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Freminet is five years old when he first discovers it.

It’s late, far past when his  Maman had first tucked him into bed, but Fleuve Cendre is as loud as ever, and sleep evades him.

A bottle smashes somewhere outside his window, reverberating against the metal slats covering the ground. A few drunk men shout something incomprehensible.

Freminet pulls his thin blanket over his head, but it does little to block the noise.

He lays there for a few moments, trying desperately to will himself to sleep like he knows his  Maman wants him to be, but it’s no use. His fingers itch for the thick, familiar book on his rickety, water-stained nightstand.

There’s the sound of wood splintering, of kicks and punches and even more men screaming at each other, and the book is off the nightstand and in Freminet’s hands before he can even think twice about it.

He fishes underneath his pillow, pulling out the small flashlight he always keeps there. It’s well past its prime; the light only really works if you hold it at a specific angle, and even then you need to hit it a few times, but Freminet can’t bring himself to get rid of it. Mostly because he doesn’t know if they’d be able to find a replacement, but also because he occasionally finds himself fascinated with simply turning it around and around in his hands, figuring out exactly how to make it work and what to do if it doesn’t.

After a few smacks against his palm, the flashlight flickers on, illuminating the cover of his book.

 365 Stories and Rhymes for Children of All Kinds had been a very special birthday gift for Freminet just a few months prior, and it’s still the best thing he owns. He’d stared at the glossy blue cover reverently, running his hands over the embossed golden text and the colorful characters collected below it. A young girl with long, pink hair, a bright red fox with an impossibly bushy tail, a penguin, speeding down a snowy hill…

His  Maman had laughed, and kissed his forehead gently.

 “There,”  she’d said, combing calloused fingers through his hair, “  Now you’ll have all these new friends to play with while I’m out, hm?” 

Freminet had buried his face into her chest and tried to ignore the way he’d seen her smile shake.

True to its name, the book does indeed contain 365 stories, and Freminet takes great care in never reading more than one new one a day, so as to save it as long as he can. Instead, he’ll go back and reread the previous ones over, and over, and over again, till he can nearly recite them by heart.

This particular night, though, he’s on a brand new story, and when he settles back against his pillow, props the book up against his knees, and turns the page— he gasps.

There, glowing softly under his flashlight, is the most incredible thing he thinks he’s ever seen.

A giant, magnificent dragon lays across two full pages, curled around and around itself. Its blue skin seems to glimmer off the page.

The story itself is short, he quickly discovers, only spanning those two pages, but Freminet can’t bring himself to mind. He practically has to pull his eyes away from the dragon to even begin reading in the first place.

 


 There is a legend in Fontaine, 



 That every time the sky does rain, 



 It comes, not from wind, or cloud, or sky, 



 But from the great Hydro Dragon, feeling sad enough to cry. 


 


 He curls up, watching from above, 



 As children play and laugh and love, 



 And though he loves them too, with all his might, 



 Nothing is worse than a lonely night. 


 


 The dragon fears, if he comes down, 



 All those happy smiles would turn to frowns. 



 But though he deigns to keep away, 



 Rest assured, without a doubt, that in the skies he always stays. 


 


 So when rain falls down, on you, and I, 



 Instead, look up, and call, 



 Don’t cry, Hydro Dragon, don’t cry! 


 


 

The story quickly becomes something of a fascination.

Since it’s so short, it doesn’t take him long at all to know the entire thing by heart, but he still opens the book each time he thinks of it, gazing at that wondrous illustration. His  Maman doesn’t quite understand his obsession— she says she thinks the story is rather sad, even though Freminet doesn’t see it that way— but she knows how much he cares about the friends in his books, and it’s enough to have her start bringing up the dragon, as well.

“We know what to do, don’t we?” she whispers into his ear, holding him close as a particularly heavy rainstorm makes even Fleuve Cendre’s waterways grow rapid and spill over onto the platforms. The bucket they’ve placed outside to catch the particularly persistent leak in the pipe above their apartment has already been filled, and water leaks under the door. “There’s no need to be scared.”

Freminet nods silently, but he isn’t scared. Not really. He fiddles with a piece of clockwork in his hands.

“Don’t cry, Monsieur Dragon,” he says, snapping something into place and holding up his work, “I’ll make you a new friend to play with. Then  Maman can take him to you when she leaves.”

His  Maman squeezes him tighter. “Such a good boy,” she says. “I’m sure our ‘Monsieur Dragon’ would love it.”

Later, once he first climbs to the top of Fleuve Cendre all on his own, it takes him a few trips to feel brave enough to actually open the door leading out to the Court. 

What finally gets him to move is, in fact, the rain.

He can hear it start to come down outside, along with vague sounds of flustered shouts and heels quickly clacking away on the cobblestone as people run for cover.

 “We know what to do, don’t we?”  his  Maman’s voice echoes back to him.

He stands there for a few moments, listening, but the streets are quiet. There’s no one else around.

Down in the Fleuve Cendre, looking up to a dark expanse of stone and pipes instead of an actual sky, he’d understood that the Dragon probably wouldn’t be able to hear him. He is already quite quiet to begin with, after all.

But now…

Carefully, he shuffles forward, slowly grabbing the handle and opening the door just enough to let himself outside. Rain begins to patter against his face, and the coolness of it startles him.

He doesn’t dislike it, though.

Taking a deep breath, he squeezes his eyes shut, clenches his fists, and calls, as loud as he thinks he can muster,


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


 “Eeek!” a small voice squeaks, and Freminet immediately jumps, whirling his head around until he spots a uniformed Melusine a few feet away, hands clasped against her chest.

“I’m— I’m sorry,” Freminet manages, retreating into himself and already wanting to run back through the door and forget any of this ever happened, “I didn’t mean to—”

“No, no, it’s alright!” the Melusine interjects quickly, rushing forward. “You just startled me, that’s all.” She cocks her head, rocking back and forth on her heels. “What is an adorable little human like you doing out in this weather? You don’t want to catch a cold.”

Freminet feels his cheeks burn. He rubs at his arm. “Um. I was…I was just trying to call out to the Hydro Dragon. I…I didn’t want him to be sad.”

The Melusine makes a sort of squealing noise, then looks at him with shining eyes. “Well, how sweet are you! He’ll be pleased to hear it.”

Freminet gasps before he can stop himself. “You— You know him?”

The Melusine pauses. “In…a sense,” she says. 

“Can you, um—” Freminet fishes around in his pocket, pulling out one of his newer projects; a small, slightly rusted carousel, with little painted horses that begin moving up and down upon winding it up. “Can you give this to him? I thought it…could help him not be so lonely, anymore. It’s a toy I fixed. It’s, um, not entirely finished yet, but—”

“Oh my goodness!” the Melusine says, plucking it right out of his hands and gazing at it in wonder. She looks up at him, nodding enthusiastically and giving a salute. “I’ll take care of everything, don’t you worry!”

They part ways shortly after, and Freminet, still feeling slightly embarrassed, hurries back home.

It takes nearly three weeks for rain to fall again.














As time passes by, Freminet’s collection of favorite stories only grows. Instead of leaving one for another, though, they all sort of build around each other, like the mismatched fragments of some of his more makeshift machines. 

His  Maman’s work days grow longer and longer. Freminet lays in bed at night, using the darkness of his room to imagine that all of his friends are right there beside him. The Hydro Dragon lies curled around his bedframe, protecting him from any of the fights echoing outside their apartment. Pers slides gleefully around the floor, creating sparkling sheens of ice wherever he goes. Mr. Fox leans against the far wall, recounting tales of his adventures Freminet’s heard a thousand times over— but when he closes his eyes, the images the words paint across his mind are as bright and dazzling as ever. 

The day everything changes, however, he has no time to gather his friends beside him.

His  Maman does not say a word as she takes him out of Fleuve Cendre. The second they reach the top of those ancient, rickety ladders, she grabs his hand in a vice grip and does not let it go. When he tries to ask her what is happening, she does not answer.

They take the exit that leads out to the main center of the Court, but as they begin to move through the city, Freminet realizes that they’re really just winding back to where he thinks the other exit is. Why hadn’t they just left through that one?

 “Maman?” he tries, confused, but still, she remains silent. The only indication she’d heard him at all is the tightening of her hand in his.

Freminet doesn’t understand what is happening. When they reach their destination, he still doesn’t.

When his mother wishes him goodbye, when the stern-looking woman yanks him inside her dark, hulking shadow of a house, when he walks into a room full of gaunt, pale-faced children quietly watching him from beds too few in number for each of them to have their own – still, he does not understand.

What he does know, though, is that if he is good, his  Maman will come, comb his hair, kiss his forehead, and praise him for it.

He just needs to be good.

That night, squeezed into bed beside someone far too large to be Pers, but too small to be the Princess, Mr. Fox, or the Guardsman, rain does not fall.

He feels ashamed for almost wishing it would.

 

 


 

 

The first time Freminet goes diving, it is entirely by accident.

Well. Not quite an accident, per say. The event comes directly as a result of his own failings.

The orphanage director finds him kneeling beside the ancient, leaky— and now currently disassembled— shower in the children’s bathroom. Not understanding that he’s only trying to fix it, she grabs his arm, pulls him up with nearly enough force to yank it out of its socket, and drags him all the way out of the building.

“Stupid, insolent child,” she hisses as she marches him through the Court, up a lift, and down another one that leads to the outskirts of the city, “Ungrateful little  wretch.” 

“You want to sit submerged in water, boy?” she says, once they’re standing in a slightly secluded area overlooking the ocean. “Then be my guest.”

Then, before Freminet can muster up the courage to say anything, or even truly process what is happening at all, she lifts him up by the thin fabric of his shirt, and tosses him over the edge.

When he hits the water, the first thing he registers is how cold it is. It’s shocking enough to clear the haze of fog and worry and confusion from his mind, and his head feels clearer than it has in ages.

It is also blissfully, blissfully quiet.

It’s like the sea is blanketing him, wrapping him up and muting the chaos of the world outside it. His eyes are shut tight— he isn’t quite sure how to open them, like this, but a school of fish darts around his fingers, and soft ferns and plants brush against his legs.

He feels…content. Somehow, despite the circumstances leading up to this moment, he feels safe.

A stream of bubbles whir past his face, and he pictures Pers, whirling around him gleefully.

When he begins to rise to the surface, the Hydro Dragon is there, willing currents his way to keep him from drifting too far or falling too deep.

When he feels air against his face again, he simply allows himself to float. He isn’t sure how long he stays like that, but the next sensation he registers are the waves gently bumping his head against the shore, so light he’s almost reminded of his mother.

By the time he makes it back to the hotel, clothes wet and half hanging off of him, the skies have opened to more rain than he’s seen in years.

 

 








He begins swimming, after that. 

It’s a bit of a gradual thing, really; his stint in the water seems to take up an entire section of his thoughts for weeks following the incident, but he doesn’t even dare consider the idea of purposely getting himself punished in the hopes of it happening again.

So, the ocean becomes another one of his friends to make a home within his imagination. Jagged holes in the creaky wooden floor become lonely starfish, the paste-like porridge they eat every day becomes strange, curious algae, and the darkness the orphanage is almost always shrouded in is as such because it lies nestled at the bottom of the sea, where the Hydro Dragon can most easily protect him from any hostile predators sent his way.

The ocean is the Dragon’s oldest companion, after all, and he feels happy to have reunited the two inside his mind.

Diving suits are tricky, heavy things to handle, he knows, and he also knows that the Director would never shill out the money required to purchase or rent one.

So when she goes off on a group of them for the bunches and bunches of Marcottes they’d spent nearly an entire day picking not going for enough to make up for how much Mora they’re all costing her, and on another for only managing to learn from their selected target that Romaritime Flowers and Tidalga are currently selling well, Freminet takes a deep breath, and very quietly offers himself up to collect them for money instead.

It’s the most terrifying thing he’s ever done in his entire life, but it does pay off.

Being in the water continues to be just as enthralling as it had been that first time, and though constantly coming back up for air is tiring, it does begin to get easier and easier the longer he works at it. He finds himself beginning to slip into a rhythm of moving up and down more often than not, quickly tuning out the world outside of the water he’s surrounded in.

This is, embarrassingly, how he first comes to meet Monsieur Neuvillette.

