
1. Chapter 1

Author’s Note:
i am SO happy to be posting something again!! i’ve had the idea for this fic basically since the update first came out, but it’s been a bit of a journey getting this thing finally finished. (the whole thing is prewritten!) i’m posting in chapters to switch things up a little, and also because i think it fits better with the way my scenes ended up ^^ i’ll be updating weekly till we’re done!

as is the norm with my fontaine fics, this takes place pre-canon! wriothesley is already the duke, though, so only around two years. this means that the arlecchino sq has NOT happened yet, and the sibs get to navigate this entire situation with absolutely zero context! fun times to be had all around.

 

cw for this chapter include mentions of child death, both assumed and actual, along with…general blanket House-isms.

 

i sincerely hope you enjoy!






It all comes to an end, as things often seem to do, with a mission gone wrong.



Lyney and his siblings have been sent to infiltrate a dinner party; one of those fancy, upper-echelon ones that only the members of Fontaine’s most elite are supposed to be able to attend, which means they’re meant to be sticking more to the shadows for this particular job. Normally, this would be no issue— the three of them have been together for so long many of the other children have compared them to a well-oiled machine akin to the ones Freminet likes to make— but Lyney’s little brother has been off since they arrived. Since long before that, even.



Lyney has caught Freminet in a different sort of quiet than usual on more than one occasion, expression drawn and eyes cast far, far off somewhere he doesn’t quite know how to reach. 



Normally, with a bit of coaxing, Lyney’s able to draw him back, and his baby brother will gently push away any probing questions with a small, tired smile, but that’s when they’re back at the House. When they have time.



Here, it only takes ten seconds.



The trick to events like these is to always move with purpose, and never stick around in one place for too long, lest you alert anyone nearby of the fact that you really aren’t where you’re supposed to be. 



And Lyney can do nothing but watch in horror from his vantage point as Freminet, when he’s smack dab in the middle of the main hall, stops right in his tracks, and stares.



It takes Lyney a few moments to even register what has actually caught his eye, because the sight itself is so simple and innocuous that it doesn’t immediately stand out to him.



It does to Freminet, though.



A mother, sitting alone at one of the tables, has all of her attention fixed on her son, who can’t be more than four or five years old. He has something clutched in his tiny hands, and is holding it up to her with a smile she mirrors tenfold. 



Freminet’s face grows more and more pale the longer he looks. His fingers find and grip the hem of his shirt.



And it only takes ten seconds. Dropping the illusion at parties like this is akin to casting a giant, blinding spotlight directly onto yourself— the guests are drawn to the outsiders among them like moths to a flame.




“Hey!” 

an authoritative voice barks, heels of shiny dress shoes beginning to pound on the floor, and Lyney throws out any chance of salvaging this the second he tears off after them.



They manage to escape, but not with any of the information they’d been sent to collect, and the blown cover means that they’ll need to wait for some time before attempting again.



Father already knows what happened by the time they arrive back at the House, because of course she does. She always does. 



“Freminet,” she says, when the three of them are lined up in her office, Lyney’s hands clasped firmly behind his back to prevent him from grabbing onto his little brother and never letting him go, “I assume your behavior tonight has to do with the information I provided you, yes?”



“Y— Yes, Father,” Freminet says. One of his hands is clutching the other wrist in a vice grip, knuckles white. 



Lyney bites down the part of him that wants to demand to know what this is about. They’re in enough trouble as is. 



“And I assume,” Father continues, standing from her desk and fixing Freminet with an impassive stare, “That you are well aware how said behavior has provided an answer to the question I had posed to you?”



Freminet goes completely, entirely still, save for his eyes, which begin to grow wider and wider with what Lyney can only describe as absolute 

terror.




“…No,” Freminet breathes. He gives a miniscule shake of his head, then a larger one, more furious. “No, no, Father, I— I can…I can still— I would never—”



“Freminet,” Father says, tone firm enough that it stops the stream of words from his mouth completely, “There is little purpose in lying to me.” She cocks her head, and the red in her eyes seems to get even more vibrant. “Can you honestly tell me that what happened tonight will not happen again?”



A mix of fear and dread have started to coil around Lyney like a whip, and he can’t hold himself back anymore.




