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Safety, as Lyney has come to understand it, is a bit of a strange thing.

In all his earliest memories, of days spent without food, nights spent against street corners, and having nothing to his name but the feeling of his sister’s hand around his,  ‘safe’ had been a feeling whose definition had needed to be constantly changed if he’d wanted to have any hopes of actually experiencing it. 

Of course, no meaning had ever lasted very long. As is the nature of what had always, ultimately, been a lie.

Then, there had been the House, and all that had come along with it, and safety had turned into something he’d tried to convince himself he’d successfully stitched together using pieces whose jagged edges had never been quite as malleable as he’d wanted to believe.

Once again, it had been nothing more than a lie. And, once again, he himself had been the one telling it.

Perhaps this is what is currently giving him so much trouble.

Because Lyney, for what he’s coming to see is likely the first time in his entire life, can now be classified as well and truly  safe. Standard, textbook definition. Happy, fairytale ending. The whole nine yards he’d never even considered could exist.

Lyney is lying on a very large, very comfortable bed within the Palais Mermonia. His siblings, already slotting themselves into the place they’re now meant to call home, are sleeping soundly— and he’s checked, more than once— in the rooms on either side of him. In the morning, he will eat breakfast alongside the Hydro Archon and drink  water out of the most expensive glass he’s ever touched and inevitably find his mind wandering to the stack of very legal papers proclaiming Chief Justice Neuvillette to be his official, legitimate guardian.

Lyney, for all intents and purposes, is safe. Logically, he knows this. He  knows this.

And yet…and yet.

He feels it, still, settled deep within his bones; that chilling sense of trepidation and ever-present tension he’d had to haul onto his shoulders the second he and Lynette first found themselves out on the streets. It’s a weight that had grown so familiar to him over the years, he’d begun to simply regard it as just another facet of his personality.

Now, though, waking up each morning to a reality he still can’t begin to wrap his mind around, he recognizes the weight for what it is. How it clings to him, unwanted and unwelcome, heavy and oppressive around each of his limbs.

He has no idea how he’d done this for so long.

It’s a bit like settling back down from a fight-or-flight reflex, or an adrenaline rush, where you turn around and wonder how that sudden burst of strength or speed had ever come from you in the first place. If an adrenaline rush was capable of lasting for more than a decade.

 For my next trick…! Lyney’s mind supplies, half-hysterical, and he groans, running a hand down his face.

He’s very tired. His body also feels like something akin to a livewire about to go off at any moment, though, so he does not see this as a problem likely to be resolved anytime soon. 

He considers checking in on his siblings again, or even curling up beside one of them for the rest of the night, but very quickly dismisses the thought. This is his own nonsense. He doesn’t need to trouble them with something he should be perfectly capable of dealing with himself. Not when Freminet looks probably the most comfortable Lyney’s ever seen him be for almost as long as they’ve known each other. And it’s always best to let sleeping cats lie, isn’t it?

He stares at the ceiling above him. It’s fairly high up, but he can still make out the curve and swirl of the pattern splayed out across it.

If he were Freminet, he could probably sit here and watch the various shapes transform into something like a vast, blue ocean, or a bright, starry sky, but all Lyney can think about is the sheer size of the ladder used by whatever poor soul had to get up high enough to put them all there in the first place.

Or…perhaps they’d come in through the window, attached to some sort of mechanism that had been removed after the fact. Or they’d had a fantastic set of extendable tools, and the best eyesight in the world.

He continues on like that for a few minutes, mind wandering in a way it doesn’t typically get to, and he eventually feels himself begin to relax.

 Thank you,  he thinks, eyelids beginning to droop.  You’ve got a very lovely show. 

And, with that, he finally falls asleep.

 

 


 

 

The next morning, Lyney is the first of his siblings to awake— a common occurrence, as of late. Since none of them have ever really been ‘morning people,’ this feat in and of itself isn’t very difficult, but the change in environment has put Lyney’s older brother instincts on high alert, and his internal clock has been responding in turn.

The sun is nowhere near as high in the sky as it should be, but his usual rounds tell him that his siblings, at least, have slept soundly— the book Freminet had accidentally fallen asleep reading remains unmoved from the nightstand Lyney had carefully placed it onto during the night, and Lynette is curled up in exactly the same position he’d last seen her in.

Lyney rubs the remaining sleep from his eyes, wrestles his hair into something more presentable, and heads down towards the large kitchen occupying the floor below.The room sounds relatively quiet as he approaches it, which is a good sign, because it is far,  far  too early for him to have to—

He turns the corner, then, and immediately slows. Stops. Resists the urge to scrub a hand down his face.

The Hydro Archon, because of course she is, is standing directly outside the kitchen door, running through a variety of different poses she seems increasingly more dissatisfied with. She’s wearing the most un-wrinkled pajamas he’s ever seen, which Lyney is pretty sure means that she’d changed into them right after waking up, specifically for the occasion.

After allowing himself a moment, he plasters a smile onto his face, injects a pep into his step, and strides over towards her.

“Good morning, Lady Furina!” he greets cheerily, not missing the way she startles at the sound of his voice and then immediately attempts to appear as if she’d simply been elegantly leaning against the wall the entire time. “Goodness, you weren’t waiting all the way out here for  me, were you? I have to say, I’m certainly flattered.”

Furina mirrors a smile right back at him, and places her hands on her hips.

“Oh, my dear Lyney!” she cries. “You know that  I  am always one to ensure any company of mine is in high spirits, especially in a day as—“ she turns towards the large window beside them, fully displaying the very gray, very drab, and very cloudy current state of the sky, “—ah…  unique, as this one!”

They both chuckle appropriately, open each of the doors together, and then immediately move to opposite sides of the kitchen without saying another word.

Muirne, sat at one of the counter seats with ladders attached meant specifically for Melusines, greets Furina cheerily as she slathers what must be at least a half a stick of butter onto her single piece of bread, and the two launch into a conversation Lyney largely tunes out. Instead, he heads over to the teapot, and rests his forehead against the cabinets as he waits for the blend he’d picked to steep.

It isn’t that he… dislikes  Furina, per say. But his go-to answer whenever someone asks for his opinion on her has always been that she’s  ‘certainly popular with the people!” and, at the very least, he can admit that he’s never quite understood her.

Because Lyney, of all people, knows what a performance looks like. And though he’s not so quick to shame a fellow cast member, there is a very large difference between one born from necessity and one that, at least to him, seems to have been made purely to fuel its own existence.

But it’s…fine. Really, it is; Lyney has far more things to occupy his mind than the one person that seems to have made it her life’s goal to permanently cement herself inside it.

He’s meant to be meeting with the Chief Justice later, so he lets his thoughts idly run through everything he’d prepared to say until he hears the doors open again, and he feels himself smile at the sound of his little brother’s voice happily explaining the plot of whatever new story he’s reading to his likely still half-asleep sister— it is common knowledge between the three of them that one of the best ways to wake Lynette up is to simply present her with Freminet, because she is as incapable of denying him at least some of her immediate attention as Lyney is, even when dead on her feet. Freminet finds this incredibly embarrassing, but it has yet to fail them once.

Lyney grabs the cup of tea he’d prepared and heads towards their preferred seats, sitting down just in time for Lynette to wordlessly plant her forehead directly onto his shoulder.

Lyney chuckles. “Hello,” he says, poking her. “Your visage in the morning remains as lovely as ever, dear sister.”

“Fuel tank empty,” Lynette mumbles. “Interest levels remarkably low.”

Lyney clutches a hand to his chest. “Oh, you wound me!” He pushes the teacup towards her. “And after I’ve just gone through all this trouble of brewing you your favorite blend.”

Lynette’s head doesn’t move, but she does extend a palm out over the cup, as if to get a sense of the temperature.

“…Entering low power mode,” she says, after a moment of deliberation. “Initial recharge sufficient.”

She peels herself off of Lyney, then, and holds the teacup up to her face, the scent alone further helping to wake her up.

Freminet, who has been watching the two of them quietly with that subtle expression of fondness he never seems to realize he so frequently shows, brightens very slightly, and his legs begin to swing back and forth in that way they do whenever he really wants to talk about something but isn’t sure where to start. He’s still largely unaware of most of his own tells, which is adorable, and also means that Lyney gets to pass off his ability to read them like its own little magic trick.

“And how about you, my darling little brother?” he says, turning his full attention to Freminet. “What’s been cooking up there in that stellar brain of yours?”

Freminet blushes, then looks down at his hands.

“Um,” he starts, “The…ah…I think this new model is doing really well. Pers, I mean. At the clock shop. I’ve got a little more orders than I did the last time.”

Lyney beams. “That’s great! I told you all those people just didn’t know what they were missing.”

Lynette nods, now fully alert— again, this has never failed them once. “That’s wonderful, Freminet.”

Freminet only hums in response, but Lyney can spot the tiny smile that threatens to peek through onto his face, so he considers this a job well done. They settle into a comfortable quiet after that, Lynette slowly sipping through her tea as Freminet nibbles on a plump Bulle Fruit. 

From the other side of the room, he can see Furina working her way through an elaborate slice of cake, though most of the effort seems to be put towards positioning herself in the exact way that would make someone inclined to stop and ask her just where in the world she’d gotten it. Muirne, who is somehow still busy spreading her butter, doesn’t appear to notice. Lyney rolls his eyes internally.

Attention having fully returned to his siblings— Lyney doesn’t think there’s ever been a single moment in his life where they haven’t been at least marginally occupying a portion of his focus— he’s able to catch the moment where Lynette’s ears prick towards the door, her body immediately tensing. Freminet catches it, as well, which makes him frown, which makes Lyney frown in turn.

A few seconds later, Neuvillette walks into the room, a cheery Sedene right at his heels. Lyney’s hand quickly finds Lynette’s under the table, giving it a firm squeeze, and he fixes a smile onto his face.

“Good Morning, Monsieur!” he says, voice bright. He can feel Freminet’s gaze on him. 

Neuvillette’s eyes flicker down to the table, then back up. 

“Ah,” he says, after a moment, “Yes. Good morning. I hope you three slept well.” He turns to Furina, then. “And you as well, Lady Furina. I take it you had a nice night?”

Furina gasps delightedly, like this exact interaction hasn’t happened nearly every other time Neuvillette walks in like this. 

“I  did, in fact!” she says. “How lovely for you to notice.”

Neuvillette gives a small nod, but says nothing. His attention momentarily returns to Lyney, who still has his cheerful demeanor firmly in place, before moving towards a large set of cabinets by the wall and opening them in order to peruse his wide assortment of carefully stored, intricately labeled jars of imported water. 

“Sorry,” Lynette murmurs, quiet enough that only Lyney and Freminet will be able to hear. “Processing error.”

Freminet bites his lip, which Lyney knows means he’s going to go and beat himself up over this later, and he really doesn’t know what he’s going to do with these two.

“Hey, now,” Lyney says, giving Lynette’s hand another squeeze and Freminet a knowing look, “None of that. It’s alright.”

Freminet nods slowly, looking down at his hands, and Lyney wishes he could do more, could make all of this as easy for them as his little brother desperately wants it to be, but he’s aware that this is a situation in which his hands will remain firmly tied no matter how many seconds Freminet counts down.

“Oh, Lyney!” comes Sedene’s voice, and Lyney looks to find her trotting towards him around the giant stacks of papers clutched tightly in her arms. “Monsieur should be free just after lunchtime today. You can come by anytime you’d like during our break, and I’ll let you right in!”

Lyney offers her a grin. “That’d be terrific! You know I’m looking forward to it.”

Sedene chuckles, then hurries towards the doors, offering a hurried goodbye to Neuvillette and Furina as she goes. 

Lyney feels the smile fade from his face, and he turns back to his siblings. Their quiet has turned into something more muted, now. Lynette has stopped touching her tea. Freminet’s fruit has begun to oxidize from where it’s been sitting on his plate. He’s eyeing the both of them worriedly.

Lyney rubs a small circle into Lynette’s palm with his thumb, then swallows. He musters up a small smile to his siblings.

“Well,” he says, voice slightly subdued, “Let’s all go and get our day started, hm?”

Lynette nods once, Freminet says nothing, and the three of them make their way out of the kitchen. Lyney gives Freminet’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze once they’re out in the hallway.

Again, he wishes he could do more.

Time heals all wounds, but his and Lynette’s run more than a decade deep, so the process of stitching them back together is achingly slow. 

Especially when they can be so easily pulled.

 

 


 

 

The Chief Justice is an odd man. 

Before everything had happened, Lyney really hadn’t known what to make of him, purely because he’d never seen enough of him in public to feel like he had anything even remotely substantial enough to constitute a legitimate impression.

And now, despite the fact that he’s literally living in Neuvillette’s  house, Lyney still finds himself in much the same position, albeit for…slightly different reasons. 

The main one being that, again, the Chief Justice is an  odd, odd man.

Lyney had arranged a meeting with Neuvillette to finally begin discussing the House’s remaining inhabitants, after he’d felt he’d gotten together everything he’d needed to make his suggestions as strong as possible. He’d have given himself even more time if he could, but he’s the only person he trusts to have any idea of how to properly aid each of the children still under Father’s care, so he’d known that this needed to start happening as soon as possible.

He knows every one of those little faces by heart, and he’s gone over each of his points hundreds of times to ensure they each sound as non-demanding and palatable as they can— he needs to make sure the extended members of his family end up where they’ll each be able to feel comfortable, but he also isn’t about to go and disclose the real reasons behind why Rosarie is terrified of heights, or why Fernand immediately gets sick at the smell of perfume. 

He’s still mentally running through his routine even when it comes time to finally knock on the Chief Justice’s door, which might be why the events that follow throw him so completely off guard.

Rather than be seated at his desk, Neuvillette has instead set up a small, round table in a corner of his office, topped with gleaming glasses of water, cups of tea, and a bowl of what looks suspiciously like berry Pate de Fruit— Lyney’s favorite flavour. He suspects his little brother may have something to do with that particular detail.

Lyney isn’t quite sure where to go from here; in all his preparations, he’d specifically imagined himself standing right in the center of the room, making his case while Neuvillette made his judgments from his grand office chair. Is he meant to be behind him, like Father would sometimes have them do when she’d had other matters she wanted to devote more of her attention to? Surely he can’t be meant to sit  next to him, that’d be far too casual, not to mention how open it would leave him…though maybe that was the goal?

 You’re safe,  his brain chides, before he can get much farther.  Safe.  

 Sure,  he thinks in response,  But safe doesn’t mean unobserved.  

Momentarily pushing his thoughts away, Lyney moves further into the room. He still can’t quite tell where to go, though, and hides the slowing of his steps beneath a smile and a polite nod he sends the Chief Justice’s way in greeting.

“Monsieur Neuvillette!” Lyney says. “I hope I haven’t interrupted your lunch.”

Neuvillette shakes his head. “Oh, no, not at all.” He looks at Lyney, who still has yet to figure out where he’s meant to go, then around the room, and blinks.

“Ah,” he says, after a moment. “My apologies. I know my office has quite a number of seating options. I…should have been more clear. Conversational conventions such as these can be difficult.” He stands, moves to pull out the other chair at the table, and then gestures to it. “You can sit here.”

Lyney can only blink back. He’s willing to play any game that’s required of him, so if this is how this is going to go, then,  sure, but— What?

It must’ve broken his usual filter, as well, because similarly all that comes out of his mouth is a very bewildered,  “What?” 

Neuvillette nods. “Again, forgive me. I had thought this information would be easiest to discuss if we could both see it.” He sits back down, gesturing to a stack of papers laid out on the table. “I’ve had Sedene collect records of every child known or thought to be living at the House, though you are of course welcome to correct or add any information as you see fit.”

Feeling slightly dazed, Lyney silently moves to take his own seat. He needs to get it together, he knows, but he also can’t get a read on what the aim is here at all. It’s throwing him for a loop.

“Well,” he starts, tentatively, then tries to muster up some of his typical energy, “I, ah, I figured I could start by telling you about some of the children individually, so if you were to look into contacting any officially registered families, you’d have a better idea of what sort of environment they’d each best be suited with. Just— to make things go as smoothly as possible, of course!”

Neuvillette nods. “That would be a great help.”