Freminet has been in an area with a particularly high number of Romaritime Flowers for some time, carefully picking each of them one by one and depositing them in the wooden basket floating beside him. It isn’t till he finishes and fully places his attention on the shore in order to begin taking his collection back to the hotel that he notices none other than the Chief Justice himself standing on the bank, quietly looking out at the waters.

Freminet has never seen the man in person before, but he’s overheard people speaking about him more times than he can count, and it’s enough to immediately clue him in to the stranger’s identity.

Having clearly noticed Freminet’s movement, Monsieur Neuvillette’s eyes shift over to him, and Freminet jolts, quickly ducking back under the water and nearly toppling his bucket in the process.

Immediately, Freminet regrets this action. Now, surely the man will suspect him to be guilty of any one of the crimes he’s likely just spent his morning reading about, and Freminet will still have to come back up for air eventually. He turns around desperately, trying to find something else to reasonably be collecting in the area, and lets out an internal sigh of relief upon spotting some Tidalga floating a few ways away. He can go over there, pick each of them up very, very slowly, and by then the very busy Chief Justice will leave and he can return to the hotel as intended.

The Chief Justice does not leave. 

Though Freminet is a bit farther away, now, the shape is unmistakable, as is the sight of the sun beginning to make its descent in the sky.

And Freminet absolutely cannot, under any circumstances, arrive back past curfew. More than enough children have been forced to help show the seriousness of this rule for him to be well aware of this fact. Monsieur Neuvillette may scare him, but the alternative is much, much worse.

Resigning himself to whatever is awaiting him, he makes his way back to the mainland, shaking fingers barely managing to keep ahold of his bucket. When he reaches the shore, he’s careful not to look at the Chief Justice directly, averting his eyes and resisting the urge to wring his hands around the sopping wet fabric of his tunic.

He opens and closes his mouth a few times, trying and failing to muster up the courage to speak and hating himself for it, but Monsieur Neuvillette beats him to it.

“Hello,” he says, and his voice is somehow both far deeper and far softer than Freminet had expected it to be. “Are you…all finished, now?”

Freminet doesn’t understand what is currently happening. 

“I’m—“ he unsticks his tongue from the roof of his mouth, willing his throat to work, “I’m sorry, Monsieur?”

“I wished to speak with you,” Neuvillette continues, and Freminet still does not understand what is currently happening, “But as you seemed quite busy, I thought it best to let you finish.”

Freminet sort of wishes something would come and unceremoniously throw him into the ocean again.

Has he made the Chief Justice of Fontaine himself just…stand here, for hours? Waiting on  him? 

“…Oh,” he says. He’d been intending on saying slightly more than that, but nothing else comes out.

There’s a painfully awkward silence— which, for Freminet, is saying a lot.

“I’m sorry,” comes Neuvillette’s reply, after a moment, and now Freminet  really wishes someone would come and knock him into the ocean again, “If you’d have preferred me to try and get your attention, I—“

“No!” Freminet bursts, shaking his head vigorously, then clamps his hands over his mouth, horrified. He lowers his head even further. “Um— no, I— I mean— it’s… it’s really fine, Monsieur. I’m so sorry for interrupting.”

“Oh,” says Neuvillette, and he sounds almost…confused? Unsure? “I don’t think I’ve managed to make my intentions very clear. Please forgive me. You…are not in trouble, little one. I simply wished to inquire about your work.”

Freminet shifts, raising his head slightly. “My…work?”

He still cannot see his face, but he imagines the Chief Justice nods. “Indeed. Humans do not typically spend so much…time, in the water, at such a young age.” He pauses for a moment, perhaps to think, then clears his throat. “Would you like to tell me why?”

Bizarrely, the way Neuvillette sounds when he asks this makes it sound like it truly is just a very simple, genuine question on what Freminet would like to do in this moment, but he still finds himself freezing up, because the only thing he wants to do is run far, far away from this entire interaction and never look back.

Instead, he swallows, hard, and forces himself to respond.

“Um,” he says, “I wanted to, Monsieur. I like being in the water.”

This, at least, is true, and yet still reveals nothing about the woman that would make it her goal to personally destroy him if she ever found out he’d told.

“I’m sorry,” he continues, ducking his head down politely again, “I, um, I really have to get going back. Good— Good day.”

Knowing he’s being horribly rude, but unsure of what else to do, he picks up his basket, hugs it to his chest, and scurries off.

He tries not to think too much about the feeling of Monsieur Neuvillette’s eyes on his back.

A few days later, he’s stopped by a Melusine in uniform on the street, which makes him tense up— but she only winks at him conspiratorially, and hands him a colorful jar of Pate de Fruit.

“What, I can’t go around giving out gifts to lovely, law-abiding citizens who deserve it?” she asks, when he only blinks at her in confusion. “It’s just like how, say, the Hydro Dragon himself could choose to give a gift to whomever he wishes, especially if he was feeling particularly shy and embarrassed about unknowingly putting his foot directly into his mouth. And also after he’d been encouraged by his lovely charges, of course, who love him very dearly but  really  must do everything around here.” She pauses. “You know. Hypothetically.”

She chuckles to herself, as if any of that made absolutely any sense at all, pushes the jar into his hands, then skips away.

 

 


 

 

Father arrives, and brings with her a complete changing of the tide.

“Listen well, children,” she’d said, after they’d been instructed on how to properly clean out every last trace of the old director’s blood from the stark white fabric of her cape. “Now, your lives will be guided solely by the breadth of your individual strengths. The only harm that will come to you is what you bring upon yourself.”

One night, they’d all been crouched in a huddled panic around the bedroom’s faulty water pipe, Freminet trying to fix it as quickly as possible with shaking hands and a wall of wide, scared eyes on his back.

Father had walked in just as he’d finished, and the clack of her shoes on the floor had startled him so badly that he’d dropped the tool he’d been holding. He’d immediately fixed his gaze on the floor.

Cold hands had found his chin, and he’d instinctively flinched, but she’d only forced his gaze up towards hers.

“Look at me when I speak to you,” she’d said. “Do you not have confidence in your own abilities?”

“S— Sorry, Father,” Freminet had stammered. “I…I was just—“

“Enough,” Father had said, and his mouth had snapped shut. She’d examined the pipes, and then stood, the other children scurrying out of her way.

“You will be in charge of maintenance, now,” she’d said. “See to it that your family does not suffer at the hands of poorly looked after machinery.”

Then, she’d turned on her heel, and left.

Freminet hadn’t known what to make of the incident even hours after it had happened, only that he’d needed to follow the instructions he’d been given. 

The overwhelming experiences of his life do not stop there, however. Freminet finds that, with him, they rarely ever do.

Though Father gives them ‘free time,’ it carries with it the expectation that it will not be wasted or spent on frivolous matters, so Freminet finds himself returning back to the ocean to collect flowers, as he had been doing before.

This particular time, however, he finds the glow of the Romaritime Flowers more enthralling than usual, and swims over to a patch of them sprouting a bit deeper than he usually goes. Their color reminds him of that of the Hydro Dragon, way back in that original storybook he’d lost the day his  Maman had taken him away, and he imagines his friend settling around him, now, causing the flowers to gently sway back and forth.

It’s been a while since he’s truly allowed himself the company of his oldest friend, and it’s all very comforting, until it very abruptly isn’t, because Freminet suddenly realizes that there is no longer any air in his lungs.

Dazed, he tries to kick back up towards the surface, but a sudden current rushing by knocks him off course, sending him tumbling back down. His head crashes against a rock, sending spots across his already blurring vision.

“Oh, dear,” he thinks he hears someone say, though they sound distant and far off, “That can’t be very good.”

Something grabs onto his wrist and pulls, and the world goes dark.

 

He regains consciousness to a series of blurred sights and muffled sounds.

 “…st hold on, now,”  a voice says.  “We’re…ly there.” 

Later, other voices join them, too.


 “Veleda, stop peering at him like that! We need to keep his head from going all up and down. Aeife, can you…” 



 “…wish I could make the bus move this quickly all the time. Please don’t tell Aeval that.” 



 “Oh, Liath, perfect! Stand by Blathine, she…” 



 “Sedene, quick! Go and…” 


Some time later— he isn’t sure exactly how long it’s been— he vaguely registers being placed down on something plush and soft, and wrapped in something thick and warm.

 “I found him while I was out picking flowers, like I usually do,” someone says.

 “…I see,”  comes the reply, low and soothing like a balm to the pain of his head currently muddying his thoughts.  “Thank you, Trow, dear. You all have done very well.” 

 “Monsieur,”  someone else says,  “Shouldn’t we…I mean, we can’t just—“ 

 “I know,”  comes the low voice again, sounding slightly pained.  “But I— Acting purely upon our feelings alone would not be true justice. Forcing our way into anything without concrete evidence would be unlawful, regardless of what I may fear to be…the truth.” 

The room falls into silence. Then, an exhale.


 “…I am going to go speak with Serene, so that she may continue her first aid. Please excuse me.” 


Shortly after, there’s a cool, yet gentle touch to his head, and he soon slips back into nothingness.

 

When Freminet wakes, it is to the sound of rain, pattering hard against glass.

He realizes he’s laying down, and slowly pushes himself up, head throbbing with a dull, muted ache and throat feeling like it’s been scraped raw.

“Oh, good!” a voice says, and he blinks dazedly a few times to find a light blue Melusine in an equally blue uniform standing in front of him. “You’re awake! Um. We’re in the Palais Mermonia right now. Oh, and I’m Aeval! I’m a tour guide Melusine, and I’ve only just started, but that still means that I know absolutely everything there is to know about Fontaine! So if you wanted to, um, tell me, in incredibly specific detail, the exact name of the place you currently live at, I…can absolutely lead you there!”

She says all of this very fast. Freminet blinks again, trying to get any of it to fully register.

“What,” he croaks, “What…happened?”

Aeval winces. “Us Melusines found you in a bit of trouble out in the water all alone by yourself. We took you straight to Monsieur Neuvillette, and he—“

 “M— Monsieur Neuvillette?!” Freminet gasps, then immediately doubles over into a cough. 

Aeval’s hands hover awkwardly around him. “Please be careful!” Her eyes dart over to a window behind them. “Monsieur, he— he’s just a bit busy with some super important work right now, but he really wouldn’t want you to—“

“No, no,” Freminet breathes, shakily getting to his feet and heading towards the door, “I’m so sorry, I’ve troubled him enough. I need to— I need to go.”

Aeval hurriedly follows him outside, but doesn’t make any attempt at lunging for or grabbing at him, instead only watching him with large, sad eyes as he makes it onto the lift back down to the Court and slumps against the wall.

It’s raining even harder by the time he makes it back to the hotel, and he wonders what, today, has made the Hydro Dragon so unbearably sad.

 

The girl that opens the door to find him standing at the doorstep half-drenched, more than well past any semblance of curfew, and— most terrifyingly— completely empty handed, stares at Freminet like he’s a dead boy walking. He doesn’t at all blame her.

The walk through the hotel feels a bit like a funeral march, with everyone crowded around the hallways to stare at him in silent, yet intimately shared terror.

When Father sees that he’s returned, she says nothing, and this is somehow worse than if she’d exploded at him in rage.

Instead, she waits till a few days later, when he’s curled up in bed, sluggish and struck with a near-relentless cough. She stands in front of him, then leans down to speak directly into his ear.

 “This, right now, is your punishment,”  says Father, lowly.  “Do you understand me?” 

Freminet can only offer another cough in response.

Father straightens. “If you have any sort of special talent or skill, I expect to be made aware of it. Your abilities can never be fully developed or utilized if you neglect to inform me of something so important.”

And with that, she leaves.

Two days later, Freminet wakes to find a brand new diving suit and helmet placed beside his bed.

And this, really, is the beginning of everything.








 

 

The first time Freminet resurfaces after diving in his new suit, having spent nearly three hours fully cradled in the safety and calm the ocean has always given him, the Chief Justice is once again standing quietly by the shore.

This time, when he sees that Freminet has spotted him, he slowly raises a hand, and makes an awkward sort of beckoning motion, as if to call him over. Freminet swallows, hard, then begins to move towards him.

Once Freminet is out of the water, he hesitantly reaches up to unscrew his diving helmet, desperately wanting to keep it on but knowing doing so would be incredibly rude, especially to someone as important as Monsieur Neuvillette.

The man waits patiently till his helmet is off and tucked under his arm before speaking.