“Father,”

 he tries, and though Lynette and Freminet’s eyes both jump to him, Father’s do not move.



“You have made your true desires quite clear,” Father continues, ignoring Lyney entirely. “And, as such, I no longer see you fit to continue on as one of our members. Not if you are willing to so recklessly endanger your family, as you have more than well demonstrated to all of us.”



That gets Lynette to break, too. Lyney hears it, the scuff of her shoes against the floor as her normally impeccable balance slips.



“…Father?” she says quietly, unsure.



Freminet’s hands are gripping at his shirt, face as white as a sheet. 



“This is nothing more than a choice you’ve made for yourself,” Father says, face still entirely unreadable. “You’re all more than well aware of the rules, are you not?”



Lyney’s head recites the words automatically, no matter how much he wishes not to think of them;




All those who betray the House pay with their lives.




Lyney can’t breathe.



“Father,” he tries again, “Freminet would— Freminet would 

never—”




“But he would,” Father says simply, “And he has.” She crosses her arms. “Equity and empathy are admirable ideals to uphold, Lyney, but not within these walls. Not within the sort of lives we lead. The 

rules

 and 

order

 are the only things keeping all of us alive, and they must be maintained. No exceptions.”



“I want to stay,” Freminet whispers, voice shaking around every word. “I want to stay, Father, I— I promise. I 

promise.”




Something in Father’s eyes hardens. “Promises mean nothing without any actions to support them upon, Freminet.” 



Freminet makes a choked, desperate gasping sound, and hunches forward into himself. His entire body is trembling. Father only watches him silently, unmoving.



Lyney’s feet feel cemented to the floor.



“Punish me instead,” he croaks, unable to take his eyes off his brother, who begins shaking his head vehemently at Lyney’s words. “Please, Father. Punish me instead.”



Father doesn’t respond. Her fingers drum on her arm once, twice, before she strides to the other side of the room, and places her hand on the doorknob.



“I will return in ten minutes,” she says, “And I will be speaking with Freminet alone once I do.”



When she leaves, the sound of the door closing behind her rings with a terrible finality.



Whatever tension has been freezing Lyney in place shatters, and he stumbles towards his baby brother in a daze. Freminet lets out an awful, keening wail as Lyney pulls him into a tight, crushing hug. He rests his chin on the top of Freminet’s head, and clenches his jaw tight enough to snap as he tries to hold himself together.



He feels Lynette’s hand grip his shoulder, silent yet desperate, and is very, very glad neither of his siblings are able to see his face. 



“I’m— I’m so sorry,” Freminet hiccups, fingers clenching and unclenching around the fabric of Lyney’s sleeve. “Father told me…my 

Maman 

is alive, Lyney. She’s 

alive, 

and she’s been locked up in the Fortress, but her sentence ends 

tomorrow,

 and I—” he shakes his head, “I’ve tried not to, but I’ve been counting down the days, and— I’m 

sorry, 

Lyney, I’m—”




“Shh,” 

Lyney manages, around the rising lump in his throat, because the past few months have begun to make a lot more sense.




Oh, Freminet.




“I’m not mad,” Lyney continues, combing his fingers through his little brother’s hair. “Not at you. I could…I could 

never 

be mad at you. Not for something like this.”



And Freminet continues to cry, and Lyney continues to hold him, and Lynette’s hand on his shoulder continues to slacken the more upset she gets. 



Lyney and Lynette still leave within those ten minutes. Freminet half pushes them out the door. 



Lyney hates himself more and more with each step he takes, but he knows he can’t do anything else.



They run into Father on their way down from her office, and she comes to a stop when she sees them. A small part of Lyney, exhausted and devastated and half-delirious, wants to go to her for…something. He doesn’t know what. 



“Father,” he says instead, throat dry and voice hoarse, “What are you…what are you going to do to him?”



He isn’t entirely sure why he asks. Everyone at the House already knows the answer, even if it remains largely undiscussed.



Father doesn’t respond immediately.



“He no longer wishes to be with us,” she says, eventually. “I am going to do what needs to be done.”



Then, she turns, and leaves.



Lyney and Lynette still haven’t moved from the hallway by the time their baby brother begins to scream.




















