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Everything considered, it could have been worse.

Yes, she was soaked after diving in the water in an attempt to lose the alerted recognition mekas. Yes, winter was approaching, and it was freezing cold.

Yes, her clothes were stained with blood – and yes, it was her blood.

No, she was not done with her damn mission.

Lynette exhaled shakily as she hurried down the beaten path – she occasionally stumbled, her muscles starting to seize up and refuse to properly obey her commands.

Her ears hurt like hell, but trying to cover them with her cold hands would bring little relief, so she focused on trudging swiftly. Reaching a warm place, that would make her ears stop hurting.

She tried to repeat to herself that this had not been in Father’s designs when she had assigned her her mission, and hoped that Lyney’s and Freminet’s own were proceeding more easily at least. 

Of course, she had not been raring to go once informed about her new job – having to leave power-saving mode was rarely a good sign –, but this… this must have been punishment for something.

Lynette all but ran up the steps to the nearby inn, the only thing radiating some warm light there in the countryside of the Bellau region now that the sun was starting to set.

She shoved the door open, welcomed by the divinely warm air inside and by some startled customers – most of them were too busy with their own affairs, but she tried to calm herself down and stop drawing unwanted attention nonetheless. She had to hide the helpless shivering.

Well, at least the blood couldn’t be told apart clearly from the dripping water darkening her clothes. Perks of wearing black.

She barely looked the innkeeper in the eyes and simply grabbed the keys to a room after paying for a night – she stormed off, threw the door open, then shut it and locked it just as quickly. Finally, she breathed a shaky sigh.

The air was warmer than outside, but not as warm as the main hall – first order of business: toss as much wood as possible in the fireplace and start a fire.

And also, curse the Archons for having her go on this mission without her conveniently Pyro-wielding brother.

After the fire finally started she began to peel her clothes off, rinse and hang them around the fireplace to let them dry – then grabbed the covers off the bed to warm herself up.

Finally, finally she sighed in relief. The warmth radiating from the fire was too hot at times, but it was a good kind of pain after staying outside for so long.

She had never been able to stand the cold.

She dragged her hands through her hair and flattened her ears against her head for a moment. The crackling of the fire became muted, but it was hardly noticeable when they felt so painfully sore.

She sighed again, this time in annoyance. Stupid partly underwater bases. Stupid winter.

The fear that a week’s work had gone up in smoke enveloped her coldly as if she had never plopped in front of the fireplace – days spent tailing the treasure hoarders and the private mekas to pinpoint this hideout and now she might have to start all over again. 

Lynette groaned, still running her hands through her hair, half to help it dry faster and half to soothe herself.

No use fretting over it, but, even if luckily she had managed not to fully alert the mekas on the way out, she was stuck.

Most of the convenient doors in the hideout were locked behind Pneumosia relay stations – not hard to unlock, but time-consuming. She couldn’t run around the place to retrieve Pneuma blocks for every door, blocks which were guarded – she needed someone with a Pneuma-aligned Vision to match her own Ousia one.

And so, she was sure entering via the underwater caves was impossible.

Her own brother, the easiest solution, was unavailable. He was busy in the sewers, helping people clean up the place after the flood, and the same could be said about Freminet in Poisson. The House was spread thin over Fontaine, trying to tie up all the loose ends the prophecy had left behind.

Missing people, wounded people, the whole nine yards.

Instead, she was tasked with a mission that was more suited to her abilities – she was asked to spy on the Synthe dealers, which had hit the jackpot with the vexed and torn population of Fontaine, barely keeping itself together after a natural disaster of biblical proportions.

She needed to find someone to help, someone outside the House, who had time on their hands after the flood, and a Vision…

She let her head fall on her knees and groaned – Lynette started fidgeting with her tail, and noticed the fur was mostly dry.

She felt her hair again: still damp, but she should be fine. She was famished after another day of stalking and spying, but she needed a shower and her clothes needed some more time to dry.

She rose on unsteady legs, still sore, then walked into the bathroom. She pinned her hair up so it wouldn’t get wet again, and stepped into the shower.

The hot water finally melted the tension from her aching body – she should have taken it sooner. Some of the cuts and bruises that she’d gained while running away stung, but she duly cleaned them. As soon as she had stepped out, she retrieved some bandages and disinfectant from the first aid kit and took care of them properly.

She grimaced as she applied one on her cheek. She wouldn’t be able to draw the star on for a while.

She retrieved her clothing from the makeshift rack next to the fireplace and pulled on her suit again – she left the bow behind, hoping to let her damp hair dry faster and also give her ears some respite.

She needed to eat something.

As soon as she entered the main hall, she realised many more people had poured out from Archons-know-where, probably for the same reason as her. 

She sighed in annoyance but made her way through, schooling her expression back into indifference. Ears up high, tail low.

She sat at one of the free tables, then retrieved her notebook as she waited for some of the staff to approach her – she quickly added the info she’d gathered that day: positions of new stations and blocks, enemy rounds and so on.

She tried to sketch some way around the Pneuma blocks and the relay stations, but the more she worked the more the map started looking like sad spaghetti.

Finally, the waiter came and she ordered a plate of troute amandine – the traditional thing, the one with the whole fish. Her brother wasn’t around to police her choice in food anyways.

Ah, what the hell was she going to do about these damn mechanisms?!

As the food arrived onto the table, Lynette shut the notebook in frustration and put it back into her Vision space – where it would be safe from any more diving excursions.

Stressing like this was unlike her, but being sent on these missions by herself was also an uncanny occasion. Lyney usually took care of the logistics, he always had; not to imply that she wasn’t capable of coming up with her own plans, but this was clearly a team job.

Father had warned her about it, but she still had naively thought she’d find a way to manage…

Enough worrying, she needed to eat something and get a good night’s rest if she needed to be away on a stake out again in the morning.

She took a deep breath, picked up the cutlery, ready to dig in, and finally lifted her eyes off the table.

And then she noticed it: Furina- the Furina, she was sitting at a table across from her. She was seated with her back to her, but how many people with white and blue hair lived in Fontaine? 

Right on cue, the girl turned around, just a bit, to lazily look outside the window. It was her. Here, in an inn in the middle of nowhere – this was where she’d run off to after the prophecy?

Lynette shut her gaping mouth and shook her head a bit, trying to gather herself. She looked exhausted, dark bags and an unsettlingly empty look in her eyes as she ate her dinner. Her hair was shorter but pinned back messily.

Her clothes were also a long cry from what she usually wore – she had clearly abandoned her jacket but hadn’t bothered to fix her shirt properly. It was missing its cravat and all the pointless eye-catching decorations – her trousers were long, befitting the weather.

Though she wasn’t wearing her brightly accessorised suit she wasn’t exactly trying to disguise herself. How come no one had noticed her?

Whatever. This didn’t concern her. She would simply report this to Father, and she would do whatever she wanted with the info.

Still stunned, she went back to her dinner, and right on cue accidentally shoved her glass off the table.

Lynette cursed under her breath, forcing herself to maintain a neutral expression, but Furina turned around at the noise, a bored expression on her face which slowly morphed into disbelief and then terror as she recognised her.

Life was one thing after the other, and it just never stopped. She had to bite her cheek in order not to scream out her frustrations.

The waiter had said something to her, but she didn’t know what it was. Furina was making a run for the door and she couldn’t let her make her work any harder than it already was.

“Sorry, I’ll pay you back for that.” She muttered as she shot to her feet, quickly making her way after her target.

She grit her teeth as she met the stupid cold air again but ran after the other girl, who had noticed she was being chased by now.

Long legs, Anemo Vision and all, she had her within the minute, no matter the head start.

She expected her to meekly ask for mercy, but Furina pushed her back once she managed to grab her arm.

“Leave me alone!” Lynette shushed her, bringing her hands up in an attempt to placate her – they were alone but not far enough from the inn that the patrons wouldn’t hear their shouting match.

“Stop! Stop, I’m not after you.” She tried to explain, but by now Furina was furious.

“You are after me! You were chasing me just now!” Lynette grimaced at how loud she was being, her ears twitching in disagreement.

“Okay, okay, fine. Don’t you think I would have done whatever evil Fatui thing I wanted to do by now? Lower your voice and let’s just talk.” Furina was about to shout again, judging by the sharp intake of air, but she eyed the inn and hesitated.

Lynette waited.

“Well, why the fuck did you follow me then?!” Furina persevered, but this time she whispered. Lynette sighed in relief.

“I’m working and I don’t want you to expose me, or to call the gardemeks or the Maison Guardiennage or- anything that could make my job harder.” Lynette explained, keeping her voice even but struggling with her expressions. She felt her forehead knit together in frustration. A reasonable slip after the rough day, but troublesome all the same.

“What’s stopping me?” Furina threatened, but they were playing her game now – she’d noticed her hesitation earlier.

“I’d have the head start, and as you’ve seen I can run pretty fast – I’m sure the people back in the city would love to know where you’ve been.” Furina’s anger morphed into fear for a second, and she felt guilty for twisting the knife.

She wasn’t sure about Furina’s story and role in the prophecy. Only the traveller, and maybe Iudex Neuvillette had all the details, but she had a hunch the story went deeper than it seemed.

“So you don’t tattle about me and I don’t tattle about you. That’s what you want.” Furina stated uncertainly. Lynette nodded in relief, “How do I know your job isn’t assassinating me?”

“Why would I want to kill you? You’re not even the Archon anymore.” She grimaced at her own bluntness when Furina’s face darkened, but it was better that there were no misunderstandings.

“What the hell do I know? Your father hates my guts, and already tried to kill me once!” Lynette narrowed her eyes, trying to connect the dots. Father had not told them about any assassination attempts, but Father rarely shared all the details about her missions. Could this be the reason why she knew Furina did not have the Gnosis?

Well, it didn’t matter. She had to bluff anyways.

“She wanted to know if you had the Gnosis. And she didn’t kill you, did she? Trust me, if Father had wanted you dead, you would be.” Furina grimaced at the implications, averting her eyes. She mulled over her words for a moment.

She opened her mouth as if to protest again and then she shook her head, “Listen, whatever you’re actually here for, I’m not going down as easily, you hear me?”

Lynette frowned at the seemingly baseless threat – what was a powerless Archon going to do? Then she saw it: the flash of a Hydro Vision.

A very peculiar one, sharing both Pneuma and Ousia details.

Furina stared her down with an uncannily resolute gaze.

“How about we make a deal?”





2. Chapter 2
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“So… you want me to help you activate the Pneumosia relay stations in this criminal hideout, and that way you can get… whatever intel you’re after.” Furina stated flatly before tossing another bite of fish and chips into her mouth.

Lynette quietly worried about picking apart her troute amandine. This seemed to annoy her counterpart, “Yes. I think I’ve already explained more than enough, considering you won’t make your intentions clear.” she bit at the girl’s attitude, which soured in turn.

“You’re not very good at striking deals.” Lynette rolled her eyes, annoyed.

“Yes, if you want to be verbally coddled it’s best you refer to my brother. Are you going to help me or not?” Of course, she understood why Lyney took advantage of his own extroversion to make their missions go smoothly, but she personally couldn’t be bothered to throw around pointless niceties. Especially on the job, where half intents could spell disaster, and even more especially on an empty stomach.

Furina twisted her fork in her plate distractedly, but her mismatched eyes never left her.

“Why should I? What do I get?” Lynette resisted the urge to roll her eyes again and took a deep breath.

“Whatever you’re interested in, within reason. Father is not currently busy with antagonizing the government, not that you’re even part of it anymore – just name your price and I’ll put in a good word.” Hopefully, Furina wouldn’t make any crazy demands. But, Father had sent her to retrieve intel from this hideout, even if she was alone and had a high chance of failure. This mission probably meant more than she had let on.

Hopefully she wouldn’t mind.

Furina was quiet as she kept blankly twisting the cutlery in her nearly empty plate.

Lynette’s ear twitched in annoyance – she knew perfectly well that Furina didn’t want anything. From the second she had accepted to go back with her and sit at her table, it was clear as day she didn’t actually plan to make any demands.

“Furina.” she called her name, and it came out a bit too intensely. The girl’s eyes were on her the following moment, but her face didn’t betray any emotion. For a moment, she understood why people found her own indifference unnerving in conversation.

“I’m fully aware there’s nothing I could actually peddle for your help – because it doesn’t seem to me that there’s anything you’re interested in.” Her eyes narrowed imperceptibly, but Lynette was the ever-observant shadow of the House. If not her, who could ever hope to notice such subtleties? “But you came and sat at the table with me instead of making another run for it, or going back to your room – so you want to help me. I don’t care about the reason why, but I care about having some understanding if we have to work together.” Finally, the girl averted her eyes. Lynette felt the pressure shift away from her. She truly had an intense gaze.

“You’re after the Synthe dealers, correct?” Lynette neither agreed nor disagreed, prompting an annoyed scoff, “Why?”

“Father asked me.” Lynette replied neutrally.

“Why is your eldritch horror of a father interested in drugs? Hoping to get in on the market? The Gnosis wasn’t enough to send home?” Furina mocked openly.

“She doesn’t. But, if Father so wished, I don’t think you’d be able to catch her or stop her anyways.” Furina rolled her eyes, an amused smirk playing at her lips.

“My, such a high opinion of your dad.” Lynette’s ear twitched. Furina was obviously trying to bait a reaction out of her but still, what an exceptionally mundane way of putting it, “So?”

“They’re doubling down on the distribution now that their market has widened in a time of crisis – we’d rather they didn’t throw Fontaine into any more chaos while it’s at its lowest point.” Furina was unnervingly quiet again.

She was starting to miss the noisy and seemingly simple-minded Archon.

“I’ll help you.” Relief washed over Lynette, internally at least, “But I get to make my demand.”

A tense moment of silence passed as a waiter came by and cleared their table – Lynette wasn’t expecting Furina to actually accept, much less make a demand.

She really hoped Father wouldn’t mind.

Furina leaned her elbows on the table and bent over the frankly small stretch of wood between them, a dark frown on her face.

“You’re not going to tell the Knave anything about me. I was never here.” Lynette betrayed herself with a tinge of surprise.

“That’s it?” she started, “If you’re about to make any other demands, keep in mind that without Father’s help the offer is much more limited.”

“I don’t want anything else. Just keep that… thing- keep it out of my life.” Furina leant back, her dark expression never leaving her face. Lynette smirked.

“So I can go back to the city and tell everyone where you are?” Furina flashed her a furious glare, to which she blew air out of her nose, amused.

“You’re also not going to tell anyone where I am-” she thrusted a pointer finger into her face, but the act was more entertaining than it was threatening.

Her blasè attitude towards her ‘threats’ was apparently greatly upsetting the ex-Hydro Archon, so Lynette resolved to keep the amusement to herself.

“So we have a deal?” she asked one more time, just to make sure.

Furina nodded half-heartedly, “It’s just Pneumosia relay stations. You’re going to handle the planning and the sleuthing, I think.”

“Correct.” Lynette confirmed.

“Honestly, you seriously need another person to activate those? Are the Pneuma blocks on the ceiling or something?” Furina questioned, her arms crossed over her chest.

One of Lynette’s ears twitched.

Bitter memories of the mechanisms failing to balance after her Ousia strikes, or even answering explosively flashed into her mind.

There had to be a good reason she had spent the day swimming into the sea, after all.

“Unfortunately, I tend to have trouble with anything barely mechanic.” she decided to explain mildly. Furina stared at her.

“Pneumosia relay stations.” she restated blankly, expecting her to change her stance, “There’s… there’s not much going on in those. They’re switches. They’re either on or off. Unbalanced or balanced.”

Lynette stared, refusing to elaborate more and embarrass herself. She would do so once she was sure Furina was going to help her.

Furina narrowed her eyes, her expressions ranging from scepticism to puzzlement to worry.

“Okay – if they’re such trouble for you why not find some other way in?” Furina inquired, trying to make sense of Lynette’s plans.

“That’s just the problem – the path blocked by those mechanisms is the quickest and safest one. The hideout is partly connected to ruins, and that’s where the stations are. They conveniently block a shortcut to the centre of the place. Going through there would let us avoid almost all the enemies.” Furina rubbed her chin for a moment, but nodded agreeably.

Of course, she could storm her way in and punch and kick her way to their vault – but did she want to?

She shook her head free of such exhausting thoughts.

“Can I ask you a question?” Lynette wondered, fully expecting a refusal, but the girl was full of surprises.

“Of course, you want to know why I agreed.” Furina rolled her eyes dramatically, easily slipping the uncaring façade back on.

However, there was a crack in her perfectly polished act – a moment in which she grimaced at the table. 

Furina had always been inscrutable, but it seemed the more she learnt about her the more indecipherable she became.

“For the same reasons as you, supposedly. I don’t want the dealers to take advantage of the citizens.” Lynette turned the sentence around in her head. Clearly, Furina was hiding something – badly, if she might add, but she was lacking the info to complete the picture.

Voices had been going around the Court of Fontaine after the prophecy, of a supposed return to the scenes and even some surreal act including a Vision, which she’d had trouble believing at first – but then, silence again.

Nonetheless, it was no secret that Furina cared about her nation and its inhabitants. It was perfectly plausible that she would help her if it helped the Fontainians.

“Also, I don’t know how to use this thing.” Furina carelessly threw her Vision to the table, so much so that Lynette apprehensively caught it.

“How did you get it?”

“What does it matter?”

“Wait – you don’t know how to use it at all?” Lynette had a doubt for a second – she used her elemental sight to check the authenticity of the item. It was a real Vision at least, that was for sure, even with its uncanny details.

“I’ve had it for what, a week?” Furina explained, which made Lynette frown a bit. Even if she turned out to be a quick learner, this could end up taking a while.

She’d have to adjust her timetable, but this was still her best bet.

“Okay. I’ll try to teach you in the morning.” Furina scoffed.

“You’re serious about this?” This prompted her to frown in annoyance, so much so that the other girl raised her hands in mock surrender.

“I hope you’re not leading me in circles. Yes, I’m serious about this – you need to at least learn how to use Pneuma if we want this to work.” Furina shrugged, avoiding her eyes, “Do you have any fighting experience?”

Furina stared at her blankly, not even deigning her of an answer.

Lynette sighed.

“Look, if I knew how to fight I would have taken care of the problem myself.” Furina finally explained, a bit sheepishly.

“You knew I was after the Synthe dealers – I suppose you’ve been snooping around at least?” Furina sighed, nodding.

“I noticed some suspicious movements around the inn, and then the sea. But I had no way to confirm.” They both stared at the table for a while, in silence now. Around them, the dinner rush was starting to die down. In the corners of the room, the staff was starting to stack the chairs on top of the tables and close the kitchens.

Lynette offered Furina’s Vision back to her. She stared at it distantly, but ultimately retrieved it.

“We can meet behind the inn after breakfast. Goodnight, I suppose.” Lynette stood, brushing her clothes and turning around to leave.

“‘night.” Furina echoed a bit distantly, the same hollow expression she’d spotted on her before they spoke settling back on her face.

It made her stop in her tracks – it upset her, as much as it was irrational. Usually she wouldn’t care, but Furina had just gone out of her way to lend her help, even without actually knowing how to use her Vision…

“And…” she stopped, Furina’s eyes back on her. She watched her blankly. She couldn’t put a finger on it. This was turning awkward, “Thanks for agreeing. I was stuck, honestly.”

Furina opened her mouth, then also hesitated. She looked away, “Of course. What’s a God good for if they can’t manage a couple miracles?”
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“Okay, how do I make it work?” Furina spoke through a yawn. Lynette’s ear flicked as a cold breeze blew through, making her regret ever leaving her bed that morning.

Ah, she didn’t even have any more money to spend for another night… back to camping it was…

“Teyvat to the Magic Assistant…” Furina continued, now slightly annoyed but still too sleepy to properly care.

“My name is Lynette.”

“I knew that.”

She rolled her eyes, then rubbed at them to gather her resolution for the task at hand. She should’ve taken coffee over the tea at breakfast.

“Okay, you don’t know how to fight, right?” Furina twirled the Vision in her hand, lips in a pout as she stared boredly at it. She shook her head in response, “Let’s try to… associate the Vision with something else.”

“So you won’t teach me how to fight?” Lynette shook her head this time, still trying to come up with a way to teach Furina how to use Pneuma.

“No. There’s nothing I could teach you in such a short time to make you a capable fighter. It takes a long time to master something like that.” Furina tied her Vision back to her waist.

“How hard can stabbing be?” 

“It might seem easy to you but fighting also involves finely controlling your own reactions to danger-” Furina sagged to her knees dramatically, eyes rolling back into her head in a scenically bored display, so Lynette cut her own explanations, “Listen, think about your daily life – can you imagine any way you could apply Hydro to it to make it easier?”

Furina sat upright on her heels at the question, tapping a finger against her chin, “A… shower…?”

Lynette scratched her own head as she tried to come up with something herself, “Maybe cleaning something?”

“Not very exciting.” Furina complained.

“Let’s try something more instinctual, how about putting out a fire?” Furina hummed thoughtfully before shrugging.

“Sure.” After agreeing to their plan of action, Lynette set out to retrieve some dry wood and grass – and whatever easily flammable material she could get her hands on.

Furina watched her with interest, but mostly played with her Vision as she waited.

Once again, Lynette groaned when it came time to start the fire itself, a task she was usually spared. Begrudgingly, she took out the flint she’d acquired after noticing her lack of… brother-flint.

Once the flame was high enough, they both sat in silence – it was warm, unlike the weather.

“I don’t really wanna put it out…” Furina moaned, rubbing her hands together for warmth.

“Yeah.” With a wave of her arm, Lynette summoned her cape and fanned the flames using Anemo – as a result, the flame spread around dangerously. Though a normal fire would struggle with consuming the dewy grass, she was also an expert at making sure that things, whatever they were, caught on fire if her brother so desired.

Furina jumped away and yelped, “Are you insane?!?” she scrambled to her feet, looking around helplessly. The crackling of the flames grew to a considerable volume, “What are we going to do?! There’s no way I’ll be able to put all of this out!”

Lynette simply stood by, taking a couple steps back from the fire for her safety but thoroughly enjoying the added warmth, “Well, you better try your best because we’re pretty far from the water and have no way to get it here…”

Furina made a distressed noise again, “You can’t be serious! This is your idea of a lesson?!”

“I find that necessity aids the learning process.” Lynette commented flatly, then watched her run around a bit, considering her own chances and her other possibilities before throwing her a truly foul glare.

Furina tried to throw punches and strike poses at the fire for a couple seconds, clearly in distress, before she seized up and just stared at it.

Lynette couldn’t see her face, but she felt the shift in her mood. She poured water from her canteen into her free hand, swirling it with the power of her Vision – then, she summoned her cape again and put out the flames.

The water effectively drizzled down gently and the fire slowly went out. Of course, she was also an expert at putting out fires that had, accidentally or not, gone out of control.

Furina didn’t react, still frozen in place.

“Furina?” she jumped when she heard her name called, and spun around with a forced smile that stretched a bit too far.

It positively made her hair stand on end. Her tail swished around anxiously once before she managed to subdue her own reaction.

“There we go! Much better – I bet you thought you could fool me, but someone as grand as me-” Furina started loudly, her body swinging back into motion exaggeratedly.

Lynette watched in silence as Furina kept spinning her words in circles more and more, until she was heaving out of breath, staring at the burnt ground with barren eyes.

“I’m going to go.” She finally concluded, turning around to leave and stumbling a bit in hesitation.

Lynette found herself conflicted. There was something wrong. She wasn’t sure how much she could help with it.

“Are you okay?” Furina didn’t turn back around, neither did she speak, she simply waved her hand. She started walking, “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize the fire was going to upset you – you could have told me, we would have found something else to do.”

“You just set fire to a plot of land for no reason!” Furina finally whirled around, stomping a couple steps closer with her arms straight by her sides and her hands balled into fists.

Lynette carefully watched her – there was no reason to escalate the situation, nor did she want to. Furina was clearly agitated and on the offensive – curiously, if she might add – so she worried about defusing the argument.

“I’m used to dealing with my brother’s Pyro Vision, it’s not the first time something catches fire and I have to put it out. It’s beside the point, anyways.” she explained slowly, in an effort to dampen the nervousness making Furina downright shake in front of her.

She paced closer and then away anxiously, her eyes darting to the ground to show a remorseful expression “I…” 

Lynette waited carefully for her next words, Furina’s mood swinging from rage to despair with a smoothness that seemed eerily practiced.

Finally, her reaction settled on a sob – Furina covered her face with her hands before she hunched over, hid herself behind her knees, and started crying quietly.

Lynette took a step closer, then hesitated. Her presence was probably not appreciated after what she had done, but leaving her alone seemed like the worse idea.

She sighed and knelt down beside her, just waiting. Furina turned away from her, but again, she didn’t sprint off, so probably it was fine.

“We’re going to try something lighter next time. I know learning how to use a Vision isn’t easy but I still hurried you along for my sake – sorry.” Furina didn’t answer. The only noise breaking the silent morning were her sobs. The burnt grass was making her nose hurt.

Logically, Lynette couldn’t fathom the reason behind such an aversion to fire, but clearly, if she was reacting so strongly, something must’ve upset her.

They sat together until Furina ran out of tears to cry, uncomfortably cold but warmer now that the sun was rising in the sky.

“… I don’t think I can do this.” Furina finally spoke, her voice hoarse and broken from the crying.

Lynette thought about her next words for a while, “Why?”

Furina shook her head in mild disbelief, “I can’t handle it. I’m no good at this Vision thing- you’re just better off finding someone else to help.”

“Technically speaking, finding someone else is going to be a nightmare.” Furina didn’t respond, “I’m not going to force you, but this was barely your first attempt. It would’ve been more surprising if it had worked.”

“So why did you…?” Furina questioned, all of her fatigue seeping into the simple words.

“Visions are gifted in dangerous situations sometimes – I thought maybe the adrenaline was going to help. You even suggested learning how to fight, I thought it would be fine.” Furina sighed in defeat.

They sat in silence again.

“How did you get yours?” Lynette thought back to the dark, the thorns sinking into her flesh and tearing, the weight of her unconscious brother on her back and the quiet dribbling of blood accompanying her every step.

Uneven breathing.

“I was on a mission with my brother and it took a wrong turn. He was injured and we were lost, I had to find the way back. And then I had it.” Furina seemed to contemplate her answer for a while.

“And how did you learn how to use it?” Lynette shook the upsetting memories from her mind.

“I already knew how to fight, and then Father taught me the basics, how to apply the Vision to battles. Then I had to figure out the Arkhe on my own.” Furina nodded distantly, then briefly fell silent again.

“I don’t think I actually deserve a Vision.” Furina answered, attracting her attention, “I’m not even sure I want it, after everything that…”

She stared at the object in question, now in the palm of her hand, “Everybody says that a Vision is a reward for… great ambition – something along the lines – but I wasn’t feeling any grand ambition when I received this. I was pretty miserable, honestly.”

She clutched the gift in her hand, the edges digging into her skin a bit, “I feel it’s more of a consolation prize – or a sentence. Am I… doomed to keep going like this…?”

Lynette listened, even if lacking some crucial information about the story behind the Vision and Furina herself. She wasn’t sure how to comment on it, and the mystery was starting to unnerve her.

After all the time she had spent observing and pulling every human emotion apart, Lynette could easily apply the same techniques to Furina herself – she could tell from the weight of her movements only that she had been involved in something that had consumed her to the bone.

Where the ex-Archon had used to move as if she was dancing, pulling and pushing on every single muscle of her body with the accuracy of a skilled ballerina, she now simply dragged herself around.