“Hello, again,” he says. “I hope you don’t find my presence here too troubling. I was… ah. Has someone…purchased that? For you?”

Freminet pales. Oh, no. Does he think he’s stolen this for himself? He absolutely thinks Freminet has stolen this for himself. Freminet knows they are never to talk about Father or their missions directly to anyone, but the Chief Justice is about to have him arrested for thievery on the spot, and—

“…ease, little one, breathe. I only— forgive me. Oh, dear.”

Freminet comes back to himself with a shaky gasp, and notices the Chief Justice standing slightly closer to him, one hand hovering uncertainly in front of him. Freminet stares at him, wide-eyed and frozen, until he tucks the hand behind him and steps back, straightening.

“I seem to keep hurting you, little one,” Monsieur Neuvillette says, and there’s a small crease to his brows. His other hand flexes around his cane. “Much like…much like the water has. And yet…still, here you are.”

They lapse into silence, Freminet looking down and turning his helmet around in his hands.

“It’s, um,” he starts, voice small, “It’s kind of like the Hydro Dragon.”

There’s a pause.

“The Hydro Dragon?” asks Neuvillette, very carefully. He sounds a bit strange.

Freminet nods, not looking up. “It rains, but only because he’s feeling sad. If the ocean is dangerous, it’s only because of what’s passing through it.”

If a machine breaks, all that needs to be done is repair it.

These are the simple facts of the world. Everything else, Freminet knows, begins to get a lot more complicated. 

“I see,” says Monsieur Neuvillette, not sounding like he sees at all.

“I’m sorry for making you and the Melusines go out of your way to help me, earlier,” Freminet adds, because this should’ve been the first thing out of his mouth the second they started talking. “Please don’t trouble yourself again.”

He briefly looks up, then inclines his head. “I have to get back,” he says, because he has his orders, and that, once again, will always prevail over anything else. “Um. Please excuse me.”

Monsieur Neuvillette’s expression, he thinks, had looked slightly pained. The sight makes something twinge in his gut.

But when Freminet turns and leaves, the man does not move to follow.














Lyney and Lynette arrive at the hotel one day like waves against the shore, in that their impact is only truly felt long after their first appearance. 

Freminet hadn’t realized it at the time, but that very first day, when he’d quietly offered his help to someone clearly trying very hard to hide the fact that they did genuinely need it, he’d set himself on a path towards getting something he’d never even known he’d needed.

He knows if he were to ever try and explain this to them, they wouldn’t understand it, but Lyney and Lynette each remind him of the ocean, at times, in different ways. Lynette with her impassivity, which itself is its own sort of comfort, and Lyney through the moments of quiet they’d spent together in Freminet’s tiny workshop that were likely equally welcoming to the both of them. 

At first, Lyney had sat there, poised and back straight, ready and waiting to hold onto whatever internal burden Freminet no longer wished to carry, but he’d slowly relaxed over time, correctly sensing that Freminet is the type of person who has never once willingly wanted to do anything of the sort to someone in his life. Those moments in the workshop are some of the very few times Freminet can ever recall seeing Lyney look truly at ease, and it had felt a bit like introducing an old friend to a new one.

This is also, incidentally, what leads to his friendship with Lynette.

Lyney is an open book in that all of his pages have been carefully planned, pre-written, and edited to perfection, and Freminet takes some pride in the fact that he can see past the painted smiles and carefully practiced demeanors to the real truth inside. His mind has always rarely been concerned with sticking strictly to what’s been presented to him on the page, after all.

And Lynette, of course, is the only person in the world that has ever been privy to the rough draft.

Lyney would return from a solo mission, beaming at everyone and making some of the younger children laugh with a trick or two, and Freminet would look to Lynette only to find her staring right back at him, unspoken agreements already made. 

Her perceptiveness means she also sees things in Freminet he’d thought were thoroughly buried somewhere deep inside of him, and he, in turn, sees all the times her ears twitch when she thinks no one is looking. They deal with it. And it isn’t…always terrible, if he’s being honest. Her quiet, murmured words of encouragement do always seem to come during moments when he needs them the most.

Lynette, however, is Lyney’s sister by blood, which means she herself can fall victim to the same thing her brother lives his life by, and it often takes precedence over anything else when the two of them are together. After all, Lynette’s ears have never once moved so much as an inch when in the company of her brother. Not even when he isn’t watching her. 

And he has never felt quite the same sort of debt towards Father that Lyney and Lynette do; he was just one of many children that happened to be there upon her arrival, while his siblings quite literally owe her their lives. Freminet sort of just feels the same amount of guilt towards her he feels towards anyone made to take care of him over the years.

So, all this is to say that Freminet notices it before anyone else.

Freminet could tell that Lyney had been acting off, and so had Lynette, but neither of them had even remotely expected the stunt he’d pulled during Founding Day— so much so that he sees the moment Lynette’s surprise easily gives way to a desire to do nothing but please their sudden guest. He doesn’t blame her for it, he never will, but with her focus lost it leaves him as the only person to notice the hand Father keeps firmly planted on Lyney’s shoulder nearly the entire time that she’s there.

It terrifies him. He cannot say why.

When he attempts to bring it up to Lyney later, his brother only laughs, and ruffles his hair.

“She’s truly a great audience member!” he says. “You know I love to see people so captivated by one of my tricks.”

He also avoids Freminet for nearly three days afterward, which tells him almost everything he needs to know.














Visions are a bizarre thing.

Lynette gets hers first, and she stares at it like she’s trying to assess whether it’s going to change nothing or absolutely everything. Freminet is in the opinion of the former, while Lyney, as well as he tries to hide it, is clearly of the latter. 

Freminet is also of the opinion that the manner by which Lynette’s Vision was obtained is certainly not helping in this front. He keeps this particular thought to himself.

When Freminet nearly drowns for a second time and wakes up to the shine of a bright blue Vision instead of a bright blue Melusine, the way Lyney retreats even further behind his falsely cheerful support nearly has him wishing it was the second one again. Nearly. Monsieur Neuvillette’s likely incomprehensibly expensive couches certainly do not need to be subjected to another instance of him hacking up water all over one of them.

Freminet hadn’t liked the look of dark resolve settled behind Lyney’s eyes when he’d marched up to Father’s office one day, and he doesn’t like the ache of exhaustion that visibly follows him now, staying up night after night on plan after plan to ensure Lynette’s safety on her solo missions. 

The countless notes and diagrams always disappear after Lynette returns, as well. Lyney jokes that it’s one of his many tricks, a way to make cleanup easier on everyone, but Freminet doesn’t believe him. He, in fact, thinks he knows exactly where they all eventually end up, but he desperately wants to be wrong.

Again, he cannot say why.

When Lyney does eventually get his Vision, the idea that things may finally get back to normal is very quickly squashed. Sure, his siblings are back to regular missions together, and Freminet is happy for them, but Lyney’s new powers allow him to bear an even heavier weight on his shoulders, and he does not at all hesitate in doing so.

“I’m worried about him,” Lynette says, sending a stream of Anemo towards her teacup on the table to help cool it off. She looks at Freminet. “You’ve noticed it, too.”

It isn’t a question. She knows he has. 

She doesn’t know the full extent of his reasoning, though. And he himself has no idea how to go about telling her. 

So, he tells the ocean. Curled up at the bottom of the sea, he releases his worries among the pebbles coating the sand, too far down for anyone but him to sift through. He imagines the Hydro Dragon beside him, too, an ever-steady presence he can turn to amidst the rolling instability of his daily life.

He knows Lyney and Lynette know about the Hydro Dragon, but he doesn’t think they believe in him the same way Freminet does. Lynette will humor him to be kind, and Lyney will chuckle and call him cute, but they’ve both been robbed of too many things in life to believe in any sort of miracle they haven’t created for themselves. For Freminet, the miracles in his imagination are the only things he’s ever had.

Sometimes, when he’s being transported to his next mission, or crouched in a stakeout position for hours on end, or lying awake in his bed at night, he thinks of flying away. Of throwing his arms around the Hydro Dragon’s neck, Pers and Mr. Fox and Princess Marcotte right behind him, and letting his friend take him through the deepest oceans and bluest skies and far, far away from orders and missions and Father’s ever-watchful eyes.

He wouldn’t, though. His prime reason being the very two people that would never consider climbing on and joining him.

His second reason is a lot scarier, and a lot more pitiful.

Because as much as he wants to rid himself of all of those things, tear them out of him and never look back, he also doesn’t know what or who he’d be without them. After all, orders are the only things that have ever given other people a reason to see him as something worth keeping around. Lyney and Lynette are an exception to this, he knows, but he also knows that they are as much a part of the family as everyone else is. And considering how deep and personal their attachment to Father lies nestled at their core, even more so. 

He thinks again, unbidden, of Father’s hand on Lyney’s shoulder. 

The most important order they each receive is to always look out for and protect their family, no matter what. And orders are always meant to be followed.

But this is the first time he’s found himself questioning how one should really be carried out.














There are no words that can accurately describe the feeling of watching Lyney perform.

Freminet knows that Lyney loves making people smile with his tricks, but part of their real magic is simply getting to see how much of his genuine passion for his craft shines through his every movement.

Freminet has never been one for the spotlight, but he can see how much Lyney absolutely thrives in it, and he feels nothing but happiness for his brother watching him go from quick street performances to entertainment nights at various restaurants to the gold, gleaming stage of the Opera Epiclese itself. 

This, unfortunately, is not a sentiment commonly shared.

It had started small, at first. Lyney using a sleight of hand trick to quickly hide the documents they’d been trying to look at right before they were about to be caught. Lyney captivating a target with an impromptu show, allowing them to easily slip by and take note of any information they needed. Lyney, after his first big show at the Opera Epiclese, noticing a particular person of interest in the audience and striking up a conversation with them.

“All for the mission,” he’ll say, like he always does, as he and Lynette work tirelessly perfecting their newest trick. Freminet isn’t entirely sure who he’s trying to convince more by saying this; himself, or everyone else. Lyney believes his true passions for his craft have long since been extinct, but it’s more than clear to Freminet that they’ve only been burning brighter and brighter with each passing year.

And not that Freminet minds, of course. All he wants is for his brother to be happy.

But there’s a particularly long instance of shows that seem far more like an excuse to have fun and perform under the guise of completing a mission than the other way around, and Father, for her part, is not a fool.

Her return visits are always marked by a long, private conversation with Lyney, but this time, Freminet can really tell that something is off.

He and his siblings are at the snack shop right beside the Hotel on a warm, cloudless afternoon. Monsieur Louis grins the moment he sees them, and hands them their order without ever having to ask; two Fontas (Lynette can’t stand anything bubbly), one Fish and Chips for Freminet, and a Pate de Fruit to split. Lyney smiles and thanks him graciously, pays, and then thoroughly checks through all of the food for any hidden dangers before placing it down in front of them once they’ve found a place to sit. This is the routine as it has been for years.

“I think we should call off the show next week,” Lyney says, once they’ve started eating. His tone is light and nonchalant, but his attention is very firmly fixed on his hands.

Lynette and Freminet share a look.

“Really,” Lynette says, carefully.

Lyney nods. “It probably just needs more time, I think. You know I never like to jump the gun on my tricks.”

“But…I’m sure it’ll turn out okay,” Freminet says, frowning. “You’ve both been working really hard. I’ve seen it.”

Lyney’s expression flickers. He plays with the metal Fonta cap resting on the table. “Yes, well, then maybe there’s our problem.” He chuckles, looking up, and Freminet can already tell the walls have slid firmly into place. “Can’t do what we really need to be doing if we’ve already used up all our energy, now can we? Especially with the whole family to look after.”

Lynette hums, but says nothing. Freminet’s fingers tighten around the bench he’s sitting on, swinging his legs back and forth. He doesn’t feel very hungry anymore.














Freminet tries to talk to Lyney about it, which is his first mistake.

Lyney sees himself, in a way, as his own sort of magic trick, the secrets behind which are never to be revealed, and he gets as defensive about any attempts to pry into his feelings as he would if someone wanted to learn how he’d pulled a dove from his hat.

Freminet knows this, but his concern about the entire situation on top of everything else he’s been noticing wins out in the end, and he deigns to at least try.

It does not go over well.

“I don’t even know what you’re trying to say!” Lyney huffs, crossing his arms and leaning against the wall of Freminet’s tiny workshop. It’s the only place the other children know they really have no business in going to unless something breaks, so the three of them often squeeze in there to discuss things they’d rather keep private. “My priorities have always been with keeping us alive over anything else. Nothing about that has ever changed!”