There are exactly three mirrors in Freminet’s house. 



The first, an old, slightly scuffed antique with a frame made of bronze, lies hanging in his 

Maman’s 

bedroom, left over from the previous owners. Freminet had polished it up for her, and hasn’t gone over to look at it since.



The second, a tiny, handheld one with the lower half long since broken off, is mounted to the wall of their equally tiny washroom. His 

Maman

 assures him regularly that she’ll keep looking for a proper one, but Freminet doesn’t mind the size. 



The third, large and fully standing and something his 

Maman 

had likely spent a great deal of Mora on, sits entirely ignored in Freminet’s bedroom, and spends most of its time covered with whatever clothes Freminet can spare to not use for the week. 



He still remembers, that first night, when he’d pulled off his shirt to get ready for bed and the action had caught his eye in his brand new mirror sitting in his brand new house, and he’d turned and seen— and seen—



There’s this one story, from 

Tales of a Snow-Winged Goose

. A group of sailors are lost, far out on the open sea, until the sky lights up with a thousand stars, and they use the threads of dazzling constellations to guide themselves back home. 



Freminet’s skin, in almost a similar way, is covered in scars. Mottled ridges and faded lines that spread over nearly his entire body— only the pictures they paint are not ones he can decipher. 



Because, for over a decade, Freminet has done nothing but live in the Court. He’s lived a very simple life in the Court, alone, and done nothing but work part-time at the clock shop and go diving in the ocean whenever he has the time.



These are not the wounds of a diver. These are not the scars of a mechanic.



These are not even marks he 

remembers, 

and the warm, prickling words at the back of his mind that attempt to assure him that they’ve always been there sound off. Looking at them brings unease in his gut and ash on his tongue, and so— he doesn’t. He lived a very simple life in the Court until his 

Maman 

was released, and so he keeps his shirt on and his eyes averted and doesn’t dare bring them up around her. 



He still isn’t sure if she knows about them, but he isn’t very inclined to ask. The Fortress clings to her in the shadows under her eyes and the paleness of her skin, and he can tell she doesn’t want Freminet to worry about her just as much as Freminet doesn’t want her to worry about him. He keeps his sleeves long even on the hottest summer days, and she dresses herself up even for afternoons filled with nothing but household chores, and they sit and have meals together behind walls of carefully constructed glass.



Freminet loves her with everything he has and yet misses her with even more— which he knows isn’t a fair thing to say, because he also knows exactly where she’s just come from, and knows that she’d likely say much the same about him. The last time they’d seen each other, he’d barely come up to her knees. 



And his 

Maman 

wants to get to know him as he is now, as the person he’d grown up to be, because of course she does, but he sits at their table and feels like he has nothing to give her.



Because Freminet spent ten years living a very simple life in the Court, and yet he can’t seem to focus on a single detail of it. Because the scars that mar his skin spell out a story he’s seemingly forgotten the words to.



Because, apparently, he has to discover himself alongside her. 



Freminet has never considered himself particularly brave, but now he finds himself startling at even the smallest 

bang 

or 

crash, 

heart immediately shooting up into his throat. During the day, his body aches with old pains he doesn’t know the source of, but at night it buzzes with a nervous sort of energy that keeps him awake long after he’s gotten into bed. 



He also doesn’t tend to regard himself to be someone immediately worthy or deserving of being invited into someone’s company, but sometimes he blinks and finds himself making room for two more people to walk beside him on the street. Doesn’t immediately think to feed the stray cats that gather outside the door of their cottage, because, surely…someone else already has.



But they live alone, just the two of them. And his 

Maman 

is usually off at work. 



Lying on his bed one night, idly tracing a scar along his forearm with a finger, Freminet lets his mind wander. 



Deep down, despite how strange others may find it, Freminet has always wanted to believe in the good of the world. In the kindness of strangers, even if he hates to trouble them for it, and in the parts of his favorite fairytales that trickle out from his imagination into his perception of reality.



And for a decade, Freminet had lived a normal, simple life in the Court. He’d worked at the clock shop when he could, sharing his design ideas and fixing up any old machinery that was brought in. He’d gathered materials for Madame Estelle, and had shyly watched fishermen from afar until they’d laughed and offered to teach him how to properly cast a line.