It’s a bizarrely short response— and one that doesn’t seem to be hiding any underlying message alongside it that he’s supposed to implicitly recognize and understand, either.

This feels far too simple.

“Right,” Lyney says, a little unsure. He shakes himself. “Anyway.”

His eyes move to the stack of papers on the table, and it’s this— seeing little Emmy’s name stamped plainly on a sheet of paper that contains only her age and now-irrelevant family history, that says nothing of her passion for music or love of glitter or the ache of an old injury in her knee that still makes her struggle getting up and down the stairs— that finally propels him into speaking.

He may not be the intended next Director of the House anymore, but he still  knows these children like one, and he’s determined to put all of this information to use in the way it always should’ve been. 

This will be his last act of magic for them, and the performance needs to be seamless.

So, he talks. He talks, and he talks, and he half expects Neuvillette to cut in at some point and tell him that, truly, he doesn’t need  all of this to go and do his job, but the man never does.

Instead, he simply nods, and listens, and dutifully takes down  notes. 

It becomes sort of a game, almost. Lyney wants to keep talking, keep pushing, see just how far he can go until whatever strange pretense this is finally breaks, and he can get a much better sense of where the limit to all this actually lies.

The limit never comes. 

It isn’t till Lyney’s voice begins to crack from so much continued use that he finally breaks out of the involuntary rhythm he’s fallen into, and the realization of how much information he’s just freely given over to this man stills him into silence. He’d still been careful in how he’d phrased everything, of course, but no magician has ever successfully held an audience by showing off all their tricks in one go.

He doesn’t understand what’s thrown him so off-balance, here. Lyney is a stellar conversationalist on even his most mediocre days, and Father’s training and missions had prepared him for practically every sort of situation imaginable. 

They hadn’t prepared him for this, though. None of his training had ever looked anything even remotely like this. He’s in completely new territory. Has been since the moment the Chief Justice stepped into the House that day.

And the limit isn’t coming. 

“Lyney?” Neuvillette asks carefully, clearly having noticed his silence. He gestures towards one of the glasses of water. “Please, help yourself. We can take a break, if you’d like.”

Lyney  really needs to get himself together, if he’s being this appallingly obvious. He eyes the water warily— though his throat is starting to get almost uncomfortably dry, his body feels tense and jittery, and the thought of drinking or eating anything he hadn’t personally gotten himself makes his stomach churn. 

He waves a hand, shaking his head. “Oh, no, thank you. That’s alright.” His voice comes out slightly scratchy, and he offers up a sheepish smile and a small chuckle. “I guess that just shows how long it’s been— sorry about that! Time really flies. I better be careful not to use this trick too much at any of my shows, huh!”

It’s not one of his best jokes, but the attempt doesn’t even seem to register with Neuvillette, whose brows only crease slightly.

“I should head out,” Lyney continues, already rising from his chair, “I appreciate you going out of your way to speak with me like this, Monsieur.” 

Neuvillette blinks, then rises as well. “Of course,” he says. “I am aware of how important this is to you.”

That makes Lyney falter, though he quickly forces himself back. The jittery feeling intensifies. 

“Please speak with Sedene, so we can determine the next best time to meet,” Neuvillette adds— so he clearly hadn’t picked up on that, which is good. Lyney can still salvage this. “I must confess that she is far better at keeping track of my own schedule than I am.”

Lyney nods, though he isn’t entirely focused on the words themselves. These next few steps are easy, ones he can slip into automatically while giving his mind some time to settle down. 

He lowers himself into a bow— and he doesn’t miss the way Neuvillette frowns at the action, though it’s gone by the time he straightens— spouts out one of his usual goodbyes, and is halfway over to the door when—

“Lyney.”

Lyney immediately shoves down his instinct to jump and turns towards Neuvillette, who seems equally surprised that he’d said anything, and now looks like he’s trying to figure out how exactly to continue.

“Monsieur?” Lyney prompts, when it’s been a few moments.

Neuvillette’s hand shifts around the head of his cane. Whatever he’s about to say, the words have been carefully chosen.

“I’m sorry,” Neuvillette says. He frowns. “I know that I am not always…the best, when it comes to these sorts of things. But— if you ever feel uncomfortable here, for any reason, you can tell me.”

Lyney feels like he’s going to be sick. The look of understanding in Neuvillette’s expression, as unsettling as a pair of glowing eyes in the darkness for how little he knows about what sort of truths may accompany it, renders him exposed in a way he hasn’t experienced in a very, very long time. Mostly because doing so would have likely resulted in his death.

He isn’t sure if it says more about himself or Neuvillette that it’s currently happening here now. He doesn’t know which option he prefers.

Lyney pulls a smile onto his face despite the tension thrumming through his entire body. He, if nothing else, still knows the best way to respond to a statement like this.

“Don’t worry, Monsieur,” he says. “You’ve been absolutely lovely.”

 

 


 

 

He finds himself clinging to his siblings more than usual, after that.

They don’t immediately try and say anything, which Lyney certainly isn’t going to complain about. He also isn’t fooled into thinking he’s completely in the clear, though; the fact that they don’t ask about the meeting at all the next day means that they know something is up, and are simply working out how to address it. Lyney feels no need to rush them.

Freminet keeps shooting him nervous looks, though, which unfortunately means he probably knows the most about what had happened. Lyney won’t pretend to understand the weird sort of kinship his brother has managed to find with the Chief Justice, but he does know that it exists, and that Freminet had likely asked about how things had gone.

Lyney doesn’t know how much Neuvillette would have told him, but, again— he certainly isn’t jumping to find out. The guilt lining his brother’s features in all the ways it really, really shouldn’t have to is enough of a clue on its own.

A few more days go by, and Lyney is beginning to think that Freminet’s strategy is to simply make Lyney snap and give in purely out of a desire to get his little brother to stop  looking at him like that, but it all comes to a head one evening in the middle of the week.

After wishing Lynette good night, Lyney pokes his head into Freminet’s room only to find it empty, and he panics for about five seconds before realizing what is more likely going on, and begrudgingly moves back to his room to confront his traitorous little brother.

“I wasn’t aware we suddenly had three magicians in the family,” he mutters, closing his door behind him. 

Freminet, sitting cross-legged on Lyney’s bed and looking only slightly guilty, fiddles with Pers in his hands.

“I thought you would try and avoid it otherwise,” he mumbles, and  wow, okay. Multiple acts of treachery are being committed tonight, it would seem.

He’s probably right, though. Not that Lyney would ever admit it out loud.

“Well, the meeting went alright, if that’s what you were worried about,” he says instead, knowing full well that it almost certainly is not. He extends the branch anyway. It’s already getting quite late, after all.

His brother doesn’t take it.

“Um,” he starts, still fiddling with Pers, “Monsieur Neuvillette asked me what sort of desserts you liked. I told him.”

Lyney hums. “I figured as much,” he says.

He doesn’t quite know where this is going, but Freminet often needs to find his own way to ease into conversations he finds particularly difficult.

“He…he was really worried about it,” Freminet continues. “Um. Getting something you might not want.”

Lyney believes his brother, he really does, but the mental image is a hard one to conceive. Freminet is getting very visibly stressed now, though, so Lyney attempts to lighten the mood.

“Aw, for little old me?” he tries, going for an easy tone. “I’m flattered, truly. I guess I should be lucky that my lovely little brother knows me so well!”

This, unfortunately, seems to have been the wrong thing to say, because Freminet’s expression immediately looks pained. His fingers have stopped moving around Pers, and are instead now gripping him tightly.

Lyney’s face falls. “…Freminet?”

He thinks his brother says something in response, but it’s quieter than even his usual softest moments, and Lyney can’t make any of it out. He frowns.

“I’m…really sorry, Freminet, did—“


 “You didn’t agree!” 


Lyney pauses. Freminet’s head shoots up, eyes wide, like he hadn’t expected to actually spit it out like that.

“What do you mean?” Lyney asks, very carefully.

Freminet’s expression looks even more pained. “When…When Monsieur Neuvillette came to— when he came, that day. You never agreed to come with him.”

The jittery feeling is back.

“Of course I did,” Lyney says. “You were there.” He tries for a smile. “Wouldn’t exactly be here if I hadn’t, right?”

“…Stop doing that.”

The words are quiet, but firm. Freminet isn’t looking at Lyney anymore.

“Freminet,” Lyney starts, after a long beat of silence, “I said I’d go wherever you two went. And I did.”

“But that’s—“ Freminet bites his lip, “—That’s not a real agreement. I know you know that.”

Lyney says nothing. This, unfortunately, says more than anything else he could’ve come up with.

 “I’m sorry,”  Freminet breathes, shaking his head. “I’m so sorry, I just— we needed  help,  and I didn’t know who else to go to, and I know  I  know him but you two don’t at all, and I— I—“

His shoulders hitch, then shake, and before Lyney knows it he’s pulling his sobbing little brother into his arms.

“Hey, hey, now,” he soothes, running his fingers through Freminet’s hair as he buries his face into Lyney’s shoulder, “Shhh. None of this is your fault, Freminet. It’s alright. You’re alright.”

“But— But you  hate it here,” Freminet says, voice hitching as his hands grip at Lyney’s shirt. “You both— I just want us all to be okay, but—“

“Freminet. Listen to me.” 

Freminet sniffles, but quiets, biting his lip. Lyney takes both of his brother’s hands, then pulls away, crouching down till he can look directly into his eyes.

“What you did that day,” he says, very deliberately, “was one of the bravest, most admirable things I’ve ever seen in my entire life.”

He hesitates, then, but only for a moment. This, more than anything else, is what his brother needs right now.

“…And you were right,” he adds, voice low. “We did need help. A lot of it. So if you hadn’t gone and done anything that day, I don’t—“ his voice breaks, falling down to a whisper, “—I  really don’t know where I’d be.”

Freminet doesn’t say anything, but he seems to have calmed down slightly. Lyney gives both of his hands a squeeze.

“Believe me when I say this,” he continues, “there isn’t any place, not a  single one in this whole, entire world, that I could ever truly hate. Not if you two are there alongside me.”

Freminet sniffs again, then rubs at his nose with his sleeve.

“…Monsieur Neuvillette is a really nice man,” he says eventually, voice thick and quiet. “He’s a good person. He isn’t— He’s a good person.”

Lyney gives his hands another squeeze. “I believe you,” he says, because he does. It’s just…well.

“You don’t trust him,” Freminet says. He isn’t asking.

Lyney gently brushes away some strands of Freminet’s hair that are still clinging to his cheeks.

“I trust  you.” He gives a small smile. “And I think that’s gotten the two of us pretty far.”

 

 


 

 

The next week comes and goes with relatively little fanfare— though certainly not for lack of trying on Furina’s part.

Freminet still seems a bit more subdued than usual after their talk, so Lyney is sure to give him all the love and attention he deserves until his little brother feels normal enough to start embarrassedly batting away his affections again. It’s one of the oldest tricks in his book, and one he’s got a perfect success streak on that spans nearly a decade.

If Lynette knows anything about what had happened in Lyney’s room that night, she doesn’t comment on it, though Lyney does catch her being more affectionate with their little brother, as well. This, of course, could also be unrelated. Freminet does generally tend to have this effect on people.

One thing the new week does bring with it, however, are a whole fresh slew of performance opportunities, and Lyney finds himself taking advantage of more and more of them the longer he sits with having his days truly be wholly, entirely his. 

He’s especially taken to spending the majority of his time outside, and since anyone has yet to tell him to stop, this is what he will continue to do. He isn’t entirely sure why— he’d spent plenty of time outside while at the House, and it had never particularly inspired a desire to spend the vast majority of it there, but something about the environment just seems…different, now. Perhaps the color of the sky has changed.

He hasn’t felt like this while performing in a long, long time, either. There had been an instance during an impromptu street show he and Lynette had done for a group of children down at the center of the Court where his usual wave of excitement had come rushing up, and he’d been about to tamper it back down with his usual reminder of what he was ultimately here to do before coming to the sudden realization that he…no longer had to. Not anymore.

A laugh had come bubbling out of him, then, unexpected and unbidden, and the children had looked slightly confused before bursting into giggles as well, clearly not understanding what in particular was so funny but infected with his delight all the same. Even Lynette had given him a small smile from where she’d been standing off to the side, waiting for her part in their trick to come. 

It’s times like these that make Lyney wish he could be just a little more like his brother, who would be able to turn the inexplicable lightness in his shoulders whenever he’s outside into a new sort of companion he could imagine taking everywhere; plant it firmly in his heart and allow it to paint over his vision no matter where he goes, instead of having it evaporate into dust the second he steps back inside, lights off and curtains closed. 

And Lyney’s trying. He really, really is. But he knows better than most that he truly cannot conjure something out of nothing.

There  is  a basis there somewhere, though, he thinks. As much as it doesn’t seem like it at times. Safety is, again, a bit of a strange thing. 

Perhaps this is why he eventually finds himself, when not around either of his siblings, drawn to the Melusines living at the Palais. Aside from being a source of company he generally appreciates, their consistent stream of energy whether outside or not is a constant he can rely on whenever the walls of the Palais around him begin to build up a pressure he otherwise isn’t quite sure how to alleviate. 

They’re also, of course, incredibly endearing. This helps significantly.

“Can you use your magic to make furniture smaller?” Menthe asks one morning, shrugging on her coat and hat so she can head off to her patrol shift. She has a little trouble getting one of her arms into one of the sleeves, so Lyney quickly moves to help her.

“Hmm,” he says, “that depends. If I’m not careful, we could end up with a chair so tiny no one would even be able to see it!”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Menthe says, seriously, “We Melusines have very good eyesight.”

Lyney grins, tugging her hat down on her head and straightening out her hair. “Ah, of course! My mistake.”

“Oh no! You’re leaving so soon, Menthe?” a voice calls from the other end of the room, and Lyney has to close his eyes and pray whatever interaction he is about to be subjected to is met with a very swift end.

Menthe turns around, nodding. “Sorry, Lady Furina. Duty calls.” She pauses, considering, then cocks her head. “Say, do you think you could make some sort of law that requires all Fontaine apartments to come with Melusine-appropriate windows?”

Furina, arms full with bowls and other various cooking tools, wilts only slightly, and moves to set her items down on the counter. She pulls out a rolling pin from the stack, waving it around like a scepter.

“Well, now,” she says, waggling her rolling pin at Menthe, “That sort of order is a tall one! Perhaps I’ll consider it after we’ve gotten to make some fine desserts together.” 

“I could ask Monsieur Neuvillette, too,” Menthe muses. “He’s very well-versed in my usual plights with furniture.”

Furina lowers her rolling pin. “Oh! Ah. Yes. Of course. I was…thinking exactly the same thing.”

As if on cue, Neuvillette chooses this exact moment to come walking in through the door, attention focused on a few papers in his hand. Menthe springs out of her chair, darting over to him.

“Monsieur!’ she calls. “I’ve decided to get into law.”

“Is that so?” Neuvilette says pleasantly, a hint of what might be amusement in his tone. He tucks the paper into his jacket, turning towards her fully. “An admirable pursuit, Menthe. Though, I suppose I am…slightly biased.”

This, bizarrely enough, seems to genuinely trouble him once he says it. Menthe stares up at him for a few moments before giving him an encouraging pat on the knee.

“Hmph!” Furina says, resting a hand on her chin as she leans forward onto the counter. “Well,  my vote would be for becoming some sort of pastry chef. Sounds just delightful, doesn’t it?”

She smiles to herself, then, smaller than any of her usual, overly bright ones, and her eyes move briefly over to her cooking supplies before she seems to catch herself, and straightens. She tosses a part of her hair.

“Ah— All the attention I could gather for you, I mean!” She beams at Menthe, the usual overwhelming cheeriness back. “I’d be sure to tell every reporter exactly where I bought all of my desserts.”

Menthe nods thoughtfully. “These are all very good points.” She shrugs. “I think I’ll just stay with the Marechaussee Phantom, though. A job like Monsieur’s seems very difficult. I don’t think anyone could do it like he can.”

Furina’s fingertips drum on the counter, her face carefully neutral. “Hm.”

Lyney doesn’t miss the slightly raised eyebrow Neuvillette sends her way as Menthe continues to get herself ready to head out. Furina only smiles sweetly in response.