Where there were perfectly crafted looks and expressions – from the exact narrowing of her eyes to the lift of the corner of her lips, timed to perfectly flow one into the other, joy, arrogance, fury – there were now feelings that openly battled on her face as if even she didn’t know what she was supposed to feel.

“I think I’m going to go back to the inn and sleep.” Furina finally announced. Half answers again – not ‘I’m done‘ or ‘let’s try again‘; just a somewhat ambiguous ‘later‘.

She couldn’t blame her for it this once.

“Do you want me to walk back with you?” Lynette offered, out of obligation for ruining her day.

“You’re not coming?” Furina seemed almost disappointed.

“I’m going to keep watching the hideout, maybe I’ll get lucky.” She stood and brushed her clothes clean. She scrunched her nose up at the scent of burnt vegetation, eager to leave the place.

Furina stood around a bit awkwardly after rising to her feet.

Another rare sight.

“Okay, just… don’t set fire to anything else, I suppose.” Furina teased, and Lynette sighed in barely hidden despair.

“That plan is starting to climb the list…” she complained earnestly, earning a small smile from Furina, “Take care on the way back.” Lynette sighed out again, turning around to leave.

“Yeah. Bye.” she fought the instinct to twist one of her ears back, to listen to Furina walk towards the inn.

Lynette rarely bid people worth the hassle of getting to know them, but this one time she might make the bet.





4. Chapter 4

Summary for the Chapter:
After some unnecessary toiling, Lynette’s day is unexpectedly saved by the contribution of someone that doesn’t struggle with mechanical contraptions…





It was another four days of stake outs after that: relegated to the wilds, she didn’t come across Furina again.

It was a bit disappointing – Lynette did enjoy quality company, although she didn’t broadcast that to the Court of Fontaine. Lots of people tended to misunderstand what ‘quality company’ meant.

Half of her had even considered going back to the inn herself to see how she was doing, but she reminded herself they regrettably hadn’t parted on great terms. Furina would probably want some distance.

On the fourth day, however, as she absent-mindedly tried to put together the pieces she’d obtained in their brief yet cryptic conversations, she was interrupted.

Furina burst through the foliage of the bush she’d been using as a hiding spot – not much to hide behind in the plain wilds of Fontaine –, “Lynette!”

Lynette jumped, startled, then put a hand over Furina’s back and lowered her beneath the top of the bush, shushing her, “What are you doing?!”

She had managed to creep up on her – she was really off her game. Too much time in mission mode.

“I was looking for you! I learnt how to use the Vision!” Furina whispered excitedly, grinning from ear to ear.

Lynette lifted her arm from the girl – why was she wet?

“What happened to you?” she wondered out loud, and the girl averted her gaze guiltily.

“Well- I went a bit too hard and I flooded the inn…” flooded it? With her Vision? Lynette’s eyes widened in disbelief, “So I, uh, I’m going to need a room at wherever you’re staying right now. Why didn’t you tell me you were leaving?”

Lynette blinked, throwing a glance at the cave entrance a bit further. They were out of human hearing distance, of course, but she still checked for any signs of alarm.

“I’m… I’m camping out, I didn’t bring enough money to stay at the inn longer than a day – truth be told this mission wasn’t supposed to drag out this much.” she started to explain, and Furina grimaced.

“We need to camp out? Damn…” Lynette gaped at her, but shook her surprise. Sure. ‘We‘.

“You said you learnt how to use your Vision?” Lynette tried to backtrack, and the grin reappeared on Furina’s face.

“Yes! It was great! But there’s some bad news.” she looked away a second, a bit sheepish.

“Shoot.” Lynette allowed, ready for the worst.

“It seems I can only use the Ousia Arkhe…” Furina spoke lowly, as if afraid of Lynette’s reaction.

“That’s fine.” Furina looked back at her, surprised.

“Really? But you said you needed someone with a Pneuma-aligned Vision…” Lynette sat back down, calmer now that the guards at the entrance of the hideout had started talking about the weather.

“That would have been optimal, but even like this the time is cut in half. You can balance the Pneuma relay stations, and I can go after Pneuma blocks to balance the Ousia ones.” she explained slowly. She would still have to run around a fair bit, but the plan could go more smoothly in two – Furina could divert attention as she worked, at least, and would probably have a lot less trouble activating the mechanisms than her.

Lynette retrieved her notebook, opening it before herself. Furina leaned into her space curiously, and she tried not to flinch away.

The girl seemed to notice anyways and awkwardly shuffled back. Lynette moved the notebook closer for her to see.

The newly drawn map (without all of the scribbling and failed planning) looked back at them. Lynette quickly pointed out the positions of the relay stations to Furina, who listened carefully.

“Okay, now take this.” she closed it back up and pushed it towards Furina, who grabbed it, a bit confused and surprised, “If you get lost, use it to get back. Don’t engage, but if you get caught I’ll protect you, okay?”

“Uhm. Sure? So when are we-” Furina started but was quickly cut off.

“Now. Wait here, I’ll take out the sentinels.” Furina watched her in shock as she concealed herself with her cape and then disappeared.

She was hurrying her again, Lynette grimaced, but she couldn’t afford to waste any more time.

She meant it when she said she would protect her, she hoped that Furina understood that at least.

The first Treasure Hoarder was out as soon as she dropped her cape, the other one soon followed. She looked at the bush she had left Furina in and the girl in question hurried out.

“Holy shit.” she cursed under her breath, outside of average hearing range, but not hers.

“Follow behind me. Stay down and try to be as quiet as possible – but don’t worry too much, they’re not that bright.” Lynette pulled out a key she’d swiped from one of the hoarders the last time, and opened the door.

Furina didn’t even reply, clearly too tense to manage an answer.

They easily avoided the first wave of enemies, slipping through the rounds expertly. At a fork, she stopped and turned to Furina, “Go left, there should be no enemies – I’ll retrieve the Pneuma block from the other side and join you.”

Furina started shaking her head anxiously, but she quickly reassured her, “It’s okay, the quicker we are the least likely it is that we’re found out. If you find someone, hide and wait – there’s some spots on the map I gave you. See you.”

Lynette turned away, trying to make good of her time – as soon as she reached the room where the Pneuma block was held, she concealed herself, touched it and quickly retreated without being noticed by the few hoarders wondering about dinner.

She hurried back to Furina, finding her hidden besides the already balanced Pneuma relays. She breathed out a sigh once she noticed her.

Lynette hesitated in front of the Ousia relay station.

“What’s wrong?” Furina wondered, waiting.

Lynette grimaced as her mind was flooded with pictures of exploding mechanisms again.

Furina seemed to catch on, albeit still sceptical about the true level of her technological ineptitude.

“It’s fine, I’ll do it.” she put out her hand, which Lynette stared at.

“Just- slap it, give me a high five. Pneumosia needs impulse to pass onto different objects, right?” Lynette carefully obeyed, and Furina slapped the contraption with a steel pipe she had… found somewhere?

The mechanism balanced and the gate unlocked in front of them. A question for another time.

“Thank you. Let’s go. The next ones are not so easy.” Lynette slipped through with Furina on her tail, and the plan repeated with due variations two more times, with an increasing number of Ousia relays in the way – they were starting to cut it pretty close.

Finally, they were in front of the last door. She closed it behind them, giving them some privacy, and set out to snoop around.

The hoarders didn’t keep a lot of records – mostly notes about transactions, but they could still be useful.

“Furina, can you copy the last pages from the ledger? Go back until a couple months ago – I’ll take care of the rest.” Furina jumped, then nodded and set out to work on her notebook.

Lynette quickly went through some of the storage, making a mental note of which substances the hoarders had accumulated for sale and their amounts.

She had an idea of why she’d been sent here – although Vacher, or better, Marcel had been taken care of, his network stretched farther than their eye could currently see.

He led a true empire of a criminal organization, and that was a danger to Fontaine under more than just the drug-dealing aspect. What Father was probably looking for was the remnants of his men – so what she should be looking for was exactly proof of that.

It came in the form of chests of women’s belongings.

She faltered in front of them, unsure whether she could or should go through them – then, for Father’s sake, she resolved to at least confirm her suspicions.

Behind her Furina, done with the ledger, walked closer.

“What is this?” she asked, looking over her shoulder as she carefully went through clothes and personal belongings.

“Items from the victims of the serial disappearances case, I think.” Furina’s face darkened and she averted her eyes.

She scanned the contents of the chest she had opened, then the others close by. 

Her gaze turned glassy, “How many…?”

Lynette didn’t respond, already done with her search. She grabbed some of the items that identified the victims, left others behind – she had everything they needed and more. Time to flee.

“We’re done, we can leave. Stay close.” Lynette spoke before stealthily making her way out. They retraced their steps slowly, making sure no one had been alerted, but still encountering trouble near the exit.

Someone had noticed the guards had been taken out, unluckily. 

She put an arm out to stop Furina behind her, then pushed them back and in a crevice in the cave wall.

She focused on listening to the hoarders’ plans, but they were agitated and barely coming to an agreement. Could come to their advantage, could lead to trouble.

She waited. Next to her, Furina was shivering.

“Are you okay? We’re almost out, I’m just waiting to listen to what they’re planning to do.” She tried to reassure her, but Furina shook her head.

“I’m cold. I- uh… they didn’t give me a chance to dry myself before leaving the inn and the air is chilly.” Furina explained, hugging herself to try to soothe the goosebumps.

“No worries, I can set fire to something when we get out.” she joked, earning a snort from her. Furina covered her mouth, terrified that she must’ve been heard, but Lynette knew the hoarders were too distracted with their bickering.

This was starting to take too long, and the more they waited the more they risked that more enemies would notice something was amiss and drive them into a corner from multiple sides.

Unnerved, Lynette sighed and let calm wash over her like she did before she climbed on stage for one of the shows.

“Wait here, make a run for it when you get the chance.” Furina tried to protest but Lynette resolutely walked out.

After all, Father had also asked to make a statement and show them that the House was watching them – some good-hearted violence had never hurt anybody.

“I’m telling you, we need to check the stash! Surely they went after the money!” one of the hoarders yelled at his companion as the others watched, weapons in hand.

“We need to check the vault! They’ll know everything about us if they get away with the ledger!” his colleague replied.

“Well, I agree, the ledger even had the meeting places.” all of the hoarders turned towards her. There was a moment of silence, but before any of them could do anything Lynette summoned her cape and sent them flying away – pleasantly roasted, thanks to a torch beside them.

“It’s one of the Knave’s brats! Get her!” the biggest one commanded, and the others quickly rose to their feet. Unluckily for them, Lynette had already summoned her Bogglecat Box and artfully sent it rolling to the very centre of the group.

The first hit was not infused – Furina hurried behind her and slipped through the entrance of the cave while the hoarders were distracted.

The second was Pyro, and it ignited the explosive barrels the hoarders had conveniently stored in that room – Lynette took the cue to leave herself, reaching Furina and running with her until they were well away from the hideout.

As they finally made it out of range of the place, Lynette let herself grin – she’d made it! She’d completed the mission! Father would be thrilled with all of this new intel…

“Follow me, I’ll take us back to my camp.” she spoke to Furina, who had already been watching her. She nodded without commenting, and they set off upwards to reach the well-hidden camp on a cliffside.

The vegetation camouflaged the spot perfectly, and when they reached it Lynette happily flopped onto the ground.

She urged Furina closer, grabbing her sleeve to pull her to sit beside the fire before she started it.

She was still enigmatically quiet, but two weeks of stress had just been lifted from her shoulders and all she wanted to do was close her eyes and sleep. She would need to be in power-saving mode for the rest of the month to recover just a tenth of the energy she’d put in this mission.

“I can’t believe we made it.” Furina spoke in disbelief, still clutching the notebook to her chest for dear life.

Lynette groaned her assent.

“That was so cool.” Furina added, finally releasing the notes and letting them rest on the ground, well away from the fire. She shuffled closer, her shivering slowly subsiding.

Lynette offered her one of the blankets she’d been sleeping with.

“I don’t think you realise how much you helped me. I would have never managed on my own.” she finally confessed, to which Furina turned away sheepishly, “You really don’t want anything in exchange?”

They were quiet for a moment, the crackling fire soothing the stress. 

“I really want some cake.” Furina confessed, to Lynette’s mild amusement.

“Sure, I spent the last two weeks in the wild – I’d kill for some dessert.” she let out another sigh – she hoped she could be back into the city, and her bed, soon, and that Father would let her sleep through the next two months. As she deserved.





5. Chapter 5
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“And you’ve sent them a little message as I asked?” Father’s voice didn’t lilt and her expression didn’t falter, but any of her children would be able to tell – she was pleased.

Lynette suppressed a small smile, but stood proud in front of her desk as she went through her report and all the evidence she’d gathered.

“Yes, Father. I attacked some of the low ranks on my way out – made sure they recognised me and left them alive.” The Knave nodded, reorganising the captivating evidence on her desk again and staring at it expectantly.

“Very well done.” Father finally conceded, letting a smile lift the corners of her lips.

“Thank you, Father. If I may ask, how are Lyney and Freminet? I was surprised to find out they aren’t home.” the Knave stood, leaving her chair and rounding the desk to stand closer.

“Work is never done in times of crisis. Although a strain for the House, I felt it was also unwise to withdraw help under such dire circumstances. You’re free to visit them if you so desire.” she walked closer, traced one of the exposed bandages on her arm with her nails.

She closed her eyes, “You’ve worked hard, Lynette. Take some time to rest – see someone about your injuries.”

Lynette nodded duly, bowed and excused herself when her Father reciprocated the gesture.

With a sprint to her step, she exited the room and briefly visited her own to change. She donned a comfortable dress over her shirt, grabbed a trench coat and then walked out. Father would have to forgive her about that – she had a doctor’s appointment scheduled later in the afternoon anyways.

For now, she needed to pay back a favour.

She fixed her bag over her shoulder, which was a bit sore, and then headed to Arouet’s – Furina said she would be waiting there; in a discreet corner she hoped.

Luckily, the girl must have still been very serious about avoiding the crowds, because she found her sitting at a fairly sheltered table in some heavier clothes than the last time. She was looking through the menu, but there was already an empty plate on her left.

“Hey, did I keep you waiting?” Lynette approached her, sitting in the chair opposite Furina. 

A pair of mismatched blue eyes pinned her down from above her sunglasses, and her expression went from deep concentration to an absolutely delighted grin, “Hey!”

Lynette raised an eyebrow at her, nudging her head towards the plate. Furina connected the dots fairly quickly, “Ah, no, I just couldn’t help myself – I’ve been at that shoddy inn for a while and their desserts were awful. How did it go with…?”

Furina ellipsed, as if just naming the Knave would spawn her behind her back. Lynette smiled in amusement, “Pretty well. If she had doubts about me managing it alone, she didn’t share them with me – but I think she was too pleased to question it.”

Furina let out a dramatic sigh, offering the menu to her.

Lynette eagerly scanned the items in the dessert section, unable to contain the happy wag of the tip of her tail – finally, a reward for her efforts.

Furina flagged Arouet down and ordered for herself, then Lynette quickly followed.

“How has your return to the Court gone so far?” Lynette wondered once they were alone again. Arouet seemed to completely miss the fact that he was serving Furina de Fontaine, somehow.

“Haven’t been recognized so far – so, mostly calm. I think Clorinde is going to hunt me down. And the weather’s too cold.” Lynette nodded in agreement; she had suggested meeting up at Hotel Debord, but Arouet’s open air cafe was less popular as winter encroached and would be more inconspicuous.

Still…

“Did you upset the Champion Duelist?” Furina sighed, scratching the back of her head.

“You could… say that, I suppose.” Arouet interrupted them to set the beverages and the slices of cake down.

Furina finally took off the sunglasses, folding them and letting them hang from the collar of her wool sweater.

Lynette sipped her tea in silence, enjoying the moment, but Furina started fidgeting.

“Well, uh- you know. She was worried about me the first time around and she helped me while I was in the gutter and now I disappeared again- she’s probably…” Lynette tilted her head curiously.

“Worried again?” Furina grimaced at the table, considering her words.

“She’s probably mad at me – she helped me and I just… went off the radar again…” Lynette shook her head with conviction – from the little info she had gathered about her it seemed unlikely the Champion Duelist would hold a grudge against her.

“You’re thinking too much about it.” Furina did not seem to buy it, “Or – you’ll worry for your life when the time comes.”

“… or I could disappear again.” she muttered under her breath, hiding behind her latte.

“I fear that would only delay the inevitable.” Furina sighed, her mood falling off somehow, “Why did you run off in the first place?” Lynette pressed, too impatient to contain her own curiosity.

“Hm…” Furina hummed absent-mindedly, clearly uninclined to answer.

“You’ve already sworn me to secrecy with my family – might as well take advantage of it.” Furina rolled her eyes, a grimace taking over just at the indirect mention of her Father.

“You could always tattle to your brothers.” Furina jabbed with no real ill intent.

“I couldn’t. They’re both terrible at keeping secrets, Father would find out about you in the blink of an eye if I so much as mentioned you by mistake.” Lynette explained – yes, she might share a deep bond with her twin but he was a shit liar when it came to Father. And Freminet… did not disobey.

Furina chuckled, “Oh, I see you’re the bad apple – lying to dad. That truly puts all the other crimes to shame.” 

Lynette openly frowned this time, but still refused to address the… improper use of her Father’s title.

Furina seemed to draw great amusement even from her mild reaction, but she didn’t tease her further.

“Well?” Lynette redirected the conversation – the cold wind was starting to make the tea cold after all.

Furina sobered up again.

“I…” she started, then shook her head, “Well, after getting… after handing in my resignations – I left the Palais for more adequate housing. I decided that I didn’t want to…”

Furina hesitated for a second, clearly deep in her thoughts. Lynette waited.

“I decided to drop my acting career and focus on myself for a while, but the traveller sort of… involved me into things. I suppose you’ve heard about the Little Oceanid at the Opera Epiclese?” Lynette nodded a little uncertainly. She’d heard around but versions were conflicting – they did however all feature a performance by Furina.

“Well, I ended up on the stage again… and… I don’t know. I thought it was going to be fine even if it was making me miserable. That maybe it was going to get better with time? …What good am I otherwise?” she seemed to notice she was going off course and resumed her narration, “I was trying out a part the other day with a troupe that wanted to hire me and I just couldn’t do it. I felt guilty and I ran away.”

Lynette stared quietly for a while. She considered inquiring about her sudden aversion to acting, but Furina seemed drained enough already – staring into her empty cup distantly.

“If you feel like you need time to figure yourself out-” she started, but Furina suddenly pressed her lips in a thin line and cut her off, agitated.

“I- I do but-” she steeled herself before continuing, “Then, when I’m alone, I just…”

Lynette decided to continue her reasoning, “What does that have to do with acting?”

Furina faltered for a second, but still refused to look her in the eyes.

“I… sorry. I got carried away – you don’t need to console me.” she finally lifted her eyes and smiled forcefully.

They fell into silence.

The table on the other side of the cafe had noticed them, unluckily, and they were starting to wonder if they could come up to them.

“Let’s talk somewhere else – wear your sunglasses.” Furina looked at her with confusion, and tried to turn around.

She grabbed her hand to stop her, “Yes, someone noticed you. Don’t give yourself away, let’s just go.”

Furina hesitated for a moment, then she nodded, “I’ll go pay for-”

Lynette glared at her, standing up and fixing her coat. Furina rolled her eyes and raised her hands in mock surrender, letting her approach the counter while she headed for the exit.

“Let’s go… hm.” Lynette put a hand to her chin, trying to think of a suitable spot. Father had said Lyney was still working in the Fleuve Cendre – so she just needed to go anywhere but near the lower city. But Furina probably didn’t feel like hanging around Palais Mermonia either…

After a second of quiet pondering, Furina interrupted her, “City walls?”

Lynette looked at her and nodded agreeably – far from the crowds.

“Why don’t you try asking Clorinde to teach you how to fight?” she continued their previous conversation.

“Oh, come on, she’s had to deal with me for the past 5 years and now that she’s free I nag her to teach me how to fight?” Furina freely voiced her frustrations – Lynette made a mental note of everything; second nature by now.

But she wasn’t trying to figure out the other girl… consciously.

“I don’t know her as well as you do but I think if she didn’t like you she wouldn’t have stuck around – she’s the Champion Duelist, she could’ve found whatever employer she fancied.” Furina groaned wordlessly at her reasoning, “Furthermore, you even said she helped you the last time. I frankly can’t imagine her going out of her way to help someone she doesn’t like.” this time Furina kicked a rock off the path, sending it tumbling into the pond beside them.

“What if you taught me?” Furina diverted again, but Lynette was well aware the ex-Hydro Archon was fond of twists and misdirection – acts that Lynette was very familiar with.

“I’m flattered but I’m not on the same level as the Champion Duelist.” she deflected herself, making Furina frown and pout in annoyance.

“Well, I think you should do it anyways.” Furina proclaimed, then jumped off the edge of the walk. Lynette blinked, stunned, then leaned over to watch her slide down the incline until she was on the ground.

Furina looked up expectantly, hands on her hips as she waited for her to follow.

Oh, she should have left her there and gone back home – Lynette was very well aware.

Instead, she cursed under her breath and followed her.

“Where are we going?” she questioned maybe a bit intensely once she was beside the other girl again.

“We’ll find an enemy worthy of being my punchbag!” Furina twirled around, summoning the damn pipe she’d used the last time and striking a pose. She smiled smugly.

She should have left, she should have left…

“This is a terrible-” Lynette started, but Furina pirouetted away and cut her off.

“I’ve heard there’s one of those local legends nearby! I want to see it.” Furina declared, sprinting off into the wilds.

Lynette growled and set off after her – the local legends weren’t easy marks- hell, some of them were downright nightmares.

For the first stretch, Furina mostly stopped to look at the scenery – they strayed well away from the monsters. Lynette made sure that they did, even when she had to drag Furina away amidst her complaints.

“You’re underestimating how dangerous this could be-” Lynette scolded again, but Furina merely trudged on.

“Wait! Is that it? There’s an ominous mark under it.” Furina pointed ahead of them, and Lynette turned to watch.

A tainted water-spouting phantasm flew around menacingly, but never left its post. It was in its powered-up form and looked very, very angry.

So that must be Vivianne of the Lake – Lyney and she had come across and even fought its twin near the Beryl region (hah…), and it hadn’t been tragic… maybe this was going to be okay. Not that Furina’s Hydro Vision would be able to do absolutely anything to it.

“Is it a tainted waterdrop?” she seemed to notice – Lynette hoped dearly that this would get her to turn around- “Perfect! Weak, and this way it won’t take damage and I can fight it all I want!”

Lynette groaned out loud.

Before she could stop her, Furina walked up to the monster, which turned towards her very threateningly – the fur on her tail stood on end under its intense gaze.

There was definitely something wrong with this phantasm.

She was barely fast enough to grab Furina and throw the both of them out of the way – the monster flailed a whip of Hydro at them and easily split in two a tree caught in its trajectory.

The poor thing miserably and slowly fell to the ground, exposing the clean cut the phantasm had made with its attack.

Lynette and Furina stared in shock, mouths agape at the horror scene before them – and then they turned towards the monster again.

They stared at one another for a second before they both booked it.

“What the hell is wrong with that thing?! It’s called a local legend not a mythological harbinger of destruction!” Furina complained as they both ran for their lives, losing her damn pipe into her Vision space.

“Focus on running, if that thing catches us we’re dead!” Lynette tried to reason, but decided that if she was going to die, she might as well speak her mind, “And if it doesn’t, I swear Furina, you’re dead!”

She heard the phantasm charge up another whip attack and tackled Furina onto the ground again – they rolled down the incline for a while, grass and leaves catching in her hair and clothes before they came to a halt at the foot of the hill.

Furina groaned, sitting up and rubbing her back. She found Lynette hissing on her side as she clutched her shoulder, “A-are you okay?!”

Lynette tried to sit but gave up as the intense pain cut through her shoulder blade – she’d injured herself on the mission and tumbling down a hill hadn’t quite helped its case.

She lay on her back and tried to control her breathing – Furina was staring down at her in horror.

Lynette would have loved to reassure her, but she was currently fighting for dear life on the ground.

“It’s… it’s going to be fine!” Furina suddenly started, donning one of her blatantly fake smiles, “Don’t worry, I’ll figure something out!”

Lynette would have found it brazen had she not also been crying.

“Furina?” she called, trying to invoke some kind of explanation, but the girl just looked around, trying to distract herself by looking for help.

“It’s fine… my shoulder was tender after I injured myself during the mission, I just… need a moment.” she explained, trying to keep her voice steady.

Furina looked down at her and started sobbing.

Lynette sighed, “Help me up.”

Furina stared at her uncertainly until she decided to try to sit up on her own – that seemed to shake her out of her hesitation, and she put an arm around her waist to support her.

“I… I can go look for help.” Furina managed to sob out after a second, but Lynette shook her head. The pain was slowly starting to subside.

“I’m fine.” she started, but didn’t quite know how to continue, “I hope that was enough to convince you you need actual training for a fight…”

Furina started sobbing harder.

“Furina… I’m not mad.” she spoke, then thought about it for a second and found she was speaking the truth, “But I don’t think getting yourself into trouble is going to make whatever you’re going through any better.”

“Yeah, you’re right! Silly me-” Furina started with another smile, but Lynette cut her off.

“Stop lying.” it came out a bit harsher than it needed to be, maybe, but it was truly that upsetting to watch her helplessly spin the situation around.

“…I’m sorry.” Furina covered her face and hunched over, much in the same fashion she had after she’d tried to use her Vision for the first time, “I don’t know what else to do…”

In a certain way, Lynette envied Furina. She cried and she moped and complained and got angry – all freely, without restraint.

In the week and a half she’d known her, she’d seen her cry more times than she had her brothers combined. She wore all of her feelings on her sleeve, spoke about them no matter the fear and the shame.

She wondered what it must be like to have that much courage, to be free like that, and why she, of all people- why she was being trusted with all of it – Lynette was Fatui, and her very work often revolved around finding out people’s secrets and weaponizing them until her prey yielded to her demands.

And yet, here she was. These were hardly secrets, she supposed – Furina wasn’t hiding much from her.

However, the thought of stabbing her in the back like she’d done many times before, to many people before her – it made her sick with herself.

At the same time, her blind trust in her stroked that part of her ego that loved to whisper that even though at the end of the day she was the bad guy, maybe it didn’t matter and she was a good person anyways. She could be.

“Come on. Stop crying.” she asked, plucking a handkerchief from her pocket and offering it to Furina.

When the girl didn’t make any move to clean herself or stop crying, she started messily wiping her face herself the same way she would to annoy one of her younger siblings.

Furina finally caught onto her sentence and grabbed the tissue herself.

“I’m sorry I got you hurt.” she sobbed out while she tried to dry the still-falling tears.

“Are you going to listen to me next time?” Lynette nagged, more out of personal hurt than to try to teach her a lesson. Furina nodded deeply, barely able to look her in the face, “Let’s go, I had booked an appointment at the doctor’s already so now you get to walk me to it.”

Furina nodded vigorously again and helped her stand.

They made their way back to the city in silence, only accompanied by Furina’s fading sobs.





6. Chapter 6
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Notes for the Chapter:had a busy day yesterday, but here i am with the new chapter!





“Hm… like this?” Furina shuffled her free hand awkwardly, but the act didn’t produce any change.

The cut on her finger remained open.

“That doesn’t seem to work.” Lynette inspected her own appendage, her ears twisting back a bit.