And you got all of these marks throughout those years, didn’t you? 

his mind coos, and it’s the easy answer, except for all the ways in which it isn’t. Because Monsieur Livre is is nice, and Madame Estelle is friendly (though sometimes slightly overwhelmingly so), and trying to attribute any of his scars to them is like trying to complete a puzzle with pieces that don’t at all fit.



The thought is a double-edged sword. The wounds, the fear, the fire— they had to have come from 

somewhere, 

and if the answer deliberately trying to lay itself out for him isn’t the right one, then…there’s more going on here than he realizes. Than what he remembers.



When Freminet was younger, he’d sit and imagine himself to be a machine. He can’t really remember the reason as to why, but he knows that he had. 



Now, though, he feels like he’s truly become one. Someone has taken out and replaced his skeleton when he wasn’t looking, and now operates each of his limbs of their own accord. Disassembled his insides, and built them back together using parts that weren’t originally his. 



Though they had left some out, clearly. Why else would Freminet feel so unspeakably, indescribably 

lonely, 

despite having finally gotten everything he’s ever wished for?



There is a hole carved at the center of Freminet’s chest, gaping and bottomless and longing to be filled.



All he has to offer it are echoes in his ears and soot on his tongue. 


















The woman arrives at the Fortress when Wriothesley is still a teenager. 



He’s been there long enough to know not to try talking to her— not where any of the guards can see, not while he’s meant to be working— but he still finds himself quietly taking stock of as many details as he can. An old habit from an old life, though one he still hasn’t quite managed to shake. 



The guards hauling her down to the production room are nowhere near gentle, but she keeps her jaw set and chin held high. Her dress is dark, but not enough to mask the even darker stains spattered along its front, and the way she moves her hands make Wriothesley’s knuckles twinge in a shared, remembered pain.



They say she’s a mother. 



This, at first, is what Wriothesley thinks makes her sit beside him in the cafeteria one day during their single, 30-minute break. He knows he’s one of the youngest convicted inmates, but he certainly doesn’t need any unnecessary coddling or misplaced pity. 



And she doesn’t look that much younger than— well.



“I wanted to apologize to you,” she says, apropos of nothing, when they’ve both been sitting in uncomfortable silence for long enough that it’s clear he isn’t going to be the one to start talking first. “I…had read about your trial, back when it happened.”



“Okay,” Wriothesley says, tightly. He keeps his gaze fixed firmly on his tray. Whatever she’s going to say, it’s likely nothing he hasn’t heard before. Most of it having come straight from his own mouth.



“I didn’t quite understand it, at first,” she continues, as if he hadn’t said anything. “How someone could be led to do something so extreme, even in such a terrible situation. And I judged you for it, at first. Quite heavily.” She takes a breath, and it stutters on the release. “But then…But then these men were going to take my 

son.”




Wriothesley’s knuckles sting. He still doesn’t let himself look up. “…So you killed them?”






The woman lets out a small huff, filled with mirth. “Oh, I certainly tried.” She grips the cup a little tighter. “And that failure is probably the only reason I’ll ever get to see Freminet again.” She squeezes her eyes shut, then takes a deep breath, and draws her hand back. She musters up a small, barely there smile. “But you’ll be out of here before any of that.”



Wriothesley swallows. Thinks of blood, seeping into the floorboards, dark and indistinguishable. Bile rises in his throat before he can swallow it down, and he can’t stop himself from blurting;



“I shouldn’t, though. Not when—”



He clamps down on his tongue, hard, and doesn’t let himself finish the rest of that sentence. 



The woman’s eyes shift with an understanding he doesn’t know what to do with. She looks at her tray, and pushes some of the food around with her fork.



“My little boy loves fairytales,” she says, slowly, like keeping her voice steady is a great effort all on its own. “He believes in stories, and happy endings, and all the goodness in the world. I know what I must look like, to him. Especially after— after where I’ve made him go.” Her shoulders stiffen, and some of her features slacken. “…But they were going to 

take 

my

 son.”




Wriothesley wouldn’t say they become friends, after that. Though he doesn’t tend to consider himself as being ‘friends’ with anyone, really. (He won’t for quite a long time, and even then, not even at his own insistence.) And any sort of parental label for her makes his stomach churn, so that’s out the door, too.