“But that’s the whole point,” Freminet pleads. “Lyney, you— you never allow yourself to ever think about anything else, because for some reason you feel like you aren’t already thinking about it enough. But…but that’s what  we’re  all here for.” He gestures to himself and Lynette, whose tail is threatening to curl around her leg as she watches them. “Me, and Lynette, and— and every one of us here! Isn’t that what we’re supposed to do?”

Lyney frowns. “I can’t ask you all to do that. Besides, I’m the one that’ll have to— hmph.“ He looks away.

Freminet pulls at the hem of his shirt. “You love magic,” he says, quietly, when Lyney doesn’t continue. “It makes you so happy. And you were born to be a magician, really. Both of you were. I could never do anything half as amazing on a huge stage like that. So— So I know you can’t actually want to—“

“What I  want  isn’t important!” Lyney snaps, stepping forward. “The only thing that matters is keeping the two of you, and everyone else here, safe. And— And besides, Father is right! We aren’t magicians. We’re  actors.  None of this—“ he gestures to himself, and the various advertisements for his shows that Freminet has carefully collected and hung up all over his walls, “—is real. The Lyney up on stage, that everyone comes to cheer on and see, isn’t real! He’s a lie designed as a means to collect and gather information, and it’s ridiculous of me to—“

He breaks off, then, unable to continue and clearly getting the sense that he’s already said too much.

The room is silent.

“…I need to go,” Lyney says, quietly, moving towards the door. “I need to— I think Father wanted to speak with me, and—“

Lynette’s hand reaches out and catches him by the wrist, cutting him off. She’s staring resolutely at a spot on the wall, but her grip is firm.

“Father said that to you?” Freminet asks, dread settling into his stomach like a stone.

Lyney looks between them, opening and closing his mouth a few times.

“Well,” he eventually settles on, tone unnaturally light, “You, ah, you know how she is, right? It’s fine.”

Freminet chews at his lip. “Lyney—“

“This is just how things are, okay?” Lyney says. He looks towards their sister, then pulls his wrist free from her grip. “It’s how the world works. We aren’t like the characters in any of your fairytales.”

Lynette’s eyes narrow. “Lyney.”

“That’s not what this is about,” Freminet says, nails digging into his palms. 

Lyney crosses his arms. “Isn’t it? I love that you believe in magic, Freminet, but it’s my job to create and pull off each step hidden behind every trick behind the scenes. We can’t just go off and do whatever we want in the hopes that a happy ending will just fall right into our lap!”

“But you’re  hurting yourself!”  Freminet bursts, and he can’t remember the last time he’s actually raised his voice. “Lyney, you…it’s too much. You take on too much, and you never let any of us help you. You— You won’t even let us know if something’s wrong!”

Lyney blinks, then chuckles, and Freminet hates this, hates everything about all of this.

“Because nothing  is  wrong!” Lyney says, spreading his arms out wide beside him. “I just need to do whatever I can to protect all of you as much as I can, even if that thing isn’t always something I want. But I’ve known that for years! I’ve accepted it.” He shrugs. “And maybe  you  would, too, if you’d finally just—“


 “Lyney!” 


Lynette’s tone rarely ever gets this sharp. Lyney pauses, turning to look at her, and he seems to catch himself. His face pales.

It’s all just as well, though. Freminet already knows what he’d been about to say.

It isn’t exactly a secret that Lyney thinks his brother is a little naive. He doesn’t bring it up directly, of course, but Freminet can see it bleeding through the lines of what he does choose to voice.

Freminet’s childhood friends had, on many occasions, been the only things keeping him going. They had been there for him when quite literally no one else was, and even now he holds them close in a special place in his heart he still returns back to when he needs them the most. If Lynette had been Lyney’s shining light in the shadows, then the Hydro Dragon and Pers and all his other friends had been Freminet’s guiding north star in a vast, overwhelming night, always present and unchanging even among a crowded sky of flickering constellations. 

And Lyney doesn’t think they’re real. That it’s all just a fairytale, that he’s too idealistic for his own good, that it’s all nothing more than a silly, childish fantasy. And that’s…fine. He’s entitled to his own opinion as much as Freminet is. But regardless of how true their existence is to the rest of the world, Freminet’s friends are and have always been real and impactful to  him. And ignoring or dismissing that is where he draws the line.

So, no, Lyney, Freminet will not just ‘grow up,’ because he already has. His friends are the steady foundation he’s built himself upon in the first place.

He really wants to get out of this room, now.

“Wait,” Lyney tries, “Freminet, I—“

“I’m sorry for bringing anything up,” Freminet mumbles, already moving towards the door. “I guess I really don’t understand it, after all.”

Then, like the coward he always is when overwhelmed with something he doesn’t know how to face, he pushes past both of his siblings, and flees.

 

He makes it about ten steps away from the hotel before the tears start falling.

Usually, he can keep himself together for much longer, but these feel like the culmination of a number of different things rather than purely from the argument, though that had been upsetting enough.

They’re slightly blurring his vision, as well, which means that he ends up turning a corner a few blocks later and slamming directly into someone coming the other direction.

“Oof— Please forgive me, I…Oh my,” a voice says, as Freminet stumbles backward onto the ground. A large hand gently guides him to his feet, and Freminet scrubs at his eyes to discover that he’d just walked into none other than the Chief Justice himself, who is staring at Freminet with an expression that might be slight concern.

“It’s you,” he says, softly. “Are you hurt, little one?”

Freminet blinks, then shakes his head. It’s odd; he’s met the man a few more times out by the shore, but the fact that that’s the  only place he’s ever met him has made it feel strange to think of running into him anywhere else, like those moments only exist within their own sort of fairytale and won’t carry on outside of it.

“I’m sorry,” Freminet says, sniffling. “I didn’t mean to bump into you.”

“The fault is all mine, really,” Monsieur Neuvillette says. “But let’s not worry about all that right now.” He looks around, then spots a restaurant Lyney used to do shows in frequently. “Let’s get something to drink, if that’s alright. I worry something has upset you.”

Freminet isn’t about to do something as foolish as outright refuse him, which is how he finds himself sitting across from none other than the Chief Justice of Fontaine over a cup of tea, the man in question looking slightly out of place squeezed into one of the shop’s delicate iron chairs.

Feeling slightly embarrassed, Freminet diverts his attention to blowing on his tea. He can feel the bewildered look of the restaurant owner from across the room despite her attempts to hide her staring.

He isn’t sure why Monsieur Neuvillette keeps…doing things for him, like this. Freminet knows he tends to make a very poor conversationalist, so even their stilted conversations on the beach have him feeling slightly guilty for just how often the man has been made to endure Freminet’s presence.

 Interaction is a two-way street, though, a voice in his head reminds him, and it sounds a little bit like Lynette. 

 “If someone didn’t want to be around you, then they wouldn’t be,” she’s told him simply, more than a few times. 

And Neuvillette is still just sitting there, watching Freminet patiently as he cowers and blushes and twiddles his thumbs and eats up more and more of his Justice’s incredibly valuable time.

 Stop that,  comes Lynette’s voice again, chiding but still soft.  Activate self-confidence mode. 

Freminet takes a deep breath, in and out.

“I’m sorry,” he says quietly, because he isn’t perfect and there is still a very large difference between ‘try’ and ‘succeed,’ “Um. I just…I got into an argument with someone, that’s all. My older brother.”

Neuvillette hums in acknowledgement, but doesn’t say anything else. Freminet isn’t sure if it’s because he’s simply allowing him to continue or if he himself hasn’t thought of any other response yet and wanted to just say something to show he’d been listening. Maybe a mix of both.

Knowing that if he stops, he likely won’t be able to get himself going again, Freminet continues. “He does this…thing. And, and it’s really hurting him, so I tried to talk to him about it, but he wouldn’t even acknowledge it was happening. And then we…fought, a bit.” He looks down at his hands. “I really don’t like it when we fight.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Monsieur Neuvillette says, and it likely would’ve sounded like a meaningless platitude had it come from almost anyone else, but Freminet can hear the sincerity behind it. “It is never an easy thing to find ourselves in conflict with the ones we love.”

He pauses, clearly considering his next words, then continues. “I’ve found that human emotions can be quite…perplexing. People don’t always respond how we’d expect them to. Your brother sounds like he has quite a lot on his mind. Perhaps it has clouded his judgment of the situation.”

Freminet nods, not looking up. 

“I just,” he tries, “I want to help him. But he gets so upset whenever any of— um, whenever I try to bring it up. I don’t want to keep making him overwhelmed. And I don’t want us to keep fighting.”

“If you know what is right,” Neuvillette says, tone even gentler but with an underlying heaviness to it now, too, “Then, little one, that is all you can do.”

 

Freminet finishes his tea in a quiet that actually feels slightly companionable, and Neuvillette guides them both out of the restaurant. He also buys Freminet a box of cookies to take with him, which is incredibly embarrassing and entirely unnecessary, and Freminet stammers out his thanks as the man only watches him quietly with a soft look on his face.

He offers to walk Freminet home, as well, but Freminet hurriedly shakes his head and spouts some excuse about planning on going all the way back to the Harbor to spend some time alone out by the water, and really he shouldn’t trouble himself with such a long trip when they’d be reaching the Palais Mermonia first anyway, and even though it’s a laughably poor excuse that even Lyney would struggle to make seem believable, Monsieur Neuvillette only nods and doesn’t question him.

They walk back to the Palais Mermonia together, and the second the doors swing shut behind the Chief Justice Freminet hurries away, clutching the box of cookies to his chest and trying desperately to avoid any Melusine he sees.

When he finally arrives back at the hotel, all the other children— likely emboldened by Father’s current absence— cheer with delight upon seeing the cookies, and he very quickly has a small crowd gathered around him, with some others assessing the situation from various popular vantage points. His eyes quickly find his two siblings, though, hanging back behind everyone else, and— after Lynette very unsubtly elbows him in the side— Lyney shoots him an expression that is clearly meant to mean;  Can we talk? 

“I want to apologize,” Lyney says, once Freminet has closed the door to his workshop behind them. “I was out of line earlier, little brother. I shouldn’t have said all that to you.”

“It’s okay,” Freminet mumbles. He appreciates the apology, but that hadn’t been what he’d been the most upset about. He thinks Lyney knows this.

Lyney places a gentle hand on Freminet’s head. “All I’m ever trying to do,” he says, “is keep the both of you safe and protected. It’s the most important mission I’ll ever carry out.” His smile turns a little mischievous. “Now, indulge your older brother for a moment. Where—” he pokes Freminet in the stomach, who can’t help but smile a little, “—did you get all those lovely desserts from? I thought I was the one with the sweet tooth in this family. If the cavalry hadn’t intercepted, would you have left your poor, poor sibling to suffer cookie-free?”

Freminet bats his hand away. “I bought them at a stall on the way home.”

Lyney leans forward.  “That’s a li-e,” he sing-songs easily, then straightens. “But that’s alright. You have your secrets, little brother, and I—” he flicks his wrist, and one of the two cookies Freminet had put into his pocket for himself to have later (he only really needs one, but he’d specifically added two precisely for this reason) appears in his hand, “—have mine.” He raises an eyebrow. “Alright?”

“…Yeah,” Freminet says. “Alright.”

Lyney ruffles his hair, pops the cookie into his mouth— though it sounds like it  plops on the table behind them immediately after— and leaves.

 If you know what is right,  Neuvillette had said,  Then that is all you can do. 

The already small smile falls from Freminet’s face the second the door swings shut.














It’s raining, and Freminet is sitting outside.

He’s curled up on a box dragged underneath an awning beside the Hotel, hugging his knees to his chest as he watches water fall and splash on the ground.

He feels terrible for thinking it, but sometimes, he almost likes rainy days. He never wants his friend to be sad, but there’s a strange sort of comfort in knowing that, if he’s having a particularly bad day, he can look at the dark, stormy sky and know that he isn’t alone. That even with the hardest, most intense storms, eventually, the rain will always clear. 

Now, he imagines the Hydro Dragon sitting beside him, both of them silent as they simply share in each other’s presence. Freminet has been feeling a general well of  something building up in his chest over the past week— maybe even longer— but he hasn’t been able to quite make sense of what it is.