“How are we even sure I was the one to heal you in the first place?” Furina doubted yet another time, which made Lynette outright frown at her in annoyance.

“My shoulder had been hurting for days before falling off the side of that hill – and I am pretty sure that wasn’t the thing to fix it, considering I was writhing in pain by the end of it.” Furina grimaced; she held fast on her wrist but grabbed her teacup to take a sip and distract herself, “I also had some cuts and they were just – gone. Hydro Visions do often have the power to heal. Can you recall what you were thinking and feeling?” Lynette suggested, making no effort to retrieve her hand from the space between them.

The cup of tea beside her had been forgotten as Furina and she tried to figure out how she could heal people after a confusing visit to the doctor’s the day before.

A pity, whoever had gifted this to her had good taste.

“I was miserable and wanted to disappear forever.” Furina confessed a bit too blankly, which meant that she was being truthful.

“Anything else?” Lynette continued, but made a note of that answer anyways.

“I… wanted to help?” Furina attached to her earlier reasoning, but she seemed unsure herself.

Lynette wondered whether she should twist the knife before speaking again, but their conversation was going nowhere, “I think, compared to other times, you were…”

Furina stared at her with a carefully crafted neutral expression.

She was trying to find a nice way to put it – and failing.

‘Lying’ was an accusatory term, but the alternative was along the way of ‘acting’, and Furina didn’t seem fond of the term, not anymore.

She just stared at her, hoping the silence could convey the truth a bit more gently.

Furina averted her eyes.

“Why did you decide to stop acting?” the question was finally out in the air. The tip of her tail moved to and fro when she bit her cheek in regret – something something, curiosity killed the cat…

“I am not getting into that.” Furina stated firmly, which made her deflate. It was clear there was no wiggling space to get the story out of her.

“Okay, but do you think it might be linked to your healing powers?” Furina stared at the wall absently, frowning at times as she tried to come up with an answer, “Can you tell me what you were actually thinking? Besides feeling bad.” Lynette pressed.

Furina kept pondering in silence for a while, her grip on her wrist tightening occasionally.

“I…” she pursed her lips, but resolved to speak again. Lynette interrupted her – truth be told, she would feel guilty if she somehow forced her to pour all of her feelings out for her sake.

“Usually people with healing powers talk of a wish to help people – anything along the lines? You didn’t seem convinced.” she offered, trying to hint that she didn’t have to share the entire train of thought.

Furina fell in contemplation again.

“I felt guilty that you’d gotten hurt because of me after… after you’d been nice to me.” Lynette tilted her head, waiting, “And I kept thinking-”

Furina stopped, her eyes became misty and her grip tightened. Then, an eerie calmness washed over her. Her frown relaxed, her hand grew almost slack around her wrist.

“I thought you were going to leave and stop talking to me.” Lynette’s ears lowered fractionally at the hollowness in her words.

“…what about afterwards? Did you still feel like that?” Furina raised her gaze with a mild frown.

“…no.” the frown slowly melted as she stared off at the table.

“And?” Lynette urged her on, but for some reason Furina seemed shier about this than her previous thoughts. If she looked carefully – she did, she always did –, she could tell a faint blush on her cheeks.

“I-” she began, but then she failed to continue, looking down bashfully.

“Come on. You don’t actually want your healing powers to be triggered by despair and intense guilt, do you?” Lynette joked, earning a flustered glare from Furina.

“I thought-” Lynette kicked her under the table when she stopped again, the red on her cheeks intensifying, “I wanted to make it better! You were there trying to comfort me even when you were hurt and I- I wanted to do better! That’s…”

She covered her face with her hands, struggling with her own embarrassment, but Lynette annoyingly tried to pry them off.

“I’ve already told you everything!” Furina exclaimed, finally showing her face.

Lynette was smiling at her. 

Furina simply stared, a bit lost.

“See? You did it.” the girl waved her healed hand in front of her, catching Furina’s attention.

She looked at the pristine finger, stunned.

“It worked?!” she raised her voice in excitement, even shooting to her feet to get a closer look, and so Lynette let her observe her fingertip as much as she wanted. She could forgive her own clumsiness for making her cut herself while peeling an apple, just this time.

Furina jumped around excitedly, “Yes! You know what we could do to celebrate my newly acquired healing powers?”

Lynette nodded solemnly, “Cake.”

Furina grinned in response, clapping her hands together, “Let’s try to get into Hotel Debord this time! I’ll try to withhold my radiance so we’re not caught by the crowds-” Furina was jumping in the entrance of her apartment, hand resting on the door handle.

Lynette hummed her assent as she put on her coat, and then Furina swung the door open.

“Furina?” the girl’s face turned pale as they found the Champion Duelist standing right in front of them. Lynette courteously waited for either of them to make a move, then took the situation into her hands.

She had already subconsciously ironed her features, so she spoke neutrally, “Good evening, Miss Clorinde.”

“…Miss Lynette.” she turned towards Furina next, but it seemed she was still going through the five stages of grief.

“We were going out to get something to snack on at Hotel Debord, care to join us?” finally, the ex-Archon regained her senses – but only to look dismayed at the invitation.

Lynette would have rolled her eyes weren’t she in front of someone that could snap her spine in half with a glare.

“I see.” another moment of silence, then she continued, thankfully “Very well. It sounds like a good occasion to catch up. I haven’t seen you around as of late, Miss Lynette.”

“Work took me to the countryside.” she explained honestly. It had long stopped being a secret that she was part of the Fatui – no point in trying to hide it.

Clorinde moved to the side to let them walk through the doorway, and Lynette followed easily. Furina stumbled after she was somewhat left behind under Clorinde’s scrutinizing gaze.

“I see. I’ve been working with your brother, Freminet, in Poisson. I tried striking a conversation with him today, but he was very shy.” Lynette grimaced internally at the mention of her brother but tried to appear unfazed. Could be worse – could be Lyney.

“You’ll have to forgive him, he can get nervous around people. If I may ask you the kindness of keeping up your efforts, I would appreciate it. He did express the intention to better his social abilities, but he’s… out of shape. He just needs a bit of patience.” Lynette concluded, hoping that her request was enough of a misdirection.

“Of course. He’s quite good help after all.” Clorinde turned to Furina again – there were only so many times she could purposefully involve the Champion Duelist in small talk before she became suspicious.

Luckily, Clorinde averted her efforts herself, whether she noticed Furina was indisposed or simply gave up on obtaining an answer from her, “Forgive my indiscretion – I was not aware you were friends.”

“Ah, we met while I was outside the city. Furina asked me to help her with her Vision – I fear I wasn’t very good at it. I think she mentioned wanting to ask for your help.” Furina paled again, throwing her a pleading gaze, but she would have to forgive her – she could tell Clorinde was starting to grow doubtful, and this was for her own good anyways.

Just as she had predicted, the woman’s face slightly scrunched up in confusion, and then she turned towards her ex-employer. Crisis averted.

“Well, of course. I would have no trouble teaching you the basics.” Clorinde spoke to Furina, suddenly distracted.

“I… don’t want to impose…” she tried to deflect. Lynette threw her an admonishing glare while Clorinde was still turned away from her.

“You won’t. After all, I do have even more time now – the Iudex further cut down on my schedule.” Clorinde stated, “And you do not want to impose on me but asked Miss Lynette for help?”

Furina raised her hands, panicking a little, “That’s- that’s different!”

“Ah, I suppose our times have different worths.” Lynette teased, unnerving Furina even more.

Even Clorinde let out a little smile – she was in the clear.

“I hope she wasn’t any trouble.” Clorinde spoke – Furina looked hurt for a moment, but quickly hid her reaction.

“Dear Clorinde, I will have you know I’ve been nothing but courteous with Miss Lynette…” like the other times, Furina seemed to lose steam through her farce. Lynette interceded to make up for it.

“No, if anything, I’m the one that caused her stress. Furina was very kind to me and even helped me solve some of my troubles.” Clorinde narrowed her eyes at her, growing suspicious again.

“Such as?” She thought directing the conversation with someone like Clorinde would be harder – but maybe she was just so earnestly worried about Furina that she wasn’t paying attention to the easy baits. It wouldn’t be the first time someone underestimated her social prowess because of her perceived tendency to hide behind her brother.

Lynette stopped in front of the door to the Hotel before talking again, “I suppose my brother might have mentioned my aversion to clockwork contraptions.”

“He did.” Did he, now? Not so shy about his sister’s struggles…

“Father sent me to investigate some ruins and I was having some trouble making my way around.” Lynette confessed, carefully sheepish.

Clorinde did not seem thoroughly satisfied, but she let the topic fall before opening the door and letting them enter the establishment.

Alas, there was one last hook to throw.

“Of course, I made sure Furina was safe at all times – at the end of it she even managed to heal my injuries. In comparison, I did quite little for her.” Clorinde threw her an interested glance, then turned to Furina again.

“It was… nothing… I’m not even sure of how it works yet…” Furina rubbed the back of her head bashfully, even flushing a little bit.

“You’ve already learnt how to heal with your Vision?” Clorinde asked, clearly surprised with the revelation.

“Just some surface level bruises.” Furina deflected, still nervous.

“I fear I can’t teach you much about healing… but knowing how to fight certainly won’t hurt. You’re already in good shape thanks to your career in ballet… it should be easy enough.” Clorinde reasoned as Lynette duly scanned the sweets behind the counter.

“Yeah. Thanks.” Furina answered meekly, and Clorinde nodded before approaching the server with their orders. Lynette interceded with hers when called upon, and then they sat at one of the tables.

They chatted back and forth for a while before Clorinde excused herself.

Once out of hearing range, Furina let out a comically deep sigh and rested her arms and head on the table.

“See? It went fine.” Lynette commented between a sip of tea and the other.

“Next time you mean to throw me under the aquabus… please warn me first.” Furina asked, her voice sounding every bit as exhausted as she looked.

“You can just assume I will, it’s fine – I’ll take no offense.” Furina twisted her head and threw her an annoyed glare.

Lynette hid her amusement behind the teacup.

She didn’t rebuke, looking down at the table.

“Thank you. I don’t really know why you keep helping me.” one of Lynette’s ears lowered a bit, but went back to standing tall the moment after.

“I’m exceptionally kind like that.” Furina huffed in amusement.

“Is that sarcasm to imply you’ll exact your payment one day?” Furina was pretty.

Well- her eyes were pretty – but that was hardly a recent discovery, many before her had definitely come to the same conclusion.

It was different when you got to admire something up close for yourself, she supposed.

“I would never.” Lynette joked again, earning a chuckle this time.

“Keep your secrets.” Furina concluded, “Can I pay this time or are you going to make a scene again?”

“You may pay.” she watched Furina stand and approach the counter, where the server promptly answered her.

She would have to ask Freminet to keep quiet about this, in case Clorinde mentioned this to him.
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The following  days were blue again. Alone in her apartment, without something to distract herself with, she was on the brink of going back to the start.

Being alone had that kind of effect on her – she despaired and dragged herself around, barely, and she hungered. It was not a desire or a craving anymore, no, it was a starved growling of her heart. A hunger that was only lifted in order to come back again deeper, sinking its claws into her skin, harder, tearing down to her bone.

It was the bane of her existence, the reason she ran away and the reason she came back, and she feared that now it was simply a part of her. Something woven into her being after years of suffering, that was now impossible to tell apart from who she actually was.

A hollowness that grew and grew, swallowing up everything else that she felt, and by now she was incapable of properly hiding it.

Lying was getting harder – putting up an act? Impossible.

It was as if after 500 years, that part of her had irreparably broken and she could not keep up with her own façade anymore. It had gotten away from her.

After all, why should she? Fontaine was saved, and her lies were no longer needed. Why prolong her suffering?

For the sake of other people? 

Again?

But of course, she did lie to make sure the others didn’t worry about her.

When Clorinde offered to set up another get-together with friends, she went and joked about how silly of her to leave so abruptly, how eccentric. When she called on her to train, she eagerly showed up and complained about how hard it was and rejoiced when she could leave.

But the thing was – everything that she showcased for others were shadows on the wall, and the real thing, the thing that cast those shadows… she didn’t know where it was anymore.

If it had disappeared long ago… if it was so far from her that the shadows were all that remained, a lost memory from ancient times.

A truly unsolvable enigma.

She threw her spoon down into her half-eaten plate of macaroni.

She wished she hadn’t met Lynette.

Meeting someone new and getting to know them from square one had given her some wrong impressions.

Being listened to, for once, had somehow instilled in her this belief that maybe it could be different – that she didn’t have to act the rest of her miserable human life away.

Truth be told, she didn’t want to. Of course she didn’t: she was on a timer now. Did she really want to spend all the days ahead of her moping and being miserable? Of course not.

But she couldn’t see a way out – the image of Furina, the Archon, had permeated the minds of everyone she knew, from citizens she had never met to her closest confidantes, and now she didn’t know how to dispel it.

It was her cage and also the only thing that was left of her, and holding onto it made it that much harder to find out who she had put away all those years ago in order to save everybody.

But how could she just let them all down?

What if they all left, and she was alone again?

Ah, but had she ever truly stopped being alone?

Time to get up and find something to do, lest she spend the rest of the evening staring at her table.

She was trying to carefully slip back into the acting environment, this time truly as just a counsellor. She found that helping performers while off-stage was quite less of a torture, and it made her feel good to help other people.

At the same time, she tried to cultivate other aspects of her life – she visited Estelle to help out with some misbehaving machines, and she even tried surfing after the woman had suggested it to her.

“If I had a Hydro Vision, I would probably use it to make some novel cooling systems. I would also try surfing. Can you make your own waves?” Yes, she could – well, she had learned to. In the end, it had been useful to further master her control over Hydro.

And surfing was quite refreshing and distracting, so she took the chance every once in a while.

She still came home and she still grew depressed at times, but it was manageable. At least she was keeping her promise to herself this time.

But tonight she was bored, and she needed something new.

She impulsively tossed her coat on, foregoing the sunglasses – she wouldn’t be able to see anything in the dark anyways.

Well, if she were to be honest to herself, she needed something specific but she had spent so long lying to people for their sakes, she could tell herself a little white lie to spare her own dignity, right?

She headed straight to the aquabus station and got on the ride to Marcotte station – it had been a while since she’d visited the Opera Epiclese now, but how could she miss Lyney and Lynette’s magic show?

Furina gladly observed the crowd eagerly jumping along on the aquabus, and then the growing mob at the station itself – after the Fatui had supported the citizens so openly in their time of need, their reputation had been skyrocketing with the general populace.

Families with children waited outside of the opera, chatted and played before it was time for the show.

Furina slipped inside and approached the ticket booth from the back door. She let herself in and shushed the garde who was about to scold her.

Upon recognising her, she gave a stilted salute, “Lady Furina… what can I do for you?”

“No need for the title anymore, at rest soldier!” Furina joked, trying to recall the remnants of her alter ego, “I know I’m imposing, but I was wondering if there were any seats left? Someone that couldn’t make it?”

The garde shuffled in place uncomfortably, “Ah, I fear the show is sold out… the magicians have been on a steady increase in popularity.”

“I understand. Would you allow me to watch the performance anyways? I can stand beside one of the gardes’ posts… I wouldn’t want to bother anyone by standing in the middle of the theatre.” Furina still tried pleading, bringing her hands together.

“If you would, your seat is still-” Furina grimaced, quickly cutting her off.

“I’d rather not make a… public appearance. I was hoping to watch the show with everyone else and relax a little.” she explained. The garde watched her carefully, maybe a bit confused with her behaviour.

A part of her scratched and lashed out at her, voice high and broken like nails grinding against glass – the lights are on you! You’re supposed to be confident!

For a moment she felt physically lifted from her body, like this shadow of her had dug its sharp claws in the skin of her nape and pulled her up, reduced her to an unruly child.

“I will let you know if there are any no-shows, my lady, but you may stand beside the door with the personnel if you wish.” Furina smiled gratefully and nodded, suddenly snapped out of her daze.

She flexed her shoulders, trying to get rid of the cold tension pulling her taut like a string.

“Yes! That will be perfect! I’ll leave you to your work – you’ll find me in the hall.” the garde bowed and she excused herself through the door, finding a comfortably discreet corner to wait in as the audience started to pour into the theatre.

After everyone was in their seats, the garde she had spoken to beckoned her closer to the booth.

“Lady Furina, it seems there’s a free seat – I heard a family moan about their father becoming sick. The show will start soon.” Furina nodded, making sure to profusely thank the puzzled garde before she made her way inside and followed her directions to her lucky seat.

She was near the back of the theatre, comfortably away from the lights but with a good enough view.

The child sitting next to her looked at her in astonishment when she took her seat, but his mother was preoccupied with the stage and didn’t notice her.

The lights lowered as the personnel quickly turned off the lamps, and then music started as Lyney and Lynette suddenly took the stage when a cape appeared from nowhere and was then pulled away to reveal them.

“Welcome everybody, to Lyney and Lynette’s magic show!” Lyney enunciated clearly, at the top of his lungs. The crowd roared in appreciation.

He continued his spiel and showcased a couple of tricks while Lynette stood behind him – at the right times she joined his acts and made sure his sleight of hand seemed even more impressive than it already was, all while skilfully keeping out of the spotlight.

What an interesting sight – usually, the point of a performance was to catch as much attention as possible, yet here she was: a shadow wearing light like a comfortable cape. Wrapped inside it but never touched.

“But we’ve left the best for last, ladies and gentlemen – today is a truly special day!” Lyney yelled, and this time even Lynette’s perfect façade melted to let out a small smile, “Welcome our newest assistant – our brother Freminet!”

The crowd cheered and whispered at the novelty – Freminet, another one from the House of the Hearth. She remembered him from her trial, but did not know him outside of what Clorinde sometimes mentioned about him.

No matter, Lynette seemed elated to have him there, and that was all that mattered.

The boy muttered something as he became the centre of attention, completely red in the face, and Lynette whispered to him before he cleared his voice and spoke louder, “Hello!”

The crowd laughed endearingly at his shyness, and Lyney moved the show on.

“While he may not look it, our little brother is quite the strongman and an exceptional diver!” Freminet bowed his reddened face a little, clearly flustered with the praise and the attention, “But! Today he is here to accompany a special guest to the stage!”

An uncomfortable feeling settled into her stomach, but she tried to shrug it off – then, she noticed both Freminet and Lynette staring at her.

“Now, Freminet! Go on!” Lyney urged him, clearly ignorant about his siblings’ perplexity.

They couldn’t have possibly planned this as a way to bring her on stage, right?

Lynette wouldn’t do that – she wouldn’t make her do it again.

Right?

The discomfort turned into a cold pit into her stomach, and she started to slip off, the noises in the theatre becoming muted.

“Well?” Lyney pushed, but Freminet was frozen in place.

“I, uh… forgot the seat.” The blank admission made the audience erupt in laughter.

They weren’t coming?

No, they were buying her time to move.

“That’s alright, Freminet! The Opera Epiclese could give anybody the stage fright of their life – even me! The seat was-” Lyney easily recovered the situation, hand on his hip and index waving in the air as he spoke.

Furina shot to her feet and hurriedly left the seat, excusing herself to the bathroom to the poor men and women whose sight she suddenly blocked.

“I think it was D-38?” Lynette cut her brother off. After a second of hesitancy, the lights shone on the chair and the man in the seat stared around bewildered.

“What? No! What’s gotten into you two? Leave the poor patron alone and turn off that light!” the audience roared with laughter again, completely unaware that the sketch was not quite part of their performance, “The seat was G-14!”

The light turned on again on her previous seat, which was now empty. There was a moment of silence before the laughter began again.

Lyney played along, “Hm, I was sure that was the right seat! Little boy over there, would you happen to know who was supposed to sit there?”

The light shone on the child, who piped up after thinking about his answer thoroughly, “God?”

The theatre roared, while Lyney rubbed his chin in confusion. The child’s mother intervened, “That was supposed to be dad’s seat, remember?”

The child lit up in recognition and raised his voice in excitement, “Daddy!”

Furina was finally by the door with the rest of the Maison personnel. She let out a deep sigh and brought a hand to her face.

That was a close one.

“And where is he? Did he leave for the bathroom maybe?” Lyney wondered dramatically, “Freminet, why don’t you help our new friend to the stage?”

The boy finally went down the stairs and reached the row in which the child was sitting. His mother urged him on and so he all but barrelled into Freminet, who easily picked him up and swung him around a bit with a small smile.

Once back on stage, Lyney continued his charade, and the boy finally answered, “Daddy was feeling sick and he couldn’t come.”

The audience moaned in sympathy, “That’s awful! Say, what if I used some of my magic to make him appear? Mh, but I will need a lot of power…”

The boy jumped up and down in trepidation.

“Something like a birthday wish! Ah, if only it were someone’s birthday… Lynette, when was yours again?” Lynette rolled her eyes and the audience laughed, “And it’s not Freminet’s birthday either…”

“It’s my birthday! I can make the wish!”

“Really? Well then, think very hard about it, and with our joined power we’ll make him appear! Freminet, Lynette, help me out!” Quickly, both of them started shuffling around the stage, Lynette even leaving to retrieve mysterious props which she threw at Freminet so he could set them up.

“Quick! It needs to happen now! Get back here, Lynette!” Lyney exclaimed, holding the boy’s hand. He was jumping around, approaching dangerous levels of excitement.

“Coming!” Lynette exclaimed from off-stage, still throwing things that Freminet was arranging in a make-shift door frame.

Lyney, suddenly left the child’s hand, summoning a blanket from nothing and hanging it in front of the door, “It’s happening now! You’re going to miss it, Lynette! 3! 2! 1!”

Lyney pulled the blanket away dramatically, revealing his sister, who was calmly enjoying a cup of tea.

“I said I was coming.” she complained flatly, earning some laughter.

“Get out of there, you! You’re absorbing all the magic!” Lyney put up the blanket again, this time with his sister’s help, and then they pulled it off to reveal a man.

“Daddy!” the child screamed and ran to him, who welcomed the boy with open arms.

The man picked him up and the crowd started applauding them.

She didn’t know what had happened next, because at that point she had left for the hall.

It was empty, and the noise was muted, so she was free to find a corner and let herself shake and put down the mask for a moment.

The realization struck that she could have been under the light again, this time without even a reason – just everybody’s eyes on her and no script. She didn’t feel like crying so she simply let her back hit the wall and hugged herself for comfort.

It would pass. She would freak out later, in the privacy of her house.

“Um… Lady Furina?” she jumped, confused – the performance was still ongoing, so why would anyone be here?

Lynette’s brother, Freminet, rubbed the back of his head and shrunk on himself, “Ah, I didn’t mean to scare you…”

Furina swallowed, trying to regain her composure. She slapped a smile on her face and raised her voice, enunciating her words, “Ah! What can I do for you, dear citizen?”

Freminet shifted his weight from one leg to the other, “Lynette is busy with closing the show, but my part is over already so she asked me to come check on you.”

“She told you about me?” another uncomfortable feeling settled into her chest, but her façade had already dropped and shattered at her feet.

She didn’t bother keeping up the fake smile. In her experience, trying to grab a falling object often resulted in it smashing harder into the floor.

“Yes, um- she thought I might hear about it from Miss Clorinde and decided to tell me herself. And, well, help her keep this from Lyney.” Freminet explained, still nervous.

Furina nodded, finally coming down her high, “I see. Well, it’s fine really, you can go back. I was going to head home anyways.”

“She wanted me to ask you to wait for her…” Freminet tried to deter her, but Furina wasn’t sure she’d be able to keep it together.

“You can tell her I’m fine-” Freminet shook his head and cut her off.

“Please, stay. She seemed very worried.” There was a moment of silence in which Furina asked herself if she had the strength to turn the other girl down.

The answer was no, obviously.

She shook her head, resigning to her fate, “Why is she so hell-bent on keeping this from her brother?”

Freminet relaxed a bit once he realised she wasn’t leaving.

“Lyney tends to worry about our safety a lot. Too much, sometimes.” he tried to explain.

“Are you going to tell the Knave about me?” Furina asked, remembering Lynette’s initial unwillingness to share their deal with her brothers.

“… in all honesty, I don’t think it matters, Lady Furina.” Freminet replied enigmatically.

“What’s that supposed to mean…?” Furina frowned, confused.

“… Father knows everything. I think Lynette also knows this. But then again, Father is not like Lyney.” more riddles for her to ruminate in her free time – why did the Knave have to be like… that?

Suddenly, people started pouring out of the theatre, and without even noticing her, she found Lynette standing beside her.

“Thank you, Frem. You can go ahead, I’ll only be a minute.” Her brother nodded and left them alone, much to Furina’s dismay.

She let out a nervous smile.

“Fancy seeing you here-” she started, but Lynette’s expression was sober for a moment. Then, she averted her eyes.

“You could have asked for a ticket, you know – I would have found you a decent seat that wasn’t part of the show.” Furina grimaced, letting out a sigh.

“Sorry, it was a last minute decision and I just asked the personnel if there had been any no-shows…” she explained, the fatigue seeping back into her.

“Are you okay?” the question was charged, and when she met Lynette’s intense purple eyes she had to swallow the hesitation away.

“…I am, just a bit shaken.” she confessed, seeing no point in trying to lie her way out of it.

It wasn’t going to work, not with her.

What terrifying bliss.

Lynette sighed.

“I need to go now, before Lyney gets suspicious. Take care, alright?” Furina nodded, watching her retreat and join her brother before re-entering the main hall of the opera.

Freminet threw her a curious glance over his shoulder as he disappeared behind the tall doors.

Well, so much for her relaxing night.





8. Chapter 8

Summary for the Chapter:
Furina accepts the Knave’s invitation to a meal, and makes a bad decision.


Notes for the Chapter:new chapter to celebrate this merry occasion (happy birthday to lyney and lynette!)





“Watch your footwork- very well. Let’s take a break.” Furina let the sword fall to her side, anything further than her shoulder absolutely burning.

She entertained throwing the sword away and making a run for it, but Clorinde was taller and faster than her – so she just sighed deeply.

“You’re learning very quickly.” the Champion Duelist complimented her before taking a sip from her canteen.

“Thanks…” Furina replied, finding herself too tired to complain properly.

She sat down on a bench near the small ring they’d been sparring on the outskirts of the Maison’s training grounds. Now that she was still, however, she was starting to get cold. The weather wasn’t getting any warmer.

Then, the silence stretched, which meant Clorinde was about to ask an uncomfortable question.

“Lady Furina.” She began, then stopped.

“I said to drop the honorifics.” She tried to somehow deter her, but she knew better than to think it would work.

“Are you sure Miss Lynette’s intentions are genuine?” Furina sighed to hide the scoff she would have let out otherwise.

Were they? She was at a point in her life that she didn’t know if she actually cared.

“Maybe. Maybe not. Haven’t known her for that long – but I don’t see what she could earn from it.” Furina answered honestly, making no effort to hide her annoyance at being asked.

“… I’m just saying that-” Clorinde started again, but Furina cut her off.

“Listen, Clorinde, it seems to me you didn’t make all of these problems for yourself when you decided to accept their help to coerce me into that- stupid trial!” The dam cracked dangerously, letting some of the frustration out.

To Clorinde’s merit, she shut up.

Furina tried to get her breathing back under control. This wouldn’t do. 

“We had to organise the trial, there was no other way. Frankly, I’m not even sure what actually happened-” Clorinde unwisely continued, suddenly throwing Furina into a blind rage.

She stood up abruptly, the sword clattering against the ground forcefully after being hurled downwards, “Then stop talking about it!”