But she quietly looks out for him, and he quietly lets her. She helps him hide his rapidly growing coupon stash— even readily hands over some of her own— and doesn’t take no for an answer when he needs to be quite literally dragged to see Sigewinne after a particularly rough Pankration match.



She’s wrong about him getting out before her, of course, but that’s alright. It only means he gets to try and offer as much help to her as he can. 



So, he does some digging. Sets her up with a house, after having Neuvillette get him a list of available properties. Calls in a favor from an old man he used to do extra production zone work for, and finds her a job. Has a few Melusines scratch the shopping itch they’ve been chattering his ear off about, and gets her some fresh clothes. 



The only thing he can’t seem to do, is find her kid. 



Wriothesley would not ever deign to call himself an idealist, but a part of him refuses to believe that, after everything, the kid is just gone. He doesn’t want to tell her, after everything, that her kid is gone.



She’s never offered him very many details about those last, final days with her son, and he’s never offered her much about his last, final days on the streets, but he knows enough.



So, he keeps digging. And, apparently, hits a minefield.



“I’ve heard a certain prisoner of yours is set to be released shortly,” says none other than the 

Knave 

herself, calmly sipping a cup of tea after she’d invited herself into his office with about 30 seconds of prior notice— not that he’d had any intention of turning her away, since he does, occasionally, value his life. “I happen to know where her son is.”



Only Wriothesley’s years on the streets and near decades in the Fortress have him successfully temper down any genuine reaction to that. He raises an eyebrow. “Really.”



“It is of my understanding that you two are close,’ the Knave says, and Wriothesley absolutely does not want to know how she knows that, but also probably very much should. She produces two small vials from her jacket, both seemingly empty save for a single, flickering flame, and places them on his desk. “If you have any interest at all in their reunion coming to fruition, then you’ll give this to her tonight. Take the second for yourself once you’re done.”



This is nowhere near what Wriothesley had been expecting when she’d started this conversation.



“I’m not exactly in the interest of poisoning my inmates unprompted, Lady Knave.”



She smiles at him, tight-lipped and deadly. “I don’t think you’ll find yourself much fond of the alternative, Mister Duke.” 



He keeps his expression steady. “Is that a threat?”



Hers is just as immovable. “Is that a question you want answered?”



Fine. He can see they aren’t getting anywhere with this. He leans back in his chair. “Alright, alright. Message received.” He cocks his head, narrowing his eyes at her. “Who’s to say I fully follow through, though? How would you know?”



She smiles, again, and crosses one leg over the other.



“Oh, Mister Duke,” she says, tone laced with the smallest hint of amusement, “I 

always

 know.”



The next day, Wriothesley finds word on the kid, spotted in an alley in the Court. He can’t quite remember why it had been so difficult. 








 











Freminet dreams of a hand in his hair.



His eyes are closed, but he can feel the sunlight on his face, and the warm presence of two people on either side of him.



Fingers comb through his bangs, in a different way from how his 

Maman 

always does it, and a voice says something— maybe to him, maybe not; he can’t be sure. The sound of it is so muffled, it’s as if Freminet is hearing it from underwater. 



The other person chuckles, and Freminet feels his own mouth turn up into a tiny, nearly-imperceptible smile. The other two people must spot it, though, because a finger pokes at his cheek, and the hand in his hair begins ruffling it playfully, and the sun on Freminet’s face is warm and he feels so safe and happy because it’s just him sitting out here with his—



Freminet opens his eyes. Blinks. 



His room is dark, and quiet. He can see the moon illuminating his window.



He blinks again, then once more.



His scalp tingles. He rubs at it absently.


















The House does not mourn. 



Though death is a constant inhabitant among them, it often remains invisible; recognized only in silent understanding rather than direct address. 



For the younger children, it’s easier to ignore the fates they inevitably send some of their targets to, because Father always makes sure to close the door. This becomes significantly harder once you find yourself on the other side of it. 



If a member is killed on a mission, any vigil becomes a time for reflection. A fuel for motivation, to sit down and think of all the ways to ensure the same mistakes are never made twice.