Neuvillette blinks, then clears his throat. “Right. Well, speaking of my occupation,” he says, turning towards Lyney for the first time, “I began looking at the information you provided me regarding some of the children, Lyney.” He retrieves the papers from his jacket. “I believe I may have found a potential home for one of them.”

Lyney immediately straightens, eyes widening. “Really?! You have!?”

As soon as the words leave his mouth, he winces internally.


 Too much. Take it down a notch. 


He forces his posture to relax, and throws out a chuckle for good measure. “Ah, but I guess I shouldn’t be surprised! Your reputation certainly precedes you.”

He shifts his weight. This next part, he knows, needs to be just right.

“I don’t suppose I could go have a look at the house beforehand, could I?” he asks, keeping his tone light and easy. “Just because I know how busy you normally are, Monsieur.”

Neuvillette blinks again, looking…taken aback?

“Yes,” he says, voice sounding slightly odd, “Yes, I— of course you can, Lyney.” His eyes briefly search for something on the paper. “The family in question should be available to meet with today, which is why I—“

“Perfect!” Furina cries, slamming both of her hands on the counter. “I will come along as well.”

“You will?” asks Neuvillette, in mild surprise.

“You  will?” asks Lyney, in despair.

“Of course!” Furina places her hands on her hips. “An Archon’s main job is to protect her subjects, is it not? I am simply following through on one of my many, many duties.”

Neuvillette turns to him. “Is that alright with you, Lyney?”

Lyney’s hands twitch. His smile doesn’t leave his face.

“Couldn’t be better!” he says. “I’d be honored.”

He can feel Furina watching him, and he meets her sharp stare with one of his own.

 I’m not doing this for you, her eyes say.

 Don’t worry,  his own say right back.  I’m more than well aware. 

 

 


 

 

The house he— or, well,  they, but Lyney’s trying to avoid having to think about that part— is meant to be checking out is located up in the countryside behind the Court, which means that he and Furina need to make their way all the way out of the city and up a mountain together.

“Oh, don’t be like that,” Furina says, once they’ve reached the entrance of the Palais and this realization has likely just made itself evident on his face. She smiles, though there’s a sort of tightness to it Lyney doesn’t like acknowledging that he recognizes. “You won’t need to worry about trying to keep up with me.” 

Lyney’s brows furrow. “You’re…going to walk there by yourself?”

Furina clutches a dramatic hand to her chest. “Well, don’t sound so incredulous, now! I’ll have you know that my time outside is spent alone more often than not. Clorinde, bless her, does not seem to quite understand the concept behind a ‘leisurely stroll.’”

Lyney blinks. Furina blinks back at him. 

Then, she seems to register what exactly she’d said, and her face reddens. 

“Because— Because of all the paparazzi, I mean!” She adds, quickly. “Normal people just simply aren’t used to all the attention! It’d be far too much trouble for you. Though I know just how to handle them, of course!”

“Right,” Lyney says, unsure of how exactly to navigate this situation. “Of course.”

Furina, taking what seems to be their shared preferred route of ignoring it entirely, turns towards the door. 

“I’ll be leaving now!” she announces, and doesn’t wait for his response before opening the doors and stepping outside. Lyney waits for the immediate burst of excited calls and hurried questions to die down, and is about to leave himself when the realization suddenly hits him.

Lyney may no longer be a member of the House in the literal sense, but he will always be one of its children. And though they may not all be family by blood, they were each crafted around the same mold. 

The truth, as Freminet had similarly realized it, is this;

A child of the house, if made to pick between Father and a pair of strangers they’ve never gotten the chance to meet, will always choose the former. They will choose the former even if it kills them.

Lyney knows that he is only in the position he is now because this was not the decision he had had to make. But he and his siblings were the outlier in the House, and most children that still live within it do not have the same third option that has served as Lyney’s guiding force for nearly his entire life.

He looks down at the paper Neuvillette had given him, detailing the house and the family that inhabit it. He’d been fully planning on coming up with a child that would be a good fit for them entirely on his own, but his attention catches on the section of Neuvillette’s own personal notes at the bottom of the page, and the sight makes him hesitate.


 Eloise might fit what this couple is looking for in a child, but her sensitivity to sound means that a family with a dog might be too overwhelming. Perhaps if more details about its behavior could be— 



 Genevive’s love of nature would certainly make this somewhere she could enjoy. I worry, though, that— 



 Living so close to the mountains means that Harvey would finally be able to— 



 Sophie is— 


Lyney’s eyes jump from line to line, but the strange feeling in his gut only grows the more he rereads them.

The details are— perfect. It’s everything Lyney had said, to the T. Neuvillette has even added his own judgements and considerations, in some places.

 I believe Juliet’s favorite flowers can be found growing in spades nearby, a small footnote reads, clearly having been gone and added after the fact, and the paper begins to crinkle from how tightly Lyney is clutching it.

He finds the name circled out of the rest, then pockets the paper before it has the chance to tear from the strength of his grip.

He’d been thinking Emmeline would make the best fit for the family, given the information provided. How convenient to see that Neuvillette agrees, as well.

Lyney looks up, taking note of the position of the sun in the sky. Outside of missions, day-to-day routines rarely change, in the house. Everyone has their own short list of places around the city they consider safe, and tend to stick to them.

He lets himself out, then hurries across the walkway towards the lift.

Furina can take her time. He has a slight detour to make.

 

 










The whole thing, surprisingly, goes rather smoothly.

Emmeline is fairly easy to find, and once he gets her to finally stop climbing him like a tree in what he thinks is intended to be a very loving hug, she accepts his idea with little resistance. He starts carrying her on his shoulders once they get out of the city, dissuading her from worrying about tiring him out with the assurance that he can simply make her as light as a feather with his magic.

Furina, once they’ve reconvened, is very visibly bewildered by his sudden, inexplicable acquisition of a child, but doesn’t dare let it be shown in front of their company. Lyney finds himself oddly grateful that her constant need to appear as perfect as possible apparently also extends to the coveted opinions of 6 year-olds. 

The house itself looks nice enough— it’s a quaint, homey cottage sat atop a fairly steep hill, with a few other homes relatively close by, but Lyney’s hand still finds Emmeline’s the second they knock on the door. Furina’s eyes track the movement.

The couple that greet them also look nice enough, but Lyney knows that this means relatively nothing in the grand scheme of things, and he puts half of his attention towards investigating the physical aspects of the room around him during their conversation. He doesn’t find anything immediately amiss, but this, again, means relatively nothing. It hadn’t seemed like they had been trying to make themselves appear  too perfect, though. And the large, fluffy dog sleeping in the corner had looked well-taken care of. 

At some point, it had almost felt like Lyney was actively seeking out things to make him worried, rather than having them first stand out to him, which was odd, because it wasn’t as if Lyney had  wanted this whole thing to—

Well. Regardless, he’d at least been able to check. Furina’s presence had certainly made that a lot easier. This, he can admit.

Once they’re out the door, Emmeline immediately runs to throw her arms around Lyney’s legs, burrowing her face into his shin. He puts a comforting hand on the back of her head, allowing her to just sit like this for a moment. It is not a position a child of the House is able to show often, and Emmeline is young enough that she hasn’t quite cultivated the ability to stamp the desire for it out of her yet. 

“…That was,” Emmeline starts, then stops.

Lyney hums, beginning to pet her hair. He knows what she’d been about to say. And why she hadn’t.

“I know,” he says. “It’s alright.” He gently pries her off his legs, then crouches down, to meet her at eye level. “You were a very brave girl.”

Furina is silently watching them from the side. It’s a rather strange sight to see, from her.

“But, um,” Emmeline continues, sounding tentative. Her fingers reach up towards the ends of her hair, then snap back down to her sides. Lyney rubs her arm. “They…I think that they were…they were really…”

“Yeah?” Lyney says, softly, after she trails off. 

Emmeline nods, biting her lip. She looks slightly guilty. Lyney knows the feeling.

Tension begins to bubble underneath his skin, but he tries to get it to cool. Thinks of his own observations. Of Neuvillette’s careful, detailed notes.

And how, really, if there is one thing he should be able to feel at least some sort of confidence towards regarding the Chief Justice, it would be his judgement.

 Safe,  his brain chimes.  Safe. You are— 

“I’m glad you think so, Emmeline,” Lyney says. He gives her a small smile, and gently ruffles her hair. “I’ll see what I can do.”

 

 










The walk back to the city is spent in relative quiet.

Furina seems to be preoccupied by something, and Lyney certainly is in no rush to disturb her. Despite how clearly distracted she is, Emmeline still has the sense to not go blabbing about all the debatably legal activities she’s been up to while Lyney has been gone in front of the literal God of Justice herself, so she spends most of her time looking around at the scenery. Lyney wonders if maybe the sky looks slightly different to her, now, too. 

Lyney fully intends to split off from Furina again once they reach the Court, despite the streets never being too terribly crowded at this hour, because he needs to drop Emmeline off somewhere and feels strange leading an outsider even remotely near anywhere considered safe to the House’s children, but he ends up not needing to.

Andre, likely just returning from a full day gathering materials with a large basket of eggs clutched to his chest, nearly drops all of them the moment he spots Lyney coming from the opposite direction, and practically bowls him over with the force of his hug.

“Goodness, look at you!” Lyney chuckles, managing to push the basket a safe distance away with one foot despite being actively manhandled, “You’ve—  oof—  You’ve gotten so big!”

“That’s just ‘cause you don’t see him every day,” Emmeline says, plainly. “He still gets all the missions where you gotta hide in crates and barrels and stuff.”

Andre sticks his tongue out at her. “Yeah, but I did super good on this last one. They only found me right at the end! And they still thought I was just some little kid.”

He looks up at Lyney from where he’s wrapped around his chest, then, and grins. His cheek is mottled with a decent-sized purple bruise, and there’s a gash in his forehead running all the way down to his eye.

Lyney swallows, throat suddenly dry. It’s strange, just how much a perspective is able to shift in any manner of time. This is by no means the worst a child at the House has ever received, but the time Lyney has spent away from it has rendered the sight as uncomfortable as the injuries they’d been allowed to worry over. 

It hits him, then. That, perhaps, he actually has begun to change. No shift in perspective will ever just suddenly appear on its own, after all.

“We all miss you  soooo much,” Andre is saying, now attempting to climb himself up onto Lyney’s back. “But Father’s been—”

 “Andre!” Emmeline hisses, then very unsubtly points at Furina, who at some point had been pulled out of her thoughts and now looks entirely at a loss of what to do with this situation.

Andre gasps, and Lyney helps him get down. He steadies himself, then performs the fastest, most forceful bow Lyney has ever seen in his life. Emmeline looks at him, then Furina, and then does what appears to be an awkward approximation of a curtsy. They are at least five hours into their interaction together. 

“Hello, Lady Furina,” Andre says. “Um. I didn’t know you were here.”

Furina looks surprised for only a moment before giving them a smile, putting her hands on her hips.

“Well, hello, my dear subject! Not to worry. I prefer my entrances to be shocking, you know!”

Andre nods slowly. There’s a long beat of silence, and then he and Emmeline look up at Lyney with matching looks of uncertainty.

Lyney gives a small, amused huff. He nudges Andre gently on the shoulder.

“It’s alright,” he says. “No harm done. You can go run and take Emmeline back. It’s getting late.”

“Okay,” Andre says easily. He goes to pick up his basket, turns around halfway to run and give Lyney another hug quick around the legs, then returns to grab it fully. He and Emmeline quickly scurry away, Emmeline waving Lyney goodbye with a meaningful look on her face.

Lyney and Furina both silently watch them go. After a moment, Furina clears her throat, then becomes very interested in one of her gloves once Lyney looks over at her.

“Are you…” she starts, carefully testing out the sound of each of her words, “Are you this…close, with…with  all of the children?”

Lyney frowns internally, but offers her a polite chuckle. “I’m afraid I don’t quite know what you mean, Lady Furina.”

Furina, for once, does not respond to his posturing with more of her own. Instead, she only stares at him, something in her expression hardening.

“Really, now,” she says, stiffly, “Then perhaps maybe you should try and figure that out.”

The genuine sharpness of her tone is surprising enough to startle Lyney into silence, and Furina turns on her heel and hurries away before he gets the chance to say anything. He stares after her, slightly bewildered.

What was  that? 

His instinctual response is to settle into the usual bout of annoyance Furina’s demeanor tends to instill in him, but something stops him this time. Whatever that was, it had been…different. Not any of her usual ego-boosting nonsense that only ever serves to get under Lyney’s skin.

No less difficult to wrap his head around, though.

He finally begins making his way into the Court, but his mind is still largely focused on the events of the day. Not wanting to run into Furina— or anyone else, really, at the moment— he turns towards some of the more secluded streets he used to frequent when he was younger. Though it’s been a few years, he still knows them all by heart, and with his thoughts more occupied his feet end up moving on more muscle memory than anything else.

Well, nearly. His childhood had demonstrated to him the need to keep at least one part of himself on high alert at all times, and it’s enough to get him to notice the giant, inexplicable puddle in the middle of the street just before he’s about to step directly into it.

He pauses, then glances around, frowning. He doesn’t remember it raining at all during the day, and the rest of the city looks completely dry.

In fact, if he tilts his head a certain way, the water almost seems to—

“Are you alright there, son?”

Lyney startles, and turns to find an older man approaching him, hands clasped cordially behind him. Noticing Lyney’s clear surprise, he chuckles.

“Oh, forgive me. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Lyney waves a hand. “No, no, it’s fine.” He gestures towards the puddle, and tries for a chuckle. “Just— I was thanking my luck!” He lifts up one of his feet, for emphasis. “That sure was a close one.”

“Hm.” The man’s lips thin out into a smile. “Yes. I suppose so.”

There’s a pause, something hanging out in the air between them, but then the man turns to the side with a huff, and it snaps.

“Some boys were out roughhousing here not too long ago, I think,” he says, moving towards the puddle. “Made…quite the racket.”

Lyney swallows. Something prickles at the back of his neck.

“You didn’t happen to hear them, did you?” the man asks. His tone is nonchalant, but there’s an unmistakable edge to it. “Son.”

Lyney shakes his head, though the man’s attention is focused on the water in front of him.

“Um…nope! I only just got back to the Court, Monsieur.”

The man hums. “Well.” He straightens. “That’s good to hear.”

He looks to Lyney, and smiles, and Lyney wants to put himself as far away from whatever this is as quickly as possible.

“You should run along, then,” the man continues. “There’s really nothing to see here. 

Lyney does not have to be told twice.

Later, when his mind has unwillingly resorted to looping this moment over and over in his head, a detail begins to stand out to him.

The hem of the man’s jacket, easily visible against the light green fabric, had been dark and damp with water.

 

 










“You’re thinking too much.”

Lynette’s voice, though not particularly loud, still manages to get a slight startle out of Lyney, because it’s the first thing she’s said to him in the near hour they’ve been sitting in his room together. He’s seated at his desk chair, having been painting— rather  meticulously, Lynette— an upcoming stage prop, and turns to give her an unimpressed look that she can’t see from where she’s lying flat on his bed.

“Such lovely company as always, dear sister.” He returns to his work, picking up a different paintbrush. “I’m afraid I haven’t quite yet found the trick to turning my brain off.”

He will admit that she’s right, though. At least in some part. 

The weeks following that first outing with Emmeline have found him becoming rather…preoccupied, per say, with finding appropriate houses for each of the remaining children. Neuvillette is a busy man, so Lyney knows he also has a host of other things he needs to take care of— and a part of him still feels uneasy about leaving all of this entirely in his hands, anyway. And now that Lyney knows that this is something he can actively do to help, it’s hard to not feel guilty about the time he spends on anything else. 

Especially when, the longer he sees what life can look like outside the House’s walls, the less he can stomach the thought of the rest of his family still living within them.

So Lyney’s been gathering as much information about potential houses as he can, finding times where he can take each the children off to meet with prospective guardians, trying to ensure everyone is matched up with the best possible option they can get— and then there’s the magic show they’d set for the end of the month, and everything he’s still trying to get used to about the Palais, and then that weird thing with that puddle he still can’t quite shake from his—

“You’re doing it again.” 

Lyney huffs, and rubs at his temples. He turns his chair around fully to face his sister, and finds her already watching him.