Furina heaved, shaking with the pent up fury that had enveloped her – no, no, this wouldn’t do.

She held her breath for a moment, then let it out.

They didn’t know, and she wasn’t planning on telling them. She had to keep calm, to spare herself other troubles.

Clorinde watched in silence, a rare grimace that indicated that maybe she’d managed to frighten her.

She detested that she’d become unable to control herself.

“… won’t you tell me what happened? I don’t think there’s any doubt I would keep the secret – I always have.” Clorinde tried, but feeling had already escaped Furina.

She was tired again.

“No.”

“I don’t understand.” Clorinde spoke, amidst Furina’s hopes that she would just leave her alone, “It seems whatever happened has greatly hurt you, but the traveller and Iudex Neuvillette appear to know and they behave as if everything’s fine.”

Furina didn’t bother to hide her grimace at the mention of those names.

After more silence, Clorinde let out a subtle sigh and resigned to her unresponsiveness.

Nonetheless, her face shot up just a second after, and she defensively walked closer.

“Greetings, everybody.” the Knave spoke neutrally in that threatening and low voice of hers.

She’d seemingly appeared out of thin air, managing to escape even Clorinde’s trained senses, but made no move to get any closer to her.

Furina felt a shiver of fear go down her spine, but then nothing else.

“Knave.” she acknowledged, but struggled to attach any greeting to it.

Clorinde glared at her furiously.

“I don’t believe there was a diplomatic meeting scheduled today.” she growled glacially, positioning herself between them.

“I fail to see why meeting with Miss Furina would require any scheduling – it’s just two citizens speaking now, I fear.” Arlecchino provoked, but seemingly dropped the edge after a moment, “I understand your defensiveness, Miss Clorinde, however if I had any foul intentions I would have approached Miss Furina while she was alone, no?”

Clorinde’s glare didn’t ease up, which earned a roll of crossed-out eyes.

“And to appease you, I thought I would ask to be accompanied in this endeavour.” Arlecchino joined her hands in front of her and tilted her head to the side, just in time for Navia to join the circle of people.

“I said to wait for me!” Navia said cheerfully but threw a very serious glare in the Knave’s direction, “Clorinde, Furina. It’s nice to see you!”

Clorinde visibly relaxed, though she was wearing a quite perplexed expression.

Furina rolled her eyes at the display, and she could swear she saw Arlecchino smirk subtly, clearly satisfied with her accomplishments. She would’ve rolled her eyes again, but she was going to get dizzy at this rate.

“Good evening, Navia.” Furina spoke as neutrally as she could to the blonde, then she turned her head back to the Knave, her earlier appreciation already vanished, “What do you want?”

The self-satisfied smirk returned for a second, then disappeared, “I wish to have a word. I would prefer in private, but if you see fit that your chaperone listens in on us, I will not fight you on it.”

Furina tilted her head, then shook it, “Sure.”

Arlecchino looked at her indecipherably as Clorinde inevitably interceded.

“You’re out of your mind- you might’ve helped out with the flood but you’re in no position to-” Furina silenced her with a raise of her hand.

She hated that even now, Clorinde followed her orders. She hated that she imparted them.

She shook out the sour thoughts and stared the Knave in the eyes. What a deeply unsettling person – too pale, too tall, too still.

It was new, staring the thing in its face. Usually her eyes were too intense to look anywhere near her face.

Arlecchino studied her in return.

“We can speak in a public space. A shop, a restaurant – make your pick, Miss Navia and Miss Clorinde will watch over the encounter from a distance that allows some privacy.” the Knave offered politely, earning a shrug of Furina’s shoulders. She pointed to the closest pub she could see and started walking towards it.

“Lady Furina-” Clorinde walked closer, probably hoping to convince her to leave, but she was still raw and angry and beaten.

“Clorinde. You can either do as we just agreed or get lost.” she threatened harshly, making the woman shrink back. Navia joined her and pushed her to start walking again.

“It’ll be fine – she wouldn’t have gone through so much trouble if she just meant to hurt her.” Arlecchino walked beside them, at a safer distance. Clorinde didn’t dare to peel her eyes off her as they entered the pub and both couples chose a table each.

Furina quickly ordered her own dinner, leaving the Knave without food as the waiter swiftly retreated.

“I spent the last couple of years bringing all sorts of sweets to the Palais and you won’t even let me order my food? How rude.” Arlecchino provoked, but Furina didn’t bite.

She didn’t even cower, or try awkward small talk.

How interesting.

“Get to the point.” the Knave tilted her head curiously, then closed her eyes and spoke.

“I heard one of my children is fond of you – one who is a very good judge of character – so I grew curious.” against her predictions, Furina simply snorted.

“I see.” she refused to elaborate, leaving her to stew into the perceived mockery.

“Furthermore, I am intrigued with the events that transpired during your trial… but I think you won’t share those with me.” The Knave continued, staring off into the window that looked onto the road.

“Who tattled?” Furina wondered – she guessed Freminet, but it was possible Lyney had figured it out. Or that Lynette herself had told her.

“Hm? Neither of them.” The Knave replied boredly.

“Then how do you know?” Furina wondered, now curious.

“I know everything.” Well, Freminet’s riddles were very straight-forward, it seemed.

“Of course.” Furina agreed blankly, “So what is this, some warning not to mess with your ‘children’?”

“No, Lynette is fully capable of defending herself. Furthermore, she would frown upon any attempt to interfere – surely you don’t think she’s hiding you from her brother for the thrill of it.” Furina greedily absorbed the info, failing to play off the interest.

The Knave smirked.

“Much better. I see that all I needed to do to make you responsive was mention her name.” she mocked with a monotone voice, but she could tell she was delighted to be twisting the knife.

Unluckily for her she failed to hide her embarrassment, averting her eyes as she blushed.

The Knave laughed, a deep sound that much like the rest of her was disturbing.

“Tell me the truth.” The Knave lightly demanded. Once the waiter had come back to serve Furina her glass of wine, she ordered one for herself too.

“No.” Furina answered firmly this time.

“Don’t be like that. I’ll have you know I was devastated to miss your trial. The questions keep me up at night.” Arlecchino moaned dramatically, swirling her glass of wine.

Furina glared at her, but then averted her eyes.

“You’re not making it any better – why are you so deeply angered? Where was the Gnosis all this time? If you’re not the Archon, who are you? Have you always been human? Where did all the Indemnitium go?” her interrogation grew more frantic with every question, but she concluded with a sigh and a measured sip of wine.

Silence.

“I won’t interfere with your friendship with my daughter, but I reserve the right to warn her about any foul play.” Arlecchino continued, suddenly sombre.

“What foul play? You claim to know everything, yet here you are crawling for answers.” Furina mocked openly, trying to subdue her anger by taking a sip of her own glass.

Arlecchino smirked unnervingly, “What’s scaring you? You think I’ll sell you to the Tsaritsa? You ceased having any significance as soon as you lost the Gnosis, like all the other Archons.”

“For one, it genuinely seems like you enjoy torturing me.” Furina stated plainly, earning a positively infuriating lop-sided grin from the Knave.

“Touchè.” she answered just as honestly, driving Furina to the bottom of her first glass of wine, “It’s true that I’m enjoying myself. Put an end to your suffering – speak.”

Furina groaned at the plate of food in front of her. When had that gotten there?

The waiter refilled her glass.

As was her tendency as of late, she decided to make a bad choice just to see what would happen. Not having the weight of the country on her shoulders at all times might be having some deleterious effects on her common sense.

“I am actually the human alter ego of Foçalors, which cast me away 500 years ago and imprisoned herself in the Oratrice. She decided that she wanted to overthrow the Heavenly Principles and destroy her own very authority on Hydro to return it to the Hydro Sovereign – so she accumulated all that Indemnitium all this time to kill herself. And I was to keep up the act of being the Archon so the Heavenly Principles wouldn’t discover her plot – I’ve been lying all along. For so long I don’t even know who I am anymore.” she explained blankly, and Arlecchino stared at her just as indecipherably.

She took another swig of wine as she waited for a response. The clattering of cutlery on plates grew louder in her ears as the alcohol started to make her dizzy. She leant back in her chair and looked around distractedly.

Well, that was out there, possibly to the worst person it could be out to.

“You were just a human all along?” The Knave asked – was that surprise she heard?

“Yep. Got yourself played by another one of yous.” Furina mocked, but she wasn’t even smiling.

“Some things are starting to make sense.” she spoke honestly, maybe for the first time, “How old are you even?”

“I’ve been around for 500 years, 3 months and 8 days.” Furina recalled easily. She kept track of that duly. She wasn’t sure if it kept her sane or made it worse – she should probably stop, actually.

“No. How old were you when Foçalors cast you away?” Arlecchino rephrased, putting her glass down on her table while Furina took another sip from hers.

“I don’t… I was just there one day.” she recalled coming to herself in front of a mirror. Making the deal with Foçalors. And now she couldn’t stand mirrors anymore – during one of her breakdowns after the flood she’d scared herself to death by simply walking in front of one. Hence a hurried haircut on the cold tiles of her bathroom, which Clorinde had had to fix.

Arlecchino seemed lost for a second.

“You’re a child.” she stated, mostly to herself.

Furina laughed, “What?”

The Knave stared at the table for a long moment, then crucified her with a glare. Then she looked away again, positively puzzled, hand to her chin and everything.

“You weren’t being childish. You were just… a child.” The Knave spoke, but failed to address her again whatsoever.

Well, now it was starting to piss her off.

“Okay, listen up, I’m at the very least in my early twenties-” Furina hesitated when that seemed to deepen the frown on the Harbinger’s face, “I’m not a child!”

She waved her arm in frustration, but felt self-conscious about it when the Knave stared at her in silence. She crossed her arms over her chest, blushing and pressing her lips in a line.

Ah, Archons, this wasn’t really helping it was it?

“Say something!” she demanded, but the Knave didn’t speak, deep in thought.

She groaned out loud. For the life of her, she couldn’t ever tell what was going on in her head.

“Why did you tell me all this?” Arlecchino finally spoke, glaring at her.

“What?” Furina answered, confused.

“For all you knew I could have used all of this against you.” Furina frowned, glaring back at her.

“What point are you trying to make?! Did you want to know or not?!” she waved her arms out in frustration again, finding herself at a loss for words.

Arlecchino stared outside the restaurant for a while before standing up and taking a bow.

“Apologies, Miss Furina. I must excuse myself. Don’t worry about the food, I will settle the bill for you, Miss Navia and Miss Clorinde. Feel free to let them join you. Have a pleasant evening.” She spoke in a rehearsed tone, leaving Furina even more confused.

“Now you’re just leaving?!” Furina raised her voice and spoke maybe an octave higher than she had actually meant to.

The Knave threw her one last blank glance before heading for the door mechanically.

Clorinde was at her side in the blink of an eye, followed by a more normally approaching Navia.

“Is everything alright? What did she want? What happened?” she bombarded her, and was then shoved away by Navia.

“I don’t know!” Furina yelled, the wine making it hard to control her volume.

“It looks like you managed to scare her away. You had that kind of power all along?” Navia asked curiously, earning a very frustrated groan from the girl.

“I would have used it instead of letting myself almost be assassinated!” Furina complained, then covered her mouth.

“Assassinated?” Clorinde looked at her darkly. Navia pulled up a couple chairs.

“I want to know everything!” Navia asked cheerfully, as if they were schoolgirls talking about the newest play at the Opera.

Clorinde sat down and glared at her expectantly.

She’d pray to the Archons for help, but after being fooled into centuries of torture by one she simply resigned to endure her human suffering.





9. Chapter 9

Summary for the Chapter:
It’s Lynette’s day off, and she’s in need of a fearless helper to accompany her on her quest to feed the neighbourhood’s cats.


Notes for the Chapter:hello everybody! some more light-hearted hanging out before we start delving into some more complex dynamics between Lynette and her family - as always, enjoy!





Furina absent-mindedly ran her hands over the shelf in front of her. 

This week she’d had bolognese. So she couldn’t get that again. She also didn’t feel like making any of the more elaborate sauces – would it be so bad if she ate macaroni with tomato sauce for a week? She could season it with some herbs to make it more palatable. Well, it wasn’t like anyone could judge her in the privacy of her house.

A young man bumped into her, earning a glare that he didn’t even notice. He grabbed a bottle of ketchup from the shelf behind her and tossed it in his basket containing a couple packs of spaghetti.

It wasn’t much comfort, but at least some people were doing worse than her.

Furina sighed and grabbed a couple bottles of sauce to put into her own basket – then she went poking around into the other aisles to find something to garnish her food with.

Although the hangover had subsided, she greatly disagreed with being outside of her abode.

She didn’t remember anything from her night out drinking with Clorinde and Navia, and that was probably for the best, even with this morbid feeling of uncertainty devouring her. She tried not to think about it – even just making suppositions about what she could have said felt like chewing glass.

“Good morning.” Furina jumped and dropped the jar of olives she had been glaring emptily at, but she managed not to yelp in terror. She also managed to catch the jar before it shattered on the hard floor of the small establishment she’d been buying her sauce in.

One win after the other!

“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.” Lynette fixed the tote bag on her shoulder before she grabbed a jar of undescribed food from the shelf and dropped it inside.

Furina put the olives back on the shelf before slapping an unconvincing smile on her face.

“Hey…” she tried to greet, but it came out quite stilted. Lynette fixed her with a neutral stare and sighed.

Furina cleared her voice, trying to pick up a decent topic of conversation – her state of disarray flashed in front of her eyes for a moment, her brain forcefully shoving her dreaded reflection in the mirror that morning to the forefront of her mind, but she tried to ignore the hammering realization that she looked horrible.

She wouldn’t have minded in front of someone like Clorinde but she was feeling quite self-conscious in front of the one girl who was sort of her friend and also pretty.

“What are you up to in this fine establishment on this fine day?” Furina asked a bit shakily, going back to staring at the products on the shelf to avoid making herself cry from embarrassment.

“I was looking for you, actually.” Furina threw her a surprised glance, “Given the arrangement of your pantry I supposed I would find you either at the pasta aisle or at the sauce one.” Furina was tempted to crack a smile. The words somewhat felt like a slight but well-endeared insult.

“Well, that only explains how you found me in this shop. How did you know which shop and when?” Furina insisted, the tension leaving space for some light-hearted curiosity.

“I stalked you.” Furina snorted – she probably shouldn’t have. She shook her head and let the smile she’d been suppressing curve her lips upwards.

“I should be upset, but between all the stalkers I’ve had you’re probably the most polite.” she allowed, earning a side glance from Lynette.

“Not the best one?” Lynette inquired, half-way between a joke and a genuine inquiry. Furina laughed.

“Well then, let me ask, how come you’re out stalking on this fine day? I feel like – we’re finally getting some sun. I imagine I would’ve found you dozing off in a sunbeam.” Furina explained, her phrasing a bit contorted when she grew tired of properly stringing the words together.

She conjured in her mind the image of Lynette finding a comfy sunlit spot in her house and lying down on a pile of blankets to enjoy the warmth. She sighed in relief. Honestly, it sounded like a great idea. She should do it herself once she was home- and had had a shower.

“I wish. However, my sharp ears this morning caught a rumour of our ex-Archon and the president of the Spina di Rosula fighting and crying in the middle of the main plaza two nights ago – say I got curious.” Lynette explained and watched the colour drain from her face with every word she spoke, “Had too much to drink?”

“Ah…” Furina began, then stopped to rub the back of her head and ponder, “I was having… a rough day…”

She tried to hide the embarrassment by sheepishly bowing her head, but this way she couldn’t really tell Lynette’s reaction.

“I don’t like to drink much myself, the taste of alcohol is too strong for me – but I suppose it’s fine as an outlet… once in a while.” Lynette pondered out loud, staring blankly at the variously shaped jars on the shelf.

“I swear it’s not a habit – I think Clorinde was somewhere on the side making sure we didn’t hurt ourselves.” Furina explained, suddenly self-conscious about her tendency to overdo it.

“I wasn’t trying to reprimand you.” Lynette briefly corrected herself, then turned towards her, “Are you busy?”

Furina internally jumped at the opportunity to spend more time with her, “Not really – more Pneumosia relay stations to balance?”

Lynette gave her an annoyed frown, ears twisting back by just a smidge before she schooled her expression back into neutrality, “No, I was going to feed the stray cats in the neighbourhood – I was wondering if you’d like to join. Do you like animals?”

Oh, boy.

“Do I?” Furina asked with maybe a little bit too much excitement – she stepped back after she noticed she was invading Lynette’s treasured personal space, but the girl didn’t seem upset. She even smiled, so maybe it was the right amount of excitement.

Suddenly she shrunk back, the stars in her eyes fizzling out, “Ah, but animals don’t like me…”

“Is that so? I don’t know about other animals, but maybe I can help with cats.” Lynette looked her up and down for a moment, seemingly noticing something about her that she hadn’t before, “They might be startled by how you move – nothing that you can’t fix.”

Lynette enigmatically receded in the shop, suddenly leaving Furina to follow after her. After a second, she rationalised that she was simply heading for the check-out.

She hurried behind her, now chasing her tail – literally, she realised.

Ah, who cared. Kitties!

Wow, it would be really easy to lure her into a trap.

The realization evaporated completely as soon as the first cat was in her sights – black fur and a full face. A small cut on its left ear. It meowed happily as soon as it noticed Lynette.

“Here, let’s set up – they’ll probably be rushing over soon.” she explained, retrieving the food from her bag and filling some plates.

Furina tried to walk closer, but the black cat hissed at her, its fur ruffling up. It didn’t run away, but she resigned to watch from the sidelines.

Lynette looked at the cat, annoyed, and made a shushing noise at it which it didn’t appreciate.

“Come here, they soften up if you’re handing out the food.” Furina timidly took a step forward, and the cat fled. Lynette didn’t pay it any mind.

“Maybe it’s better if I-” she tried to speak, but Lynette cut her off before she could finish the sentence.

“Shut up. Just come here – she’ll come back as soon as she smells lunch.” Furina hesitated again, but then walked closer. Out of the two choices, upsetting Lynette was the worst one.

She knelt down and helped her dispense the food, following her instructions. As she had predicted, the cats started inching closer, even if alarmed.

“They’re wary of how you move around. You’re too tense. Relax.” Lynette explained, but Furina wasn’t sure how to satisfy her request. She looked at herself, puzzled.

Lynette turned to stare at her, one brow raised before she simply rolled her eyes. 

She folded her dress under herself, patting the comfortably heavy cloth down. She sat down and leaned back on one of her arms as support, even closing her eyes to simply… bask in the moment, Furina supposed.

“Lie down.” Lynette ordered, further confusing her.

“What? Right here?” Furina looked around – the small alley, which ended in a small garden that they were next to, was empty. Nonetheless, it was the ground. It was dirty…

“It’s not like you’re just out of the shower.” Lynette stated a bit bluntly, making Furina press her lips in a thin line.

“I suppose not.” she sighed and lay down – there was no malice in Lynette’s words, but if she tried to fight, it would probably get worse.

It was uncomfortable. She started fidgeting with her coat.

“So…” Lynette didn’t turn towards her but one of her ears flicked in her direction, which she assumed meant she was listening, “… How are your brothers?”

This time, Lynette did turn – she looked her up and down, “Fine, I suppose. With all the work around we barely see each other, unluckily. We had to spend days just finding a viable date for the show the other night.”

“I see. You know, I didn’t hear what happened with the boy…” Furina pondered, trying to take Lynette’s advice and relax.

“People have gotten wary after it became public knowledge that we’re Fatui, and that’s making our job harder. So we’re acting nice for now, until the waters settle.” There was no aggression in Lynette’s voice, but Furina felt a familiar pang of guilt anyways.

“You know, sorry for accusing you and your brother of the serial disappearances case…” she spoke a bit lowly, unsure, but Lynette heard perfectly anyways.

“It was a logical supposition – someone else would have made the accusation.” Furina bit her lip, still unsatisfied with her own feelings.

She startled when she felt something wet on her hand, and jolted upwards.

An orange cat stared up at her, blissfully unbothered with her reaction. A couple cats around her, who had also been approaching, immediately ran to the bushes in the small green area.

“It’s not scared?” she wondered out loud – Lynette simply blew air from her nose in amusement.

“No – that’s Bacon. He’s too stupid to understand fear, and has zero self-preservation instincts.” Furina held her hand out to the little guy, and he quickly smashed his face against it, purring up a storm.

She giggled, completely forgetting her earlier troubles – now that she looked at him, she noticed a missing eye and hind leg, and a partly missing ear.

She didn’t seem to bother him at all, and as soon as he could he even walked up closer to her, putting his paws on her thigh and then her chest to reach up and rub his face against her cheek.

Finally. An animal (that wasn’t a Blubber Beast!) that didn’t hate her.

She giggled again, tickled by the cat’s fur and whiskers on her face, and went back to petting him gently, scared he might leave all of a sudden. Busy as she was with her new best friend, she failed to notice the other cats somewhat warily circling her to get to the food.

Lynette watched her, quietly – when Furina smiled genuinely, it always reached her eyes. It was a delightful sight, much better than the shaky smiles, or the pretentious ones she would put on when she was an Archon. For all the times she had been at a loss with the girl’s behaviour, now she felt a little closer to what was under all the drapes.

Furina scooped the cat up in her arms and held him gently, clearly afraid that he would run at the first opportunity, but Lynette was very well aware that he would not.

Bacon should get an extra treat next time.

Beside her, Fork meowed and pawed at her for attention – she scratched her head and she climbed in her lap to enjoy her cuddles, but she kept studying Furina.

However, slowly the cats separated from the empty plates and kept climbing up on her for pets, making it hard to move around and even properly dispense affection to all of them.

“Well, you’re very wanted, I see.” Furina teased her, Bacon dozing off happily against her chest and meowing when she spoke. She could hear him purr from where she was sitting, above the meowing and trilling cats around her.

“Yes, usually Lyney sacrifices himself while I clean up…” Lynette tried to free herself, earning some disapproving meows, “He’s spoiled them, of course.”

Furina giggled, which was quite a nice sound.

“Here, I’ll help.” she stood up, still holding Bacon, and walked closer. Some of the shier cats sped off, but some persisted in their endeavour, “They’re not running away either…”

A white cat sidled up to her and rubbed against her leg, leaving her quite disconcerted: cats, vying for her attention? Unprecedented.

“Well, you’re not moving like a puppet on a string anymore.” Furina tilted her head at her curiously.

“Do I really move… weirdly?” Lynette seemed to ponder for a moment, humming and taking the chance to pile up the empty plates.

“Not weirdly, but you do look like you’re pulling on every single muscle one at a time. A bit like a classical dancer – but nervous. It’s like you’re constantly performing, it looks threatening to animals – like a predator stalking prey.” Lynette described to her, unaware of the insecure look taking over her face.

She shifted her weight from one leg to the other. Right on cue, Lynette lifted her eyes to stare at her and some of the cats bolted out of the alley.

“You’re doing it again.” Lynette proclaimed, as if she would be better able to break out of this habit now.

She wouldn’t, but Bacon didn’t seem to mind at all, at least.

“Sorry… can I come back sometimes?” Lynette resumed her tidying up, and gently pushed the black cat in her lap to the ground – not without protest.

“Sure…” Lynette answered first, but then her brows knit together slightly, as if she were deep in thought.

“You just come get me when your brother is off to work.” she added, earning a thankful glance from Lynette. It soured the second after.

“Sorry – I suppose it doesn’t feel nice to be kept a secret-” Lynette started, but Furina cut her off.

“It’s fine. I mean – you told your other brother…” and the Knave knows, Furina thought, but didn’t add, “It’s probably fine, you know them best.” Furina could swear her ears imperceptibly lowered. Bacon stirred in her arms, demanding to be returned to his friends.

Furina sadly let him go.

“Next time I’m on my way I’ll drop by your place.” Lynette compromised, earning a smile from Furina.

“Sounds great.” she nodded eagerly, “I suppose you don’t know how to make other animals like me too…”

“I’d start from relaxing a bit… generally, making friends with wild animals is much harder than with domesticated ones. What other animals have you managed to approach?” Lynette inquired, fitting everything into her tote bag and standing up. She patted her dress clean.

“I get along with Blubber Beasts!” Furina said excitedly, showcasing her one achievement with the animal kingdom. Lynette looked at her blankly, then worriedly.

“Blubber Beasts? They’re pretty big, isn’t that dangerous?” she asked, frowning lightly.

Furina shook her head vigorously, “No way! They’re lazy old bums, they don’t care to fight…”

“…that’s it?” Lynette continued, trying to urge her forward. Furina bashfully nodded her head, “Well, I suppose that means we have plenty of choice.”

Furina looked up at her, surprised but still blushing sheepishly.  She nodded, although a bit uncertain.

“I’ll walk you back, I’m in no rush.” Lynette offered, receiving another eager nod.

Furina retrieved her own bag of groceries – Bacon stared at her, slowly blinking affectionately from beside some of his feline friends.

She wondered what she could treat him to next time – he probably shouldn’t eat macaroni… but surely he would enjoy some fish?





10. Chapter 10

Summary for the Chapter:
Lynette’s secrecy finally drives a wedge between her and her twin, but she gets to make three new friends by the end of the day.
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Lynette repeated the trick easily, but her movements were glaringly stilted – the cards all followed her bidding precisely, and the right one popped out of the deck, but she couldn’t contain the single nervous sway of her tail as her brother watched her like a hawk.

Freminet shifted his weight on his chair, carefully watching the performance and aware of the tense atmosphere.

Lynette nervously went through the motions: she presented the card, let it fall back into the deck with some flair and rigidly bowed.

Freminet shifted again.

“… it seemed fine to me.” he tried to say, but Lyney was clearly distracted. 

Just as quickly, his ill-conceited glaring disappeared to be replaced by a practiced smile – she wanted to punch him.

“Maybe a bit stilted, but we have time before the next performance to iron out the wrinkles!” a loud silence before he spoke again, “We should be getting going anyways if we want to reach Elynas in a timely manner.”

Lyney walked off, probably to fix their baggage once again – Freminet stood up and walked closer, but he didn’t speak. Lynette took a moment to stretch her shoulders and relax her jaw – she should have saved this discussion for another day, one she wouldn’t forcefully have to spend with her twin.

Freminet shifted his weight from one leg to the other, visibly tense himself, “I’m sure he’s just worried for you…”

She was about to snap, but she reminded herself that Freminet had been a saint so far and bit back her frustration, “I’m getting tired of it, Freminet.”

“Maybe telling him who would-” Lynette immediately cut him off.

“Absolutely not – he would be worse!” she spoke maybe a little too quickly, exposing her nervousness about the matter. Freminet looked at her a bit perplexed, a dire reminder that she was supposed to be the calm one.

She breathed in slowly, trying to conceal the action, and schooled her expression back into neutrality.

Ears up high.

The easiest thing was to busy herself with retrieving her bag and start the walk to Elynas with her brothers – if she focused on the mission hard enough, nothing had happened and everything was fine.

After riding the aquabus to Romaritime Harbor and conveniently jumping off the track that passed over Elynas (much to Aeval’s distress), they were off to the centre of the island, slowly.

By night time, they were in sight of the treasure hoarders Father had sent them after – they were mining with some likely private mekas.

They circled their camp and set up their own uphill of them, close to the mountain side, as to stay out of sight.

And there they were again.

Lyney easily faked uninterest in the matter at hand – but Lynette was his assistant. She knew all of his secrets, and all his tricks to get someone where he wanted them.

She shot down all his attempts at lowering her guard, and shot down those at lowering Freminet’s too.