Traitors are given nothing but the acknowledgement of their standing. One day, a member will be there, and the next, they won’t, and those that were close to them walk down to breakfast in the morning with their mouths drawn and fists clenched, because surely anyone that grieves a traitor to the House too deeply would be seen as one themselves. 



So Lyney’s little brother dies, and they don’t hold a funeral. 



Lyney’s little brother dies, and Lyney goes down to breakfast the next morning. His sister sits on his left.



It’s a selfish, despicable thought, but Lyney is almost glad for the lack of official ceremony. It lets him imagine, despite each day that passes, that the front doors will swing open one day, and Freminet will step inside, safe and whole and 

alive.




The comfort the idea brings tastes saccharine sweet. If his baby brother really did come back, Lyney doesn’t know if he’d ever let him within the walls of the House again. 



His thoughts have been filled with words like that, lately. 

If. Maybe. 

His imagination has been running wild ever since he heard that terrible, awful scream, like Freminet’s spirit itself has decided to burrow its way into his heart and guide his head.



Lyney doesn’t consider himself the type to believe in ghosts. He can’t decide if this is when he wants to finally start.


 

 








 


Freminet dreams of the ocean. 



He’s on his back, lying just below the surface, and each movement of the currents sends a familiar wave of calm through him.



He hears splashing, and suddenly, he’s looking up at two figures, features blurred and distorted by the water above him.



One of them calls his name, he thinks, and then a hand is suddenly being thrust into the water in front of him. It’s extended, like he’s meant to grab it— but when he moves to do so, he finds that his limbs are too heavy. The calm washing over him is dragging them all down, down, down.



They call his name again, but the calmness blanketing him is beginning to turn oppressive, and numbing, and he can feel his desire and will to even open his mouth to answer at all slowly ebbing away.




Freminet! 

someone calls, sounding clearer and more insistent then ever, but Freminet is sinking, now, deeper and deeper, and he watches those blurry figures only get smaller as he goes, before—



All the water suddenly drains like a cork being popped, and Freminet crashes to a tile floor, coughing.




I’m sorry,

 says a little boy’s voice, as a broken water pipe sends a cold, hard spray all over them both. 

I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.




Freminet pushes himself up with his hands, turns to tell him that it isn’t his fault, opens his mouth, and—



“No,” says Freminet, quietly, to his ceiling. His lamp swings slightly from the breeze coming in through his window. 



There was more to the sentence than that, he thinks, but everything else has evaporated save for the lingering feeling that it needed to be said.



“No,” he says again, with more force, but significantly less surety.



The feeling doesn’t abate. 
















Lynette has never been much of a storyteller. 



Lyney loves to tell her, with slightly exasperated fondness, that her speech is about as flowery as a trodden blade of grass. Lynette loves to shrug back at him in response. 



When they first met, she and Freminet had originally bonded over both being on the quieter side, but as they’d grown closer, Lynette had started to see that this didn’t stem from all the same reasons. 



Lynette likes saying exactly what needs to be said, and not much more. She likes to speak her words and emotions plainly, and dilutes them with wires and metal when she can’t— but, at the end of the day, her thoughts always end up coming out one way or another. 



Freminet, on the other hand, has a head full of ideas he never voices for fear of doing so incorrectly. His shyness is a temperance, his words a funneling down of all the incredible, beautiful pictures constantly painted across his mind and imagination. 



When they were younger, whenever Freminet wanted to introduce one of his favorite characters to her, he’d always read out something directly from his book, like he wasn’t confident enough in doing it himself despite knowing nearly the entire thing by heart. 



While she listened, Lynette would always enjoy looking at the expressions on Freminet’s face, mostly because she knew they weren’t intentional. The slightest, excited flush to his cheeks, the tiny little glimmers in his eyes, the barest hint of a smile toying at his lips.



Lynette has never been much of a storyteller. Her little brother always was.



After she loses him forever, she decides to go to a bookstore.



Finding Freminet’s favorite storybook doesn’t take very long. There are a whole assortment of editions and copies, though none of them look like the edition he’d had. It, along with the rest of his things, had been gone by the time the sun had risen.



Lynette picks one at random, and pulls it out. She flips to the story about Pers, and stares down at the text for a long, long time.