He crosses his arms, leaning back. “Painting requires precision, Lynette. And design ideas, unfortunately, do not simply appear out of thin air.”

Lynette blinks at him, unimpressed, then rolls onto her back to look up at the ceiling.

“Requesting data input.”

Lyney sighs, then moves to go sit at the foot of the bed, so he’s right beside her legs. “Permission granted.”

There’s a beat.

“Recent levels of time alone found abnormally high.”

“Heh, you’ve got me there. Affirmative.”

She pokes him with her foot. “Details still yet unknown.”

“Well, goodness, Lynette, if you miss me that much, then you can just say so!”

She pauses, contemplative. 

Then,

“Requested sentiment does not appear to be found.”

Lyney lets out a snort at that one, and turns around to look at her. She’s still focused innocently on the ceiling, but the barest hint of a smile is tugging at the corner of her lips.

“You are a menace,” he says, grinning. “A terrible, terrible menace.”

Lynette just keeps up her smile. It straightens out after a few moments.

“I don’t…mind, if you want to spend time on your own,” she clarifies. “Your usual use of it just tends to be very poor.”

Ouch. The Palais draws out the treachery in both of his siblings, apparently.

“But I think I like it,” she continues. “Being alone. Now that I can really choose when I want to be.”

Lyney frowns. “But you still enjoyed that before, didn’t you?”

Lynette hums. “Sure. But that was mostly after missions, when I…really needed a battery recharge. So there wasn’t really any other choice. But it’s a little different now.”

They both fall into silence.

“I went and spent time with some stray cats the other day,” Lynette says, eventually.

“Yeah?”

“Mm. At one point, I started thinking about you and Freminet, and I wanted to leave, but then one fell asleep on my lap, so I didn’t. And I sat there for a while.” She pauses. “And then the feeling went away.”

Lyney looks down at his hands. He can’t quite say he’s experienced something similar. The blaring alert that keeps him focused on his siblings remains active even when he’s literally sitting directly in front of one of them. “Oh.”

Lynette studies him for a moment.

“It’s not a race, Lyney,” she says. She looks away, and then seems to decide on something. “The Chief Justice startled me in the hallway later, and I avoided him for the rest of the night.”

Lyney’s face immediately creases with worry, but Lynette only nudges him.

“It’s not a  race, Lyney,” she repeats. “It’s…a marathon. With all three of us.”

Lyney sighs dramatically, flopping backwards onto the bed so they’re laying side by side. “And yet here you both are, leaving your older brother in the dust.”

He feels Lynette shrug. “I think the whole point is just to get to the goal.”

Lyney lets out a dry chuckle. “Then we’ll certainly be here for a while.”

“Hm. The time will still pass on, though.”

He turns to look at her. “Now when did you get so philosophical?”

She shrugs again. “Freed up some storage space. Files found no longer necessary.”

Lyney bites his lip, then turns back to the ceiling.

“Not the ones about me, I hope,” he says quietly. “They might stay a bit outdated, for a while.”

Lynette fully sits up, then, and stares at him. Lyney looks away from her, then back, unsure.

Lynette huffs, then lays down again. She grabs one of his hands in both of hers, and moves it close to her chest.

“You think too much,” she says.

“Probably,” Lyney replies.

The admittance is one of the first of its kind. 

 

 










Meetings with Neuvillette about the House’s children have, surprisingly, become somewhat of a regular thing. Far more regular than Lyney had expected them to be, at least. 

The Chief Justice seems to be squeezing in as many opportunities to move forward with things as he can, which is a detail that stands stock still in the middle of Lyney’s mind, unable to be moved aside without being fully examined and sifted through first.

Things feel like they’re simultaneously moving at lightning speed and also nowhere near fast enough. Emmeline had been officially adopted last week, the first to get out since Lyney and his siblings had, but she’s still only the  first, and the sheer volume of names and faces remaining hangs over Lyney like a shroud. 

He’d gone to visit Emmeline, no more than a few days after she’d left, and the first thing she’d done when she’d seen him was burst into tears. Not out of a sense of fear or danger, or anything; he’d made sure of that. Being so young, she hadn’t quite been able to put it into words, but he thinks he understands. There’s really no good way to prepare yourself for what something looks like once you’ve finally stepped far enough away to see its true shape.

 And,  a part of him tentatively admits, as he takes in the sight of Neuvillette’s office around him,  what’s been lying just outside of it. 

Freminet has decided to join them for today’s meeting— or, more accurately, also be in the room while Lyney and Neuvillette have their meeting— and the sight of his brother sitting curled up on one of Neuvillette’s chairs, tongue poking out in concentration while he fiddles with his latest project in the soft morning light, makes something warm grow in Lyney’s chest.

In his worst moments, when he’s stuck lying awake for hours fighting against nerves so tense he feels like his entire body is going to snap, the thought of taking any of his family away from the House can feel like tearing the curtain away from a seemingly spectacular magic trick. And he knows that they can’t stay, of course he does, but he also knows that many of the children, especially the younger ones, have yet to realize that yet. And there’s very little that can be done to ignore that reality once it’s been revealed.

This, though— the sight of his little brother looking so relaxed and at ease, and the sensation it stirs up within him— it feels a little bit like hope. For Emmeline, and for Lynette, and for all the children he still has yet to save.

And also maybe, at least a little bit, for himself.

“That looks really nice, Freminet,” Lyney says, and grins when Freminet blushes and lowers his face more into his work.

Neuvillette hums in agreement. “Your little brother is very talented.”

Freminet makes a small, despairing noise in the back of his throat at that, then resolutely turns himself away from both of them. 

Lyney resists the urge to coo at him, but Neuvillette gives Freminet a small smile that is undeniably fond before returning to straightening out the papers in front of him.

“This has all been going very well,” he says. “I suspect we may have a few more adoptions finalized by the end of next week. And I really must commend you for all the work you’ve been putting into this, Lyney.”

Lyney tries to smooth down the slight spike of alarm that threatens to rise up at that.  You already knew that he knows. You’ve been working with him. It’s alright.  

(Well— he still hasn’t told Neuvillette about his additional excursions with each of the kids. But he doesn’t quite feel comfortable enough telling him why he has to, and he doesn’t think the man would understand otherwise.)

“Although,” Neuvillette continues, brows furrowing, “I wouldn’t want you to be pushing yourself too hard.”

Lyney’s hands tighten around his chair. “I’m just doing what I need to, Monsieur. It’s alright.”

Neuvillette’s expression turns more somber, but there’s a sense of understanding to it. “Ah.” He nods, slowly. “I…I see.”

Lyney can feel Freminet watching the two of them. The room lapses into silence for a few moments, only broken by the sound of a quick, urgent knock at the door. 

 “Monsieur?”  comes Sedene’s voice, high and concerned.  “I’m so sorry to interrupt— there’s been another incident involving the disappearances case!” 

Neuvillette’s brow creases, mouth going into a hard line. “So soon?” he mutters, more to himself than anything else, then gets to his feet. He offers Lyney and Freminet an apologetic look. “Please forgive me. We’ll likely have to end things here today. I wouldn’t want either of you to have to be involved in a matter such as this.”

Freminet quickly shakes his head. “No, um, that’s okay.” He looks over at Lyney. “We understand.”

Lyney nods easily, but makes a mental note to go over the last few children they hadn’t gotten to later. “No harm done.”

Once they’re out of the office, Lyney and Freminet walk side-by-side back into the upper levels of the Palais, though his little brother seems more distracted by the quickly darkening sky outside the large windows.

Lyney nudges him gently. “You alright?”

Freminet jumps, ears turning red. “Oh. Um. Yes,” he says, rather unconvincingly. 

Since he doesn’t seem upset, per say, Lyney only ruffles his hair.

“Luckily for you,” he says, “I will always make time for my darling little brother.” He gives a dramatic sigh. “Perhaps Monsieur Neuvillette should learn some magic of his own. Could do something about that monstrous schedule of his.”

Freminet’s lips twitch very slightly. Lyney didn’t think that one was Freminet-Smile Worthy, but he certainly isn’t complaining.

“I don’t mind, though,” Freminet says. “I really do understand.”

 Yes, you certainly seem to, Lyney says internally. He thinks again of that image of Freminet in the office, and all the other times he’s seen his brother and the Chief Justice interact with each other, and a small part of him wants to just come right out and ask it. 

He’s keeping that small bit of hope close to his chest, but Lyney works in concrete steps and solutions, and he finds himself at a bit of a loss at how to catch up to where his brother seems to have gotten to with nothing more than a nebulous, intangible feeling. Usually, it’s the other way around, where Lyney can take a card or a hat and make them cast the shadows of miracles to his audience, so he isn’t quite used to being at the receiving end. 

This, it would seem, is Freminet’s own magic trick.

And isn’t just a magician’s reluctance to pry into another’s secrets that has him hesitating to ask for some sort of guidance. Lyney’s little brother is incredible, and if this is a marathon, then he’s gotten as far as he has entirely on his own— and Lyney has no desire to slow down his momentum. 

So, he pushes the thought back down.

Lyney only realizes just how long he’s been in his head for— point, Lynette— right as Freminet opens the doors to the kitchen, and the sight that greets him inside is enough to immediately snap him out of his thoughts.

“Oh!” Furina cries, standing up in delight from where she’d been posing dramatically behind a table decorated with lavish-looking desserts when she spots them. “This is perfect! You two have impeccable timing.”

The stranger beside her— a young man with short, brown hair and a Kamera in his hands— stands as well, albeit more slowly.

Lyney immediately feels himself tensing. Who is this person? Why is he here?

The man, evidently, has a similar thought. Brows furrowing, he turns to Furina quizzically, who stares back at him curiously for only a moment before gasping.

“Goodness,” she says, “Now, where are my manners!” She gestures to the man with the Kamera. “This is Talvat. I had him come in and take some pictures of me as a reward for helping to catch a thief that had gotten to one of my— oh, but that’s a long story!” She waves a dismissive hand, then gestures to herself. “Really, I just thought it’d be a lovely chance to show my lovely citizens the good that can come from upholding the justice this city stands for!” She then gestures to Freminet and Lyney, whose body has since gone stiff and rigid. “Talvat, this is—”

“Hired entertainment!” Lyney says easily, stepping forward just enough that he’s slightly covering his brother from view. “I work as a magician, and this young man here is one of my troupe members. Lady Furina requested we hold a performance for her today, but it appears we’ve come just a tad too early.”

He chuckles, and tries to ignore the feeling of Freminet’s knowing eyes watching him.

Furina blinks, looking slightly taken aback..

“Er,” she says, “Um. Yes! Right.” She offers Talvat a smile. “Would you give us a moment? I wish to…discuss a few specifications of the show.”

Talvat, despite still visibly confused, quickly shakes his head. “Not— Not at all, Lady Furina! Please, go ahead.”

Furina offers him another smile, though Lyney notices that this one looks slightly more strained. “Lovely. If you two could come with me?”

They both quickly follow her into the hall— Lyney more out of a desire to completely leave the room than anything else— and only make it a few steps past the door before Furina whirls towards Lyney.

“What was  that?” she asks, crossing her arms. 

Lyney raises an eyebrow. “I feel like I could ask you much the same question, Lady Furina.”

Furina huffs. “Oh, so am I suddenly not allowed to discuss the company I keep within my own home?”

Lyney grits his teeth. “If you would be so  kind.” 

“Ha! What’s  kind is letting you be seen alongside me through something like this instead of some eager gossip writer trying to—“

“Right, of course, another  ‘good deed’  to tout and put on display. How would the  Hydro Archon ever get by without them?”

Furina reels back. “Oh, you have  no  idea what you’re talking about.” She plants her hands on her hips, leaning forward towards him. “Though, I guess that shouldn’t surprise me, with how completely incapable you seem to be at recognizing just how  lucky you—“

 “Lucky?!” Lyney’s hands are clenched into fists, now, and they tremble at his sides. “You, of all people, are really going to sit here and tell me that I’m—“


 “Stop it!” 


Both Lyney and Furina jolt, and turn to find Freminet staring at the two of them with wide eyes, both hands clapped over his mouth after his outburst.

Awareness hits Lyney like an arrow directly piercing his heart. He hasn’t let his anger get the better of him in— in who knows how long, and in front of— in front of his  little brother, of all people…

“Let’s just— Let’s just…calm down, okay?” Freminet says, looking between them nervously as he slowly lowers his hands back down. “Did something happen earlier?”

There’s a long pause.

“…No,” Lyney says eventually, voice quiet. It’s the truth. “Nothing happened.”

Which is the thing.

Nothing  has  happened— or, at least, nothing that should justify Lyney completely blowing his top like that to someone he hardly knows in a way he hasn’t done in years.

So, Lyney is beginning to realize where all of this is coming from. Unfortunately.

Because he doesn’t hate Furina. He doesn’t. He  can’t,  really, for nothing but the single, painful reason that the more he learns about her, spends time with her,  looks at her— the more he feels like he’s staring at a copy of himself. Sees another player wearing the same costume he’s been putting on for nearly his entire life.

And this, he thinks, is what makes him so angry.

Lyney’s mask was one born out of necessity; a tight, impenetrable thing he’d had to throw away parts of himself in order to fit into, because continuing on without it would’ve rendered either him or his sister dead on the streets within seconds.

It is the thing he’s lived his life under. It is the hardest thing he’s ever had to do. For the sake of his family, it is the thing he will continue to don until the day he dies.

So to see Furina just hop down right there alongside him, despite her lavish house, and her beautiful city, and the fact that she’s the literal  god  of an entire  nation— 

Lyney doesn’t understand it. Doesn’t understand  her. 

And, looking at Furina now, he can see that she doesn’t understand him, either.

“I’m sorry,” Lyney says, tired. “I let my temper get the better of me.”

“Maybe you should go and get some rest, Lyney,” Freminet says. His brows crease, expression worried. “I know you haven’t been sleeping as much lately.”

He hasn’t. The adoption work, new tricks, and a particularly rough patch of nightly restlessness have all kept him up to the early hours of the morning more often than not recently. Lyney did not know his brother was aware of this. Fantastic.

“Regardless,” Furina says, stiffly, “I apologize as well. That was…rather unbecoming of me.” She gestures down the hall. “I’ll let you two continue on with your afternoon.”

She turns around, then, heading back towards the door, and Lyney watches he pause, take a few deep breaths, then bound back into the kitchen with just as much energy and confidence as she’d been displaying when she’d left it.

“…Lyney,” Freminet starts, once she’s fully back inside, “If you want to, um—“

“I think I’m gonna go take a walk, okay?” Lyney says. He musters up a small smile. “Could use some fresh air.”

Later, when he’s once again bent over his desk deep into the night, he makes sure his door is firmly closed.

 

 


 

 

Lyney is fully prepared for Freminet to make a big deal about it.

He’s seen the way his brother can get once he feels like he really needs to speak to Lyney about something, but this is very obstinately not that.

If anything, the time following his fight in the hallway sees Freminet acting what could be called…completely normal. Aside from a few extra glances the next morning, and a few rather unsubtle hints to at least try and talk things over with Furina, his little brother appears almost entirely unaffected by what he had seen.

It’s throwing Lyney off. Perhaps this is Freminet’s second magic trick— confuse his older brother to the point that Lyney almost  wants him to attempt to have an emotionally revealing conversation.

If it is, then it likely still needs some work, because Lyney has ultimately just taken the out he’s been given, and put as much focus as he can allow into the show they’ve got coming up.

The period right before they’re set to open is always the most exciting, especially now that they’re regularly performing in an actual theater that necessitates things like full dress rehearsals and more complex blocking. 

Freminet still claims to be too shy for the stage, but Lyney can tell that even he gets swept up in the splendor of it all, because whenever they rehearse for shows at the Opera Epiclese, he always asks to tag along.

“Lynette, I think you’re a little off-center,” Freminet says into the mic they’ve given him from his seat in the audience— Lyney loves his little brother to Celestia and back, but no amount of coaching can teach that poor boy how to consistently project his voice— and Lynette looks to where Pers is dutifully marking center stage as she shuffles to adjust her position. They’re doing a slightly different version of one of their switcheroo-type tricks, this time, so the spacing needs to be exact.

Lyney shields his eyes from the bright stage lights in order to peer out into the darkened audience section, focusing on where he vaguely knows his brother to be sitting. “Run it one more time, and then we move on?”