“Seriously, your older brother’s at work down in the sewers and when I finally manage to climb out I find-” Lynette’s collectedness cracked, and she violently shoved a piece of wood into the fire they’d been sitting around, causing sparks to swirl around dangerously and crackle loudly.

“Drop it.” she ordered shortly. She didn’t look at him.

When she heard the intake of air before he started to talk again, she stood up and left the camp.

“Lynette?” one foot after the other. Away from her stupid brother, to a place where she could take a deep breath and recover her energy after one of the most genuinely taxing days in her life.

She couldn’t take too long of course, lest the others worry about her, or they start arguing as they often do when left to their own devices – she had to walk back after a while: ears up high.

Freminet shot to his feet when he saw her and hurriedly hid behind her. He didn’t cry, that had been strong-armed out of him at a young age, but he looked close to it.

Lynette felt all the previously recovered calm escape her immediately.

“Lyney.” the brother in question used a stick to mess with the fire, a frown darkening his face.

She wanted to flop on her bed and sleep but just seeing Freminet cower miserably behind her made her anger flare.

“Get lost. Freminet and I will finish the mission alone.” she finally decided – it was the most neutral thing she could come up with. Lyney still had the guts to look outraged.

“Absolutely not – Father sent us together-” he started, but Lynette had to physically stop herself from snarling at him.

“It was not a suggestion, Lyney. You either leave or we do, and you can take care of the mission by yourself.” he looked at her in bewilderment, seemingly at a loss for words. But just for a moment.

“Then I’ll leave with you.” he bluffed, obviously – he wouldn’t dare let a mission go unfulfilled. He wouldn’t be able to look Father in the face.

She would. Tough luck for him.

She turned around, urging Freminet forward with a nod of her chin. He looked at Lyney for a moment before turning around and obeying. For him to defy Father’s orders, Lyney must have done something irreparable.

“You can’t be serious!” Lyney tried to bargain, but she refused to waste any more time on the subject.

He made the ill-conceived move to grab her arm.

She whipped around and took a step closer, hunching over dangerously and letting out a noise she didn’t remember ever being capable of – a growl that made her ribcage shake with its intensity.

Lyney jumped back, shocked, and took a few steps back. She turned away and started walking again.

“Why won’t you just tell me?!” he finally lashed out, waving his arms out in distress.

“Do you seriously have to ask why, Lyney?!” Lynette answered before she even knew she was going to, but continued nonetheless, “You’ve known for a total of 12 hours and you’ve made Freminet’s and my life Hell about it!”

“Guys…” Freminet muttered, still hiding – Lynette would appreciate his attempt to try to break them up were it not for the utter fury that was clawing at her insides.

“Of course I want to know! What if they’ve got some ill-intent?!” Lyney walked closer, trying to meet her own threatening hunch.

“We’re Fatui, Lyney! The bad guys! We’ve been going on missions since the age of 12, I know how to take care of myself!” he looked at her with condescension, even if he managed to hide it the split second after.

She shoved him back – he hit the ground, and the aggression was enough to finally snap Freminet into motion. He walked in front of her, protecting Lyney from any further assault.

“You have to understand, I’m your older brother-” he answered, to which Lynette growled again.

“We’re the same age, you moron!” she walked closer, ready to hit him while he was on the ground, but Freminet calmly intercepted her.

“You know what I mean!” Lynette stepped back and tried to leave again.

He tried to follow her – she heard his footsteps from behind her. It put her on edge. 

The noise of someone coming after her, but being unable to pinpoint where from.

She had to keep her ears up high.

“Lyney, please stop.” Freminet grabbed him.

She should help him. She needed to get away.

“Get out of the way, Freminet!” 

“She told you to leave her alone.”

“I’m her brother!”

Another attempt to bypass him.

“So am I!”

Silence. Would he dare to…?

“It’s between her and me, Freminet-”

“It’s not- You…you just tried to manipulate me into telling you the truth like I was one of your marks… right after she left- was it part of your plan, making her angry so she’d leave us alone?” 

“That’s not it, Freminet, I’m just worried because-”

Yet another attempt. This time met with more resistance. When was she going to stop hearing?

She hated her ears.

Silence.

Enveloped by a sudden urge to be ignorant of how the conversation ended, she sprinted off. If she ran hard enough, she might be able to jump onto the aquabus track from mount Automnequi.

There should still be a couple late night rides left.

It was cold now that night had fully fallen, and running in the shallow waters between Beryl and Bellau wasn’t helping the case, but it was distracting her.

Without light around, she had to focus on her hearing to avoid stumbling and falling in the vegetation.

She was just running. She was going home. She could make some tea and go to sleep.

She jumped off the edge of the mountain and onto the aquabus naturally, without a care in the world. The passengers startled – tourists – while Aeval simply sighed in resignation.

She spent the rest of the ride standing, as all the seats had been taken.

When she saw Lyney again, she would give him a scolding – he couldn’t just try to trick Freminet like that. Did he even realize how it felt at all?

At the station, she took the elevator down out of automation, then slowly walked her way back to her house.

She was going to have to climb the damn stairs up and down the city – curse the architects that had decided to build on so many levels.

She passed in front of Furina’s building, even slowing down a bit as she went by. No, it was late and all the lights were out. 

Not that she had any strength left in her – she wouldn’t be able to get even a word out.

“Looking for someone?” a voice spoke too close to her. She jumped and turned around towards the threat.

Furina stood confidently behind her, hands on her hips with a confused expression.

“Everything alright? I was pretty sure you had heard me approaching – good hearing and all.” she explained, pulling off a pair of thick gloves.

She had machine oil on her face, and even smelt like it – she was wearing a snugly fitting short sleeved shirt and heavy trousers that hung a bit looser, in black. It was clearly an attire for work, what with the tools poking out of her belt and pockets. As to further confirm her supposition, behind her Estelle was closing shop after having worked late into the night. Not that it was any news.

Right, Furina had mentioned working at her shop sometimes.

She ran her eyes over her again one last time before averting them – she was sure the girl had always been fit, considering she frequently participated in musicals, but training with Clorinde had probably helped build more muscle around her arms.

“I was distracted.” Lynette spoke a bit too briefly, if the puzzlement on Furina’s face was any indication.

She looked down at herself – she was soaked and cold again, just like last time. Her tail had poofed up after being startled, which made the wet fur even more obviously clumped.

Her ears drooped lightly.

“Are you okay?” Furina tried to enter her field of vision by bending forward a bit. She probably noticed her wet clothes in the act, “Cold? Want my jacket?”

Lynette pondered her offer for a second. She should say no.

“Yeah.” She heard a shuffling of clothes before Furina plopped her jacket on her back. Unlike her, it didn’t smell like oil – just like Furina.

She sighed.

“Rough day?” Lynette nodded, head still bowed low and tiredly, “Do…”

Furina caught herself, then started with more conviction.

“Do you want me to leave?” Lynette also pondered that question for a second, and made another selfish choice.

“No, you’re fine. I’m just exhausted.” she tried to elaborate a bit more. The tension left Furina as easily as it had come.

“Well, uh, do you want me to walk you home? It’s pretty late.” 

“Sure.” she accepted, somehow pushing herself back into motion.

She was freezing. 

She put her arms through Furina’s jacket – she had expected it to be tight on her shoulders, but it fit her right – she must like her coats a size bigger. It did its job and cut off the wind that was making her even colder. It only reached her hips, unluckily.

Furina walked beside her, making no attempt to hide her worry.

“Want to talk about it…?” and how to explain it? Lynette made the effort to think about it – think whether she should even tell her about it, and if she would feel guilty.

“Let’s… talk about something else. What are you doing out so late?” she started, very willing to put her troubles out of her mind.

“Estelle wanted to implement some new things for her forging machine. I told her not to mess with machinery that already works with no good reason but she didn’t listen…” Furina easily slipped into conversation – something Lynette was very thankful for.

“It broke?” she asked, trying to keep the story going. Her voice was nice, after all.

“Of course it did – catastrophically. She shall pay for her hubris in Mora.” Furina shrugged, “At least it didn’t take her hand with it… but by the look of her, maybe she would have preferred that.”

Lynette blew some air through her nose, amused, “I suppose she doesn’t use her hands to forge anyways.”

Furina made a noise of disagreement, “I guess…?” she shook her head free of the conundrum, “Have you eaten yet?”

“No. You?”

“Told you, I was busy stopping Estelle from mutilating herself – no breaks in that kind of job.” Lynette hummed, thinking of a place to stop and eat.

She suddenly remembered that back when they had met at the inn, Furina had been eating fish and chips – Lynette steered them towards a small shop on the side of the street. She did not have the effort required to get inside a restaurant nor was she in an appropriate attire anyways.

“Two portions.” the shopkeeper quickly served them, seeing as there weren’t many people around. He handed them both a generous portion.

Furina accepted it with delight, immediately digging in – Lynette let it cool down. Her tongue did not agree with food fresh out of the frying pan.

“I’ve been in the shop since lunch – that woman is a danger to herself.” she spoke between a mouthful and the other.

Sometimes it felt absurd to her that she was walking around with the same person that used to spend all her free time at tea time with her people – the same person that loved to flaunt etiquette and bon ton.

Furina seemed to make the same connection when she noticed her staring, and remembered to contain herself.

“So, uh…” Lynette blinked herself back into reality and shook her head.

“It’s fine, Furina. I don’t care.” she tried to soothe her worries, but the girl still seemed tense, “How are you faring with your Vision?”

Furina cleared her throat.

“Pretty well. Controlling Hydro is pretty easy – I still have some explosive trouble using both Pneuma and Ousia, but Clorinde said it’s fine.” Lynette nodded, hoping to urge her further, “…Want to see the latest trick?”

Furina was a bit sheepish with her last proposal, which garnered her attention.

“Sure?” Lynette attempted, finally starting to carefully munch on her food. It tasted heavenly after the emotional and physical roller coaster she had been on.

Furina looked around – they were close to her place already, and the street was mostly deserted. She made a practiced gesture, and it summoned Hydro around her.

Lynette looked around expectantly, and found three animals around her. More specifically, Fontemer Aberrants (Hydro mimics?) which all looked up at her expectantly.

“This is Mademoiselle Crabaletta.” Furina pointed, obviously, to the crab. It stared at her a bit soullessly, if she was being honest. Did crabs have souls?

“This is Surintendante Chevalmarin.” she next pointed to the seahorse, which floated around expectantly and even twirled around when called.

“And this is Gentilhomme Usher!” the squid also floated around – she could swear she saw it tilt its hat, even.

Lynette stared blankly – she had heard of Vision users making mock targets- Hell, she made one too- but three whole fully sentient companions?

“I took inspiration from a book I read a while ago – I got attached to the characters. So I decided to recreate them.” Furina explained, maybe a bit too simply for what she would have expected, but the endearment was clear in her voice.

“This is…” Lynette started, at a loss for words. Madamoiselle Crabaletta snapped at her lowered fish and chips.

“Hey! If you want some ask and I’ll share! Leave Lynette’s alone.” Furina offered her cone to the crab and it happily grabbed a piece of fish to chew on.

“Amazing. I’ve never seen or heard of anything like this.” Lynette finished, even offering a piece of fish to Gentilhomme Usher. He duly accepted her offering, with much more tact than Crabaletta – Surintendante Chevalmarin didn’t seem interested, however.

“Ah, well… Clorinde was surprised too. I honestly tried just to see where I could get after seeing your Bogglecat box… didn’t expect them to turn out like this.” Furina explained, smiling and petting Crabaletta over the head.

Lynette was at a loss for words. If Furina learnt the fighting skills to match her Vision skills, she could be a serious threat.

No. No, she wasn’t one of her marks.

“So, uh, thanks for that too. It’s really cute by the way.” Furina spoke quickly, suddenly sheepish. Crabaletta pinched her, and she straightened up with a yelp.

“Well, I think we’re here! Hope I didn’t keep you too long.” Lynette turned towards the door to her place. That had been quick.

“No, it’s… thank you.” she let out a bit too quietly. Furina seemed to catch on anyways.

“Whenever. Goodnight.” She waved her hand with a grin, her three Hydro companions mimicking her actions before disappearing in a flurry of bubbles.

“Goodnight.” Furina turned away, walking back to where they had come from.

She should return her jacket.

She grabbed one of the lapels, on the opposing side as her arm – now that she could focus on it, she breathed in Furina’s scent around her. 

Maybe next time.
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Lyney searched hoarder after hoarder, keeping his focus sharp on the mission. Behind him, Freminet did the same, if only more calmly.

This cell also didn’t have any recorded info on its employer. Another waste of time. 

He set fire to all that remained and fixed his appearance – as the flames grew taller and taller behind him, he made quick calculations in his mind.

Lynette should have been able to catch one of the late night aquabus rides back into the city. If he wanted to be back as soon as possible his only alternative was to swim and enter from the northern gate of the Court.

He quickly set off onto his way to the sea – at least, the fact he did not have to bring back anything made the trip easier, even if he would disappoint ‘Father’.

“Where are you going, Lyney?” Freminet called behind him. He stopped, mustered a smile and turned around.

“I’m going back! There’s no aquabus ride, so I’ll have to swim – but you don’t have to. You can catch the aquabus back in the morning.” He finished speaking with his usual flair. Freminet’s shoulders sagged and he walked closer.

“I’ll go back with you now.” he went so far as to surpass him and continue his walk towards the sea.

“I know you enjoy diving but-” Lyney tried, joining his hands behind his back.

“Lyney, stop trying to trick me. It’s not going to work. I don’t want to leave Lynette alone…” with you, he wanted to add, but thought better of it.

“Now, now, she’s in good hands with-” 

“You never listen, Lyney.” Freminet cut him off, then pulled his helmet on to discourage any further communication.

The trip to the water was eerily quiet, a tension making sure he was pulled taut like the string of his bow.

It was fine if he upset Freminet. He needed to make sure that Lynette was safe. He’d apologize later, when he had solved this problem – trying to get the truth out of Freminet, angering Lynette. It was a price he was willing to pay for his sister’s safety.

However, as he and Freminet entered the city from the northern gate – the only side where they could avoid climbing the city walls – Lyney realised the price was starting to climb and climb.

‘Father’ calmly waited for them by the gate. The Garde on patrol was shaking in his boots at her mere presence, but refused to address her without reason or abandon his post.

She looked them over once before closing her eyes and urging them into the city with a nod.

They both greeted her with a bow as they passed and then walked in dead silence until they were in front of their residence.

“Go on, Freminet. Lyney and I need to talk.” the boy didn’t even turn back to check on him.

A price to pay. That he was willing to pay. Actions came with prices, consequences and sacrifices – he had learnt long ago.

Nonetheless, ‘Father’ waited patiently for him to say something. 

He defaulted to the easiest thing – he bowed, “We completed the mission, ‘Father’, but the hoarders didn’t possess any intel. As always, the private mekas were missing their serial numbers.”

Father continued to stare at him in silence. She was going to scold him, he could tell.

He prepared for the worst, but the Knave simply sighed, disappointed.

“How many more times, Lyney? People’s patience has a limit.” She began, a bit enigmatically. So much so that he was not sure what he was being called out for.

“I don’t understand, ‘Father’. Did I anger you?” he tried, helpless to make sense of her words.

She continued to stare at him.

“You need to learn to listen to your sister – to people around you.” He raised his head from his bow, unable to hide his own outrage.

“I don’t- of course I-” he stumbled, and ‘Father’ shut him up with a glare.

“I don’t feel like wasting my time, Lyney. You’re greatly out of line. I’ve given you the chance to correct that, and in turn I find your sister running back home in the middle of the night.” Her mind went back to the image of her child outside the door, looking like a deer in the headlights for the simple sin of enjoying someone’s company.

Lyney didn’t answer – it didn’t help her mood. She hadn’t slept in a couple days now.

“It seems you’re incapable of figuring this out on your own, so I’ll solve the problem for you by giving you an order: apologize to her and don’t bring this matter up again.” She could feel him thinking quickly, many things, but looking for the one that made most sense.

She didn’t care to wait. She turned to head inside.

“How can you just let something like this pass?! What if she’s hurt?!” he finally blurted, so she halted and let out another exhausted sigh.

“When you hide your interests behind noble intentions, at least bother to make it credible. Go to sleep.”

“What interests?!”

“Lyney.” she turned around, pinning him down with a glare, “If your true concern had been Lynette’s well-being, this should have been the last course of action you should have employed – does your sister look happy to you?”

“It might be because-”

“It’s not. It’s because of you.”

Lyney faltered for a moment, taking a step back.

“But, if that truly is your only concern – I have personally assessed that her friend poses no danger. Now, goodnight.” She turned back around, opening the door.

“But…” Lyney started, but found himself at a loss for words.

Of course, his only interest had only ever been his sister’s safety – why would ‘Father’ ever think otherwise? And how could she be so sure this ‘friend’ wasn’t dangerous?

Just a couple months ago they had nearly taken her from him again – how could he ever trust whoever was behind this?

No. He had to protect his family.

He needed backup, someone outside his family that he could trust. 

He darted off, paying no mind to the Gardes eyeing him suspiciously around the city – he should be able to find them in the Fleuve Cendre where he had left them.

As soon as he had his face through the window, he heard Paimon scream her head off.

“Lyney? What the hell, it’s 4 a.m. …” Lumine complained more calmly, somehow unfazed. She just rubbed the sleep from her eyes, sitting in her bed.

“Traveler. I need your help.” This seemed to wake up the girl more thoroughly.

“What? Did something happen?” Lumine asked, reaching blindly for her sword beside her bed.

“Lynette is in danger.” He explained, then started pacing around in the room. He had to come up with a plan to catch this fool and teach them a lesson.

“What happened? Where is she?” Lumine stood up and threw a coat over herself, effectively ready to sprint out in her pajamas and pick a fight.

“She met someone and she won’t tell me who. I have to find out who it is.” Lumine and Paimon stared at him in silence for a moment, then exchanged a meaningful glance.

“And… is this person dangerous or…?” Paimon tried to recover the conversation, but she did so doubtfully.

‘“Father’ said they’re not dangerous and Freminet said it’s fine, but why would she hide this from me? Maybe they’ve convinced her-” he slowly picked up speed in his rant, hypothesizing and catastrophizing.

Lumine raised a hand to stop him, but she wondered just how harsh she should be.

“Lyney. Are you insane?” yes, that would delicately drive the point home.

“You have to take me seriously!” Lyney nearly begged, bringing a hand to his chest.

“I can’t take you seriously with what you just told me! Your sister made a friend and you break into my room in the middle of the night because of it?!” Lumine repeated the events hoping that this might help him see more clearly.

It didn’t.

“I’m going back to sleep.” Paimon stated before turning around and floating back into the bed – oh, how she envied her.

“But why would she hide this from-” Lumine stomped, shoving her sword back on her bedside table. The action managed to interrupt him.

“Lyney! They all told you it’s fine and you broke into my room! You’re freaking out! That’s why she didn’t want to tell you!” she yelled, putting her hands on her hips.

This somehow managed to deflate his manic mood.

“Archons! And I was wondering why Lynette is so stand-offish! Is this what you do every time someone gets within 3 metres of her?” Lumine further scolded him. Outside the window, someone yelled to quiet down so she closed the panes and lowered her voice.

Fortunately and unfortunately, Lyney had piped down.

Lumine let out a frustrated sigh – she was well aware by now that he tended to get lost in his anxieties, but she had to wonder how Lynette managed this all the time and also stayed sane.

If Aether had ever tried to pull a stunt like this he would have been punted into the nearest star.

“I get it, you’re worried, but couldn’t you just- tell her that?” Lyney shifted his weight from one leg to the other.

Lumine kept thinking – that being said, this made the occasion even more interesting: was the reason behind Lynette’s secrecy truly just her brother’s tendency to panic?

Or was she trying to keep this new friend to herself for other reasons?

“The traveller is right, I can see why Lynette wouldn’t want to tell you… if even, you know, the Knave, the fourth Harbinger, told you this person is fine and you still didn’t believe them, then who are you going to believe? Not even the person themselves, I think.” Paimon spoke between a yawn and the other, maybe wizened up by her sleepiness.

“I agree with Paimon – she doesn’t want you to know because, considering current evidence, you’re going to send them running for their lives no matter what they do.” Lumine rubbed her temple – why did she always have to be caught up in some drama or the other?

Well, at least it seemed to be entertaining this time – but she would have savoured this better in the morning.

Lyney still moped quietly in the middle of the room.

“Go home and go to sleep, Lyney. Also, maybe get off your sister’s back once in a while.” Lumine suggested – wrong choice. Lyney raised his head and glared at her.

“Why does everyone keep saying that!?” Lumine didn’t even answer him, just raised her eyebrows at him, “I just want to make sure she’s safe!”

“Lyney, I have offed more Fatui than I can count and to my knowledge your sister didn’t say a single word to you when you insisted on making friends with me.” she offered as a comparison, earning a deeper frown.

“That’s different!” Her patience was starting to run thin now – he seemed completely blind to reason and she had a better use of her time than talking to a brick wall.

“Why? Because you can look after yourself? She can’t? Get over yourself.” Paimon groaned in disagreement at the argument slowly picking back up in volume.

“I need to look after her. I can’t just let someone hurt her.” Lumine scoffed, trying to summon more patience and failing.

“Flash news, Lyney! People hurt each other all the damn time, that’s how relationships work! Are you saying your sister is not supposed to have friends outside of her family?!” he faltered again, but quickly recovered his indignation.

No, she was cutting this down now.

“If I had adopted this kind of reasoning I should have abandoned you in that damn courtroom.” Lyney averted his eyes, as she had obviously hit a nerve, “So as you can see, people can hurt each other in good faith, and it is sometimes part of relationships – not that this new friend of hers has done anything. Now leave this Archon forsaken room so I can go back to sleep.”

He seemed about to protest again, but then the silence stretched. He walked over to the window, opened it and dropped out of it.

“Poor Lynette…” Paimon commented, still awake.

“Brothers. Have absolutely nothing going on behind their eyes.” Lumine commented, throwing herself back on the bed with the fairy. The power of the impact made the small thing bounce a bit before she settled back onto the mattress.

They lay in peaceful silence for a second. Lumine stared at the ceiling, her thoughts swirling around in her head freely.

“So…” Paimon began, and she immediately piped up to listen, “Does this sound a bit too secretive for just a friend or…?”

“Oh, we so need to grill Lynette about this tomorrow.” Lumine immediately answered, glad that her companion travelled on the same wavelength as her.

Paimon giggled excitedly, “Who do you think it could be? This is so thrilling!”

Lumine quickly ran her list of approved bachelors in Fontaine through her mind before she shook her head and went through the list of bachelorettes instead.

“I… honestly have no idea. This is even more mysterious than the serial disappearances case.” Paimon didn’t seem satisfied with her answer, and quickly started up her sleep-addled brain to compensate.

“It must be someone classy. She seems like she has high standards – like, I know you said she might be stand-offish because of Lyney but she does genuinely look like an introvert to me.” Paimon explained, earning a nod from Lumine.

“Yeah, I meant it more like it was definitely exacerbating the problem.” Lumine brought a hand to her chin, pondering Paimon’s words – yes, Lynette was an extremely mature person, only someone matching that kind of energy could fit.

She couldn’t imagine her having any patience for someone capricious or childish.

“I seriously can’t think of a name. We’ve spent a good amount of time chatting and she didn’t seem to have any strong opinion on anyone we know. She did say she enjoyed Navia’s energy – so maybe someone sunny?” Lumine dug and dug through her brain for more info.

“Aw, that would be so cute!” Paimon squealed, finally satisfied with her answer.

“Maybe even someone we don’t know at all… Agh! Stupid Lyney! Giving us all this delicious gossip at 4 a.m.!” Lumine complained, punching the mattress beneath her, “We need to go back to sleep. We’ll find out more about this in the morning.”

“Understood.” Paimon agreed. They both closed their eyes, trying to fall back asleep.

The clock ticked away, but sleep wouldn’t come to her.

“… do you think maybe it’s Charlotte?” 

“Paimon… you genius!”





12. Chapter 12

Summary for the Chapter:
The traveler and Paimon take advantage of Lyney’s novel intel, and Lynette receives a dreadful revelation…


Notes for the Chapter:Hello everybody! Sorry for the delay and for not answering the comments, I was caught up in Sanremo week and had very little energy to do much after going to sleep past 2am for several nights in a row… but here I offer you some much deserved fluff after the last few chapters

thank you for commenting and enjoy!





Lynette lifted the tea bag out of her cup and squeezed it against the border using her teaspoon – after she was satisfied, she threw it in the compost. She repeated the same motions with Freminet’s cup and added a spoon of honey each before she brought them to the table where he was waiting.

He was staring at it blankly, which worried her, but she was quite exhausted herself.

Lyney hadn’t come out of his room, thankfully.

Maybe she could be quick enough to leave that she wouldn’t have to face him.

“Are you okay, Frem?” She pushed the teacup in front of him, squeezing one of his shoulders with her free hand before pulling out a chair and sitting at the table, “I’m sorry I left last night.”

Freminet quickly shook his head, “It’s okay, I could tell you were upset.”

Lynette sighed, taking a sip of her tea.

She should add some more honey.

“Are you okay, Lynette?” he finally raised his eyes, but kept his hands in his lap.

“I’m alright.” she answered as she was supposed to, and added another spoon of honey to the tea before stirring it.

Freminet watched her in silence, then averted his eyes.

“I’ll handle it alone next time, I’m sorry you ended up in the crossfire.” This time he shook his head more vigorously, his disagreement obvious on his face and in the way he grabbed the hem of his shirt.

“You’re always helping me when Lyney doesn’t listen to me – I want to help you too.” Lynette sighed in resignation.

She had just got up but she was so tired.

“I’m going to go to Estelle’s, see if she has any spare parts.” Freminet explained before finally picking up his teacup. Lynette took another practiced sip after she was done counting down the seconds in her mind.

She didn’t feel like finding something to do with herself – she’d love to shift to power-saving mode and catnap around the house but she needed to get away.

Maybe Furina would be around, and she could give her jacket back. But she would have to explain when and how she’d borrowed it to Freminet… ah, she might have to explain anyways if they found her there…

Being caught red-handed by her Father the night before had been enough to last her the next century, even if she mercifully didn’t say anything to her.

Freminet seemed to take notice of her perplexity and tried to ease her perceived nervousness, “I’ll be fine on my own, I can talk to her by myself…”

The uncertainty on Freminet’s face sealed the deal for her – she had to help him.

“It’s okay, Frem. I just didn’t want to go outside in the cold, but if I want to avoid Lyney I will have to anyways.” She diverted, maybe a bit unwisely.

A problem for another time – in an hour at most, technically.

After they were done quietly getting ready, they slipped out the door and began their way to Estelle’s shop.

It was even colder than she’d imagined – she should have tucked her tail into her dress, but at least she’d had enough foresight to grab a beanie.

However, before they could so much as start downwards, a bad omen befell them.

The traveller was enjoying a crepe on the other side of the street, clearly staking out their place.

Lynette urged her little brother forward – for all she knew, she was teaming up with Lyney to track her down.

“I’ve seen you already, Lynette! I’m just getting you two a couple crepes! Resistance is futile.” Lumine yelled from the other side of the street, moving to speak with the vendor.

Paimon turned around, hurriedly looking for them while she stuffed her face with sweets – she waved her free hand at them cheerfully. 

A couple passers-by threw them some confused glances.

Lynette wondered if she could make it out of the city – was it in her ability to escape the famed traveller? Was she willing to bet on it?