If Lyney had been with her, he’d probably insist on her buying 

something, 

with how late it’s gotten by the time she finally leaves. Lynette just closes the door. 



She doesn’t know what she’d been expecting. 



They’re just words on a page. All Lynette knows how to do is read them.


 

 











Freminet dreams of burning. 



He thinks people are calling out to him, yelling his name, but the second he turns towards the sounds, they vanish away into dust that floods his lungs and covers his eyes. 



His entire body is ablaze, and any thought that lingers in his head for too long ignites with a searing burst of agony, leaving nothing but ash.



The fire rages, whiting out his vision and swallowing him whole, and all he can do is stand there and scream, and scream, and scream.




“Lyney!” 

Freminet chokes, gasping awake and shooting upright in his bed, face caked in tears and sweat. He grips at his hair. “Lyney, Lyney, Lyn— Ly…Ly—”



The name withers away on his tongue. He isn’t even sure if it had been a name, anymore. His head feels heavy, still laden with smoke. 



There’s the sound of the door banging against the wall as his 

Maman 

rushes into his room, her worry so thick it’s nearly palpable.


“What’s wrong, chéri?” she asks, voice hushed, as if she speaks too loudly he’ll shatter, and then there are trembling hands cupping his cheeks. “Oh, chouchou, what happened?”


It’s the same question he can’t seem to stop asking himself. He doesn’t have an answer for either of them.



Instead, Freminet throws his arms around his 

Maman’s 

waist, buries his face into her chest, and 

sobs, 

over piles and piles of soot. 















Notes for the Chapter:thank you so much for reading! i do apologize for the sheer amount of angst in this first chapter, but don’t worry! better times are coming. eventually. i am entirely incapable of writing sad endings, haha.

please consider leaving a comment or kudos if you enjoyed!! the sheer amount of serotonin injected directly into my veins immediately upon reading one is truly quite impressive. i would love to hear any thoughts you have! ^^

see you next week :)






2. Chapter 2

Notes for the Chapter:happy wednesday! i come bringing more angst, haha. i’m happy to see so many people so invested in this already!

 

cw for this chapter: depictions of a severe panic attack/flashback, and implied/referenced torture.





One afternoon, Freminet finds himself in the Court. 

This has become more of a rarity, ever since he’d reunited with his  Maman and moved into their little cottage up in the mountains. With all the dissonance he’s been feeling just between what he remembers and what he sees, he doesn’t think going to the place where all of these problems seemingly originated from will make things any better. 

But they’d needed some more groceries, and his  Maman had been off at work, and since Freminet has decided to be helpful to her and contribute in a way he couldn’t when he was younger, he’d elected to go and buy them himself. 

On the way to Monsieur Boucicaut’s stall, Freminet passes through the main plaza, and finds a crowd of people gathered to watch…something. He can’t quite see what it is, with how much of his view is obstructed, but based on the delighted gasps and rounds of applause from the audience, he guesses that it must be some sort of performance. 

Despite his usual dislike for crowds, Freminet can’t deny how much he genuinely enjoys things like this, with how some performers seem to have the ability to transport onlookers to an entirely new world of their own creation. When standing on his tiptoes and craning his neck still proves ultimately useless in terms of getting a better view, he resigns himself to working his way through the large mass of people in front of him.

A tall man at the back, once he spots Freminet, likely takes pity on him, and shifts over to allow Freminet an easier way to slip in closer to the front.

Now more in the middle, Freminet is almost able to see the performers in full. Between the arms and elbows of the two women in front of him, Freminet can make out a young boy and girl, hair a matching shade of light gray, wearing coordinated outfits that are perfectly suited for the magic show he can now see they’re putting on. 

The density of the crowd means he’s quite close to those women in front of him, though— enough to be able to smell the perfume one of them is wearing. It’s something floral, he thinks— Marcotte, maybe, or Sweet Flower— but the scent sends a shiver of nervousness down his spine for reasons he can’t explain.

Freminet tries to ignore it, tries to focus on taking in the show that these performers must have spent a great deal of time on preparing, but the feeling only seems to grow more and more noticeable the longer he stands there. 

It seems like, with each breath he takes, his chest gets just a little bit tighter. 