Father had praised one of the younger children for being able to fashion her own tourniquet after being shot in the leg during an infiltration mission. The little girl had beamed, despite the gunpowder still coating her hair.

The House had just gotten a new family member; a little boy who had been left on their doorstep and wailed for his parents to come back, and Freminet’s thoughts had immediately turned to the pendant tucked at the bottom of his drawer. Of the little boy’s round face and unmarred skin, and the various nicks and scars and burns that now mar his.

Lynette had nearly died on a mission earlier in the week. She’d been apprehended by a group of older men and had struggled fighting all of them off. Everyone was well aware that it hadn’t been due to a lack of strength or skill on her part. No one had seen any trace of her for nearly two full days after that.

And then, Lyney. Lyney, who’s only strengthened the walls built up around him after their fight. Freminet fears that, one day, he won’t be able to reach any part of his brother at all.

The feeling churns.

 If you know what is right,  the Chief Justice’s voice echoes.  If you know what is right, if you know what is right… 

Freminet buries his face in his hands. He knows what’s right; has had it defined for him since he was five years old and still believed his  Maman  would come back if he only did exactly as he was told. And he thought he’d let go of the idea that he’d ever see her outside of his dreams again, that he’d accepted the fact that she was long dead, but maybe he never truly has, because more than five years later and he still carries out every single order he’s given.

 “Maman,”  he croaks, hunching over himself and gripping at his hair with his fingers.  “Maman, Maman, Maman.” 

He hasn’t mentioned her out loud in years.

“I’m sorry,” he whispers, voice hoarse.  “Maman,  I’m so sorry. I just— I just want to be  good.” 

If his  Maman could see him now, what would she think of him? If Monsieur Neuvillette knew about everything lying deep beneath the surface of Freminet’s skin, would he still be so kind?

 If you know what is right, the man had said, but Freminet isn’t sure that he does, anymore. He has a duty to his family, only he has two of them; the one that needs his skills, and the one that needs his help.

The thoughts come flooding past him, unbidden.

He thinks of the little girl, soot on her face and admiration in her eyes and blood on her teeth.

He thinks of the little boy, unwillingly dropped into a life he has no one to help pull him back from.

He thinks of Lynette, facing the monsters under her bed again and again for the sake of a few pages worth of information stuffed in an envelope.

He thinks of Lyney.

He has a duty to his family, but he cannot truly call himself a member of both of them at the same time. 

He has a duty to his family, but he’s only made one of them himself, built from the ground up using parts he’d never known he could have.

 “Be a good boy,”  his Maman had said, and, if nothing else, he at least owes her this much. Maybe he’s never really been listening to her at all.


 Be a good boy. 



 Be good. 



 Be good. 



 If you know what is right—


“We need help,” he breathes, and it’s the first time he thinks he’s ever acknowledged it. It feels a little like a betrayal, though to whom, he isn’t sure.“We…we can’t stay here. We need to get out. We need to get help.”

The street around him is still quiet save for the rain, but the words crash into him like waves against the sand, and he cannot avoid their weight. A part of him wishes they could be pulled right back in with the tide.

They are not.

 

 








Most of the time, Freminet finds himself spending the weeks when Father is away worrying about her inevitable return, and whatever it will bring with it. Usually, these fears turn out to be proven right, to at least some degree.

This particular time, it’s the most right he’s ever been.

The day after she comes back, Freminet and his siblings are called into her office. Freminet can only guess as to why— the three of them are rarely all paired together, since Freminet’s skills on land are almost laughable compared to his utility underwater. A look towards Lyney and Lynette tell him that they aren’t quite sure, either. This is something new.

“I have a mission for you,” says Father, once they’re all inside, standing stock-still and silent. She retrieves a rather thin-looking manila folder and hands it to Lyney, who takes it. “A reconnaissance and foundational information task. I’m sure you’re well aware of the importance of something like this.”

“Yes, Father,” all three of them say, because they are.

Reconnaissance missions, especially the higher-profile ones, are instrumental in creating the baseline on which any later assignment stands upon. Plans are formed around the information they bring in, so if it is faulty, or simply unimportant, it could very well mean failure or worse for the family members later tasked with executing them.

Father gestures for Lyney to open the folder, and, after a moment, he does.

Freminet’s blood turns as cold as his Vision.

Assignments like these will usually come with a fairly detailed briefing on their target, in order to give a sense of who they are and where they can typically be found, if known. If their target’s true identity has yet to be uncovered, they will instead be provided with any current information available that will aid them in doing so.

This time, however, the debriefing only consists of a single page. Likely because the name written on it truly does need no further introduction.

“A bit of a tall order, but you three have proven yourselves to be skilled members of our family,” Father says. She turns her attention directly to Freminet, and it is like her eyes pierce directly through him. “I trust that you’ll do exactly what needs to be done.”

 CURRENT TARGETS,  the paper reads, in large, bold, damning letters.  LADY FURINA, THE ORATRICE, AND CHIEF JUSTICE NEUVILLETTE. 

He thinks Lyney says something, but it’s lost to the roaring in Freminet’s ears.

Father is still staring at him. Her eyebrow raises, expectant.


 She knows. 



 Oh, Archons. She knows. 


Freminet swallows, hard. “Yes, Father,” he responds dutifully, because he is a coward, and he can do nothing else. Not in front of her. “Of course.”

Father looks satisfied. “Good boy,” she says. She readjusts herself in her chair. It creaks loudly in the oppressive silence of the room.

“Now,” she continues, folding her hands together, “Normally, I would handle this sort of thing in private, but I’ve decided to be gracious. You three are…a bit of a special case, after all.”

Lyney’s hands twitch from where they’re clasped tightly behind his back. Freminet’s eyes latch onto the movement.

Father opens a drawer, then places something onto her desk. Freminet doesn’t quite know what it is, until he very quickly  does, and his stomach drops in sheer terror.

“Lyney,” Father says, pushing the small, unmistakable black mask towards him. “Consider this an opportunity. You’ll be graduating into an official member of our ranks.”

Lyney’s face slackens into shock, and it takes him longer than usual to smooth it over. “I— What? But, Father, I’m only—”

 “If,” Father interjects, holding up a finger, “You and your siblings fail to procure anything worthwhile from this mission. It’s nothing more than a test of your personal aptitudes.”

When Lyney says nothing, she continues. “I know you’re all well aware that I prefer to have our family’s members play to their strengths, and I will always place each of you where I feel you will perform at your best. And you are one of our best members, Lyney. But if you’re getting… distracted,  say, by frivolous illusions hindering you from executing your assignments  efficiently  and  successfully, then I see no reason in keeping you here. Your siblings have demonstrated their individual uses elsewhere. I wish to see how well you function together in reconnaissance, as a team, to see if you’re one worth keeping together.”

Lyney opens and closes his mouth, clearly searching for a response. “But…Aren’t I— I thought I was intended to—”

“And you are,” says Father, smoothly. “Which is why this is a perfect time for you to begin training with our senior members. When you eventually return, you will be even more equipped to take on the responsibilities required of you.” She drums a clawed hand on her desk, then picks up a piece of paper on her desk and begins to fill it out.

“You have one month,” she says. “Don’t disappoint me.”

It’s a clear dismissal. “Yes, Father,” they all say, in unison, and leave.

 

 


 

 

The walk to the workshop is completely silent, and once they’ve shut themselves inside, still, no one speaks.

Lyney, as he usually is, is the one to break the silence.

“Okay!” he says, clearly trying for his usual cheer, but his face is pale. “Okay. Alright. Quite the mission we’ve got ourselves, but, ah, it’s just like Father said. Nothing we can’t handle. We’ll just— We’ll just do our best, and…and…”

He trails off, hands spinning a card around and around and around in his fingers. He shakes his head, trying to muster a smile onto his face, but it doesn’t stick.

“Father is giving us a chance,” Lynette says, posture stiff and hands clasped tightly in front of her. “We will give it everything we’ve got.”

“I just…I can’t understand why she’s doing this,” Lyney admits, and it’s the most he’s let them see of him in a while. He offers a weak chuckle. “I know I can tend to get a bit carried away sometimes, but I never— She hasn’t—”


 “I’m sorry.” 


The words are out before Freminet can stop them, and his siblings turn to look at him, seeming slightly confused. He can’t quite explain, though, because now that the proverbial gates have opened, he has no idea how to close them again.

“I’m sorry,” Freminet breathes, and his whole body has begun shaking, legs trembling under the weight of what he’s stupidly— so,  so stupidly— brought to his family. “This is— This is all my fault.”

His panic grows and builds, threatening to spill over, and he lets out a choked gasp as he sinks to the floor. Lyney and Lynette are by his side instantly, but he can’t bear to feel any of their sympathy right now.

He’s so, so foolish. Someone must have seen. Of  course someone had seen. He should know better than most that Father’s eyes and ears are not merely contained to the woman herself, and yet he’d still gone and done something so selfish as to seek comfort in the company of the single person that could raze her entire establishment to the ground.

And Freminet knows that now that the offer has been put out, it isn’t going to go away. Even if they succeed in this mission, there will always be the next one, and the next one, and the next one, and Father can dangle that little black mask above their heads whenever she wants to fully ensure their compliance.

To ensure  Freminet’s compliance. His siblings have had nothing to do with this, and yet are getting unwillingly dragged along into the wake of all of his mistakes.

Maybe it hadn’t even been the restaurant. Maybe it had been that single, damning moment in the rain, when Freminet had uttered the words no child in the House has ever been able to say. And perhaps this is why.

The children of the House, for all that they are tasked with carrying out, do not kill.

They have borne witness to it, sure, and often handing off information about a target is the equivalent of turning them into a lamb ready for slaughter, but it is understood by all that it is not something to be done with their own hands. Father teaches them how to keep themselves alive in a world designed to stamp them out. She does not teach them to kill. 

This principle, however, does not apply to the official Fatui soldiers. And  do what you must to survive  becomes simply  do what you must. 

If Lyney leaves now, Freminet knows, he will never truly see him again. Even if he does eventually return.

But Freminet also knows that continuing to stay here will slowly whittle his brother away, till nothing remains. He sees Father’s ultimatum for what it is, and he cannot keep denying this fact to himself anymore, which is both freeing and terrible. Regardless of what he chooses, he’ll be forever burdened by the weight of what he’s knowingly done to the only family he has left.

 “Freminet?” comes Lynette’s voice, cautious, and one of Lyney’s hands is rubbing his back, and Freminet realizes that he’s just been silently hunched over on the floor, not responding to either of his siblings’ likely numerous questions. 

Lynette’s hand brushes through his hair, combing his bangs away from his face. “Entering cool-down mode,” she says, softly. She picks up her tail, then very quickly spins it around in a circle, like the blades of a fan, and it makes the tips of his hair swing lightly back and forth.  “Vrrrrrrrr.” 

The very first time she had done this, back when they were both very little, it had made him smile. She hasn’t stopped doing it since.

Now, though, it makes him want to hide and bury his face away from her. He doesn’t deserve any of their kindness. He scoots himself away from her, then shakily gets to his feet.

“I know this may seem like a lot,” Lyney tries, “But the three of us have gotten through everything the world has ever thrown our way. We’ll work something out. I promise.” He turns to Lynette. “It might be a bit too soon to put on a whole show, but the Opera Epiclese is definitely still our best bet.” He frowns. “It’s…a bit risky, but if I could somehow get myself up on trial, then—”

 “No,” Freminet says, immediately. “No, Lyney, you— you can’t.” He takes a deep, shaking breath. “Father is…testing me. I’m sorry you’ve both gotten dragged into this.”

Lynette looks confused. “Testing you?”

Freminet nods, the tremor in his hands betraying the more neutral look he’s trying to force onto his face. “I…have a way of getting her the information she needs. She wants to see if I’ll do it or not.”

She won’t need to wait very long, though. Freminet looks at his brother, and despite the way his chest tightens at the thought, he already knows what he’s going to end up choosing. He’d gotten Father’s message loud and clear.


 You may not like it here, but the alternative is much, much worse. 

















It is moments like these that almost make Freminet wish he didn’t believe in fairytales.

He is weak, and a fool, and a coward, and he is standing in front of the Palais Mermonia with his  Maman watching from the stars and the eyes of his childhood friends piercing his back. 