Freminet turned between her and Lumine, who was now walking towards them.

“Good morning, friends! I am not here on Lyney’s behalf.” Lynette sighed, finding herself all too eager to believe her, “But! I am here to hear all the juicy details…”

They both turned to her with coy looks, which made her blood run cold.

As a small attempt to sweeten the pill, Lumine handed her the crepe.

“This can be in front of Freminet or not… but I’d choose wisely.” she continued, making her consider her plan to run for it again. Lumine stared at her as if she had accounted for that possibility, so she simply resigned herself to this inescapable torment.

“Sorry, Frem… go on and I’ll be there in a second…” her little brother looked at her with interest for a moment, but decided to grant her request nonetheless.

“Okay, I’ll… wait outside the shop?” Lynette nodded, silently promising that she would be over as soon as possible to help. Freminet nodded and started on his way.

Lumine and Paimon watched him like hawks until he was out of range, and then they closed down on her like wolves on a wounded lamb.

“Spill the beans. No, don’t – Paimon has a theory.” Lumine whispered, at least, even if the words were quite conflicting.

“Yes! It’s Charlotte, isn’t it?! Confess!” Lynette stared at them in puzzlement, confused from where to start.

“It’s not?!” Lumine asked in disbelief, “We were sure! Well, knowing Charlotte she would have yelled about getting a girlfriend to the four winds… written an article about it and everything…”

“What the hell are you two on about?” Lynette finally found her words – Charlotte? Girlfriend?

“Lyney broke into my room last night because he wanted to hunt down your new ‘friend’.” Lumine spoke, emphasising the quotation marks around the last of her sentence – Paimon stared at her with a knowing smirk.

Knowing of what she wasn’t sure, but she really hoped ‘hunting down’ was only phrased for dramatic effect.

“How did that transform into me dating Charlotte?” Lynette questioned, earning a couple frowns this time.

“Don’t play dumb – the amount of effort that went into hiding this person is suspicious.” Lumine poked her finger into her chest, making her stumble back a bit.

She should have bitten back quickly – instead she hesitated.

Paimon immediately squealed.

“I knew it!” Lumine yelled before high-fiving her companion. Lynette felt herself blush at the implications, but tried to keep her cool.

“Listen, I don’t know what Lyney told you but-” she started, but quickly realised that she had already lost this battle.

“Lynette has a crush! Lynette has a crush!” both of the idiots standing in front of her sing-sang like toddlers, making her squeeze her crepe a bit too hard. The filling started bubbling over.

“Tell us who! Please! We haven’t slept all night to find out who.” Lumine begged a bit too earnestly, and now she was noticing the bags under their eyes.

“I don’t have a crush and I’m not telling either of you anything – you’ll tattle to Lyney.” she tried to sober the conversation back up. It seemed to effectively deflate the couple in front of her.

“No, we won’t – I know what it’s like having a nosy brother meddling in your business. I know better.” Lynette would have been comforted, but she was on high alert after being cornered for information.

“I don’t care. I’m not risking it, get lost.” she threatened, walking ahead and in between them to leave. 

“Tell us!” Paimon begged again, earning a low growl in response.

“We’ll give you whatever you want! Please, I can’t spend another sleepless night like this!” Lumine added, and now they were both following her downstairs – no, this wouldn’t do.

She stopped again, snarling at both of them, “I said no! That’s not changing, so leave!” 

Lumine and Paimon looked deflated for a moment before they started their way downstairs, moping, possibly back to wherever they sojourned in the city.

Lynette sighed and also started her descent again – she bit the crepe she had been gifted for her troubles, considering it was now tepid enough for consumption.

At the bottom of the stairs, she looked up to find out where Freminet was – he was duly standing outside of the shop, a reasonable distance away from Estelle so that she wouldn’t approach him.

Furina was seemingly chatting with him, dressed in the same outfit as the night before but accompanied by a scarf and another coat which reached her thighs this time – as soon as she noticed her, she smiled and waved at her warmly.

She waved back, a bit lost, then Freminet turned around to look at her and she remembered she was supposed to walk over.

Averting her eyes out of embarrassment, she found the traveller and her fairy frozen in a daze, looking at her as if transfixed.

It only took them a moment to start a mad dash away from her.


Those little-


Lynette ran over to Freminet and Furina, panic starting to settle in as she quickly handed them the crepes.

“Hey! Sorry, have to take care of a thing! Can you help him with Estelle please?” she turned to Furina, who nodded even if confused.

“Is everything-” she started, but Lynette threw up her hands to stop her.

“Yes! Sorry! I’ll try to come by later, take care!” she heard Freminet try to say something, but she was giving chase the next moment – she used Anemo to propel herself forward and catch up to the traveller, who had put a good distance between them by now.

Unluckily for them, she knew this city like the back of her hand: she kicked herself up on a building’s wall using window sills and whatever she could put her hands on, and quickly reached the roof.

With a better view of the street, she traced the way the traveller could go and sped off towards the closest point she could jump off of – Lumine took a couple of twists and turns, but ultimately slowed down when she thought she had lost her.

Grave mistake.

She dropped right in front of her in the deserted alley that gave to the sewers – Paimon screamed in terror while Lumine gawked at her, then looked up and tried to find out where she had fallen from.

But now, Lynette was at a loss for words.

She thought about it for a moment, then another one, but still couldn’t come up with something that wasn’t also an admission of guilt.

Suddenly, Lumine started laughing so hard she was bent in two.

Paimon stared at her, alarmed, then back at Lynette, more alarmed.

“Out of… out of all the people in Fontaine…!” she commented between a fit and the other, earning a snort from Paimon, who also started laughing.

“We spent the whole night trying to figure out who, thinking, ‘oh, it must be someone unbelievably cool to woo Lynette’…” Paimon’s laughing increased in volume.

“It’s not- stop saying that!” Lynette finally said, tired of enduring the mockery.

“Oh, no way you’re denying this even now!” Paimon answered, angry at her attempted deceit.

“Did… did you know you wag the tip of your tail when you see her?” Lynette looked at Lumine with her mouth agape – no, there was no way. 

She stared at Lumine in shock, mortified, now unable to hide the embarrassment that was coiling around her.

That simply couldn’t be true – it had to be bait…

The traveller and Paimon’s laughter intensified until it was completely silent, and the former was on her knees on the ground trying to catch her breath.

“Lynette, oh Archons… ” Paimon started, also fighting for her life while she floated around, “It’s adorable…”

Right when she thought she had hit rock bottom, she was made to discover new levels of mortification that she had never considered possible.

“Okay, okay… I’m sorry… I’m sorry I’m not laughing at you.” A bit late to say that, Lynette thought, but she feared her voice might crack if she talked.

Lumine took a deep breath, pushing herself back up on her legs.

“Wow. Alright… yeah, I see why you don’t want to tell your brother… best case scenario, he never lets you hear the end of it.” Paimon giggled some more, drying a few stray tears in her eyes.

Lynette stared at them in silence.

“I don’t… actually wag my tail, do I?” she asked, but she already knew the answer.

Both Lumine and Paimon looked at each other before slowly nodding their assent, barely resisting the urge to burst into laughter again.

She covered her face with her gloved hands, her mind spiralling now that she had a moment.

She knew she sometimes focused so hard on keeping herself in check that she forgot to keep her tail down but this… this was the worst time to fail at it.

“Aw, come on… I swear, Paimon is right, it looks really cute.” If she started a fight, the Maison Guardiennage would arrest her and she could go back to Meropide, away from society…

“But, wow… Furina… I would have never seen that coming…” Lumine stated, then hummed and pondered, “No, actually, now that I’ve seen it, it makes perfect sense…”

“Does it? Furina is pretty but I wouldn’t call her dating material…” Paimon asked, copying the traveller and putting a hand on her chin.

“I know, right?” they both snorted, giving each other a fist-bump.

“Please, just… leave this alone…” Lynette begged – she deflated under their gaze, earning a couple worried looks.

“I meant it when I said I wouldn’t tell Lyney. Furina might be a loser sometimes but she’s far from a bad person. She couldn’t harm a fly.” Lumine explained, releasing a bit of the tension from Lynette’s shoulders, “I wish we could tease you about this some more but I have some errands to run – don’t think for a moment you can escape us, though.”

Lynette shifted her weight around, staring at the ground quietly.

“Hey, come on, why the long face?” Lumine nudged her in the shoulder while Paimon looked on curiously.

“I just…” Lynette began. She might as well talk to the traveller, who was somehow removed from the situation. 

Her words caught in her throat anyways.

“It’s fine, Lynette. Your brother will come around – he cares about you, he just gets in his head sometimes.” Lynette nodded, the true reason behind her hesitation fading as the opportunity to talk about it got farther, “And if you need an ear I’m always free for tea and some interesting gossip.”

She looked up and Lumine gave her a pat on her shoulder and a wink. Paimon waved cheerfully at her, “Bye Lynette!”

She waved back, letting the two enter the sewers and disappear.

Taking advantage of the empty alley, she fixed her tail under her dress, coiling it around her waist for warmth and to avoid any further embarrassment.

She should start to head back, she had promised Freminet she would help him – as soon as the image of him waiting alongside Furina crossed her mind again, the gloominess dispelled just a little.

It was sweet that she was bonding with her little brother.

Now that her tail was snug against her waist she could clearly tell – she did wag it.

Her ears drooped under her beanie, nearly flat against her head.

What a headache…





13. Chapter 13

Summary for the Chapter:
Lynette’s visit to Hotel Debord (prompted by no particular reason…) earns Furina a lovely latte, a headache and a reminder of the inevitability of her loneliness.


Notes for the Chapter:some more fluff and then some more angst - in Lumine’s words, balanced, as all things should be





Work picked up after that – of course, with city-wide celebrations came more opportunities for underhanded dealings.

Lynette popped a piece of candy into her mouth. At least the trial-or-treating was rewarding, unlike the endless chasing and stake-outs, all for a glimpse of where these Archon-forsaken hoarders had been slithering out of.

“You’re going to give yourself a stomach ache.” Lyney admonished her, so she threw another piece of candy into her mouth, pointedly ignoring him.

He sighed.

“Do you think this is going to go on much longer…?” Freminet asked, fiddling with the bowl of treats in between them. Arouet served them their hot beverages, which didn’t really manage to lift the mood at their hidden little table at the outside cafe.

“Information gathering is essential-” Lyney started but Lynette rolled her eyes.

“Yes, this month has borne many fruits.” she interrupted him to obstinately twist the knife. He grimaced in annoyance.

“Why, now that I think of it, I’m sure razing to the ground every treasure hoarder camp we find is going to be much more efficient.” He answered in kind. She was going to keep sniping at him but thought better – Lyney had no trouble arguing for hours on end, but she could hardly stand that.

Well, he would keep bothering her even without being given a reason. Might as well talk back.

“Razing every camp to the ground means there is a concrete possibility of finding something – but the right intel might never reach our ears.” Freminet preceded her, earning a barely contained thinning of Lyney’s lips – which meant he was about to throw a tantrum.

Lynette focused on her tea. Her brothers were much more accustomed to fighting and arguing than she was.

After the quarrel circled back on itself for the third time, Lynette stood up and headed for the exit. Lyney complained and tried to follow her, of course, but Freminet caught him in time – even though this… situation was grinding on her nerves, at least it was teaching Freminet to stand up for himself. Even if just with Lyney.

Out on the street, she contemplated her choices. The most novel thing she could hope to have fun with was, of course, the Fontinalia festival on the other end of the city. Did she feel like walking that much?

Alternatively, she could keep working – not that much better, but Hotel Debord was close enough. Upwards, but close enough.

Her brothers’ arguments had soured her cup of tea, after all.

And what if she had maybe heard from Furina that she would be filming there one of these days? That had nothing to do with her choice.

Already outside the place she found more people than she would expect to – more than she would because of the festival at least. Most of them were chatting outside about the movie being shot in the Hotel. She slid inside after some other patrons, which probably meant they were serving anyways, luckily.

She looked up in the direction of the set curiously, but still tried to hide her interest. Her ears couldn’t pick up on anything over the noise of people chattering and drinking and eating, which frustrated her but was to be expected.

Before she could do much else, she reached the counter – right at that moment a girl also approached the barista.

She jumped around like one of Freminet’s spring contractions and was terribly, worryingly underdressed for the weather.

“Hello! Could I have a latte?! With milk and no sugar!” the blonde jumped around some more and probably noticed her disbelieved staring.

Well, she must be freezing but the tattoo on her arm was really pretty, she could give her that.

“Hello! I’m Yoimiya! Your ears are really cute! Are you a nekomata? I know a nekomata but she doesn’t have ears like you.” she started up a conversation instantly, boggling her.

“I’m… not sure what that is. But, thank you…?” Lynette answered. The barista took the pause while they talked to prepare said latte, leaving her to wait another moment for her own cup.

“It’s a cat-person from Inazuma. It’s a bit more complex than that – they’re youkai, and they have two tails… which you do not have… so cool!” Yoimiya continued, observing her very normal and singular tail swishing around a bit self-consciously. No matter how much time passed, people observing her ears or tail always put her on edge.

“You’re from Inazuma, then?” she tried to steer the girl away, which, as predicted, was quite easy.

“Yes! I’m here for a cultural exchange! I’m helping film the movie as the director’s assistant. Bringing her a latte!” Yoimiya eagerly explained. 

Behind her, Sanguinetti was getting the now famous beverage ready. He reached for the foamy milk in the metal pitcher next to the machine.

“Mr. Sanguinetti, excuse me, you can leave that on the tray and I’ll mix it in later.” the man looked at her in confusion, but shrugged. There were too many people around for him to care about personally mixing a latte, “And a cup of tea if you would.”

He nodded and moved onto the following order. He deposited a cup of hot water onto the tray with the teabag soaking in it.

Yoimiya, weirdly enough, was quiet.

“Um…” she started, maybe a bit confused.

“I’m not planning on stealing the coffee, don’t worry.” Lynette tried to put her at ease, but with her worry gone the girl gave into her curiosity.

“What are you doing then?” Yoimiya quickly looked over her shoulder, trying to spy what evil deed she was getting up to with the metal pitcher in her hand.

“I happen to know the director.” she began, but somewhat slowed down afterwards. Yes. She knew the director.

She hoped that would be enough of an explanation and that her artful swirling of the milk would catch Yoimiya’s eye instead.

After a moment, she put down the pitcher – she would usually use more foam to make the milk kitten that went with her conch madeleines, but this would do. The little guy poked out of the cup lightly, a couple of eyes dotted on with coffee.

Yoimiya stared at it, transfixed.

“See? No harm done. There you go.” she handed the coffee back, now turning to stir her tea a little. She had even forgotten to keep count of the steeping phase.

“This… this is the cutest thing I’ve ever seen! You have to teach me how to do it – the children back in Narukami would love this!” Yoimiya finally jumped up again, her eyes satisfied of the staring.

“I can confirm it’s a hit with my younger siblings.” Lynette conceded, still busy with trying to figure out the times on her tea.

“Oh, you have younger siblings?” Yoimiya quickly bit at the new bait, earning a sigh now. How did she have so much energy? She supposed the cold kept her awake.

“Yes, quite many. You?” she asked politely, now almost sure she just needed to wait another minute for her tea to be ready.

“No, I’m an only child, but I love playing with the children in my neighbourhood. They’re great!” she smiled so genuinely it was almost blinding. What an aura – ten minutes spent talking to her and Lynette could safely place her between the nicest people she’d ever met. 

“Agh, I need to go! Do you promise you’re going to teach me how to make the coffee cat? Who knows what other tricks you have up your sleeve?!” Yoimiya complained, starting to jog in place to exhaust the extra energy – Lynette admired how the coffee in her hands didn’t spill once.

“Well, I know a couple magic tricks children usually enjoy.” Yoimiya’s eyes lit up and she gasped.

“Magic tricks?!” Lynette decided to humour her and make the cup disappear in her hands – the girl gawked in disbelief, now even more excited. Maybe she should cut it out, but her reactions were pretty amusing…

“I’m going to get the director to tell me who you are and where to find you!” she finally decided. Lynette stared at her a bit surprised – she supposed that was a possibility… “That’s right, you can’t escape! I’m going to get you to teach me everything!”

She laughed before sticking out her tongue mischievously and running upstairs, “See you soon, Miss Nice Girl with the Cat Ears!”

Yoimiya disappeared behind the corner, running up the stairs swiftly and leaving behind a befuddled Lynette – there were so many interesting people in Fontaine! And who even knew you could make kittens with milk? A country full of wonders!

“I’m back!” she easily avoided all the props and technicians on the set, ending with a twirl in front of the director’s table.

“Welcome back, assistant! Coffee?” Furina tried to greet her as cheerfully, but she was really starting to regret spending the night awake and reading…

“A special one for the director!” this managed to peel her eyes from the annotated book she had been going through again.

She deposited the cup right in front of Furina, who frowned in confusion and then giggled after recognising the cute shape.

“Mister Sanguinetti started a latte art business?” she poked the cat over the head with the teaspoon and giggled again when it bounced.

“No, there was a super nice girl downstairs who insisted on making it for you! You need to tell me everything about her, she promised to teach me some magic tricks for the children back in Narukami.” Yoimiya jumped in place again. As if under some evil spell, both the traveller’s and Paimon’s heads whipped around so quickly she could swear she had heard their necks snap.

Furina stared at the cup for a second before recognition dawned on her face, along with an healthy blush.

“Oh, uh… I see!” she cleared her throat, still staring at the cup wordlessly with a forced smile.

She lifted her eyes, confused with the traveller’s behaviour, but they turned away just as quickly. 

“Yes, I believe you met Lynette. She performs with her twin brother as a duo of magicians.” Yoimiya smiled and nodded, absorbing the information greedily.

“She seemed super nice!” she commented, still staring at the latte on the table along with Furina.

The traveller and Paimon started snickering conspicuously behind her, but it was unclear whether they wanted to be noticed or not.

“We haven’t even started and yet the clapper loader already loses herself in her commentary…” Furina poked fun at Paimon, annoyed with the interruption.

“What’s gotten into you two?” Yoimiya also wondered, genuinely, unlike Furina.

“Nothing, nothing…” Furina pouted, then respectfully abated some of the kitten in order to take a sip of her drink – she would love to keep it as decoration but she needed her caffeine.

“Tell me, tell me!” Yoimiya insisted, throwing herself at the traveller and Paimon to pull them in a hug.

“Well, I mean, I wouldn’t go so far as describing Lynette as nice…” Lumine started coyly, earning an outright frown from Furina.

Paimon kept snickering behind her hands.

“Really? But she made the cute kitten…” Yoimiya seemed sad for a moment before she shook her head and her dismay was replaced by indignation, “No way! You two are just messing with me!”

“It’s not that she’s evil either, just… um… fickle.” Lumine finally decided, then nodded in satisfaction, “Like, you know – and don’t tell her I said this – a cat.”

Yoimiya rolled her eyes but giggled at the explanation. Paimon joined her.

Furina stared at her while she sipped from the cup again. She supposed Lumine was right in a way. Although Lynette had been helpful to her, she didn’t hide that she preferred to laze around and eat sweets at any given moment. But that was hardly a flaw: she made for a wonderful partner at teatime.

She might have a sharp tongue and a teasing disposition, but they were clearly in good intention, for the playfulness of it.

And actually, even if she might be lazy sometimes, she always duly finished her tasks – the traveller really had no business calling her ‘fickle’ for enjoying her time off.

Hm, she was getting too worked up about this…

“So, really, I believe the reason she seemed so nice downstairs was circumstantial… I wonder what put her in a good mood…” Lumine resumed teasingly, looking pointedly at her and putting a finger to her chin.

Paimon poked over her shoulder with a mischievous stare, still hiding her smirk behind her small hands.

Yoimiya stared at her, puzzled, then at a similarly confused Furina, who in her haste to drink her latte had smeared the foam on her upper lip and forgotten to get rid of it.

Suddenly, she also covered her mouth, barely hiding a smirk, and elbowed the traveller lightly, “Oh… I see, it’s like that…”

“W-what?” Furina asked, now starting to panic at her own ignorance about the subject.

“Now that you mention it, she did light up at the mention of who the coffee was for…” Yoimiya whispered to the traveller, earning snickers from both her and Paimon.

“What are you three conniving about?!” Furina shot to her feet anxiously, now making her way around the table to reach them.

“We’re just talking about the props!” Yoimiya claimed loudly while trying to get away from the director, pulling the traveller and Paimon with her.

“I hope for you! We’re almost ready to film and if I catch you slacking I’ll make you regret it!” Furina invoked furiously, earning the attention of the rest of the set.

“What are you going to do, cut our pay?” Lumine teased anyways, enjoying the sight of an absolutely disgruntled and sleep deprived Furina waving her script around angrily.

“They don’t pay me enough to film, let alone deal with you two!” Furina yelled in frustration before turning around and stomping back to her table in defeat.

Lumine laughed along with her partners in crime before passing an utterly anxious Xavier throwing them his best puppy eyes. She huffed and resolved to be on her best behaviour – even when teasing Furina was so easy and so entertaining.

Soon enough the stage was set for the first scenes to be filmed – the kameras rolled easily, only needing minimal adjustments between one shot and the other, and afterwards they could enjoy their lunch break.

Some of the crew purchased the food from downstairs and then brought it up for the rest of them.

While Yoimiya eagerly reunited with her compatriots, Lumine and Paimon grabbed an extra plate for their favourite loser and welcomed themselves to her table.

The girl had been uncharacteristically silent after the filming had ended, but they were going to correct that.

“A portion of duck confit for the lady.” Lumine set the food down in front of Furina, earning her attention finally.

“Thank you.” she commented quickly, but sort of moved the plate to the side in order to continue reading the script and her annotated copy of the novel – Lumine didn’t think she had seen her part ways with those once.

“Come on, you can keep reading after you’ve eaten.” she insisted, pushing the dish back into her way. Furina tensed up, clearly upset, but rigidly moved her things out of the way to make space for the food.

“Why are you upset now?” Paimon bluntly asked, her mouth full of lasagna.

Furina flinched, but ignored the question, “I’m not upset – the clapper board has made you even more overimaginative, I think.”

Lumine stared curiously, but didn’t intercede.

“Ugh, once a diva, always a diva…” Paimon commented before grabbing a slice of garlic baguette out of a basket they’d left in the middle of the table.

Furina was genuinely annoyed – but it wasn’t easy to tell. She had talked to her for long enough that she had noticed an eerie and precise divide between what Furina wanted to show and what she wanted to hide.

If you asked anyone about their beloved ex-Archon, they would all tell you the same: she was capricious, unstable, and wore all of her feelings on her sleeve. Some would go as far as saying that she was physically incapable of controlling her emotions, and you could see everything that she felt on her face and in the way she acted – when she was not speaking it out loud for everyone to hear, that was.

The truth was more complex: yes, Furina, the Archon always acted her feelings out like a show, but unlike what Fontainians thought, the play was perfectly controlled. 

All that Furina showed them was what she wanted them to see – what she had planned for them to see; what, after thorough consideration, was deemed appropriate, worthy of the divine.

This had an obvious consequence – Furina knew very well how to hide what she did not want to show.

“Was the filming not good?” Lumine wondered, throwing a hopeful hook in the murky waters.

“It was fine, but there’s more to do.” She came up empty-handed, but that was to be expected.

“What’s bothering you then?” Lumine asked more directly, under Paimon’s careful observation.

Furina pressed her lips in a line ever so slightly around a morsel of food. 

Another thing Lumine had learnt was that there was an unmovable wall between Furina and everybody else at all times – a very solid wall that she had tried to scratch at without success. However, if she got lucky and Furina was angry enough, she’d get her to take the bricks off of it if only to throw them at her.

“You’re bothering me. How about you find someone else to hassle with your nonsense?” Paimon recoiled at the harshness of her voice, stiffly floating away from her just a little bit.

“What did I do?” Lumine wondered genuinely but sceptically – all she had done was bring duck confit to the table.

Anger flashed in Furina’s eyes when she turned to glare at her – enough to send a fearful shiver down her back.

Lastly, she had learnt that when all she had seen of Furina was a lie, any glimpse of the truth that boiled beneath was genuinely terrifying.

However, just like lightning in a serene sky, the anger evaporated and was replaced by a hollow neutrality.

“Let’s just get back to work quickly, we still have to go through many scenes.” Lumine swallowed the bite of garlic baguette that had gotten stuck in her throat. Paimon looked at her pleadingly to convey that she shared the sentiment.

They both focused on their food, leaving the gloominess hanging in the air to fester for another time to be dealt with.





14. Chapter 14

Summary for the Chapter:
An evening together is soured by things left unsaid and Lynette turns to her Father for support – or, the Knave catches her red-handed and coaxes a confession out of her.


Notes for the Chapter:it’s time to finally get into it, everybody…





Through some kind of miracle, she managed to get through the following days of filming. She knew it was mostly thanks to the fact that she was busy, doggedly running herself ragged in an attempt to stay as close as possible to the Two Musketeers’ novel – but she also knew that at the end of this she would be a husk again.

She grabbed a bottle of wine from the shelf on her way to the check-out, a good sweet and fizzy red that would go down easily.

She was exhausted from running around the countryside, but she had grown accustomed enough to the macaroni recipes that she could follow them with her eyes closed.

So she poured herself a glass while she stared emptily into the warm water slowly coming to a boil.

A bell ringing snapped her out of her trance, and she headed to the door – Lynette had mentioned in passing that work was keeping her busy and that she would probably only find time to visit after dinnertime. Furina checked her watch. That it was.

She looked at herself in the mirror she usually kept covered close to the entrance – she might be tired but at least this time she was presentable. She just took a second to tie her hair into a more composed bun – the slightly creased shirt, missing its cravat and unbuttoned at the top would have to do.

She headed towards the door, which she opened to reveal a similarly tired Lynette on the other side.

“Evening.” she sighed out – she was in her performing attire but had long given up on keeping her hair up. After all, as she’d explained to her, it pulled on her ears and gave her some nasty headaches; her Vision was secured at her waist while her hair bow had disappeared somewhere.

“Why, you’re bursting with energy.” Furina commented flatly, bluntly and frankly a bit unkindly – she shut her mouth guiltily, cursing her fatigue for removing some very important inhibitory instincts.

“Likewise.” Lynette replied as flatly, breathing out a long sigh.

Furina bowed her head in defeat and let her through before making her way back into the kitchen. Lynette poked her head in curiously.

“You still haven’t eaten?” She asked, leaning against the doorframe.

“Have you?” Furina asked back without looking over, reaching for the box of pasta to double the portion.

“Touchè.” Lynette conceded, walking closer.

“No, get out of the kitchen.” Furina pointed a wooden ladle at her, earning a sceptical raise of eyebrows.

“We’ll be done sooner-” Furina prodded at her with the tool until she sighed and gave up, retreating slowly.

A meow interrupted them, earning Lynette’s attention.

“Look who deigned me of their presence.” she easily picked Bacon up by his front legs, letting him stretch in her hold before bringing him closer to her chest. The cat meowed before loudly purring his assent.

“Why, His Majesty even walked up to you all on his own – a great honour.” Furina also teased the feline, who meowed pacately.

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Lynette duly agreed before Bacon started rubbing his face all over her cheek – she quickly leant back, making a disgusted face.

Furina laughed.

“Ah, yes. Didn’t you miss his drooly snuggles?” Lynette put him back down, earning a confused trill. He flopped over like a bag of potatoes.

“Honestly, not at all… can I feed him at least or is that also off limits?” Furina laughed some more before pointing her in the direction of his frozen treats, so she could warm those up.

