time. It is the perfect temperature; it is all downhill from here.)

Regardless of the specifics, if Father were to request the Traveller dead, Lynette would obey. With great reluctance, certainly, but nonetheless, Lynette is—must be—a professional. Her fondness and gratitude for the Traveller would not stay her hand.

If she somehow succeeded and somehow survived, she would lay a bouquet on their grave, if Father permitted it.

If Father ordered Lynette to “check out” one of the siblings she’s grown attached to—perhaps one of the older ones: Freminet, Lazare, Aixue…—then she would do so, with the same professionalism. And when it was done, when there was a moment to breathe, then she would have a difficult time concealing her grief. (Not that Father would expect her to. Theirs is a House without secrets.)

Now, if Father ordered her to kill Lyney…

…well. In that case, perhaps Lynette and Father would discover they had more in common than they’d thought.

Lynette bites down on her tongue, hard. This line of thought is not one she ought entertain.

She washes the taste of blood away with tea and casts her mind about for a distraction. (Observation and contemplation come so naturally to her that shutting these off requires great force of will.)

The Traveller, yes. The Traveller has remained busy since their uneasy parting, working with Spina di Rosula: presumably investigating the death of their founder. Last night, there was another trial in the Opera Epiclese—yet another Fatuus accused of vanishing all those girls—and nobody (nobody!) has breathed a word of the result. This is unheard of in Fontaine. Even the most dry of trials is the subject of gossip for days afterwards, even if only gossiping about how boring the trial was.

Evidently, there has been an exercise of power. The Iudex is keeping a lid on something, and…

…and this is not a pressing concern, not for Lynette. If nothing else, Northland Bank will ferry a message to Hotel Bouffes d’ete in due time. Doubtless it will give Lyney something else to distract himself with.

Footsteps from the staff hallway signal Lynette is no longer alone. So sensitive is her hearing that she manages two very leisurely sips before her little sister Estella enters the foyer.

Estella spots Lynette immediately and marches over, her footfalls far heavier than a moment ago. A deliberate affectation—although in this case, it does not require Lynette’s powers of observation to determine that Estella is in a foul mood: the scowl on her face makes this plain enough.

Estella stops right in front of Lynette and coughs, trying to draw the latter’s gaze. Her arms are crossed in a passable imitation of Father when she’s unhappy.

Lynette raises an eyebrow but says nothing.

“The meat grinder is broken,” she says accusingly.

Lynette turns her head very slowly to stare at her. She holds the eye contact as she takes a sip of tea and returns it to its saucer. When all that fails to produce a reaction, she replies…

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

…and blows at her tea.

“Was it you?” says Estella, unimpressed.

“I won’t be much help. You should send for Freminet.”

“Don’t evade.”

“I never evade,” says Lynette.

The blatant lie earns a glare from Estella. “If the guests complain because they can’t have their mincemeat, you’ll be… I’ll…”

Lynette raises an eyebrow and says nothing.

With seemingly no threat coming to mind, Estella scowls, spins around on her heels, and storms off, muttering some invective about street cats and their mating habits which Lynette does her best not to be perturbed by.

She supposes it’s reassuring, in a way. Even with the Iudex’s gaze looming over the House’s local operations, even with that damned Steambird lady snooping around the establishment, even though everything may well be in freefall—this, the children of the Hearth cannot be sure of yet, caught as they are in this uneasy liminal moment before Father’s return—even so, Hotel Bouffes d’ete continues to operate as usual. And so the world is not upended, not in its entirety. There is still a semblance of normalcy, at least in Lynette’s estimation.

This normalcy, too, shan’t last. All the more reason to savour these quiet hours.

Lynette takes another sip and finds her tea lukewarm.