Lynette nods her approval.

“Okay,” Freminet says. “Um. Places, please.”

“Places, thank you!” Lyney sing-songs, grinning to himself. They absolutely do not need to go through this every time, but Lyney knows that getting to say that is secretly Freminet’s favorite part, so it is done every time regardless.

The rehearsal continues on with relatively little issue, but Lyney knows that he’ll still find himself getting all nervous before they go on anyway. Those are the good nerves, though, the ones that consistently push him to give a performance better than any one he’s ever done before. The less-than-favorable ones rarely ever find him when he’s in spaces like this, and especially not once he’s actually started the show, breathless and illuminated by the light in each of his audience members’ eyes.

So, when they do somehow manage to creep up on him from within the walls of the Opera Epiclese, he’s even more aware of their presence.

They’ve finished up their full run-through, Freminet’s notes fully given— though Lyney and Lynette always have another session later on their own where they go over their individual notes for each other, because Freminet is too nice to ever give the legitimate criticism they kind of need for this sort of thing— so the three of them are currently hunting around for the ghost light to go put out on the stage before they leave for the night.

Usually, it’s left sitting in one of the dressing rooms, so Lyney’s busying himself with opening up each of them to quickly check inside when he gets the one at the end of the hall, turns the handle, and sees it.

There, lying on the floor of the dressing room, is a large puddle. The light reflected on it from the now open door makes it shine in a way that looks eerily familiar, and the rest of the room is completely empty, save for what looks to be a pile of clothes crumpled up and kicked to the corner.

Lyney’s body immediately goes tense, which is ridiculous, because it’s literally just a bit of water on the floor— but a part of Lyney can’t shake the feeling that this, whatever it is, is more than that.

“Did you find it?” comes Freminet’s voice, and then his brother is standing beside him. He tilts his head at the sight. “Oh. I wonder how that got there?”

“Might have been one of the stagehands,” Lynette says, swiftly coming to Lyney’s other side. “They were here before us.”

Freminet nods. “Right, like…like that one man. I don’t…really remember his name. Um. Caleb? Colin?”

“Cowell,” Lyney answers, but his mind is focused elsewhere. He doesn’t want to bring anything up— what would he even say?— but the similarities between this and what he’d seen in the alley definitely leave him on edge. Maybe it’s also the fact that it’s here, specifically, intruding into something he holds so dear.

Lynette tugs on his wrist, and he forces his attention away.

“Come on,” she says. “It’s probably just in the back of one of the wings.”

The ghost light is, indeed, in the back of one of the wings, and they get it set up and lit before leaving with little trouble. Lyney tries to keep the odd sight out of his mind for the time being— again, at the end of the day, it still is just a puddle, and despite how weird the entire thing seems to him at this point he doesn’t want it to get in the way of his time with his siblings.

“I know a lot of the Melusines want to come,” Freminet says, as they’re on their way back to the Palais, and Lyney knows this, too. Liath, in particular, had been clamoring for seats right in the front row from the moment Lyney had mentioned the show to her. “But I think…um…Monsieur Neuvillette wants to see it, too.” He looks to them, wide-eyed. “Is— Is that okay?”

Lyney is about to automatically agree before he stops himself, and turns to Lynette, to make sure she can give her thoughts. Lynette gives him a flat, unimpressed look— though why, he isn’t entirely sure— before thinking it over, and eventually nodding.

“Then, there you go!” Lyney says, and ruffles Freminet’s hair. Lynette and Freminet share a look, whose meaning is similarly lost on Lyney. 

“We don’t have to invite Lady Furina, though,” Lynette says, sounding like she’s more casually voicing a thought than anything else.

Lyney’s steps nearly skip a beat. “Oh?”

Lynette shrugs. “You two don’t really get along, right? That’s what Freminet said. It’s okay if you don’t want her there.”

This time, Lyney really does skip a step. “What?”

Both Lynette and Freminet stop walking to look at him.

“You…” Lyney continues, confused by how nonchalant all of this is, “But I— Freminet, why are you—“

“You just got a little mad, Lyney,” Freminet says, frowning. “I mean, it’s not like I  want you two to be fighting, but— it’s really okay. I’m alright.”

Lyney opens his mouth, then closes it. “…Oh. Well. That’s…good, Freminet.”

Lynette sighs. “Comprehension function still lacking.” She walks towards him, then snatches his hat off his head despite his immediate protest. “Activate transformation mode.”

She places the hat onto her head, adjusts her stance, then lifts one of her hands, like she’s holding a card.

“My name is Lyney,” she deadpans, addressing Freminet. “And I feel upset about things sometimes.”

When Freminet only blinks at her, confused, she gestures to him, as if to prove her point.

“See,” she says. “He lives.”

Lyney gapes at her.

Freminet makes a little coughing sound, then quickly ducks his head to hide his smile. 

Lynette, for her part, only walks back over to him, puts his hat onto his head, and pats it down enough that it covers over his eyes.

“Come on,” she says, as Lyney hurries to push it back up. “Battery running low.”

Dumbfounded, Lyney watches her go for only a few moments before a laugh comes bubbling up out of him, unbidden.

Archons above. These two will be the death of him.

He chases after Lynette, whose pace has mysteriously become incredibly fast, and the lightness in his steps carries him all the way back to the Palais.

 

 


 

 

Things were going relatively well, which Lyney supposes should have been an indication that they would very quickly take a turn for the worse.

Their show opens and closes without a hitch, and Lyney now has a whole garden’s worth of flowers from each of the Melusines that he now has to figure out how to get all properly displayed in his room. When he picks up a bunch of strange, oddly shaped ones that certainly will not fit in any of the vases he currently has on hand— these, according to Serene, had been a special creation of Cosanzeana’s in preparation for the next horticultural fair— he decides to go hunting around for a larger one to use.

It’s late, and the halls of the Palais are dark, but Lyney finds himself navigating them with little issue. Strange, how the passage of time can make itself known through even these smaller, simpler things.

His search so far is proving to be largely fruitless, so he finds himself going all the way up to the floor that houses Furina’s private quarters— and since he certainly isn’t going to go peeking around inside  there, he busies himself with simply looking around at what’s been placed out in the hallway.

And then he hears it.

It’s slightly muffled through the walls, but the rest of the floor is quiet enough that it’s just loud enough to be audible— and the sound is unmistakable. 

Crying.

Someone, just behind Furina’s door, is crying. Or, more accurately,  sobbing, from what Lyney can make out. Hyperventilating. 

Frowning, Lyney approaches the room. He isn’t one to pry, usually, but this sounds— bad. He raps lightly on the door.

“…Lady Furina?” he asks, cautiously, and there’s suddenly the sound of a choked-off gasp, followed by a very loud crash.

Lyney startles. “Lady Furina?” he asks again, louder this time. “Lady Furina, are you…are you alright?”

If Furina had been trying to keep herself quiet before, she’s certainly struggling to do so now, and the sound of panicked, shallow breathing only grows louder.

Lyney winces. Sure, he may find Furina slightly irritating on a good day, but he certainly isn’t heartless, and he knows from experience with the other House children that a panic this severe can turn dangerous if left to fester alone.

“I’m sorry, I’m coming in,” Lyney announces, and he’s half expecting to have to bust the door down, or something, but it’s thankfully unlocked, and he rushes into the room.

Lyney doesn’t know what he’d been expecting to find, once inside, but it certainly hadn’t been the sight of Furina on the ground, pressing herself as far back into the wall as she can. One hand is clamped firmly over her mouth, trying desperately to muffle the sounds of her crying as thick, heavy tears stream down her face. Her entire body is trembling.

As she stares at him, eyes firmly fixed on a point on his chest, the expression on her face can be read as nothing but pure, unadulterated  terror.  

Lyney’s tongue goes dry in his mouth.

“Lady Furina,” he tries, and she jolts at the sound, trying to push back against the wall even further.

What had  happened? Aside from what appear to be a few scrapes of dirt on her knees, she looks relatively unharmed, so this must not be due to any physical injury, that Lyney can tell. 

“Lady Furina,” he tries again, keeping his voice quiet and level, “Hey. Can you—”

Furina full on  whimpers, an awful, wailing sound, and her feet scrabble uselessly against the ground. She’s as far back as she can go.

 “D— D— Don’t look at me!”  Furina gasps, her hand flying off of her mouth and flittering around anxiously before twisting itself into her hair. She’s still trembling, but her gaze seems trapped onto Lyney, like she physically can’t pull it away. Her breathing speeds up even more, growing faster and faster. “Don’t— Don’t— Go away! Go  away!” 

Lyney internally winces again. This is a feeling he’s more than familiar with, if now multiplied tenfold, but he knows he can’t just  leave her here like this.

He moves to the wall at the complete other end of the room, trying to get as much space between them as he can, and slowly lowers himself down to the ground. He turns his body slightly to the side, so she’s still partly visible in his peripheral vision, but he isn’t staring at her directly.

“Alright,” he says, carefully. “I’m not looking.”

The other half of that sentence goes unsaid.

Furina makes another loud, keening sound. Her breathing is still sharp and fast, and Lyney hears her choke on it. He flexes his fingers into the rug beneath him, trying to keep himself calm as he works out how best to help with this.

He needs to try and get her to breathe, first of all, but if she’s only going to panic more at the idea of him interacting with her…

 “…One, two, three, four,”  Lyney starts, trying to sound as if he’s simply talking out loud to himself. He taps his feet together in a slow, steady rhythm.  “Five, six, seven, eight. Two, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight. Three, two, three, four…” 

Furina’s breath stutters, then turns ragged, and she attempts to take in a big gulp of air that gets cut off part way. Lyney keeps counting, and restarts once he gets through all eight rounds. 

Furina tries and fails a few more times to fully match the rhythm, but she’s still  trying, at least, so Lyney continues on. His hands are starting to hurt from how tightly they’re clenched around the rug. Again, he finishes all the rounds, then restarts, again, and again, and again.

Lyney isn’t sure how much time ends up passing, but eventually, Furina’s breathing manages to even out— or, at the very least, sound considerably less painful. Without moving his head, Lyney chances a quick glance over at her with his eyes. She’s still stuck staring at that same spot, and still visibly shaking with tears, but she does now seem to actually be able to take in some air as she does it.

“Good,” Lyney says, still trying to seem like he’s only talking to himself. “That was…that was good.”

Okay. Alright. Progress. Lyney can do this.

“Hey,” he says, still trying to keep his tone casual, “I saw this lovely cake in the kitchen earlier. Do you know where it came from?”

At first, Lyney isn’t sure if she’ll respond— and, quite honestly, is fully prepared for her not to— but there’s a very loud sniffle, followed by a quiet, croaked;

“M— Made. It. Made it.”

Lyney hums easily. “Wow, really? Very nice. What are some ingredients you used?”

There’s a long pause, filled only by the sounds of more crying. Lyney waits patiently.

“…E— Eggs.”

“Mm. Pretty important. How many?”

“Fo— Four.”

“Got it.” He chances another look over. “That’s like the shoes you’ve got lined up over there. You see them?  One, two, three, four.” 

There’s another long pause. Lyney thinks the crying sounds a little more subdued, now.

“I have…more,” Furina says, eventually.

“More what?”

“Shoes. In— In my closet.”

Lyney feels a small urge to smile at that. This is definitely working, then.

“I’d expect nothing less. What color are the ones you’re wearing right now?”

A sniff. “Zaffre.”

Lyney is just going to assume that this means blue.

“Okay. What about the rest of the room? Is anything…zaffre, as well?”

There’s another sniff, but Lyney thinks he sees her arm moving to wipe at her face, now. “No. It…It looks— tacky. On the walls.”

Lyney lets out a little huff. “I’ll take your word for it.”

Furina goes quiet again, returning to wiping her face. Her legs stretch out in front of her.

“Back to the cake, then,” Lyney says. “What else did you put in it?”

“…Almonds. And…ground coffee beans. Imported from Sumeru.” A sniff. “They’re very good there.”

“So I’ve heard,” Lyney says, the knot in his stomach beginning to loosen slightly. “Mind telling me the recipe?”

He gets Furina to walk him through what honestly does sound like a very delicious, slightly modified  Gâteau d’Esus, and he can hear the panic and tension wound tightly around her words slowly loosen and give way to plain exhaustion the longer she goes.

Eventually, she trails off, and they sit in silence—  complete  silence, now— for a long while.

Furina breaks it first.

“…Lyney.”

“Hi, Furina.”

She clears her throat, which does all of nothing given how wrecked it is. “I will say this one time, and then we will never speak of what just happened again.”

Lyney opens his mouth, but Furina plows on without waiting for a response.

“You…cannot tell Neuvillette about this.” She sounds exhausted. “You cannot— You cannot tell  anyone about this.”

“…Furina—“

 “Please, Lyney.”

They still aren’t looking at each other, but the desperation in her voice alone is practically tangible. 

“I am unharmed, physically,” she continues. “This does not need to leave this room. I— If anyone else found out, I—“

She trails off, but Lyney can fill in the rest of that sentence fairly easily. Mainly because it’s the exact same one he would have said, had their positions been switched.

Lyney and Furina are two performers of the same act, but here, looking at it like this, has Lyney starting to understand just how much bigger the Hydro Archon’s stage is in comparison to a single street magician’s.

“Okay,” Lyney says. He swallows. “I won’t.”

“…Thank you,” Furina says. With the weight it carries, she’s likely talking about more than him agreeing to her request. Lyney sees her pull her knees to her chest out of the corner of his eye. “I…would like to be alone now, please.”

This doesn’t surprise Lyney at all, because it is, again, exactly what he would’ve said.

Lyney leaves.

The next morning, Furina finds a cup of freshly-brewed tea with honey alongside her usual cake, and Lyney discovers a magnificent jar of Pate de Fruit on his desk when he returns to his room later that afternoon.

They never bring up that night again, until they do.

Or, really, until someone else more or less brings it up first.

 

 










Two weeks later, Lyney wakes up to a rainstorm.

Rainstorm might be putting it a little lightly— the scene that awaits him once he’s opened his eyes is more akin to a maelstrom, in more ways than one.

It’s some of the worst weather Fontaine has seen in a good while; the trees are whipping back and forth like paper against the wind, the sky is so dark it’s practically black, and rain pelts the Palais’ large windows like rocks against the glass.

When Lyney reaches the kitchen, both of his siblings are already there. Lynette is busy attempting to console a very pale Freminet, who honestly looks—  terrified.  

“Pretty awful weather this morning, hm?” Lyney says idly as he moves to the teapot, attempting to, for lack of a better term, test the waters of whatever is currently happening with his little brother.

Freminet nods, expression miserable. “It— It’s never usually this bad. Even when he…it’s  never this bad.”

He squeezes his eyes shut, then opens them to stare directly at Lyney.

“Something’s happened,” he says, and the look on his face tells Lyney that he’s more sure about this than nearly anything else in his life. “Something terrible has happened.”

At that moment, the door bursts open, and Neuvillette hurries into the room, looking more disheveled than Lyney thinks he’s ever seen him. 

Neuvillette’s eyes land on the three of them, and Lyney isn’t prepared for the way his expression turns instantly, overwhelmingly  sad. 

“The  House Director,” Neuvillette says stiffly, clearly trying to keep his tone as level as he can, “has used her position as a Snezhnayan diplomat to request a meeting with either Lady Furina or myself later today. I…I am required to oversee a trial.” He takes a deep breath. “But Lady Furina has agreed.”

Lyney’s vision goes white.

 

 


 

 

Here is the plan, as Lyney has decided it. It had been fairly easy to come up with, purely because there had been no other option to consider.

Father will come, and Lyney will speak with her.

Furina will be there, too, but Lyney thinks he knows who the true target of this meeting is. What she’s really here to do, and how she likely won’t back down until given the chance to.

And, as is always the case, better Lyney than his siblings. No matter how much they protest, this is non-negotiable. It has been the single reason behind nearly every single choice of this manner he’s had to make.

Now, though, there is a second reason. One he cannot turn his back on once he’s uncovered it.

He is not mad at Furina.

Lynette and Freminet keep looking at him like they expect him to be, but he is not mad at Furina.

He cannot be.

Instead, all he feels is a single, burning sense of terrible, all-encompassing  dread. 