“The oven is still out of commission, use a pan.” She moved out of the way a little and retrieved the item for her. Lynette guiltily started cooking next to her.

“Sorry…” she apologized, again, to which Furina just rolled her eyes.

“It’s fine, I just haven’t had the time to look at it, I’m sure it’s an easy fix.” She threw the pasta in and then left the stove to start on the condiment.

Before long they were finally sitting at the table with food in front of them – it was so late already, she was famished. They needed to start going back with an earlier ride, she wasn’t getting in her recommended amount of sleep.

In front of her, Lynette poured herself a glass of wine.

“I thought you didn’t drink.” she wondered out loud, and Lynette answered with yet another sigh.

“I could start.” Furina blew air through her nose to indicate her amusement.

“Long day?” Lynette took a shy sip from the glass, testing whether the taste would kill her or not. It seemed to spare her – she made a note of the bottle for future occasions.

“Lyney is obstinately getting himself in weirder and weirder company in order to gain some damn intel on the men we’re after, and Freminet gave up. He’s been lost in the countryside for a couple days. Every once in a while he sends back messages regarding treasure hoarder camps that he’s razed to the ground.” Furina stared at her, puzzled, so Lynette took another swig of wine and continued.

“I have been trying to swing between the two things for the past three days. This morning I had to pull Lyney back by the hair before he got into unwise business with the local dealers – we had to run our way back out of the Fleuve Cendre under gunfire.” Furina wondered if she should stop her from pouring herself another glass, but hesitated. Honestly, she really looked like she needed it, “When I’m not running I’m fighting. I hurt all over.”

She stopped for a second, probably trying to pull herself together.

She covered her face with her hands, taking a deep breath.

“How has your day been?” she finally settled on, making Furina stare at her own glass of wine whereas she resumed eating.

“You know. Same old, same old.” she poked around her plate a bit, getting lost in the question. How had her day been? She only remembered working and making sure she was doing something, anything in the downtime.

“I can’t keep going like this…” Lynette spoke to her own plate of macaroni. Oh, how she understood.

“You know what would help?” The girl in front of her deflated instantly. Furina laughed at her dramatic reaction, taking another sip from her glass.

Lynette followed in kind after eating another bite. 

“A double homicide?” she joked a bit too flatly, but Furina giggled at it anyways.

“A party.” Lynette gaped at her, clearly unamused, “Look! There’s food, there’s company, we’re only missing the music.”

“You really are a lightweight.” Lynette commented bluntly, but the wine was starting to get to her head too if the blush on her cheeks was any indication.

“Shush! I’m going to find something nice to dance to…” Furina stood up and ambled around into her living room.

“Dance? Furina, I need to get home in one piece.” Lynette spoke helplessly to her retreating back.

“You’re so dramatic!” she moaned from the bookshelf she was going through. After a second and some tinkering she would never be able to replicate, Furina made her way back to the table accompanied by an airy waltz to attempt pulling her from her chair.

Lynette resisted, still munching on the last of her food, “This can’t be a party under the Fontinalia festival, there’s no desserts…”

“Oh! Yes! Wait, wait, wait.” Furina disappeared in the kitchen again and came back with a patisserie box, which she eagerly opened in the middle of her table.

“Voilà!” She excitedly presented – Fontinalia mousse, of course, a copious amount. The sweets looked exquisite, just like a field of lakelight lilies. Lynette felt her mouth water.

Furina sank a dessert fork in one of the buds, which tore apart wonderfully, and brought it to her mouth while she twirled around to the music with the wine glass in her other hand.

She smiled, delighted, and brought the cup of wine to her lips to frame a perfect still of her side profile – Lynette understood.

She understood why the damn journalist that was told to shadow her had to retake the picture 127 times. How could anything like this ever be captured by a mere kamera? How could anyone accept any imperfect rendition after witnessing the living masterpiece in front of her?

Lynette blinked herself back into the moment and put down her glass of wine.

That… was not a normal thing to think.

“Well, there you have your dessert. Don’t think to escape.” Lynette tore her eyes from the delicate curve of Furina’s neck and lowered them to the mousse, trying to convince herself that the watering of her mouth was still just due to the pastry sitting in front of her.

She stared and stared, then picked up her fork and brought a polite morsel to her lips. The consistency was perfect, the gelée exploded with flavour on her tongue – when Persephone ate the pomegranate, did she do so with the same gusto as her? She could barely stop herself from tearing into the tender lakelight lily with her own teeth.

That was also not a normal thing to think.

Archons, so much for teasing her brother over his flirting – in the end, one pretty girl was enough to make her worse than him.

She could never drink alcohol again. Never.

“Well?” Furina exhorted her, still lightly swinging to the music. 

This was another one of those times where she should book it and never turn around. 

“I don’t know how to dance.” She blurted out, still trying to be spared. 

“Really? Whatever, I’ll teach you – it’s just a waltz.” Furina took another sip from her glass, leaving Lynette to contemplate her choices.

Finally, she stood up a bit precariously and walked over like a moth to a flame – clumsily, but with a certain determination to enjoy being reduced to cinders.

Without their shoes she easily towered over Furina but the shorter girl didn’t seem to mind, busy with finding a spot to leave her now empty glass of wine.

With that out of the way, Furina pulled her closer with a hand around her back, placidly cupping her shoulder blade – without warning. Then she patiently looked up at her with her stupid pretty eyes.

Lynette snapped out of it, again, and joined her right hand to Furina’s before resting her left one on top of her shoulder – she felt warm and firm.

“Keep your elbow up.” she commanded, and Lynette duly obeyed – she also took a breath and tried to relax and stop her stupid tail from wagging at the tip.

That helped her distract herself from the way Furina felt, sounded and smelled this close, things that were making her head swim as if it was not attached to the rest of her body.

“Take a step back starting with your right foot.” Furina spoke next to her ear, making all of her efforts futile. She hoped it wasn’t too obvious her hair was standing on end, “Go right, then come towards me and we close by moving left.”

Lynette dazedly followed the instructions, letting Furina pull her around. 

“Follow the tempo now.” she spoke again – Lynette failed to stop her ear from flattening to her head with the blissful shiver that ran up her neck.

Before she could worry that Furina might have noticed, she was pulled around once more. This time, the push and pull was more obvious as Lynette stumbled around without much coordination – after a couple rounds, however, she could almost say that she was getting the hang of it.

“And now we’re going to turn around a bit – bend your knees a tad more and follow me.” This time she was ready, and managed to listen to Furina’s voice without embarrassing herself. She took a deep breath as she worried about following her pointers, “Very well, I’m happy to announce that you’ve learnt how to waltz.”

Lynette hummed distractedly, focusing on where her feet were going – and then Furina pulled her flush against her. She looked up, halfway between alarmed and shamelessly delighted, and found her impromptu teacher frowning at her in annoyance.

“Stop looking at your feet – it’s bad etiquette.” she relaxed her grasp on Furina’s shoulder, which had turned into clutching her shirt for dear life, and closed her gaping mouth. Next, she should probably stop staring at her like someone had glued their eyes together.

“Where should I look, then?” she tried – her voice was low but she spoke confidently. She may be pushing her luck but what did that matter right then? Compared to this?

Furina averted her eyes over her shoulder thoughtfully, letting out a hum – Lynette let her eyes fall lower, taking advantage of the new angle to steal a glance at her lips and the curve of her jawline.

“Well, when dancing a basic step like this with someone you’re comfortable with it’s fine to make small talk – otherwise it’s more appropriate to throw a smile every now and then but spend most of the time looking over your partner’s shoulder… forced eye contact can be pretty distracting, other than uncomfortable. It’s also important to keep an eye on your periphery to avoid bumping into other dancers – but that’s mostly something for the lead to worry about. And it’s definitely rude to look down all the time.” Furina explained carefully, bringing her focus back on her and stopping her wandering eyes. She untangled her left hand from its hold in Lynette’s and gently pushed her chin up so she would stop glancing down at her feet.

She was playing dirty. 

Furina was playing dirty – there was no way she didn’t know what she was doing to her.

When she looked her in the eye, joining their hands together again, she found Furina staring down at her lips, deeply entranced – but it was brief. She quickly looked away, over her shoulder.

Lynette stumbled after her, then some common sense grabbed her: what was she doing?

She barely knew the first thing about Furina, who largely kept her story a secret, and here she was letting her have such power over her.

The ex-Archon seemed to reciprocate the shift in her mood, leading her into a twirl and then away from her – she didn’t look at her as she did so, focusing on the far end of the living room instead.

“It’s getting late. You should head back.” Furina concluded, walking away and gathering the dishes on the table. 

A part of her still dreaded the sudden coldness. Whenever she got close enough to finally peek underneath the act she was methodically pushed back. 

“Are you okay?” Lynette asked, but she didn’t dare walk any closer.

“Hm? Yes. Do you want any more mousse or can I put it away?” She disappeared in the kitchen briefly before making her way back to retrieve the cutlery she had left on the table.

“Why are you lying again?” 

“Gods forbid a girl is tired after spending the day out for work…”

“You keep pulling and pushing me away-”

“Lynette.” there was a certain finality in Furina’s voice that made her hesitate. She shut her mouth bitterly, “Go home.”

There was more hesitation between her and the door, but ultimately the frustration won out. She made her way to it, failing to offer any words of parting, and stomped the rest of her way home.

Her chest stung with the rejection just as much as her head swam with confusion – she couldn’t possibly be imagining the entire thing, right?

For the first time in a long time Lynette doubted her own senses, and she did so with unbridled fear.

“What’s wrong, child?” she startled in the entrance of her house – Father again. She had a sixth sense for when she was coming back home beaten, it seemed.

She quickly bowed and joined her hands, “Apologies, Father, did I wake you?”

“Of course not. I was heading out. What upset you?” She walked closer, brushing back some of her hair and rubbing one of her ears.

“I’m having trouble chasing after my stubborn brothers is all.” she tried to deflect – she flinched when even the gentle and chilly rubbing managed to cause pain to her sore ears. She flicked one back instinctively and Father simply followed the movement to press the flattened ear to her head.

After a second, she retrieved her hand, watching her attentively.

“Since your brothers are out, why don’t we have a cup of something together? We can catch up.” Lynette quietly panicked, trying to come up with a reason to avoid said proposal.

“I have to get up early to find Freminet…” she tried, but the Knave shook her head.

“Let them get hurt once in a while, Lynette. Making mistakes with their own hands will help them understand their flaws better.” Lynette grimaced when her Father confidently retreated into the kitchen.

Now, she knew she would have to confront her sooner or later, but couldn’t it be any other time?

She sullenly dropped herself in the first chair she came across at the table, letting her Father prepare the beverages instead.

“It’s late for tea – chamomile?” Lynette nodded, listening to the Knave tinker around between the ceramics and the stove. At least she had time to think up another convincing lie.

Father set down her cup of chamomile while she slowly sipped on a coffee – she looked at it disapprovingly but did not comment.

“I told you, child, I’m heading out.” the Knave reminded her, as if that was any justification, “Tell me the real reason that you’re upset.”

Lynette flinched.

“And I meant it when I told you to let your brothers sort their troubles out themselves – stop running yourself into the ground pointlessly.” She flinched again, her tail swishing around anxiously.

The Knave sighed, resigning herself to patiently waiting for her daughter to come up with something to say.

She wondered whether that would or should happen when she saw her run a hand over her face in distress.

Well, she would need to push her then.

“I do hope Miss Furina is behaving herself?” she piped up, maybe cruelly, and watched Lynette deflate. She didn’t, however, say anything – of course, she knew she couldn’t keep anything from her, “Do tell me, child. You could spare me the humiliation of apologising for a botched assassination attempt.”

Lynette ran her hand over her ear this time, “I don’t…”

Another stretch of silence before Lynette finally opened her mouth again.

“I…” after another failed attempt, the Knave went back to rubbing her ears to try and soothe her. Lynette grabbed her forearm for comfort and went back to ruminating on her troubles.

“I can’t understand her – I feel like I’m going insane.” she finally settled on. This was going to take some time.

“Understand her how?” Arlecchino prodded, taking another sip from her coffee. Lynette didn’t agree with the question and went back to overthinking in silence.

“She has these spells where she is cold – and she pushes me away.”

“You are still speaking in riddles.”

“I’m not! It’s just- it’s frustrating!” Lynette groaned – her ears both flicked back this time, “She won’t tell me what the problem is!”

The silence told her that her Father was demanding a better explanation. She really did not have the energy for this. She shrunk on herself.

“It’s just my fault – I walked myself into a corner.” 

Father’s cup clinked when it was rested back on the table.

“I feel lonely.” she finally admitted. She didn’t notice the words making their way to her lips but she saw them shatter against the table when they fell from her. More things came spilling out as if they were all tied together with a string, “Why don’t I have someone to listen to me?”

“I’m listening to you now.” The Knave stated, pulling her closer almost roughly, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and nearly making her fall from her chair.

She struggled to balance herself in the tight hold around her neck. If she was crying, it couldn’t be seen anyways.

“This is stupid-” she muttered, trying to free herself.

“Put it behind you quickly then.” after some more fruitless fighting, which at least hid the sobs, she finally relaxed into her Father’s hold, “What did Miss Furina do to break even your will?” She started again, leaving her no space to retreat.

Lynette moaned in disapproval.

“I can be embarrassing about it if you prefer.” The stretch of silence dared her to follow through with her threat, “Very well. A little birdie tells me you like someone…”

“Father…” Lynette begged, defeated.

“You’re not even denying it – it must be serious.” Arlecchino observed, amused.

“I have one foot in the grave.” Her Father chuckled.

“And what’s the matter?” Lynette sighed, clearly worn out into submission.

“I can’t tell what she wants – one moment she looks like she’s about to fall over herself trying to please me and the next she feels like she isn’t even there.” Lynette explained.

“Have you talked about the trial?”

“No. She keeps evading the question.”

“Hm… would you appreciate some advice?” Lynette nodded – she was at a loss.

“I think our dear Miss Furina does not quite understand the turmoil she’s putting you through. Try asking again, explain your point of view.”

Lynette grimaced, “I feel like I’m forcing her.”

“You both need to be able to communicate your troubles – stewing in this uncertainty is not doing any favours to either of you.” Arlecchino declared, releasing her daughter from her half hug.

“…okay.” she ruffled her hair one last time, much to Lynette’s dismay.

“Go to sleep now. I’ll handle your brothers in the morning.” Lynette duly stood up and turned to leave. She stopped in the doorway, fidgeting with the frills on her costume.

The Knave was suddenly overwhelmed with some kind of feeling, and it was rare these days: it was just yesterday that she was comforting a little child that had had one too many nightmares, standing in front of the door to her office with her tail wrapped around her own leg and her hands bunched up in her vest.

“Thank you, Father.” Lynette muttered, keeping her eyes on the ground – yet her words were entirely genuine.

No child stays a child forever. 

She waited for the girl to leave, getting the empty cups in the sink before leaving the house.





15. Chapter 15

Summary for the Chapter:
A quick lunch break spent surfing turns into smuggling drugs and finally letting out some repressed feelings.


Notes for the Chapter:It’s been a long road, but the time has come - you can have something good, Furina, as you deserve





Another wave lifted the surfboard and she rose and sank uncomfortably. The wind cut her bare skin but she fought the instinct to simply roll into the water again – she needed to get dry at some point.

The sun was unluckily quite feeble up in the sky, just strong enough to force the sunglasses on her face as she drifted around on the sea.

She sighed.

No, this wasn’t it either – it wasn’t scratching the itch. She had taken her lunch break to go and have a swim around and it hadn’t helped.

Lynette’s hurt face flashed behind her eyelids again and she punched the water beside her in frustration.

She took off her sunglasses and shielded her eyes with her forearm instead.

And now that the break was over she would have to go back and be hassled by the traveller and her ever-present shadow.

She gave up on trying to relax, standing up on the surfboard easily with the aid of her Vision. She propelled herself around, fidgeting with the item in her hands – she should have worn a diving suit, the cold was eating her alive even after the physical exertion.

Bare-chested like this she was going to catch a cold, but she hadn’t exactly planned the quick excursion.

She huffed, creating some waves to ride back to the spot she had left her belongings. She wished people would treat her like a normal person.

Not the way Xavier got on his knees and revered her, not the way the traveller ignored the ever-hanging knowledge of what she had gone through, and not the way Clorinde wouldn’t even look her in the eye anymore.

Why couldn’t it be easier?

If she told Lynette, would she also look at her with pity? Or would she push away the matter, uncomfortably keeping it just out of the corner of her eye?

“Shit!” her anxious fidgeting with her Vision finally resulted in the most obvious consequence: she lost her hold on it and it splashed into the water.

Did she even want to retrieve it?

She angrily dived in, swiping at the thing with her hands, but the currents she created merely made it sink faster.

After a couple attempts she gave up and simply followed it to the bottom, where it rested on the sandy seafloor.

She stared at it – of course, Furina, a token for your efforts!

She had sought power like this at some point, but merely to further her lies, to make them more credible.

She had no interest in a Vision, but it was all that had been given to her after everything. The only thing that reminded her that all of her pain was real and that it was chained to her for the rest of her life.

All she had ever asked of Neuvillette was to understand – yet he never had and in front of her was the proof that he never would.

She let the air escape her mouth, bubbling up to the surface. Deprived of her buoyancy she sank to the bottom along with her Vision and lay there.

Right, she was due back on set soon, she needed to get out.

She closed her eyes, letting the currents wash over her – she buried her arm in a wall of algae nearby to ground herself and followed the push and pull of the waves up above.

She should probably tell her – Lynette. It was unfair to keep all of her cards close to her chest while she tried so earnestly to chip away at her hand.

What would she like to hear from her, anyways? Honestly, her and her brothers were the last on her list of grievances – they had always been at odds, so their part in the trial had been no surprise.

No, it was Clorinde and Neuvillette, those were the betrayals that stung.

Navia was maybe the only one with every right to come for her head, whereas the traveller… she was an annoying and demanding loser and maybe she should stop talking to her.

So what would Lynette need to say to make it right? The bar was in the Abyss.

Knowing her, she would probably apologise about her part in their ploy to expose her, but Furina didn’t need her apology. Again, they were on opposite sides of the war and she couldn’t blame her for acting as she did.

Then what?

What was going to fix her? To fix all of this?

Maybe she did not need to be told anything at all – just being listened to without pretence and without shame would be a balm to her soul, the one she needed.

A stronger current pushed her so hard that the algae she’d been hanging on tore out of the soil and she went flying away.

She turned around, confused, and swam back to her Vision – in front of her, a meka made its way between the aquatic vegetation and then disappeared.

Well. That was weird.

She swam closer with the aid of her Vision this time, digging around the algae to find where the meka had disappeared, and found a tunnel. Small, nothing she could fit in, and man-made.

Furina stared for a moment, trying to connect the pieces, then she was interrupted by another meka propelling itself closer. She lightly patted a sting ray aberrant passing by and made quick work of the meka coming closer – the debris slowly and unevenly sank below.

She rummaged through it, even going through the scrap metal to find the serial numbers – sanded off. Between the debris, she found a sealed package. She looked around cautiously before swimming her way back to her surfboard.

Once back on top of it, she quickly made her way off to the shore. She merely made a mental note of where she was exactly before booking it.

She tried to get through the package with her hands but predictably failed. On the shore, she looked for the sharpest rock around and tried to break through the plastic material.

Synthe.

The bottles were padded together to ensure they weren’t hitting each other dangerously.

Well, she had an excuse to meet up with Lynette now – not that she knew where to find her.

She stopped for a moment: did this warrant a visit to her house? It was an important matter, and the chances for trouble were one in four. She needed to warn them.

A part of her rejoiced at having found an excuse to ditch the filming for a day.

She dried herself with the towel she’d brought with her, then quickly pulled on her trousers and her shirt, making quick work of its buttons. She bunched the Synthe up in her coat and hid the surfboard to retrieve it later.

“Veronique? If you could warn the others that something came up – I need to leave the set. Follow the instructions in here, you shouldn’t have any trouble.” she threw her notebook at the woman, turning away and running off without giving her a chance to question her.

She fidgeted her whole way back to the city, nervous about, technically, smuggling drugs, but managed to evade suspicion based on her good reputation.

Finally, she was in front of Lynette’s house.

“Okay.” she raised her hand, ready to knock, but was stopped at the wrist by someone behind her.

She shivered in recognition of the blackened clawed hand that had grabbed her.

“Miss Furina.” the Knave greeted her, neither pleased nor displeased, “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I, uh…” she thought of showing her the proof right away but grimaced at the crowded street, “I need to show you something. About that job you were… yeah. Can we talk inside?”

The Knave stared at her curiously.

“Why, of course.” she opened the door with her keys, but when she tried to make her way further inside she was stopped, “Just a moment.”

Furina relaxed a bit when the door closed behind her, reasoning that she was finally in the clear. She shifted her weight around, waiting impatiently.

Some voices distracted her for a moment – right, she was at Lynette’s place. Where Lynette lived.

Right.

The Knave walked closer and nodded at her, showing her the way to their dining room. She found Lynette standing at attention next to the table – she met her eyes but looked away after a second.

Her visual was unwittingly obscured by a snapping dark hand calling her to attention. She shook her head and unwrapped her coat, revealing the cut plastic package she had retrieved.

“I was swimming around when a recognition meka went past me and pushed me around. It buried beneath the algae in an artificial tunnel that was too small for me. However, it was followed by another one, and this is what it was carrying.” Both the Knave and her daughter curiously inspected the package – the former popped one of the bottles open and took a whiff. Lynette also sniffed at the contents but from a safer distance – she still covered her nose after the smell overwhelmed her.

The Knave hummed.

“Location?” She demanded concisely, and Furina took out a map she had grabbed at the aquabus station to take notes on. She studied it intensely before closing her eyes in contemplation.

“Very interesting. I suppose overlooking the possibility of yet another underwater base was a mistake – you would think we had the seafloor around the court mapped centimetre by centimetre, and yet…” The Knave wondered out loud, then pinned her back under her gaze, “And you ran out of the sea and to us just to report. How generous. Do you mind me asking a question, Miss Furina?”

“Yes. Pity we couldn’t get that sorted out. Guess I’ll leave now.” Arlecchino’s eyebrow twitched at the brazen deflection, but she did not give her any other indication of her annoyance.

Lynette averted her eyes, keeping her face neutral.

“Let me rephrase that. I was wondering why, with all the ties you have with Fontainian law and… unlaw, you came to me. Surely the Chief Iudex or the Champion Duelist were more honest choices? I hear you’re even working on set with the Captain of the Special Security and Surveillance Patrol. Spina di Rosula, even.” Arlecchino insisted, joining her hands politely in front of her.

“I selfishly just don’t want to talk to them.” Furina admitted, hoping the woman would back off. She hummed non-committedly.

“I see. Well, if you’ll excuse me it seems I have more work to take care of.” Furina watched the woman repackage the drugs and find an inconspicuous bag to take them around.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m taking these to be safely discarded. Then, I suppose I’ll find Freminet to scout around the area you indicated.” Furina stared at her retreat, still suspicious.

“Father, wouldn’t you rather I find Freminet for you? You should rest.” Lynette offered, breaking her focus on the woman now heading for the door.

“There’s no need – I meant to speak to him anyways.” her eyes settled on her again for a moment, then she turned away and opened the door, “Thank you for your help, Miss Furina. I hope this can be the start of a better relationship between us.”

She resisted the urge to scoff. Truly, she did – but she still rolled her eyes.

The door clicked shut.

“Would you like something to drink?” The tension disappeared instantly when Lynette addressed her – a different kind took hold of her instead.

“Sure. Tea is fine.” Lynette pointed her to the chair and she sat down, a bit stiff.

“I thought you were busy on set these days?”

“I took a break to go swimming at lunch, then I figured this was urgent intel… what’s left are mostly environment shots, they should be fine without me.”

“I see. Thank you, Father is losing sleep over the matter.”

The polite back and forth was putting her even more on edge – had she finally broken her? Had she pushed her away hard enough that Lynette had given up?

The terror coiled around her chest. All because she couldn’t be honest for ten consecutive seconds.

“Furina?” Lynette put a hand on her shoulder, making her jump, “You look pale. Are you alright?”

She took a deep breath, trying to calm down, “Yes, sorry, must be the stress.”

The room fell in silence again except for Lynette’s ministrations at the stove. How did someone even start a conversation like this?

Before long, her cup of tea was sitting in front of her barren eyes.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Lynette bent over the table to steal a look at her face, now sitting next to her in a chair of her own. Furina swallowed.

“Yes, I… I wanted to apologize for last night.” Lynette tensed up imperceptibly, “Sorry.”

They were in silence again.

“I just… want to understand, Furina. It hurts being pushed away like that – I don’t understand what I’m doing wrong. Do you… do you want me to leave you alone?” she grimaced at the table, stabbed by every word that slowly fell from Lynette’s lips.

“No, you… I’m sorry…” she muttered, trying to keep her voice together. She clenched her fists over her knees, “I like this and… you’re going to treat me differently.”

“I… can’t promise that nothing will change, but I can promise I’ll listen to whatever you ask of me – you can just tell me if I’m doing the wrong thing.” Furina sighed, feeling the edge of the sword at her throat.

“I… as you might have gathered from the trial, I’m not the Hydro Archon. I’m not any kind of God at all – I’m just a human.” Lynette nodded, waiting for her to continue, “500 years ago, the real Hydro Archon, Foçalors, who had been appointed after Egeria’s demise, decided she wanted to defy the prophecy and so she came up with a plan to fool fate. She cast away her humanity and made me.”

Furina took a deep breath.

“She hid herself in the Oratrice, then asked me to play the role of the Archon so she could work behind the Heavenly Principles’ back on a way to destroy her authority over Hydro and hand it back to the original sovereign. So she cursed me so I could not die and… she left me behind to fill in her shoes and hide her plan. I kept her secret all this time, and now… I’m free. I suppose.”

The words didn’t bring her any relief. They never did.

She didn’t dare to look Lynette in the eye.

“I- I know everything came together like it was supposed to – I’m not trying to earn your pity- I- I don’t know what I want.” she sobbed out the last part, then started cursing herself. Why did she have to cry all the time? “I don’t know. Maybe it’s never going to get better.”

A chair screeched on the floor and she felt a shadow loom over her – she shut her eyes, scared, but nothing happened. Two arms wrapped around her and squeezed her together.

The surprise quickly dissipated.

Yes, a hug was not such a bad thing. It might not be able to fix everything, but maybe she didn’t need Lynette to fix anything for her.

She slowly wrapped her arms around her waist, burying her face into her shoulder.

A hand carded through her damp hair, scratching her scalp lightly, and then she was gone. She stopped trying to keep it all together and shamelessly wailed until her voice was hoarse, and then some more.

Lynette held her through it in silence and never let her go – if she were to, she would fall to pieces on the floor of her kitchen, and they would have to pick her up limb by limb to put her back together just to find out the pieces didn’t even match.

She was probably bothering her, ruining her afternoon that she could be spending dozing off somewhere comfortable, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”

She buried her face deeper in her shoulder, hiding herself from sight.

“Furina, I swear…” Lynette started admonishingly, making her press her face even harder into her in shame, “It’s fine, just take your time.”

A hand went back to playing with her hair and she took a ragged breath like she had just broken out of stormy waters. The sobs kept shaking her chest but they became more muted.

She pinned the hand against her hungrily, holding Lynette’s wrist in a vice grip, then went back to gasping for air between the spasms of her diaphragm.