He hadn’t told his siblings everything. It had been fairly easy not to; Lyney and Lynette’s ability to trust any adult in their lives is already quite limited, and Father is currently carrying most of it, so they hadn’t seemed to question anything when Freminet had decidedly left out what his meetings with the Chief Justice have tentatively started to mean to him. He also keeps his more recent thoughts about the House to himself. He still isn’t sure if those would go over very well. Even now.

 “We really don’t have to do this if you don’t want to, little brother,”  Lyney had said, when they’d been finalizing their plan.  “We can figure something else out.” 

He thinks that Freminet is scared to go do what he is about to do because he’s worried that the Chief Justice will immediately apprehend him. Freminet doesn’t know how to tell him that he’s scared he won’t.

It is a bright, sunny day. The Palais Mermonia is bustling with people and Melusines alike, and Freminet has to duck around a few harried-looking office workers as he makes his way up to the reception desk.

The Melusine behind the counter seems to recognize him, eyes immediately brightening, and though he’d expected her to— had been counting on it, really— it still makes his stomach churn.

He inclines his head towards her politely, feeling a little awkward.

“Um, hello,” he says, “I’m—“

“Oh, yes, Monsieur’s tiny little human friend!” the Melusine says, adjusting her cap and nodding up at him. There’s a nametag clipped to her uniform, where someone has carefully written  Sedene in flowing, handwritten script. “Don’t worry, I know who you are. Monsieur Neuvillette talks about you quite a lot.”

Freminet swallows. “Oh.”

Sedene adjusts her hat again, then reaches up on her tiptoes to grab a stamp off the counter and press it onto a few papers in front of her. “Rules  are rules, but he’s not too busy at the moment, and— though don’t go telling him I told you this— he’s been getting himself all worried about those cookies he bought that time. So, if you’d like to see him, I’ll let it slide. I’m sure he’d like a break from all of his appointments today.”

Freminet swallows again. “That would be— That would be nice. Thank you.”

Sedene nods, then hops down— she’s apparently been standing on a stool, which still isn’t enough to get her head fully over the counter— and trots around the side till she’s standing beside him.

“We’ll go right in!” Sedene says, already moving again, and Freminet dutifully follows. A flicker out of the corner of his eye tells him that Lyney and Lynette have successfully made their way inside.

The walk over to the Chief Justice’s office isn’t very far, but Freminet’s steps only grow heavier the closer he gets. He vaguely registers Sedene chattering on about some Steambird article she’d read, but all he can focus on are those giant, imposing doors.

Sedene knocks lightly.

 “Please, come in,” comes the Chief Justice’s voice.

Sedene pushes the door open, then eagerly ushers Freminet inside. 

The office is as grand as he’d expected it to be, and quite large, but his gaze catches on the Chief Justice immediately. The man looks towards him, too, and his eyes widen a little in surprise.

“I’ve brought you your little human friend, Monsieur!” Sedene says, gesturing to Freminet. “He came all the way up here to come and say hello, now isn’t that sweet. I figured you wouldn’t mind— because we both know how I usually am about the rules, and all!”

“Oh,” says Neuvillette, blinking. “No, of course I don’t mind. Ah— Please.” He gestures towards one of the comfortable looking chairs in front of his desk, and Freminet forces himself to walk over and take a seat. Monsieur Neuvillette nods towards the Melusine. “Thank you, Sedene, dear.” He gives her a small, soft smile. “Your efficiency is always greatly appreciated.”

Sedene beams, gives an energetic, overly-serious salute, then skips over to the door. She puts a hand on the handle, turns towards Freminet, very unnsubtly mouths an exaggerated “ COOKIES,” winks, and then lets herself out, carefully closing the door behind her. The Chief Justice gives a tiny, almost imperceptible huff of amusement, but the look on his face is unmistakably calm.

Freminet feels an odd sort of feeling in his chest. It doesn’t mix well with everything already swirling around in there.

“So,” the Chief Justice begins, turning his attention towards Freminet, “Is…that what you wished to speak with me about, then?”

Freminet blinks. “What?”

“I hope they were all to your liking,” the man continues. “I know humans can be very particular about which flavors they prefer, and such.”

Oh. He’s—

He’s talking about— the cookies. Of all things. Apparently, Sedene had not been exaggerating.

The absurdity of this entire situation almost makes him want to laugh. He does still need to stall, though, and thinking of conversation topics on the fly has never been his strong suit.

“No,” says Freminet, “No, um, they were all very good. We…enjoyed them. Thank you.”

Monsieur Neuvillette nods. “You and your brother?”

It’s an innocent question, only brought upon by Freminet’s own poor choices earlier, but it still manages to catch him off guard.

“Yes,” he says, stiltedly. “Um. Me and— my brother.”

They lapse into silence. Neuvillette tilts his head very slightly, regarding him.

“Was that…all?” he asks. “Or was there something else on your mind, little one?”

Freminet really wishes this man would stop being so kind to him. He internally pleads for his siblings to hurry up.

He opens his mouth, then closes it. Monsieur Neuvillette remains as patient as ever.

“I,” he starts, eventually, “Um—“

There’s a loud crash from outside the room, followed by a very large bang, and Freminet knows that this is is cue, even if he isn’t entirely sure what it had actually consisted of.

The twins’ methods of distraction are never the same, and vary wildly, from simply setting off smoke bombs to letting one of their cats loose atop some unfortunately well-stocked shelves. The only thing that’s ever remained consistent is that they, somehow, never get caught. This, at least, gives Freminet one less thing to worry about.

The Chief Justice stands, frowning, and moves towards the door.

“Please stay here,” he tells Freminet. “I’ll just be a moment.”

He leaves, as they’d planned. Freminet is alone, as they’d planned. He gets up to look around, as they’d planned.

His feet do not move.

He tries to will himself to walk towards the desk, the shelves, to accomplish even a fraction of what he’s taken them all all the way over here to do, but trust is a precious thing, and Freminet has never quite had it from someone like Monsieur Neuvillette before. He doesn’t want to so violently break it like this.

 Don’t be so selfish,  his mind chides.  So you’re sending your brother off to die? What about Lyney? Lyney, Lyney, Lyney, Lyney— 

“My apologies,” the Chief Justice says, letting himself back into the room. “Just a minor accident. No one was hurt.”

Freminet is still standing, stock-still in front of his chair. He’s missed his chance.

He’s missed his chance.

He’s made his choice.

Even if they manage to pull something else off, he’s made his choice. And, somehow, Father will know. She always knows. 

That black mask dangles like some terrifying omen in the forefront of his mind. He grits his teeth, hands clenching into trembling fists.

“…Little one?”

If he leaves empty-handed, they are doomed. If he stays long enough for any of the people even remotely involved in this to catch on to their plan, they are doomed. If he follows even one of the options laid out in front of him, they are doomed.

“It really was just a small disturbance, I promise you. Everything is all right, now.”

But, maybe, that’s the whole point.

Trust is a precious, valuable thing.

“Maybe Sedene can brew the two of us some tea. One of my old, favorite blends. I— well, ah, I’ve heard that the smell can be rather soothing, in times of distress.”

 You believe in magic, Lyney always tells him, and magic has never been about relying only on the things you currently know to be in front of you.

When Freminet was five, he believed in a fairytale, and it saved his life. Pulled him out of his darkest corners, and guided him along through everything else.

Maybe he just needs to do that again.

“The House of the Hearth,” Freminet blurts, looking up, and scratch anything else,  this is the most terrifying thing he’s ever done, “Are you— Are you familiar with the House of the Hearth?”

Monsieur Neuvillette stills. 

“I am,” he says, very slowly.

“It has a sister branch,” Freminet continues, needing to get out as much as possible before he loses his nerve, “Right here in Fontaine, in an old hotel in Vasari Passage. And— And there’s a boy in there, and his name is Freminet. His brother’s name is Lyney, and his sister’s name is Lynette.”

“I see,” says Neuvillette.

“They need help,” Freminet says, voice starting to shake. “They need help, and they need to get themselves out of there, because something terrible will happen if they don’t, and— and they only have a month.” He squeezes his eyes shut, shaking his head. “And they know they aren’t good children, that they’ve done terrible things, and that they could end up out on the streets, or land right in another uncaring foster home, but Freminet can’t bear to see his brother stay there any longer. Even if his siblings will hate him for it. They’re both too indebted to— to their Father to see that they need to leave, before it’s too late. And Freminet…he just wants to do the right thing.” He shivers, then drops his head. “But he’s too weak to do it on his own.”

The silence that follows is oppressive. Freminet can’t bring himself to look up.

“So, um,” he breathes, voice barely a whisper. “That was— That was all I wanted to say.”

Without waiting for a response, he dashes out of the room.

 Please,  he thinks, squeezing onto the lift back down just before the rapidly darkening sky suddenly opens to a heavy sheet of rain.  Please, let me be right. 
















The days following his interaction with the Chief Justice are some of the most stressful of Freminet’s entire life, which, unfortunately, is saying quite a lot. Despite the near-endless bout of rain the city is currently being hit with, he spends more time retreating to the ocean than he has in a while. The notable absence of Monsieur Neuvillette on the shore whenever he resurfaces from a diving session, however, does little to ease his mind.

It also doesn’t help that, while he hadn’t talked to them directly about what had truly happened, Lyney and Lynette seem to have gotten the sense that he hadn’t walked out of there with any information pertaining to the mission. While they’d both never chew him out for his failure out loud, Freminet can see the stress lining their eyes as well. Since he fears revealing what he’d truly said to the man would only add to this, he keeps his mouth decidedly shut. 

Well, he tries to, at least. In a house of people trained in espionage and reconnaissance, secrets are generally a hard thing to keep.

So, he can’t even really find it in himself to be surprised when Lynette quietly lets herself in to his workshop one afternoon, when he’s going through one of his routine checkups of Pers’ machinery.

“Entering serious conversation mode,” she says, when she’s grabbed herself a stool from the corner of the room and turned his chair to face her. “I want to talk to you about something.”

“Oh,” says Freminet. He looks down at his lap.

“Requesting honest answers only.” She gently pries his hands apart from where they’re twisting around each other and holds one in both of hers. “Whatever happened in the Chief Justice’s office…you can tell me, Freminet. Lyney and I aren’t mad. We just don’t want to see you beating yourself up over it.”

Freminet shakes his head. “No, it’s…it’s not that, I just…”

He trails off, but Lynette continues to simply hold his hand there.

“You just what,” she says, though it doesn’t sound forceful or prodding. She knows he just needs a bit of a guide in conversations like these, sometimes.

Freminet lets out a shaky exhale.

He still doesn’t think he could tell her about what he’d revealed, not yet. 

But he knows that Lynette, above everything else, only ever wants the best for her brother. And he knows that she’s noticed some of what he has. Even if she doesn’t want to admit it all to herself just yet. 

Father’s terms, though, are unavoidable.

Freminet mentally braces himself for what he’s about to do, then looks up to meet his sister’s gaze.

“Lynette,” he starts, “Do you…like it here?”

Lynette blinks. Her hold on his hand slackens. “What?”

“Do you like it here,” he repeats, eyes searching her face. “Do you think that this is the best place for us to stay.”

“I have both of you here,” she says, brows furrowing, “And Father has given us all a home. And a family.”

“I know,” says Freminet, “I know, but—” he shakes his head, “—but you’ve noticed it too, right? I know you have. Father, and…and Lyney.”

Lynette stills. 

“Even if we pull this mission off,” Freminet continues, emboldened by her silence, “That won’t be the end of it. Not really. Not with him. They have more meetings together than anyone else here, and you know how he always looks when they’re finished. And, and there was that thing he was about to say that day. About him…eventually becoming something, later. There’s more going on, there has to be. ”

Lynette still does not move, save for her tail slowly beginning to curl around her leg.

“Father loves us,” she whispers, eventually, voice barely above a whisper. “She loves us, and she gave us a home.”

“I know,” Freminet says, again, because he’s still trying to grapple around this himself. “But she…she isn’t kind to us. Not how she should be.”

Lynette inhales very sharply, then looks away. Her hand tightens around his again.

“You’re terrified of her,” says Freminet, and it isn’t a question. “We all are. So if she wants Lyney to do something…he will.”

Lynette bites her lip, then looks down to their joined hands. She’s quiet for a long, long moment.

“Father intends to make Lyney the next Director,” she admits, eventually. “I overheard them discussing it a little while ago. I think that’s what he was talking about before.”