Neuvillette’s concern about why Furina specifically attending this meeting alone is a poor idea does not quite extend into all the ways Lyney knows it should.

Neuvillette does not know about that night. Lyney does.

Neuvillette does not know why Furina would have possibly agreed to a meeting like that. Lyney does.

Neuvillette does not know what a child of the  fucking  House truly looks like. Lyney  does. 

He and Furina take one step into that meeting room, and their backs immediately straighten, their shoulders immediately tense, and Lyney’s worst fears are immediately confirmed.

Lyney and Furina have always been alike, but when Lyney looks at her in this moment, he sees himself reflected back in all the ways he would never,  ever wish to see on someone else.

“Hello, you two,” says Father, sitting quietly on a large chair by the table placed at the center of the room. “I must say, I do appreciate the punctuality. Not many people can say they come right when they’re called.”

Furina smiles nervously. Lyney grits his teeth.

“I see you’ve laid out some desserts, here!” Furina says, moving to take her seat at the table, where indeed a large amount of pastries and cakes have been displayed. “Um. Might I ask as to why, exactly, you’ve come here so suddenly?”

Father raises an eyebrow. “Were you not the one who arranged this meeting? I assumed you, of all people, would have known.”

Furina’s face flushes bright red. Father turns her attention to Lyney, who tries to steady himself.

“It’s been quite a while, Lyney,” Father says. She tilts her head. “But, really, there’s little point in playing at strangers. Wouldn’t you agree?” She gestures to the other empty chair. “Sit down.”

Lyney is still bracing himself, and he’s found himself standing in front of Father like this more than a million times, but perhaps the familiarity of it is what allows him to immediately notice that something is…different.

The tide rushes up, swells, and— hits no higher than the top of his thighs.

It’s a bit like standing at the base of an impassable mountain, and blinking to realize that a groove in the rock was suddenly right in front of you.

Maybe it’d been worn in over time, too slow to be noticed. Maybe he’d carved it out himself, and just hadn’t realized. Lyney doesn’t really know where this newfound shift has come from.

But regardless, Lyney still always works best in steps.

He grabs on.

“Actually,” Lyney says, keeping his voice as steady as he can while he works to find his new footing, “I’d rather stand.”

The silence in the room is palpable.

Father’s eyes pierce into him, and he still feels them draw blood, but they do not cut deeper. He forces himself to breathe through it. After what feels like an eternity, her gaze returns to the center.

“How interesting,” Father says. “It would seem our Miss Furina’s fondness for triviality is infectious.”

Furina’s hands tighten around the folds of her skirt, and she lets out a loud laugh.

“Oh, come now!” she says. “What is life if not an invitation to partake in all the…frivolous little things we enjoy, every now and again!” She waves a hand. “But, ah, let us just get down to business.”

Father nods. “Of course. I had simply only been waiting for  your cue, Miss Furina. But, well. I see you are indeed someone who sticks heavily to their values.” She smirks. “How…admirable.”

Furina’s already stiff posture turns to ice.

Lyney can’t watch this.

Perhaps he’d gotten farther enough away than he’d thought, in all these months, because this is just like seeing the wounds on Andre’s tiny face again, only much, much worse.

Furina is starting to look less like a mirror, and more like an echo. A remnant of something Lyney had apparently moved on from without even knowing. And he doesn’t know quite where he’s headed, yet, or how large the gap between them actually is, but— it is there, nonetheless. Even with just that first, single step.

Playing at strangers, huh?

“The meeting…Father,” Lyney says, and Lynette is in his ear, now, softly reminding him that this is a  marathon, a marathon, a marathon,  because the reality of what that comparison actually means is quickly becoming apparent  , “I think it would be best to start.”

Father does not look at him. She sits back in her chair, crossing her legs. “Hm. Well. As I’m sure you both are aware, my position in this region remains largely that of a Snezhnayan diplomat. However, I have come here today as nothing more than an orphanage director concerned with the well-being of her children.”

Lyney absolutely does not want to know where this is going.

Furina tilts her head, brows furrowing. “Oh? But…I’ve heard that there have been many new adoptions lately, haven’t there? Surely, that’s a good thing!”

Father tilts her head right back. “How interesting to hear you say that, Miss Furina.” She leans forward slightly. “I’ve had many,  many  families come to my House recently, requesting to officially adopt one of my children. And do you know what all of them always say? That they’re so incredibly, wonderfully excited to be taking that child into what would be their  forever home.” 

Furina’s breath audibly hitches. The gleam in Father’s eyes grows.

“Now, I may be simply confused,” Father continues, “I’ve spent quite a long time in Snezhnaya, now, so perhaps my understanding of Fontinian expressions has become a bit outdated. But I was under the impression that ‘ forever’ is typically used to refer to a period of time greater than…oh, how long would you estimate, Miss Furina? A few more years?”

Lyney frowns, then looks to Furina, whose face has gone deathly pale. He quickly turns back to Father.

“What are you talking about?” he asks, voice firm. Pulls himself up another step.

Father looks amused rather than fazed.  “What, indeed. I see you’ve certainly been preparing your citizens well.”

She reaches into her jacket and retrieves something— a small, corked vial with some sort of liquid inside. When it hits the light, the way the color reflects looks—

No, not just looks.  Is. Lyney has seen this before. He shoves down the shudder that threatens to crawl down his spine.

Furina gasps despite herself, eyes widening. Father raises an eyebrow.

“Do you know what this is?” she says, staring straight at Furina. When Furina doesn’t respond, she shakes it back and forth a few times. “I asked you a question, Miss Furina. Yes? No?”

Lyney works his jaw a few times.  Come on,  he urges himself.  Come on. “I hardly see how this is re—”

“Yes,” Furina interjects. She looks down at her hands. “I— Yes. I do know…what that is.”

Father looks satisfied. “Hm. Well, forgive my uncertainty. You just simply seem to be so tight-lipped about your knowledge concerning the very thing threatening to tear your supposedly beloved nation apart at the seams.” She leans back in her chair. “Now…I wonder why  that  is? Care to enlighten either of your guests, Miss Furina?” 

Silence. Furina is staring very determinately at a spot on the table.

Lyney is reminded, horribly, of that night in her room.

“Father,” he says, and the room is so thick with tension even the slightest movement threatens to shatter it, “the House’s children. What are you trying to say?”

Not quite a new step, yet. Still finding his footing. But when Father stares him down, it’s enough to help him match her gaze and hold it. 

“I am saying,” Father stresses, enunciating every word, “That a child kept in my care is a child kept in a home that will repay them tenfold for whatever they give to it. And neither I, nor  Snezhnaya,  for that matter, take very kindly to the idea of an  Archon  sitting idly by as our children are released into an environment she is well aware will cease to exist in only a matter of time.” She leans forward, eyes dangerously dark.  “Does that clear things up for you?” 

“I— I have precautions!” Furina bursts, before Lyney can even get a chance to respond. She fidgets nervously. “Of course I wouldn’t— I have a plan, in place, already!”

Father chuckles. “Oh,  do you now? One so well-constructed even someone you’re living with doesn’t have a clue as to what we’re talking about?”

One of Furina’s shoes taps restlessly on the ground. “It’s— It’s quite confidential, obviously! The Chief Justice and I are simply—”

“Ah, the Chief Justice, you said? Well, now it all certainly makes sense. How long have you been waiting around for the great Iudex of Fontaine to come up with the solution for you, Miss Furina? He’s quite the busy man.”

“It isn’t like that! I— I am the  Hydro Archon, you know, and I—”

“Yes, indeed you are, Miss Furina. Fontaine’s one and only Archon herself; so cherished and  beloved  by her people. Now, tell me. How many of those citizens that claim to adore you would still do the same after finding out that the  God  they’ve been trusting to protect them all this time is nothing more than a scared, clueless,  weak little—”

“Shut  up! 

Silence.

There is not a single ounce of air in the whole, entire room.

Furina’s eyes are wide with shock, Father’s pupils are narrowed into barely-visible slits, and Lyney’s chest is heaving.

He doesn’t realize he’d been the one to speak till the words have already left his mouth.

Something has become apparent to him, over the course of this conversation. Though calling it that might be generous.

Lyney has been through all of this already, and come out the other side. Furina, as it would seem, has only just entered. And he’d only really seen the truth of this after the fact, but one of Father’s greatest tricks is making you forget that there was ever any way out of the walls she’d set up once you were already inside. 

And Lyney knows this, he’d lived it, but now he can see all her normally hidden mechanisms from the vantage point he’d pulled himself onto with his own two hands.

Father’s ultimatums only exist within the breadth of her palm, and Lyney hasn’t been under it in a long time. He, again, has gotten plenty of glimpses of exactly how much can truly exist on the other side. 

Father’s options are simply just that: Father’s options. Lyney can just as easily start building up his own for himself.

And, though she may not be able to see it right now, so can Furina. 

“Forgive me, Lyney,” Father says, voice dangerously quiet. Her body does not move an inch.  “Would you care to repeat that?” 

Lyney opens his mouth, then swallows. His tongue grows heavy against his teeth.

He’s gone as far up as he can go. The hold he’s found yields no immediate way forward.

“…Leave her alone,” he says eventually, prior energy fizzling away. “She says she’s working on it.”

Father looks smug, and it’s almost enough to drag Lyney down along with her, but then he catches the expression on Furina’s face, because she’s turned to stare right at him.

Lyney hadn’t dramatically punched through all the way to the top, had started up the stairs and needed to stop halfway through, but Furina looks— she looks— 

She looks like an audience member at one of his shows. Like all the reasons he’ll never, ever give up performing magic.

Furina looks back to Father, then takes a deep breath.

“I think that’s quite enough for today,” she says, looking down at her hands. “We can…resume this discussion at a later time.”

It isn’t complete, but it’s enough. The meeting ends.

A magician’s job is to never reveal the secrets behind each of their tricks.

They say nothing about helping someone to create one for themselves.

 

 


 

 

Lyney does not give up his adoption efforts.

If anything, the talk with Father lights the fire underneath him even more, and he’s running up to his room to leaf through his notes and drop off his hat before tearing back out the door almost as soon as he returns.

This, in hindsight, had not been his most brilliant idea.

But Lyney’s current focus is on the House’s children, and the House’s children alone, and his inexplicable anger at being faced with yet another person dragged into the trap of Father’s claws has him wishing more than ever to help tear someone else out of them.

Though it’s still raining, it’s nowhere near as heavy as it had been earlier, so the streets are fairly easy to navigate. He’s looking for Eloise, this time, and spots her little dark ponytail easily as she works along her usual patrol route. He makes sure she spots him, then ducks under a nearby awning to wait.

A few moments later, there’s a small giggle as someone tucks themselves under his arm. He reaches over to ruffle her hair, which is largely unsuccessful, given how much of it is currently plastered to her forehead from the rain.

“Goodness, Mademoiselle,” he says, chuckling, “you’re looking awfully fancy today.”

Eloise giggles again. “Hi, Lyney. Can we do the rest of my patrol together?”

He settles for a head pat instead, “Sure. But then I want to talk to you about something, okay?”

She nods, and they set off. 

Eloise is one of the only children Lyney knows that actually  prefers patrolling out in the rain. The official reason she presents to Father whenever she’s asked about it (that Lyney himself had helped come up with) is that being in the rain helps train her ears to better hear sounds that may be muffled, but most of the others know that it’s really just because she prefers how much quieter the streets get.

Her ears are still quite sharp, though. Perhaps a little too much.

They’ve been moving along together in a comfortable quiet, now having moved up onto the rooftops of the Court, when Eloise suddenly tenses, and whips her head around.

Lyney frowns. “Is something—“

A woman screams from somewhere down below.

Eloise pales, then chases after the sound, and Lyney curses before scrambling after her.

They stop on the roof of the Café Lucerne, where Lyney can spot two people down in the alley below. One of them— likely the woman that had screamed— is struggling frantically against the hold of the other, who looks to be a vaguely older man in a green jacket.

Lyney’s eyes widen, and he hears Eloise inhale sharply from beside him.

They’re right by the cafe, but it’s late, and still raining, so the area is largely deserted. The roof is too high to simply leap off of, either, so they can’t—

The man grabs something from his jacket, and all of Lyney’s thoughts grind to a halt.

The woman gives a final, terrible scream, and then she— she—

“Lyney,” Eloise whimpers, her tiny hand grabbing blindly for any part of him to cling on to. “Lyney, that— that man, did he— he just—  Lyney—” 

One moment, the woman is there, fighting desperately against the hold of her captor, and the next, her skin is turning clear, body translucent, and she—

Splashes down at the feet of the man that had been holding her. Mixes in with the rain already running down the street.

Lyney’s heart is hammering in his chest. Eloise’s hands are trembling from where they’re gripping him.

Lyney has seen people have their lives taken in front of him before. Eloise has, too.

None of those times had ever been anything like  this.  

The man takes out a notebook, silently marks something down, then begins to turn, and Lyney immediately grabs Eloise and throws them down flat onto the roof, clutching her to his chest and clamping his hand over her mouth.

They’re too late.

 “Who’s there?”  the man yells, voice carrying even over the roaring in Lyney’s ears.  “Up on the roof, I know I saw you!” 

Eloise’s chest is heaving. Lyney tries to take stock of their situation.

 You,  the man had said. Not  You both. 

There are two ways off the roof of the Café Lucerne.

“Eloise,” Lyney murmurs as quietly as he can, tightening his hold on her as she begins to tremble. “Hey. Listen to me. You need to run, and you need to get somewhere safe.”

Eloise whimpers against his hand, frantically shaking her head. He holds her tighter, then works his arm underneath himself in order to unclip his Vision. Like all his performances, he’ll have to go without it— if he’s viewed as too big a threat, the man could give up on him and discover Eloise while she’s still escaping. He presses it firmly into her hand, closing her fingers around the curve of warm glass. 

“You need to get  out of here,”  he stresses. Don’t worry about me.” He gives her an attempt at a reassuring squeeze. “A magician always has some sort of trick up his sleeve, right? Now  go.” 

Before she can protest, he shoves Eloise towards the lower roof facing the street, while he rolls himself onto the one facing the alley with an exaggerated yelp, effectively masking any sound she may have made.

He deliberately makes his fall look worse than it had been, so he ends up hanging off the roof with one hand, which gives the man plenty to focus on while Eloise (hopefully,  please) makes her escape.

“I’m— I’m so sorry!” Lyney splutters as the man advances towards him, and though a lot of this is being played up on purpose, the fear tearing at the center of his chest is genuine. “I didn’t mean to— I was only—  oof!” 

He forces his hand to slip from the roof, because he also can’t risk this guy giving up on him if he hangs there for too long, and tries his best to cushion his fall while still making it look like a genuine accident. 

He scrambles against the wall as the man approaches, and Lyney realizes with a start that this is the same weirdo from that one night in the alley. Lyney can’t tell if the guy recognizes him or not, but that hardly matters at the moment, because Lyney’s hit with the sudden, horrible realization that the puddle he’d been staring at— oh, no, and the one in the dressing room, too— had probably been—

Lyney feels like he’s going to be sick.

“Well, now,” the man says, striding forward. He reaches down, and grabs a fistful of Lyney’s hair, yanking his head up. “Shouldn’t little boys like you know not to go playing around on rooftops? Might end up seeing something you  shouldn’t.” 

He shakes Lyney on that last word, causing Lyney’s teeth to bite down painfully on his tongue. He squirms, but doesn’t try to fight the hold. Eloise still needs time to get away.

“It really is a shame,” the man continues, “I don’t usually involve children in my experiments, but, well. It can’t be helped, now can it? You’ve simply seen too much.” He sighs. “I’m out of Water for the moment, though, so…hm. I suppose this will have to do.”

He hoists Lyney up by his hair, pulls back a fist, and then everything goes dark.

 

 


 

 

Lyney wakes in fits and starts.

His head feels like someone has taken to it with a hammer and nails, but the first thing he actually sort of remembers is the sight of a well-dressed man grinning down at him while holding a wrench, and the feeling of something wound tightly around his arms and chest.

“Boss told me to make sure you won’t get out,” the man says, far too casually. “But he thinks he’ll have his new stash of Water sometime in the next few days. So, really, you won’t need to worry about this for too long.”