Lynette shifted around to pull her closer, flush against her. In those 500 miserable years she couldn’t have begun to fathom what it would feel like to be held like this.

A part of her begged, even closer, to the point they wouldn’t be able to pull apart even if they tried.

She sighed shakily, turning her head around and burying it in Lynette’s neck this time.

“Better?” she reached around and pulled back the strands of hair that had stuck to her cheeks. Furina closed her eyes.

She nodded into her, fearing her voice would crack miserably, or not come out at all. Lynette pressed her lips to her temple gently, and she melted into her arms.

She breathed in and opened her mouth, ready to mutter another apology, but Lynette cut her off, “Don’t you dare apologize again.”

She let the air go in a sigh, then mustered the courage to say instead, “Thank you.”

“Hm.” Lynette hummed, then started rubbing her back – or maybe she had been doing so for a while and she had been too lost to notice. Nonetheless, the pressure felt nice.

Dreadfully, she pushed back a bit and Lynette let her go, “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

She cursed under her breath some more at the sight of her make-up smeared all over Lynette’s vest and shirt – irreparably. No amount of wiping was going to help it.

Lynette looked at it with disinterest, simply shrugging, “I’ll just wash it, it’s fine.”

Furina retrieved a handkerchief to clean her face, which must have been in a similarly sorry state. While she worked, Lynette fixed her hair and smoothed down the top of her shirt.

She covered her hand again, gently this time, and pushed her face into it with a sigh.

“Thank you for telling me – I think I understand a bit more now. And sorry for-” the trial, the desperate begging and pleading flashed back into her mind. The scene stung more the second time around, “Sorry for the trial. I don’t know if it matters much.”

“It’s… fine. I don’t really fault you for it.” Furina spoke honestly – Lynette’s hand slipped from her cheek but she didn’t let go of her own. It was nice.

She rubbed her thumb over her knuckles in silence, letting the sadness ebb away.

“What’s worrying you? What do you need me to do?” Lynette asked, giving her hand a squeeze and stopping her fidgeting.

Furina sighed, exhausted, “I don’t know. I hate the pity but I hate when people try to act like nothing happened.”

Lynette hummed, thoughtful. She brushed another strand of hair out of her face – she would stop styling it in the morning if it meant she would do that more often.

“Why did you kick me out last night?” Furina’s throat closed up again, dreading the question.

She could lie. She supposed she could, but she was tired of it – and after the emotional turmoil she’d just braved she didn’t really have any energy to put into it.

“Lynette, I… I’ve spent these last 500 years piling lies one on the other – I don’t regret it. The people of Fontaine can exile me, Poisson’s inhabitants can hunt me down if it helps them. I’ll take it, I know what I’ve done. But I don’t know if I can give you what you deserve. You’re the first person I feel close to in so long- in the history of ever. You’re wonderful to me and I don’t want to cause you any hurt.”

Lynette opened her mouth, ready to defend her case to her, then stopped: her arguing was not going to change any of the citizens’ minds just like asking for Furina’s head to roll on the ground would not bring back any of the victims of the prophecy.

Furina hardly needed to be schooled about her own actions.

“Would you tell me if I hurt you, Lynette? Would you stop me?” She closed her mouth, letting the words sit between them.

For all the tall tales about Furina’s denseness, she was surely smarter and more sensitive than the Fontainians gave her credit for.

Lynette went so far as to even doubt her answer to the question, but she shook the uncertainty away.

“I will.” Furina looked at her, truly looked – and in turn she finally saw it: the person that hid behind all the pleasantries and the unwittingly calculated reactions. The person that had saved Fontaine. Someone gentle and determined.

For a second it seemed like some words would bubble over and out of her, but Furina shut her mouth and smiled instead – knocked-the-air-out-of-her made-her-heart-skip smiled.

Lynette blushed but failed to look away.

Some shyness seeped into it and Furina broke off her staring, “And are you going to tell me what’s wrong next time?”

Lynette watched her nod firmly, leaving no space for hesitation, and sighed in relief.

“Cake?” Furina giggled, then nodded her head. Lynette retreated in the kitchen for a moment and came back with two slices of dessert.

It perfectly complemented the tea, and she wouldn’t expect any less from her.

After they were done eating and chatting away, she leant back into her chair and let out an exhausted sigh.

“I’d stay but I fear I might pass out on your chair.” she started, trying to be as polite as possible.

“It’s fine, I have some errands to take care of myself.” Lynette stood and motioned to the door.

“What did you break?” Furina asked bluntly, “I can try taking a look at it before leaving.”

“First of all, not every errand I run is about repairing something I’ve broken.” Lynette admonished her, frowning, “Second: the dishwasher.”

Furina burst out laughing but was firmly pushed towards the entrance of the house.

“And last but not least, you look like you’d fall asleep on it and hurt yourself, so I’ll have to refuse this once.” Furina pouted, “No. No puppy eyes.”

“Fine.” Furina begrudgingly consented, “When will you have some free time again?”

“I’ll swing by when I can. Take care, I promise I’ll find some time soon.” Furina yawned, nodding lightly.

“Okay, see you then.” she stepped forward, wrapping her arms around Lynette’s waist – her tail stood on end, but it swung around slowly instead of the anxious wave it did when something was bothering her.

She squeezed her in a hug that she almost timidly reciprocated and then she turned around and left.





16. Chapter 16

Summary for the Chapter:
A lovely date.


Notes for the Chapter:The last chapter, we’re at the end of the journey - let’s close this story with a sweet ending

I’ll save my thoughts for after this chapter this time, so go on! enjoy :)





Navia was enjoying some time in relaxation, for once. Yes, Poisson wasn’t yet back on its feet, but the mood had lightened. The Fontinalia festival had definitely helped, and it was the biggest award to be able to look at the children going from door to door and giggling around some much deserved candy.

She leant back in her bed, reaching for her book and a delicious cup of tea, and sighed, content.

Then, her window burst open – and the tea was not in its cup anymore.

She reached for her parasol, pointing it at the transgressor, but stopped herself just a second before a dishevelled Lynette hopped in with her hands raised.

Navia let herself fall back in bed, putting a hand over her thundering chest. Her nightgown was soaked in tea. Thankfully it wasn’t hot after she had forgotten it on her bedside table for a while…

“Navia. I need your help.” The blonde looked away from the ceiling and at the younger girl – boy, did she look like it.

There were various tears in her blouse and suit, and even her tights hadn’t been spared. Her hair was in disarray, but Lynette was already on her way to undoing the bow behind her head to smooth it out somehow.

“Dear. Where did you crawl out of?” She asked, retrieving a handkerchief to dry her front – a futile endeavour. She stood up and left for her bathroom, where she shed the dirty gown and wore a fresh one.

“Work. I need a dress and to look presentable. Do you have anything I can borrow?” Navia re-entered her room to find Lynette staring at her pleadingly. 

“What’s the occasion?” she opened the closet, already getting to work. Thankfully, she and Lynette had a somewhat similar build – well, apart from the spilt tea this might turn out to be an entertaining evening… girls’ night! Girls’ evening?

“Date. Do you mind if I use your hairbrush?” she replied, trying to make her way through Navia’s toiletries. She had been in her room a couple times before but not to rummage through her things.

She was interrupted by a squeal and a bone-crushing hug. She was even lifted into the air. Lynette let out a strangled noise.

“Navia.” she tried to admonish her, and the woman put her back on the floor. The squealing started up again before she handed her a hairbrush and eagerly started going through her wardrobe.

“You need to tell me everything! Where are you going?” Lynette quickly brushed through her hair, relieved that she had found the time to wash it properly in the morning and managed to salvage it through her tribulations. She pinned it up behind her head. She barely had the time for a quick shower and to get dressed.

“Um, I think she said the new Inazuman restaurant that just opened?” Navia hummed, holding up some dresses.

“Okay, so nothing excessively elegant… well? Tell me! Who are you going out with?” Lynette hummed, trying to ignore her, so Navia rummaged through her brain for any potential candidates. Then, as if struck by lightning some of the happier memories from her night out with Clorinde and Furina resurfaced. 

Well, she hadn’t properly admitted being interested if she remembered correctly, but she did seem very partial to Lynette.

“I know! It’s Miss Furina, isn’t it?” she yelled, then regretted it – she hoped she wasn’t exposing her.

“Yes, now did you find-” Navia went back to squealing in relief, interrupting her. 

“That’s so cute!” Lynette’s ear twitched but she didn’t turn around. She was currently removing her make-up in the mirror, the star on her cheek completely smudged, “What colour are you going for? You’re always wearing aquamarine but I think you’d look great in purple.”

Lynette finally turned around to look at her choices – yes, the lilac dress seemed better. It wasn’t totally in her style, but it could do, “You don’t have anything covering the arms?”

“Hm, no, nothing fitting the occasion… is it a problem? Does it make you uncomfortable?” Navia wondered, bringing the strapless dress closer. The length was fine at least, reaching to her knees.

“I just have scars on my arms.” she shed her blouse, showing off the way her skin was littered with some white scars over her shoulders and arms. Navia inspected them with her fingers – they were mostly old except for a couple pinkish marks, “Do you think it’s going to be a problem?” 

“No, I don’t think she’ll mind if that’s what you’re asking me.” Lynette rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t hide a dusting of pink on her cheeks.

“I don’t want to draw attention.” Navia hummed, taking a couple steps back to examine her.

“I’m sure it’s fine. People are going to be focused on their meals, and you can wear a coat the rest of the time. Plus, toned arms? Flex a bit and you might not even get to the restaurant.”

“Navia.” Lynette berated her, and now there was more than just a small blush – how cute.

She giggled, clearly satisfied, “I’ll find you a pair of tights, get a shower.”

Lynette begrudgingly followed her instructions, shutting herself in the bathroom. As soon as she was out, Navia helped her wear the dress and style her hair while she took care of her make-up – they were a bit late, but she had come in without a plan. Navia had worked out a miracle, as always.

“You look stunning!” Navia clapped briefly at her success, and Lynette finally turned to the mirror to look at the finished product – she did look pretty good if she said so. She summoned her trench coat from her Vision space and put it on.

“Thank you, Navia. I owe you one.” The taller woman fixed the trench around her shoulders and she retrieved her Vision from the vanity – she was going to need that to jump out of the window and onto the aquabus.

“Are you going to come back and tell me everything?” Navia pleaded, hands joined in prayer. Lynette sighed, dreading her own answer.

“Okay, but I don’t know w-”

“Yes! Good luck, Lynette!” she was pushed towards the door by a hefty pat on her back, but she dug her heels and made her way to the window instead, “I… suppose that’s fine too! Have fun!”

“Bye, Navia.” Lynette answered, letting herself fall down to the ground just to cushion herself with Anemo. She had to grab the Clementine line back to the city, which should be passing by mount Automnequi soon. Once again, she dropped on the aquabus from above, startling even Aeval this time.

“Miss Lynette, please, jumping on the aquabus like this is dangerous…” she started, but looked at her curiously a second later, “Your dress is really pretty!”

“Thank you, Aeval. Sorry about jumping on the bus, it… it will happen again. Sorry.” Lynette spoke, guiltily watching the melusine deflate. It was better to be honest…

Finally, the aquabus stopped at the station and she hopped off with the rest of the commuters.

As she neared Furina’s place, nervousness started to take a hold of her – no, she had been certain this was what she wanted to do for a while now. She pushed the anxiety out of her mind forcefully.

Lynette found very little use in lying to herself – she believed the act to be a waste of time and a danger. After all, burying one’s head into the sand deprived them of any perception of their surroundings.

And Lynette also found half-things annoying: leaving a task halfway, being indecisive to the point of becoming stuck. That was something she’d had to truly tame about herself – after all, listening to Lyney come up with strategies was all about indecisiveness. She still struggled sometimes, taking things in her own hands when the planning and the arguing took too long.

Although she couldn’t control how her brother lived his life, she knew hers was made of absolutes – and usually it was easy, comfortable. Few things were worthy of her attention, even fewer worthy of her efforts.

Yet now she was faced with the opposite.

Every moment that she had to stew in these uncertain waters with Furina was a cup of tea that had become bitter after steeping for too long, a fan that didn’t know how to take a no, a mark that kept eluding her. 

It was driving her up the wall, truly: with the matter of Furina’s reasons finally in the clear, she found herself quickly smitten. Not even shame was mitigating her feelings – finally there was no obstacle between them and Archons, was she great at sprinting headfirst into what she wanted.

That was why she had to settle the matter at dinner that night. She couldn’t take it any longer – the need was even obscuring the possibility that after everything Furina might not be interested in her.

But when it did surface, and she sank in a gloomy mood, it only lasted until she was back in her room and the scent of Furina on the jacket she still hadn’t returned hit her nose.

She was going to burn the Court of Fontaine to ashes if she had to – so much for prophecies and divine floods.

In front of Furina’s apartment, she wasted no time in knocking. A few seconds, too many, passed before the lock slid out of place and there she was – Furina looked up at her, make-up on point as ever.

Under her dark blue vest, she wore a darker shirt in tulle that was embroidered elegantly. The trousers matched the vest, of course, and fit her hips snugly before they fell a bit more loosely around her legs.

Lynette felt her resolve waver, and more importantly her eyes refuse to rise to meet Furina’s. When, finally, she managed the mighty deed she found her in the same predicament.

Navia’s words rang annoyingly in her mind and she shook them out of her head.

This was going to be a long night.

“Sorry I was late, it took a while to wrap up at work.” Lynette finally started, hoping to stop the deafening silence from pushing her towards unwise choices.

“Oh! No problem, I’ve had quite a day too on set.” Silence again. Lynette moved to the side, letting Furina walk out of her apartment. The girl finally started back up into motion and walked out after grabbing her jacket, “Right, um… I’m starting to think the traveller is up to something again.”

“Not surprising. I suppose it takes a proactive individual to end up caught in political drama in five different countries.” Furina chuckled lightly, and made way towards the restaurant.

After that point, the night proceeded smoothly – it was easy to slip into conversation at the table while enjoying some truly delightful fish. She had never tried salmon raw but this was going right up in her favourites.

The dishes were all exquisitely delicate. She would have to come back soon with her brothers. Furina seemed to enjoy the food too, even if more cautious.

And if she found her staring at her sometimes it simply meant that she should add strapless dresses to her wardrobe.

“Feel like taking a walk? The festival is close and they’re in full swing.” Furina offered after they were finally outside. She was cold but she was not done with the night yet, so she easily agreed.

Some children still ran around accompanied by their parents and loudly exchanged the candy they didn’t enjoy for more prelibate pieces – many stands were offering a wide range of pastries and others were showcasing books and advertising their entries for the festival.

The street was crowded with Fontainians taking a look and enjoying sweets, chattering about the movies they’d watched and voted for.

“So, aiming for the Furina award?” Lynette poked fun at her while they walked in front of the stand. Furina pointedly avoided looking its way.

“No, the producer is the one who wins the prize…” she tried to fight, blushing and with a very small voice.

“They’re going to make you hold it.” Furina’s head dropped at the finality in her words – they would. She knew they would, “How’s the movie going, anyways?” 

“Quite well, we’re only missing the very last shots tomorrow.” Furina explained, thankful for the change in topic.

“I’ll try to see it, hopefully my schedule clears up soon.” when she turned around to the shorter girl she found her staring at her hand. Of course, she quickly averted her eyes under her gaze.

Determined to move her plans forward, Lynette reached for Furina’s hand herself. She had done so on different occasions in the past, but she still felt a pit in her stomach at the very last second, when the irrational fear of rejection kicked in. It was quickly eradicated by the fact that Furina’s hand wrapped around hers tightly.

After a squeeze, she let go and her fingers brushed over the top of her own to intertwine between hers. 

Was she an animal for always wanting more? 

“Um, anyways, uh- Yoimiya is very determined to find you at some point.” Furina tried to distract her, but it only succeeded in making her raise her eyes and notice just how red her face had become.

“Yes, I honestly wasn’t expecting her to become so obsessed with the latte.” Lynette allowed, turning away and unable to stop a small smile from twisting up the corners of her lips, “Would you like to walk on the city walls like the last time? It’s a bit loud here.”

“Sure!” Furina quickly accepted, and they both made their way up through the elevator just ahead.

Lynette flattened one of her ears against her head – of course, she was trying to get out of the crowded festival for more than one reason, but the bit about her ears hurting from the noise was true.

Furina blindly followed her around, completely lost to her whims, and Lynette finally stopped when she recognised the spot they were in.

“Why, if I remember correctly there’s a local legend nearby – want to go and check it out?” Furina joked, pulling her a bit closer by the hand. She stood on the border of the walk airily. It made her taller than her considering the heels.

Lynette rolled her eyes, pulling her back down before she could get any ill-conceived ideas.

Furina followed her, giggling.

They went back to looking out at the countryside, “You know, I can’t really see much in the dark like this.”

“Ah, right.” Lynette answered, earning another giggle.

“Can you? Do you have night vision like actual cats?” Furina wondered, trying to look in her eyes. 

“No, I don’t. But I can hear it.” she explained, closing her eyes. The rustling of leaves and the whisper of the wind cutting through the grass reached her ears ordinately, the rippling of water on the shore below them – nature always had the right sound. Not the harsh and clunky noises of the clockwork mekas or the chattering of humans talking over each other.

Just the essential things.

The way a heart beat and a chest rose and fell, all with its own rhythm.

When she opened her eyes she found Furina staring at her and smiling.

“It must be useful to have such sharp hearing.” she spoke, her voice melting into the ambiance as if it was meant to be part of it.

“My Vision helps too.” Furina looked at her indecipherably for a moment, “What is it?”

“I learnt to do another cool thing with my Vision, but you’re going to have to trust me I’m not taking us to get maimed by a water-spouting phantasm this time.” Lynette eyed her carefully as she spoke.

“Does the thing involve any kind of fighting?” she inquired evenly, a bit suspicious. Furina shook her head confidently, so she sighed and gave in, “Alright. What did you learn?”

Furina looked around cautiously, then when the people walking around the walls were distracted she pulled them both down the edge. Lynette couldn’t say that she hadn’t foreseen the eventuality, but she still dreaded it a bit. It wasn’t getting any warmer outside after all.

Furina stopped just shy of the water on the shore, holding her hand firmly. After mustering up the courage, she took a step forward – and her shoe did not sink into the water. The liquid rippled around her step, then around the next one.

“No way.” Lynette commented, watching her float above the still waters of the sea. Furina grinned.

“Your turn now. I should be able to help you walk too, as long as you stay close.” Lynette looked down. Swimming really wasn’t among her favourite pastimes, but she would be crazy to pass onto the chance to walk on water. Walk on water!

She took a timid step forward – her shoe collided with the surface of the water in much the same way Furina’s had. When she put her weight on it however, she wobbled a bit. Furina frowned and concentrated until she had solid footing over the surface.

“Okay… it’s a bit tricky without having physical feedback of the water’s pressure but I think I can handle it.” she commented under her breath. Lynette kept staring at her feet – she was walking on water.

What else was Furina going to learn to do with her Vision?

“Are you sure you’re not the Archon?” she asked, earning an amused chuckle.

“I suppose that I am half of it, but it’s the non-Archon part of it, so… a bit paradoxical, right?” Furina tugged her forward by their joined hands and they walked away from the shore. It was quite dark, but the moonlight shone and refracted without obstacle on the sea, so the visibility was better than on the city walls.

Under her feet, the seafloor was crystal clear. She could see the stingrays and the seahorses swimming around placidly. Hermit crabs scoured around the sandy bottom, but, being quite far from the shore now she couldn’t see them clearly. Algae fluctuated around placidly or paved some reefs down below.

At some point, Furina stopped pulling her forward and they simply stood around over the water.

“For how useful having a Vision is, I still don’t think it was given to me for the right reason.” Furina commented, joining her as she stared at all the life under her feet, “I don’t want a reward for what I’ve done, much less a reward I’ve never really cared about.”

“I definitely didn’t want to obtain it after being strong-armed into a play I wanted no part in – I think there is still too much for me to learn and unlearn.”

Lynette squeezed her hand, urging her forward and attesting to the fact that she was listening.

“What do you think justice is about, Lynette?” Lynette looked up then down again – she had never had much of a bond with the thing. At times, she hardly thought it existed. She supposed it was about revenge.

“Rightfulness, I suppose? A way to keep society rolling without a murder every other day.” she answered, earning a hum from Furina.

“I thought so too in the start. Justice is a way to settle the hurt. But after the first couple hundreds of years I realised that most likely, it’s about love.” 

“Love?”

“A justice that is right is born of a wish to help someone, protect them. The two things are intertwined: justice without love is brutal. A criminal needs to be sentenced with kindness, not with hate or vengefulness. And love without justice has no worth – there’s no love for a person incapable of seeking justice for others and for themselves. But… I can’t follow my own advice, I fear. I still find justice quite frightening. That’s why I still don’t deserve a Vision – but, I used to think that I never would. Now I think maybe there’s a chance.”

“What changed?”

Furina let out a small smile, following a pair of seahorses fighting playfully with each other.

“I learnt a little bit about love.” she confessed, never letting the smile fall. Her eyes rose, meeting hers halfway. Lynette’s chest constricted, full of adoration – enough to burst, “Sorry, I digressed a bit there.”

“I like listening to you.” Furina smiled at her, even wider. She always had this look like she had hung the stars in the sky – it felt humbling. Lynette was not capable of such a feat, much less was the kind of person who’d take the job into her hands.

But she liked feeling like Furina thought she was that kind of person. Maybe there was a chance for her to be.

She hoped that her training was failing her, that the feelings were seeping through the cracks and that she was looking at her like she hung the stars too.

“Know what would make the night perfect?” Lynette smiled, rolling her eyes.

“A badly executed waltz?” she joked, earning a giggle from Furina. This time, she offered her hands and waited for her to walk closer. Lynette did so eagerly.

It took a moment, of course – a couple rounds permeated with Furina’s laughter and her own muttered disapproval, before finally they were properly dancing… over the water. Lynette looked down, staring at the wildlife passing them by curiously now that they had noticed someone waltzing above them.

“Still looking down, are we?” Furina teased, bringing them closer. 

“It’s… we’re dancing over the sea.” Lynette looked up at her with an admonishing glare. Furina giggled, swinging her around carelessly.

Again, Furina twirled her around and away from her but this time she didn’t let go – she tugged her back, close, then looked down nervously.

“I should teach you more styles – and we should go to a proper ball. Dancing to live music is a different thing-” Furina started babbling after the silence stretched for too long.

Lynette just took a moment to stare at her – at the nervous chattering, the way Furina tugged her sleeve into place and refused to let go of her hand. A hum left her chest on an exhale and it interrupted her rambling, lifting the two mismatched blue eyes from the surface of the water. 

Furina stared up at her, shaking a bit with that blind yet timid worship.

Lynette sighed, trying to pull her closer, but there was only so much space for her to take. Finally, a surge of courage made her bend over – she stopped a hair’s breadth from Furina’s lips, and felt the small gasp she elicited on her own.

“Is it okay if I kiss you?” Furina tore her gaze from her lips, starstruck, and stared in her eyes haplessly for a moment before nodding vigorously enough to almost knock their foreheads together.

And then she leant down impatiently, with no space for hesitation – she brought a hand to the back of Furina’s neck, sealing their lips together, then tangled her fingers in the silky hair. Revelled in the pleased hum that left Furina’s throat.

Her lips were cold after running around in the winter air together, but also warm, almost hot – more importantly, they fit together perfectly, softly, and she needed the moment to last forever.

Furina finally snapped out of her daze, wrapping her arms around her waist – when they briefly separated because of the adjustment, she spent no time catching her lips in another kiss. 

More. Always more.

As she took a half-step forward, closer, the water deformed under her foot and she stumbled. 

The kiss broke off in a yelp as she tried to regain her balance under Furina’s startled gaze.

“No!” she finally snapped, pulling Lynette closer into a hug in the hopes to sustain her. The result was that the water grew unsteady under her too, and they crumpled to the surface with their knees partly sinking through.

At that point, Furina finally managed to return the water to a solid floor to stand on.

Carefully getting back on their feet, they stared down in silence – at partially soaked tights and a completely drenched pair of trousers.

Lynette started laughing. Furina looked mortified for a moment before she joined her.

“I’m freezing. Do you think we can get back to shore…?” Lynette wondered after she had gathered enough breath to speak.

“Of course. Of course, I’m so sorry.” Furina apologised, a bit of mortification and embarrassment returning to her red face.

“Take it easy.” Lynette poked fun at her, earning a frown.

“Well, we wouldn’t have fallen through if you hadn’t… um…” Furina started, going through indignation and then embarrassment again.

“You’re really cute.” Could she make her blush any redder?

Furina turned around, flabbergasted, creating new hues of crimson for her to enjoy.

Lynette hummed appreciatively, then her foot slipped through the water again. She started laughing as Furina fretted over her to make sure she didn’t tumble all the way down – this time she quickly corrected the pressure under her feet.

“I- stop! You’re seriously going to fall through the water!” she admonished her, but Lynette was having too much fun to let go just yet.

Close enough again, she wondered if she could kiss her on the cheek. However, the closeness and the staring alone were enough for the water to get a bit unsteady.

“Please, let us get to the shore.” Furina finally begged in a small voice, and Lynette gave in. Teasing aside, she did not feel like taking an impromptu dip in the winter sea, or making Furina go insane while trying to keep them afloat.

Finally on land again, Furina bent over and tried to squeeze the excess water out of her clothes, then emptied her shoes. Lynette copied her, although she was significantly drier.

“I’ll… I’ll walk you back, I’m sorry about the dress…” Furina apologised, but Lynette grabbed her hand for a reassuring squeeze.

“Furina, it’s fine.” she relaxed a bit with the reassurance, “For clarity’s sake, I really like you.”

Furina looked like she was on water again.

“You’re lovely and I was hoping you’d be interested in a relationship?” Lynette patted herself on the back for not stumbling through any of that, then moved onto being a little scared at Furina’s deer-in-the-headlights staring.

She dissipated her doubts again with more strong nodding.

“Let’s go then.” Lynette urged them forward, trying to keep her giddy smile to herself – when the adrenaline died down she would seriously get cold, but it was fine for now.

They stopped by Furina’s place first on Lynette’s insistence, and then she headed to her own house.

She peeked inside, a bit wary of crossing her Father’s way once again. Once in the clear, she slipped through the door.

“It seems our schedules are weirdly synchronised.” Lynette jumped – the Knave slid inside after her, then closed the door while her daughter composed herself.

“Good evening, Father.” she squeezed out, heart still thundering in her chest. She supposed it was her fault for failing to check behind herself, but she would never get used to how her Father never made any noise when she moved.

The Knave took a long hard look at her, and then ruffled her hair gently.

“Hm, this is a much better look. Good night, Lynette.” she exclaimed, thankfully sparing her of other questions. The Knave left, heading to her own room, and she remained standing in the hallway.

Yes, it was – she hoped it got even better. She couldn’t wait.


Notes for the Chapter:
And here we are… I’ll start by saying that I’m not done with them yet, I have more in the works - I want to write a part to follow Furina’s story closer and then to do the same for Lynette and her family, when they finally release Arlecchino, but it will be some time before any of these things are ready. Second but EXTREMELY important point: PLEASE if you make any content whatsoever for the ship send it to me…

And finally… thank you! I genuinely wasn’t expecting to receive this much of a response for a ship that barely exists! To everybody that indulged my little story, thanks a lot! You were all kind, and I’m glad I got to share my vision with you! And so, until we meet again… take care and see you :)