Freminet reels back. “She—  What?” 

Lynette nods. She blinks, then blinks again, and Freminet realizes with horror that she’s trying not to cry.

Lynette does not ever,  ever let herself cry in front of other people. Not even Lyney. Freminet has no idea how long she’s been holding onto this information, how long it’s been silently eating away at her while she’d desperately tried not to notice.

“He’s supposed to take over the Hotel here, so she won’t have to go back and forth anymore,” she continues. “He’d remain here permanently, and assume Father’s responsibilities.” She swallows. “All of them.”

Freminet’s mind is spinning.

Father has a list of people that have intentionally tried to cause harm to any of the children in her care. It never gets particularly long, and the set of knives displayed in her office are almost always stained in someone’s blood.

Father devotes nearly all of her remaining time to analyzing and devising the best way to utilize each of them on the missions she lays out, and always has to sift through and make sense of whatever they bring back.

Father is not, under any stretch of the word, intended to have any sort of presence as a public figure.

“It’ll destroy him,” Lynette says, and it sounds like this is the first time she’s ever said those words out loud.

“But he’ll do it,” Freminet finishes, and the two of them lock eyes. 

They don’t say anything, for a moment.

“Lynette,” Freminet starts, tentative, “Do you trust me?”

Lynette searches his face. Then;

“Yes,” she says, voice quiet but firm. “I do.”







 


 

 

Three weeks go by, and there is no sign of the Chief Justice.

Freminet is clinging onto his last bit of hope with everything he has, and it carries him through what would otherwise be relatively sleepless nights.

Though he hasn’t yet seen the man in person again, Monsieur Neuvillette makes an appearance in almost every one of his dreams, whisking them away from the hotel in increasingly fantastical ways— the previous night, Neuvillette’s cane had transformed into a gigantic pogo stick, and they’d bounced all the way up to the Palais Mermonia. 

They’re reminiscent of the ones he would have during his earliest days at the House, when he’d imagine climbing onto the Hydro Dragon’s back and letting himself be taken all around Teyvat.

The Hydro Dragon himself seems to be feeling better, though, or at least Freminet hopes. The steady rain they’ve been having has begun to slowly ease up, and by their final week before the deadline the skies are completely cleared.

Freminet wishes his friend well, and hopes that he’ll soon feel like that, too.

He still hadn’t gone into detail about his meeting with the Chief Justice to Lynette, but she seems to have come to some logical conclusions herself, and though her belief that something will happen clearly isn’t as strong as Freminet’s, they both try to remain steady pillars of support for Lyney as he valiantly tries to act like everything is fine. They’d come up with a few other avenues to explore, and Lyney had actually managed to gather some information on Lady Furina from a particularly overeager Melusine, but they all know it isn’t anywhere near close to the sort of standard Father expects and requires.

It’s a nice, clear morning, so when Lyney bids them goodbye and announces he’s going for a walk, Freminet asks to tag along. For a very brief moment, Lyney looks like he wants to refuse, but ultimately says nothing, so Freminet doesn’t comment on it.

This is his first mistake.

They’re sitting on a bench in a smaller side alley beside Quartier Lyonnais, sharing a jar of Pate de Fruit, when the man running the fruit stand a little ways away leaves his post unattended. Lyney’s eyes follow him, then linger on the empty shop.

“…Lyney?” Freminet asks, feeling a bit uneasy.

“You know, Freminet,” Lyney begins, still not looking at him, “We dismissed it earlier, but there is that one sort of event Lady Furina and Monsieur Neuvillette are hardly known to miss. And thievery really seems to be on the rise, lately.”

 Freminet’s eyes widen.

“Lyney,” he breathes, “I told you you shouldn’t— You can’t seriously want to—“

“I don’t,” Lyney says. He turns towards Freminet, a sad smile on his face. “But we’re almost out of time. I don’t know how many other choices we have, little brother.”

“No,” Freminet says, shaking his head, “No, you can’t. A magician is not a thief, right? You’ve always said that.”

Lyney reaches up a hand to gently comb through Freminet’s bangs.

“Of course. A magician is  never a thief. But, ah, that won’t really be an issue for me soon, hm? So, really, it’s all right. I can get myself up on trial, and—“

“Please.” Freminet grabs his brother’s hand, and brings it down between them. “Lyney. I won’t let you just run off and do something like that. And neither would Lynette.”

Lyney lets out a small huff through his nose.

“Yes, I’m fairly certain our dear sister would have my head before even the Chief Justice could.”

That makes Freminet wince a little, but he quickly smothers it. He chews at his lip, mulling over his next words.

“Lyney,” he starts, then trails off. Lyney gives him a small, encouraging smile. Freminet looks down at his lap.

“…I don’t think we should keep living here,” he says. “At the hotel, I mean. It isn’t good for us. But…you’ve known that for a while, right?”

Lyney’s voice is quiet and measured when he speaks. “Have I.”

Freminet nods. “It’s why you just decided you were going to— to do  that. And why you’re always bearing everything alone. You don’t want anyone else to ever have to feel the weight of it. Which means you…know, don’t you. At least to some degree.”

A beat. 

“Where are you going with this, Freminet.”

“I know about you becoming the next director,” Freminet blurts, looking up, and Lyney visibly jolts, letting go of his hand. “Lynette found out, and then told me.”

“…Freminet—“

“And you’re gonna do it, even though you really, really don’t want to.  If not me, then someone else. That’s— That’s what you’re thinking, right?”

Lyney looks away. It isn’t a yes, but it also isn’t a no.

“Um. Do you want to know why I really love fairytales?”

Lyney exhales, then turns back towards him. There’s a sad, yet fond look on his face.

“Why, Freminet,” he asks, voice quiet.

“If the world in front of you runs out of good things, you can always turn to stories and your imagination for more. You can allow yourself to take as many as you want without worrying about what’ll be left over for everyone else, because the happy endings never, ever have to run out.” Freminet looks back down at his hands. “And— And I know you don’t believe in them, but I still do. So it’s okay if you want to take some good things for yourself, sometimes. I can always find more.”

When he’s finished talking, he still doesn’t lift his head. Lyney is silent for a moment, and then he’s reaching over and clasping both of Freminet’s hands in his. He gives them a gentle squeeze.

“My darling, lovely little brother,” Lyney says, voice thick with emotion. “I  really don’t deserve you.”

Freminet shakes his head, giving his hands a squeeze back. He looks up to meet Lyney’s eyes, and finds them shining and glassy. 

“Don’t say that,” Freminet insists. “Of course you do.”














Freminet’s life changes forever on an otherwise uneventful day in the middle of the week. They have two days left till their deadline.

He’s eating a late breakfast in the main hall, watching Pers waddle around the table and repositioning him each time he’s about to run off, when a crowd of children begins to form around the windows to the front entrance, whispering about something Freminet can’t quite make out.

He’s about to get up and look when both Lyney and Lynette come flying down the stairs, and make a beeline straight towards him.

“Did— Did you see?” Lyney asks, slightly out of breath. Lynette is staring directly at him. “The— It’s—“

 “Quiet!,” a voice snaps, and every single child immediately straightens to attention as Father strides in the room. Freminet nearly does a double take.

She looks— angry. Not in the way she gets when confronting one of her personal targets, though. No, Father is…taken aback. Caught off guard. It’s an expression he isn’t sure he’s ever seen on her.

“I wasn’t aware that I had raised you all to behave like the overeager spectators of those ridiculous trials,” Father continues.  “Control yourselves.”

The other children immediately shuffle away from the window, heads bowed. Father watches them, then turns to look directly at Freminet. She begins to slowly move towards him, heels clicking on the floor, and Freminet tries to resist shrinking back.

“You,” Father says, “What exactly do you think you’re—“

There is a loud, echoing knock on the door.

Father does not break eye contact with him. 

“Answer it,” she snaps, voice cold.

A little girl by the front grabs the handle and pulls the door open, struggling a bit with its weight. Once she sees who’s behind it, she gasps, and the door would have promptly slammed right back in their visitor’s face had it not been for the combined efforts of the three other children directly beside her.

“Hello, there,” a familiar voice says. “Might I come in?”

The girl nods vigorously, and then none other than the Chief Justice himself is stepping into the room, accompanied by both his cane in one hand and two uniformed Melusines carrying stacks of papers standing dutifully at his side. He nods respectfully towards Father in greeting, though his expression remains impassive.

“Good afternoon,” Monsieur Neuvillette says. “I’ve come to adopt a child.”

The entire room goes completely, utterly still. Only Father seems unaffected, eyes burning as she stares the man down.

“You what?”

“Ah, forgive me. Multiple children, actually.” He places his cane down in front of him, and tilts his head very slightly. “I was under the impression that this is what typically happens in this sort of institution.” 

Father’s eyes burn. 

“Oh,” she says, “How lovely for you. Take a look around, Monsieur. Do you think the sheer number of people I take care of here is indicative of a population that typically cares about its children? This home only exists because no one ever thinks to care about the children.”

“Well,” says Monsieur Neuvillette, still looking entirely immovable. “Then I suppose I am the exception.”

Lynette’s eyes are boring holes into Freminet’s skull.

“I have all the necessary paperwork, of course,” Neuvillette continues, and one of the Melusines reaches up to pass him some of the sheets in her hands. “I went through the process of getting myself licensed and certified when first bringing the Melusines into the city, as they are each citizens of Fontaine. These have both been re-evaluated and renewed just this month, as well, and I have gone through each of the required checks of my current home.”

He holds out the papers towards Father, who does not move to take them.

“Why are you here, Chief Justice,” she says, voice dangerously level.

“I feel my intentions have been quite clearly stated,” Neuvillette says, tucking the papers into his jacket. “I am here to adopt three children. I believe their names are Freminet, Lyney, and Lynette.”

Freminet hears Lyney make a choked sort of gasping sound, Lynette’s hand finds and grips onto his shoulder, and every eye in the room save for Father and Monsieur Neuvillette’s locks onto them.

“Really,” Father says. 

“Indeed,” says Monsieur Neuvillette. “A matter was brought to my attention, and I intend to help resolve it.”

Father smirks. “A  matter,” she sneers. “Investigations can hardly be conducted upon baseless conjecture, Chief Justice.”

Neuvillette nods, once. “Of course. Which is why I, again, am simply here to adopt three children.” He raises an eyebrow. “Unless, perhaps, you are suggesting that something about your establishment would necessitate such an action to be taken.”

Freminet doesn’t think a single child has breathed once during this entire interaction. His hands are trembling from where they’re gripping Pers, attention entirely glued to the situation playing out in front of him.

“I teach my children what must be done to survive,” Father says, stressing each of her words. “That, Monsieur, is not a crime.”

“I see. Then, if all is as you say, then there should be no reason for us not to continue with our originally intended process.” Neuvillette retrieves his papers, holding them out once again. “Would you not agree, Madmoiselle?”

One of the children by the window lets out a very poorly restrained cough, and Freminet is inclined to join them.  Madmoiselle. Archons.

Father’s eye twitches, but she says nothing, and still, she does not move. A moment passes, and then she somehow grows even taller, something like confidence blooming just under the surface of her features.

“The children need to give consent, you know,” she says, with the air of someone that feels they’ve just laid down their trump card in the final match. “You can’t simply come in here and take them without gaining their approval first.”

Monsieur Neuvillette only nods again. “Yes. As is their right.”

Father’s eyes snap towards Freminet, then, and they’re the coldest they’ve ever felt. She slowly steps towards him again, and a shiver spikes its way down his spine. When she reaches him, she leans down, and her hair brushes the side of his face.

“Think very, very carefully about what you are about to say, child,” Father says lowly, directly into his ear. “We both know just how well I’ve taught you.”

And he does. 

Father has always stressed the importance of standing on their own two feet in the world. Of giving value to their lives when no one else will, and building strength within them from the ground up with their own two hands. These orders, above anything else, have been the ones Freminet has consistently struggled the most with knowing how to carry out.

Now, though, he thinks he might understand.

Father draws back, again piercing him with the force of her glare. Monsieur Neuvillette remains where he’d been, politely looking at the various paintings hung on the wall and hands resting lightly on his cane.

Freminet takes a deep breath. Lets it out.

“I agree,” he says, and he feels Lynette’s hand tighten around his shoulder again. “I…I give my consent.”

Father reels back, a hint of genuine anger showing through on her features, and she whips to face Lyney.