Then, pain had exploded in his leg, and his understanding of events had significantly worsened after that.

The next time Lyney manages to wrangle his level of awareness together into something at least mildly coherent, he registers that he’s been tied tightly to a chair in what appears to be a fully stocked storage room. Aside from the stacks of boxes surrounding him, he notices a large wrench leaning up against some of them in the corner, which he’s fairly sure is the source of the throbbing ache in his right knee. 

He doesn’t know how long he’s been in…wherever he is, but the dry scrape of his throat and sharp pang in his stomach tell him that it’s likely been at least a day. Whoever these people are, they don’t seem too concerned with keeping him alive.

The room is mostly dark, and he’s alone— though this last fact very quickly changes.

Multiple steps of footsteps begin to thud down the set of stairs likely just behind the firmly shut door, and Lyney can begin to make out a few deep, slightly muffled voices.


 “…can’t believe this…Boss wasn’t kidding!” 



 “Look at her, she’s practically a ragdoll! Went limp the second you…” 


The sound of keys jangling prevents Lyney from hearing anything else, but then, the door is roughly shoved open, and a small figure is practically thrown inside the room, colliding with a few boxes in the corner.

The men from the stairs are largely cloaked in shadow, but Lyney can make out enough to see one smack the other on the arm.

“Idiot. Don’t damage the merchandise!”

The other one chuckles. “We’ve got the literal  Hydro Archon  down here, and you’re worried about the  merchandise? Boss plays his cards right, and we won’t need to worry about money for the rest of our lives!”

The door is abruptly slammed back closed, again muffling the rest of the conversation, but Lyney isn’t really focused on that, because every single one of his thoughts has come to a complete, utter stop.

The… Hydro Archon? 

Oh, no.

Lyney’s neck is free, so he cranes it towards the corner, trying to make out more of the figure that appears to have curled up more into itself since being tossed in here. He sort of wishes he hadn’t, because even the vague shape of that hair is unmistakable, and the reality of the current situation is now entirely unavoidable.

He works his jaw, trying to get his voice to function properly around the dryness of his throat.

“La…Lady Furina?” he tries.

There’s no response, but he hears the barest hint of a whimper, and the figure— well,  Furina, there’s really no avoiding it at this point— hunches even further into herself.

“Lady Furina,” he says, again, before a thought occurs to him. “Uh. I…I can’t really see you at all right now, okay? So, just…try to answer, at least a little. How are you  here? Are you hurt?

There’s a flat, humorless laugh. 

“…No, Lyney,” comes Furina’s voice, quiet and just barely held together. “No, I am not. In fact, they barely even had to  grab me before— before I—”

She trails off, but Lyney gets the sense that she’s still trying to get herself to say something, so he keeps quiet, idly trying to wriggle his wrists around in their restraints.

Furina takes a deep breath, but it shakes on the way out. “That— That awful,  wretched  woman is right.” She sniffles. “I came to try and help you, Lyney, did you know that? Thought I— could finally  do something,  for once. But that’s just what she wanted, isn’t it? Because— Because she  knew that I wouldn’t even be able to—”

“Hey,” Lyney says, because he needs to cut this off sooner rather than later. “No. No. Whatever Fa— Whatever… she  says, don’t listen to her. You don’t have to.”

“…A whole group of your little friends burst in while I was over there having a meeting with her,” Furina continues, not seeming to have heard any of that. “Tried to demand there be some sort of rescue attempt for you. Presented all this information they’d put together, and everything.”

Lyney’s chest pangs.

They’d all…the  children of the House…  had stormed  Father’s office.  And all for— all for the chance to come and help  him. 

“Is she— is Eloise okay?” he rasps, though it isn’t due to the dryness of his throat. “That night, I was— I was with a little girl, with brown hair she always puts up in a pigtail. Did you see her? Do you know if she’s alright?’

“If you mean the one you foolishly gave your Vision away to, then, yes, she was there. Right at the front.”

Despite the jab, Lyney can’t help the immediate wave of utter  relief that crashes over him at hearing that Eloise had successfully gotten away. 

“So— So there they all are, these tiny little things, practically begging for you to go be rescued, and that  woman just…completely dismissed all of them. Hardly batted an eye. She said that if you were going to go and…and claim yourself to not be one of her children anymore, then she had no reason to treat you as one. And anyone that went to help would be choosing the same.”

Lyney hates the pang that runs through him almost involuntarily upon hearing that. Despite everything he’s come to see and realize about Father and the House over all these months, she’s still, well,  Father. Even if the admission makes his stomach churn. 

“And I…well, it all made me rather…upset. I tried to demand she go and help you, but she— and I  see,  now, that she was only trying to goad me into doing all of this. Which I then so  stupidly  fell for, because I took that information from those children and stormed out of there to go track down that worthless, wet sock of a man myself, even though I  knew that I could never actually—

She breaks off, then, taking another shaky breath. 

“…I’m sorry,” she whispers, after a while, and he hates that this is the most genuine she’s ever sounded. “You deserve a better Archon.  Fontaine  deserves a better Archon.” She chuckles, but it’s sharp, and jagged at the edges. “Really, you— you all deserve to  have an Archon in the first place!”

Lyney frowns. “Lady Furina, that’s not—”

“I’m powerless, Lyney!” 

The words are a near-shout, and despite the darkness Lyney can make out the sight of Furina burying her face into her hands once they’re said.

“I don’t have the Gnosis,” she admits, sounding miserable. “I haven’t had it for— for a really,  really  long time. Not a single, living citizen of Fontaine has ever  once  been ruled by someone actually capable of using it, because it’s been— Because it’s all been one big lie!  I’m just one big lie!”

She sniffles a few times. Lyney hears her shoes scrape along the floor.

“…So, do you get it, now?” she whispers. I’m nothing. I always have been. And that— that woman knows it. Monsieur Neuvillette knows it. You know it, now. And soon, all of Fontaine will, too.” Another sniff. “And I know I don’t deserve to be Focalors, but if I lose her, then— then what else do I have? My—” she laughs, choked and wet, “—My silly little cakes?” She pauses, then continues, even more quietly. “The only reason anyone thinks they like ‘Focalors’ is because they don’t know any better. You think I don’t know exactly what will happen once they do?”

Lyney’s tongue feels like a dry, useless lump in his mouth. Pieces that used to bewilder him are quickly slotting together in his head of their own accord, and he really doesn’t like the picture they’re starting to form. He swallows, hard, trying to get it to unstick so he can try and say… something,  to this. Anything.

“I’ve told you I think you’re lucky before, Lyney, but I really do mean it. Because I don’t understand you. Do…Do you  know  just how much I would give up, for even a single  ounce  of a family like yours? Here you are with— with this passion you genuinely enjoy, and all of these children still wanting to see you safe, and two people that would go to the end of the world and  back  for you no matter  what,  and yet you— you don’t even seem to see that, because you still stand there and act  just like—“


 “Furina.” 


It comes out hoarse, and half-croaked, but Lyney can’t sit here and listen to any more of this. Furina’s breathing is heavy, and a little unsteady, but she stays quiet.

Lyney swallows. “That’s…Furina. That’s not true.”

A small, exhausted huff. “I really don’t need your platitudes, Lyney. I receive plenty of those from the rest of the population, I can assure you.”

“No, really. You said that…that people only like Focalors because they don’t know any better, right? Well. Now, I do.”

He takes a deep breath. He can practically feel Furina holding hers.

“And— to be honest, I always found Focalors a little irritating. But…I don’t know. I think Furina herself is quite alright.”

He thinks Furina’s trying to muffle it with her hand, but the immediate whimper she lets out at that— filled with a sense of intense, palpable relief— is audible and unmistakable nonetheless.

He’s quiet as she lets herself sit with that, and the room grows silent save for the sounds of Lyney twisting at his ropes and Furina’s slowly steadying breathing. Eventually, she’s the first to break it.

“…A  little irritating,” she mumbles, face still likely pressed into her hands. “My dear Lyney, I would love to see how you behave in front of your enemies.”

As if on cue, footsteps begin to thud down the stairs again, and Lyney lets out a huff.

“Well,” he says, “It seems today is your lucky day.”

The door swings open again, and the person behind it switches on some lamp in the hall, allowing light to flow into the room for the first time Lyney can remember. He squints, trying to shield his eyes despite his current lack of usable hands.

A younger man walks in, staring at a sheet of paper in his hands. He largely ignores the two of them, save for a smug, condescending smirk he gives Furina before chuckling and returning to his paper. He moves to a stack of boxes by the wall, pulls out a few bottles of…something, then turns around and—

Trips, falling flat onto his face. The bottles shatter on the ground.

The man immediately staggers to his feet, shirt half-drenched, and growls, whirling around to face a now wide-eyed Furina with one leg innocently outstretched on the ground.

He grabs her by the front of her jacket, yanking her to her feet.

“Oh, you think you’re  so  funny, do you?” he spits. He raises a fist threateningly, and Furina’s eyes follow it. “We’ve all seen what you’re truly like,  Hydro Archon.”  He chuckles again, a cruel, mocking sound. “Don’t make me  remind you who’s really—“

Furina socks him  directly  in the face, and he stumbles backwards onto the floor with a cry. Lyney notices for the first time that they’d barely even bothered to tie her hands or legs. 

Furina stares at her still outstretched arm in wonder until the man starts to groan, and she quickly snatches one of the more intact bottles from the ground in order to immediately smash it over his head. He falls silent, and doesn’t move again.

Once she seems to register what she’d just done, the remaining glass slips from her fingers, and she covers her mouth with her hands.

Neither of them speak for a long, long moment. 

Then, Lyney snorts.

“Well, there you go,” he says. “Certainly don’t need a Gnosis for that, huh?”









Furina grabs the guy’s keys, and hurries over to untie Lyney before seeing that he’s already managed to get most of his ropes significantly loosened.

“Show-off,” she huffs, as Lyney pulls off the last of the rope around his waist.

“I’m a magician trained in espionage,” he says, standing up and immediately regretting it when the action sends a shock of pain shooting up his leg. “There’s—  urgh— very little that can actually keep me restrained.”

He needs to hold onto the chair for balance as he says this, which is likely the source of Furina’s very dubious look.

“Don’t worry,” Lyney grits, testing how much weight he can actually get away with putting on his leg. “I’ve had worse.”

The dubious look is not eased.

Lyney doesn’t have his Vision, or any of his usual props, but he does still carry out the ever-reliable trick of Grabbing The Giant Wrench In The Corner, so they’re sufficiently armed— in addition to Furina’s apparently killer right hook, of course.

They’d been making a considerable racket down in the storage room, so they’re quickly met with a few more men once they’re outside of it, but the wrench makes its usefulness very known, as does Furina’s clearly increasing enjoyment at getting to deck a couple very awful people in the face. 

The stairs up out of the lower level prove to be a bit more of a challenge, but Lyney sets his jaw and pulls himself through it anyway, and he emerges to find himself in a shop with a set of large windows that clearly display what can only be the darkened streets of— of the Court.

Lyney could cry. They’re just in the  Court. 

He tries to move for the door, but something creaks behind him, and then a person slams into his back, making him lose his grip on his weapon and sending them both careening into a display case. It shatters against Lyney’s face, and he bites back a shout.

“No, you  don’t,” a voice snarls, and Lyney is flipped over on his back to be faced with the sight of that same, older man that had started all of this. The man pins him to the ground, and the extra weight on Lyney’s bad leg makes his breath hitch with pain.

 Come on, Furina,  he thinks.  This guy isn’t even facing you. 

Furina doesn’t appear. From this position, Lyney isn’t able to see why.

“You’re a troublesome little thing, aren’t you?” the man says, panting slightly, but his grip is firm. Lyney tries to struggle out of his grip, but he’s still injured, starving, and dehydrated, and it has little effect. “I’m already going to have to waste so much Water on getting rid of you. Do you think my lovely Vignere appreciates all the delay in my research you’ll cause?”

“Do I— What?” Lyney asks, which earns him a hard slap on the face. 

Lyney uses the moment the man’s hand is lifted to shove him sideways into the display cabinet, and he manages to pull himself up for all of three seconds before a hand yanks at his leg, sending him crashing back down to the ground and knocking the wind out of him.


 Furina. Where are you? 


The man sits on his back, shoving Lyney’s face into the floor with a hand fisted in his hair. He leans over, breath hot on Lyney’s ear.

“Give  up,” he spits. “You can’t win this one, boy.”

Lyney bucks under his hold, trying desperately to push him off, but the man drives a knee into the back of Lyney’s bad one, and he lets out a strangled gasp of pain.

With his cheek pressed into the ground like this, though, his head is facing directly towards a corner of the room, where he spots a familiar glint of metal only a few feet away.

It’s the wrench. The wrench is  right there. If he can just—

Lyney bucks again, harder, and manages to launch an arm out in that direction. He claws desperately at the ground, trying to pull himself at all closer. Just as he thinks he’s almost gotten himself to move, the pressure on him lifts, and a hand appears to pluck the wrench right off the ground.

Oh, no.

He’s yanked upwards, body turned forcefully around into a sitting position as he’s shoved into something at his back, and he’s greeted by the angry, vengeful gaze of the man— wrench raised and ready in one hand. The other fists into Lyney’s collar.

“You really do insist on being  difficult,” the man snarls. He moves his hand to grip Lyney’s jaw, holding it in place, and thrusts the wrench in his face. “One more move, boy. I won’t repeat myself.”

Lyney’s eyes stare daggers into his. The man is leaning over him, but his knees are placed in between Lyney’s legs instead of pinning them down, so Lyney quickly draws his good leg up close to himself and  kicks the man right in the center of the chest as hard as he can. 

He goes falling back, and Lyney makes to scramble away, but a hand fists firmly in the neck of his shirt,  yanks, and whirls him around, and Lyney only has time to see the gleam of the wrench in the moonlight before—

“Settle  down.” 

Water  explodes around them, snatching the man up in a whirling torrent that sends him crashing against the ceiling before a burst of piercing white light throws him back down. Lyney scrambles backwards, gaping, but all that touches him are a few stray water droplets.

The man splutters from the ground, coughing out water, and Lyney hears the sound of heels crunching on glass as none other than Chief Justice Neuvillette moves into the shop, a group of uniformed Gardes rushing in behind him to quickly haul Lyney’s former assailant out into the street. Neuvillette comes to a stop in the center of the room before setting his cane down with a  thud, expression as furious as a raging tide. His eyes move to Lyney, still lying on the ground, and then continue on to find…

Furina.

Furina, clothes dirty, face a mess, and pressing herself as far back into a shadowed corner as she can while standing in frozen, terrified horror at the front of the shop.

The front of the shop, with its large, clear windows.

The giant windows. Showing the  Court.  

 Oh,  Lyney thinks, his previous tension partly giving way to a sense of sad understanding.  Oh, Furina. 

“Monsieur Neuvillette!” a voice from outside— likely a Garde— shouts, and Furina jolts so violently she nearly smacks her head back against the wall. “Wriothesley’s on his way, and we’re interviewing the shopkeeper next door that reported the incident. What else would you have us do in the meantime? Should we search the premises?”

Neuvillette doesn’t acknowledge the question. His attention hasn’t left Furina, and he stares at her with a mixture of alarm, confusion, and worry flickering across his face. He opens his mouth to speak, then closes it.

“Lady…Furina?” he asks, voice so soft and quiet Lyney’s certain only the three of them can hear it. 

Furina’s head whips towards him, and they stare at each other for what feels like an eternity. Her eyes move from Neuvillette, to the windows, to Neuvillette again, and her trembling fingers flex from where they’re splayed against the wall.

Then, ever so minutely, she shakes her head.

 “Please,”  she whispers, blinking rapidly as her eyes begin to fill with tears,  “Help me.” 

Neuvillette inhales, sharply, and neither of them move for two, three, four seconds.

Then, Neuvillette whirls around, strides forward, and  slams  his cane on the ground.

“Everyone  out!” 

There’s a few yelps of surprise from the Gardes. 

“Really?” one asks. “But, Monsieur—”

“I will take care of all necessary matters.” Neuvillette’s expression is as hard as steel, all earlier traces of emotion wiped clean. “Clear the area completely.  Now.” 

Distant orders are barked as feet quickly scramble to do as instructed, ushering passerby away, and Neuvillette stands completely still watching them until the sounds of people outside fade completely.

Then, he turns back around, and that worry instantly spreads itself back onto his face as if it had never left. He moves to take a step towards Furina, then hesitates, and instead walks to crouch down beside Lyney.

“You’ve done very well,” he says, gently. “Help will be here in just a moment. Please, rest.”

It’s as if the words finally cut the last remaining string tying Lyney’s body to his sense of adrenaline. All of his remaining strength leaves him in an instant, and he sags down completely onto the floor.

The last thing he registers is the sight of Neuvillette rushing to Furina’s side as she collapses to her knees, buries her face into her hands, and  cries. 

 

 


 

 

For the second time in…an honestly sort of unclear number of days, Lyney wakes to rain.

It is nothing like the torrential downpour that had heralded Father’s arrival, though, and instead only patters gently against the windows of the large room that Lyney belatedly realizes is his own back at the Palais.

He also, belatedly, realizes that his entire body absolutely  hurts.  

“Oh, goodness,” a soft voice says, and Lyney looks over to find Neuvillette sitting in a chair right beside his bed, holding a book. “You’re awake.” He looks slightly sheepish. “I had told your siblings to try and get some rest, as they’ve both been quite insistent on being here the moment you woke up, but…ah.” He looks over to the corner, where Freminet and Lynette are both fast asleep in a large chair, Freminet’s head leaning on Lynette’s shoulder as her ears twitch from whatever dream she’s currently having. “It appears they were correct in insisting that it wouldn’t be that much longer. I must offer my apologies.”

Lyney can’t even be upset. They look adorable.

“How are you feeling?” Neuvillette asks, setting the book down and pouring Lyney a glass of water he takes gratefully. “Serene has been keeping a careful eye on your injuries after Sigewinne finished tending to the worst of them, and they both are confident that you’ll make a full recovery. Though, Sigewinne recommended you not overuse your leg too much while it heals.”

Lyney attempts to speak, but it comes out like more of a croak, and he takes a sip of water before trying again. “…How…long was I out for?”

Neuvillette hums. “Only a little over a day, or so. It’s around late afternoon right now, and we found you both two nights ago.”

Right… you both.  

Memories from earlier rush up at him, suddenly, and he winces.

“Is…Is Furina okay?”

Neuvillette’s expression turns visibly solemn, but he nods. 

“Yes,” he says. “She’s still a little…shaken up, but she will be alright. I…will do all I can to ensure that, at the very least.” He shifts in his chair. “There are some things I wish to speak with you about, though.”

Lyney nods, slowly, and gestures for him to continue. Neuvillette looks slightly hesitant, but does.

“Furina informed me of what was discussed during your…meeting, with the House Director. How much are you aware of the prophecy surrounding Fontaine?”

Lyney frowns, before multiple dots rapidly connect together in his brain, and he nearly chokes on the water he’d just taken a sip of.

“Wait,” he says, once he’s finished coughing, one of Neuvillette’s hands hovering apprehensively over his back,  “that  prophecy?  That’s what they were talking about?”

Neuvillette nods again, looking grave. “Yes. It is very much real, and it appears to be approaching far sooner than any of us would have liked. But I promise you, with every fibre of my being, that Furina and I are going to do everything within our power to prevent it. And I…truly do mean that, now.” He looks down at his hands. “I must confess something to you, Lyney, though please know that it is not intended to be any sort of excuse. I simply want to dissuade you from putting all of the blame on Furina for how far things have gotten.”

He goes quiet for a moment, then turns to stare out at the rain through the window.

“The most straightforward way to stop the prophecy,” he says, “is one that I have known about since it first began. But I have been reluctant to go through with it, because it involves Furina giving up her position as Archon completely. And though I’ve certainly made my hesitance known, I fear that I haven’t been nearly as clear on my reasoning behind it as I should have. Or…on many other things, as well.”

He seems to deliberate over his next words, and his expression grows distant.

“…The last time such a huge change was made to Fontaine’s status quo, I…lost two people very important to me. For years, I’ve been fearing that another large shift like this would only end up hurting Furina in…in much a similar way, but I—” he closes his eyes, shaking his head. 

The rain begins to hit a little harder against the windows. 

“If you’ll allow me to impart you with anything, Lyney, let it be this,” Neuvillette continues after a few moments, voice quiet. “I’ve never considered myself very skilled at understanding emotions, or how to properly go about expressing them. But— I’m beginning to realize that, truly, none of that will ever be more important than just making sure they’re expressed simply as they are. Because…perhaps other people aren’t always quite so good at them, either.”

He shakes his head again, then leans forward, clasping his hands together on the bed. His head hangs low. Lyney stares, wide-eyed.

“Furina said that she believes the two of you to be quite similar. So if there is any chance at all that you— that I can—“

He cuts himself off, then swallows thickly. Rain pounds against the glass.

“…If something is troubling you, or hurting you, then the people in your life you are closest to will be grateful to have been informed of such, because now they can help to relieve it. But…even if they aren’t, or they do feel hurt as well…” he clenches his fists together, “…no amount of upset they could possibly experience would  ever  be worse than the ache of learning that someone you hold very dear has been willingly suffering alone. That…That they fear you would not  care.” 

He falls silent, then, and stays in that same position as he seemingly collects himself. Eventually, he takes a deep breath, then sits back up in his chair. 

“So. Well. That was everything I wished to say.”

Lyney practically gapes at him, eyes still wide. His mind is whirling through about a thousand ways to respond to that and settling on none of them, and it must just give up on trying at some point because instead of anything even remotely resembling the sort of reception such a carefully worded speech like that should receive, what he suddenly blurts out instead is;

“I don’t trust you.”

Only this, his admission of it, is perhaps an indication towards the beginning of the opposite— in the only way he knows how.

Neuvillette, for his part, seems to understand this. He offers Lyney a small smile.

“That’s quite alright,” he says. He leans back in his chair. “What might I do that could aid you in building it?”

 

 


 

 

Lynette and Freminet wake up to Lyney smiling smugly at his dearly treasured hours of uninterrupted Look-At-How-Cute-My-Darling-Little-Siblings-Are Time, and Lynette buries her face into his neck out of (still very cute, Lynette!) embarrassment under the guise of a loving hug.

Okay, well, it definitely is also that, too. She’s gripping him too tightly for that not to be the case.

Freminet, on the other hand, chooses to hide how red  his  face is by running and fetching the absolute  boatload of Get-Well-Soon cards the other children of the House had apparently put together for Lyney to read. Lyney’s Vision is there, too, along with a long note from Eloise.

“We found them  inside the Palais,” Lynette says, failing to hide her amusement as Lyney opens a card that immediately deposits what must be an entire bag’s worth of glitter onto his lap. “Furina’s choosing to interpret this as an opportunity to improve security.”

His injured leg means he needs to be ‘resting’ far more often than he’d like to be, but he still wants to continue his work, so he…does end up asking his siblings, one morning, for some…help. They look at him like he’s grown a second head for about five seconds— this cannot possibly be that rare of an occurrence, can it?— before wholeheartedly agreeing. Many evenings are spent in Lyney’s room recounting memories as they go over individual adoption files, and afternoons often consist of giant prop-making sessions in the kitchen that the Melusines are always eager to jump in on.

In the days following the…well, everything, he and his siblings end up sleeping squeezed together on Lyney’s bed each night more often than not. They definitely do not all fit, but Lyney will admit that having the two of them so close is…comforting, in its own, odd little way. Lynette’s blanket-hogging and Freminet’s somehow perpetually cold feet notwithstanding.

“I’m sorry for worrying you,” he says quietly, on one such occasion, where the three of them are all lying flat on their backs on top of his duvet. And he isn’t sure if it’s something about the cloak of darkness making it easier, or Neuvillette’s earlier words, or even just the simple passage of time that has him continuing, but he does. “Ah. For…more than just the whole kidnapping, really.” 

“Please don’t apologize for being kidnapped, Lyney,” Freminet says plainly. “But, um. We just…really care about you. A lot. You know that, right?”

Lyney swallows thickly. “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

Lynette lightly flicks him on the forehead without turning her body. “All system files included.”

It’s the big brother’s job to never trouble his little siblings, and Lyney has been sticking to this for his entire life, except that maybe he hasn’t— and, truthfully, maybe it’s the wrong thing to be aiming for in the first place.

Freminet is Lyney’s little brother because he’d wanted to be  Lyney’s little brother. And who is Lyney to deny him of that?

 I’m fine  becomes  I’m alright  becomes  Maybe I’m not, sometimes,  and Lyney truly starts to realize that his siblings will always, always,  always leave a light waiting on for him, no matter how far behind them he thinks he’s fallen.

Furina seems to have come to her own sort of realizations, as well, because she starts looking more and more relaxed and genuine inside the Palais the more the days pass by.

“Have you decided what you’re going to do?” he asks her idly one afternoon, when both he and Neuvillette have been only slightly manhandled into sitting down and serving as taste testers for a new recipe she’s trying. He doesn’t need to specify what he’s talking about.

Furina hums, pausing from where she’d been vigorously mixing her current frosting attempt. She looks contemplative. “I’m…not quite sure, yet. Oh— don’t get me wrong! This city  will  be saved. Any other outcome is simply inexcusable. But even if we truly do only have a few years left…that’s still a few  years.  We’re also working on emergency plans, of course, but…I don’t know. I do want to try and be more…genuine, with everyone, first, regardless of whether I end up staying as ‘  Focalors’, or not. I feel like they deserve that much, hm?”

Neuvillette gives her a small smile. “If that is what you would feel comfortable with, Furina.”

Furina flushes, then looks down to hide her face. She thrusts her spatula towards Neuvillette wordlessly.

“Here,” she mutters. “Taste.”

Neuvillette does, and thinks for a few moments, contemplative.

Then, he nods. “It is…sweet.”

Furina groans, putting her head in her hands, and Lyney attempts to hide his snicker in a cough.

“You’ll give entire essays about the flavor of  water,  and  that’s all you have to say?” she bemoans. Neuvillette only blinks at her.

Lyney takes advantage of her current predicament in order to lean over and swipe a bit of frosting directly from the bowl with his finger, then putting it in his mouth. He makes an exaggerated gasp, eyes going dramatically wide.

“My  goodness,  Lady Furina!” he says. “Did you put…  sugar, in this?!”

She chucks her spatula at him.

Lyney is officially banned from all taste-testing activities after this— no, really, it is put into legal writing, and everything— but he regrets nothing. This also gives him plenty of time to focus on his magic shows, which have only been drawing more and more attention. Surprisingly, this has very little to do with the fact that he’d essentially stumbled accidentally into the solution for a nearly two-decade long disappearance case (due to Furina’s involvement, the details of the situation had been kept largely under wraps) and nearly entirely in part to the growing popularity of his newest troupe members.

 “And, of course,”  Lyney announces at the end of an Opera Epiclese show, as he’s quickly growing accustomed to,  “my sister and I must give our biggest thanks to our wonderful stage crew!” 

Dozens of footsteps pound, and then Lyney hears the collective  ‘Awww!’  from his audience as a whole horde of former House children run onstage to take their bow. Emmeline waves to her adoptive parents like she’s the star of the show, and Lyney is in no mood to stop her. Instead, he looks up to the ones hiding in the rafters, still too nervous to come out onstage, and offers them a giant, mouthed  Thank you! as well.

When Lyney finally realizes it, one night, it isn’t really due to anything in particular.

He’s just sitting on his bed, looking idly around at the various things laid around his room, and then…it’s like he  sees. 

Photos, from Emmeline and Eloise and Harvey and Genevive and all the other children he’s helped find new homes pinned up on his wall. The batch of props he and the Melusines had painted earlier, drying in the corner, placed right beside the stack of posters his siblings had drawn up for their next show. The absurdly fancy bottle of water from Neuvillette on his nightstand, and that one jar of Pate de Fruit from Furina.

He stares, and  safe has always been a bit of a strange word, but now he doesn’t have to wonder so much about the intricacies behind its standard definition, because they’re all laid out right in front of him— and, this time, he’d placed each one there himself. 

Time heals all wounds, and Lyney’s cut over a decade deep, but perhaps he’s been overlooking the only part of that sentence that really matters, which is that time  heals all wounds. And the hole has already started to fill.

He lies back on his bed, and stares up at the ceiling, but he can’t quite make out the pattern on it, this time, with how tired his eyes are from all the day’s activities. That’s alright, though.

He’s built himself a show of his own, after all. One he isn’t left anxiously trying to parse out all the hidden mechanisms behind, one whose steps he can never truly forget, because he knows where to turn when he really needs the reminder, and one that— maybe just this once— he doesn’t particularly mind in letting other people know the secrets to.

And, with that, he falls into an easy, comfortable sleep.

 

 

 


Notes for the Chapter:thank you so much for reading!! people liked my notes last time, so i come bringing plenty more!

 

- i know freminet was our star of part one, but i really, really love lyney. the concept of a realist performing magic partly so no one else has to be is SO interesting and i love any opportunity i get to show how his viewpoint contrasts from freminet’s. i also knew before even finishing hazards that i wanted a sequel to be about lyney and furina specifically, and then 4.1 went and gave me literally the best setup i could’ve possibly asked for lol. ‘neuvillette doesn’t know what’s up with her’ yeah ok but do you know who IMMEDIATELY would

- if you’ve been doing the weekly fontaine requests, muirne is the melusine that requests like three sticks of butter, and menthe can be found beside the cafe. i think neuvillette would definitely offer up the palais to any melusine that wanted to stay there, especially if they worked close by, or seem to be having frequent apartment troubles.

- from what i can tell, there appears to be no way to get from inside the Court to the area behind it without either climbing a giant wall or swimming, so we’re just gonna go and pretend that the wall by that one outside waypoint has, like, stairs, or something (why does it not? this seems like a very poor architectural decision). also emmeline’s new house is intended to be the one at the top of the hill to the left of earnshaw’s!

- talvat is a freelance photographer that can be found in the square, and the npc nolette sitting on a bench below katheryne talks about how a while ago a photographer there helped catch a thief due to a picture he took of her. when i say i am thorough i am thorough lol

- if you couldn’t tell from my username, i love theatre! the group i grew up doing shows with only ever got around a day and a half to rehearse with the stage we were performing on before we opened, which always made everything so much more exciting! i couldn’t resist putting a little of those feelings into this hehe. a ghost light is an old theatre tradition, where a single light is always left out on stage after everyone leaves. there are a few different reasons behind this, but my personal favorite is that it appeases the personal ghosts every theatre inexplicably contains.

- furina’s specialty food is (spoilers) made with eggs, flour, almonds, and coffee beans, and there’s a french coffee walnut cake that i’m guessing it may have been taken from? just, like, genshin doesn’t have walnuts. it’s called gâteau grenoblois, and the ‘grenoblois’ comes from the name of the region the walnuts are grown in. since this doesn’t exist in teyvat, i changed the name! really hope i got the partitive article right. again, i am thorough lmao

- i was not prepared for arlecchino in 4.1, oh my god. the fact that literally every single word out of her mouth manages to be either a dig at furina or a way to remind her of her ‘place’ is kind of impressive. i hope i’ve managed to convey that same kind of energy here!

- none of the children are existing npcs, but eloise in particular is meant to be the lone little girl standing by the fruitstand below katheryne, specifically so you can go and give her a headpat or a hug if you wish. i did actually go and check out the roofs for that scene, because of course i did. also vacher’s store (? building?) is extremely close by, so he chooses to carry him there over the like. giant underwater puzzle mechanism he’s got going on

- i had that ‘i don’t trust you’ line and the sentence after it written about a week after i posted part 1. it kind of served as the basis for this entire fic, really.

- i know this is literally unavoidable, but i still like getting as close to canon as possible, so the solution to the prophecy is left up in the air. but they will fix it! also i really don’t see neuvillette and furina’s relationship as father/daughter or brother/sister. sometimes a family can be 3 children, like 50 humanoid sea slugs, an exceedingly old man, and his really awkward boss <3

 

and again, as always, thank you so much for reading! from the bottom of my heart. please let me know if you enjoyed it, or have any other thoughts you want to share! i love seeing anything you have to say, no matter how small ;) your comments truly do make my day!