“Answer,” she snaps.

Lyney swallows, looking uncertain as his eyes dart around the room. “I— Well—”

“I also give my consent,” Lynette says, and both Lyney and Father snap their attention towards her. Lynette shares a look with Freminet, then nods. “I will go with the Chief Justice.”

“Will you, now,” Father says. She turns back to Lyney, along with nearly every other head in the room. “Well? Are you leaving us, too?”

Lyney visibly swallows. His eyes, uncertain, find Monsieur Neuvillette, but the man is still preoccupied with the paintings on the wall as a Melusine points a particular detail out to him. He looks back to Father, then to Freminet, searching his face.

“I…go where my siblings go,” he says, eventually. “So, yes. I am.”

Father inhales sharply. The room is entirely silent for a few, agonizingly long moments.

Then,

“Fine,” Father snaps, and the sound reverberates around the halls. “You win, Chief Justice. Get these three out of my sight.”

She turns on her heel, and stalks out of the room. The other children look between her and Monsieur Neuvillette, unsure of whether to follow her or not, before a few begin to hesitantly move back to wherever they’d been before all of the commotion started. 

One of the Melusines tugs on the sleeve of Monsieur Neuvillette’s jacket, and he turns, finally looking at Freminet and his siblings. His earlier stoniness is gone, replaced with something far more soft and fond.

“Hello, you three,” he says. “I apologize for taking quite so long to get everything prepared. I hope it hasn’t been the source of too much worry.” His eyes find Lyney, whose attention is focused on where some of the others had gone, and his eyes flash with a sad sort of understanding. “If you would like, there are measures we can begin to take to help the rest of the children still living here,” he adds. “I will try to do what I can with the information I have.”

Lyney looks down at his feet. Eventually, he nods.

One of the Melusines hurries over to them, and clasps Lyney’s hands in hers.

“Everything will be all right, dear human!” she assures. “Come on, we’ll go help you pack.”














Everything unfolds very quickly after that.

Their trip to the Palais Mermonia is almost entirely a blur, and the only thing Freminet can really remember about it is that he’d held both of his siblings’ hands in his the entire time.

Once they arrive, Monsieur Neuvillette politely excuses himself to give them some time to get settled, but once they’re standing in such a large, extravagant space, neither Freminet nor his siblings quite know what to do with themselves. Freminet thinks they’re each supposed to have their own room, but they quickly find themselves sitting right beside each other on the same large, comfortable bed.

“Devious little brother,” Lyney says quietly, tracing the pattern on the duvet cover with his finger. “How did you know that would work?”

“I didn’t,” Freminet admits. “I just had to believe that it would.”

Lyney stays very visibly tense in the days following their move, and he stays practically glued to Lynette and even Freminet’s side the entire time, but as time passes and the threat of imminent danger decreases, he seems to slowly relax.

It helps significantly that the Melusines all seem to be incredibly eager and willing participants to his magic tricks, and Freminet can tell that his brother is very quickly warming up to them, even if he still remains slightly wary of Monsieur Neuvillette. The fact that the care Neuvillette himself has for the Melusines is immediately apparent to anyone that catches him interacting with them also aids in alleviating some of Lyney’s worries.

Lynette, for her part, is open to drinking tea with the man as long as both of her siblings are there with her, and though she never stops asking them to come along, the wariness and mistrust of him she keeps carefully hidden within the lines of her shoulders begins to gradually bleed out.

Monsieur Neuvillette, thankfully, seems entirely understanding of the attitude the two hold towards him, and doesn’t seem to mind doing whatever he needs to to ensure they’re all feeling comfortable and safe. For the twins, this means spending more time outside, performing throughout the city like Freminet knows they’ve always wanted to, but Freminet is content with spending some quiet afternoons alongside Monsieur Neuvillette in his office on days when he doesn’t venture out to the water.

It is on one of these afternoons, specifically, that he notices it.

He’s sitting quietly with Pers in his lap, letting his legs swing over the edge of one of Monsieur Neuvillette’s comfortable chairs, when his eyes catch on something displayed on one of the bookcases in the corner of the room.

At first, Freminet thinks he’s mistaken, because there’s absolutely no way— but the drops of paint he’d accidentally splattered on the top whilst working on the thing make that impossible.

There, looking no older than it had the day he’d handed it off, sits a small, slightly rusted carousel. The exact same one he’d given to that Melusine, all those years ago.

Monsieur Neuvillette seems to notice his attention has shifted, and follows his gaze. His eyes widen slightly in realization, then turn to Freminet, as if waiting for his response.

“I…” Freminet starts, brows furrowing, “That’s one of my old projects. But…But the Melusine I talked to said she’d send it over to the Hydro Dragon. She knew him.”

Monsieur Neuvillette coughs, a bit awkwardly, then looks down to fiddle with the papers on his desk.

“Yes,” he says. “It was, ah. Quite well received.”

Freminet takes a moment to process that. Then two. Then—

“Oh,” he breathes, “You’re—  Oh.” 

Monsieur Neuvillette lets out an amused little huff. “Oh, indeed.”

Freminet doesn’t know whether to start laughing or to immediately burst into tears. Maybe a mix of both.

Instead, he turns to Monsieur Neuvillette with wide, wide eyes, and says, with all of the emotion he can possibly muster,  “Thank you.” 

Monsieur Neuvillette blinks, looking slightly confused. “For what, little one?”

Freminet shakes his head, not knowing if there’s any way for him to properly convey everything he needs to say right now into actual, coherent words. 

Instead, he simply says;

“For everything.”

 


 

Freminet is thirteen years old when he finds it again.

He’s out on an early morning walk with Monsieur Neuvillette, because they both tend to prefer the quiet ambience of the city streets lit by a newly-risen sun, when they pass by a newsstand just opening up for the day. The owner is busy unloading books out of a box, and when he picks one up, its golden lettering hits the sunlight, catching Freminet’s attention instantly— for more reasons than one.

He’s running over before he can stop himself.

The cover of  365 Stories and Rhymes for Children of All Kinds is as lovely as he remembers it being, though this might be a different edition of it— the color is slightly different. The owner is about to place it down when he hears Freminet approach, and turns, eyes widening when he spots the Chief Justice following shortly behind.

He straightens immediately. “Good morning, Monsieur! And, ah, lad.” He runs a hand through his short brown hair. “How may I…help you?”

“Um,” Freminet says, chancing another look at the book. “Is— Is that one for sale?”

“Hm? Oh, yes, of course! I’m— not quite open yet, but, well, it’s fine.” The man smiles, then hands the book to Freminet, who takes it reverently. “It’s a bit of an older title, but I always like displaying some odd finds I pick up here and there.” He taps the cover. “You’ve got a good eye there, lad. I read through my own copy so many times growing up the whole cover came off. It was— sort of what made me want to become a writer, you know. Actually…” he holds out his hands in a silent invitation, and Freminet nods, handing him the book. The man gently takes it, flips until he finds a page, then hands it back. “Here. I really loved this one.”

It’s the story about the Hydro Dragon. The two-page illustration is as colorful and magnificent as ever, and Freminet feels his chest warm at the sight.

“I used to— hah, I used to tilt my head all the way back and call up to the sky anytime it rained,” the man is saying, sounding slightly sheepish. “Got our whole block in on it. A bit silly to look back on, but—”

“It’s not silly,” Freminet says immediately, shaking his head. The man looks a little surprised, and he flushes. “Just. Um. I’m sure he appreciated it. The Hydro Dragon, I mean.”

“Yes,” Monsieur Neuvillette says, walking up beside him, “I’m almost certain he did.” He gestures to the book. “How much?”

The owner hurriedly shakes his head. “Oh, no, no, I couldn’t. It’s free of charge.”

“Nonsense.” Monsieur Neuvillette searches for his wallet, then withdraws a sum of Mora likely far, far larger than what is necessary. The owner gapes.

“I— I couldn’t, really…”

Monsieur Neuvillette gives a small smile. “Consider it a tip, then,” he says. He places a warm hand on Freminet’s shoulder. “As a way of saying thank you.”

 

Later, they’re seated at a cafe with the book open between them. Monsieur Neuvillette is staring down at the page depicting the Hydro Dragon with great interest.

“I had this book before I…before I went to the House,” Freminet tells him. “The Hydro Dragon story was always my favorite.”

“It seems to be one well-loved,” Monsieur Neuvillette remarks carefully. “Though I’ll admit I find that a bit perplexing. It’s…quite sad, isn’t it? Compared to other stories.”

Freminet finds himself smiling. It’s the same thing his  Maman used to say.

“I don’t think it is,” he replies. “Um. Because, if you’re upset, and it’s raining, then you know you have someone there to share it with. And, if it isn’t, then…then you can remind yourself that the sun will always eventually come back out. It—” He flushes, looking down at his hands. “—It helped me a lot. Especially at…at the House.”

“Oh,” says Monsieur Neuvillette. “I…had never considered it like that.” 

He’s quiet for a long, long moment.

Then, very softly, rain begins to fall.








Notes for the Chapter:thank you so much for reading!! this fic was a lot of fun to write, and i have a lot of author’s notes this time!

- freminet’s storybook is based off of my favorite storybook i had as a child! no hydro dragon in that one unfortunately but i did also read it religiously

- in terms of the timeline, based on lyney and lynette being at the house for 10+ years, the fact that we know freminet canonically arrived there first, and the fact that i don’t think the twins are any older than 18 at the time of the AQ, freminet literally has to be like. five or six years old when all of this first started. i’m losing my mind

- building off of this, the fact that the only way out of fleuve cendre is a giant precarious ladder makes me doubt that when freminet says “i played outside” he meant actually-in-the-grass-outside and not just outside-of-my-house-in-the-sewers outside. the npcs down there also say that people don’t go out too often

- so again because of all that i couldn’t conceivably come up with a reason for a 6 year old to begin diving in the ocean for fun or leisure, nor do i think heavy diving suits exist for very young children??? so i made it a slightly traumatic experience and had him start out with just swimming instead lol. the idea of arlecchino ordering custom made miniature deep sea diving suits for her kindergarten espionage is very funny to me

- for arlecchino herself since she’s never appeared in game i tried to base most of her personality off any direct quotes or dialogue we have and find a balance between the siblings’/childe and scara’s perceptions of her since they’re both heavily biased in either direction.

- i did so much in game research for this oh my god. i literally picked out a building to serve as the restaurant crying freminet would run to and plotted out his route and everything lol. for reference it’s the one across from estelle’s forge. i also picked out the specific patch of romaritime flowers he nearly drowns for bc there’s one right next to marcotte station, the fruit stand lyney tries to steal from also exists, and the place the old director drags freminet out to is a teleport point. serene is considered to be like the older sister of all the melusines so i thought she’d be the most likely to know first aid out of all of them!

- the melusine npc named trow in the opera house has a line where she says she used to go diving and pick romaritime flowers a few years ago and i know this because i have a screenshot of it but i’ve also literally never seen her say it again so this might be a quest only dialogue most people never saw and you’re just going to have to take my word for it

- the more i think about lyney’s magic trick plan the funnier it gets. idk if we’re going to have something else revealed about it later but. it’s literally

lyney: so i need to collect information about the oratrice

me: ok

lyney: i will use a magic show as an excuse to do so

me: ok

lyney: i will give myself exactly 30 seconds max to collect information about the oratrice during a period of time where it isn’t even active

me:

lyney: oh and i have absolutely no genuine passion for magic lol i am just doing this to survive

- i cannot tell whether the House is known to also have a location in fontaine or not and if everyone is aware of what happens at the hotel or not and neither option really makes sense to me so freminet is just covering all his bases when he’s talking to neuvillette there and so am i

- i didn’t want to get into the new issues and scenarios that would arise from them now living in the palais and meeting furina and all that since i felt like that would feel more natural to introduce in a separate fic! (also furina deserves more than like a single mention at the end lmao) i’m considering maybe writing a sequel from lyney’s pov of this whole period but i’d like to wait till at least 4.1 comes and we’ve got more information about the characters. ill have to see if i get steamrolled by brainrot like i did this time lol

- this is the fastest i think i have ever written anything this long in my life, so. go orphan mafia i guess

 

again, thank you so much for reading!! comments mean the world to me and i kick my legs like a little giddy schoolgirl whenever i see one pop up in my inbox. i would love to hear your thoughts!