 What is this?  he thinks, slightly panicked, as anxiety that’s been slowly prickling down his spine abruptly sharpens into dangerous, pointed  fear. What’s happening to me? 

Someone must move very suddenly on the other end, because the entire crowd is jostled into collectively taking a few steps to the left. Freminet’s feet feel rooted to the ground, but when another audience member abruptly bumps into his side, he jolts so violently that he loses his balance and crashes forward onto hard stone— right in front of the performance area.

There’s a few sounds of surprise from the crowd, and Freminet thinks a woman might ask if he’s alright, but he can’t focus on anything besides the jittery feeling rapidly spreading through his entire body, and the cloying scent of flowers in his nose. 

A hat hits the ground, and rolls to a stop in front of him. Freminet looks up.

The boy and the girl, who had been halfway through a trick Freminet hadn’t been paying very close attention to, have both frozen, faces turning as pale as their hair. Cards spill out all over the street as the boy’s hands, visibly shaking, move to clamp over his mouth. The girl’s body, ears, and tail have all gone stiff and still, with the only sign of any kind of movement from her at all being the thundering surge of emotion swelling behind her eyes. 

They’re staring directly at Freminet. 

The entire  crowd is staring directly at Freminet.

People are still trying to talk to him, and the performers aren’t moving, and the smell of flowers is so strong he’s nearly choking on it, now, and it’s all very quickly becoming too  much. 

His heart is still slamming against his chest for reasons he doesn’t understand— and that fact alone is also making him even  more  nervous— but every instinct he has is screaming at him to  run,  and  get away,  and find— find  someone. 

He can’t really do that last part, as much as it causes an inexplicable lump in his throat at the thought; whoever his heart is begging for him to turn to remains stubbornly unknown and unnamed. He can’t very well go looking for something he doesn’t know how to find, but he  can  at least just…  go. Somewhere. Anywhere.

A desperate wail sounds in his ears, and maybe it comes from him, or maybe it doesn’t; Freminet’s world has currently shrunk down to the blaring, blinding, unignorable alarm in his head telling him to get as far away as he can, as quickly as he can.

And so, Freminet gets to his feet, stumbles his way back out of the crowd, and  bolts. 

 

 


 

 

Magic is…different now.

Not unenjoyable— Lyney doesn’t think it could ever really be— but when he’d lost his little brother, he’d almost expected to lose a part of his connection to his craft, as well. Freminet had so often been the proverbial fire underneath his feet, pushing him to create bigger and better tricks that could still hardly compare to all the fantasical worlds Lyney’s brother interacted with in his imagination. With him gone, Lyney had wondered, at the start, if he’d ever be able to ignite that part of him again. 

Instead, the opposite had happened.

Lynette had given him a very pointed Look when, not too long after Freminet had left, he’d told her he wanted to jump back into performing again, but he’d been entirely serious.

Lyney had thought he’d seen the worst of what the world had to offer. He’d been wrong. 

If he wants to keep everyone else as far away from any of that as he can, magic seems more necessary now than ever. 

Anger is an emotion he tends to keep coiled very tightly within himself, but hints of it have begun to push their way out into some of his tricks, acting as a different sort of fuel than the one he’d had before. It’s steady, and ever-present, and grows just a little bit hotter each day the lights to his brother’s room remain dark.

Like this, he almost feels more himself while entrenched in all his exaggerated showmanship than he does interacting with the other children back at the House, where he’s expected to be someone he isn’t quite as good at playing, at the moment. 

He’s become even more fanciful, on stage. Sharper. Pushes himself more and more, spurred on by a passion that now burns impossibly stronger. And it pays off; once they get back out there, he puts on some of the best performances he thinks he’s ever done. When they take their bows, his gaze lingers up into the rafters; a part of him unable to keep from wondering if perhaps, this time, the extravagance of it all had been wondrous enough to reach all the way up to the stars, and whatever may lay beyond them. The last time he’d done something like this, he’d been over ten years younger, staring up at cracked ceilings and darkened skies and tattered awnings and wondering if his  Mère  and  Père could still see him, from wherever they were. If he even wanted them to.

And then he sees his dead little brother at a show.

Lyney doesn’t remember much of what happens, after he turns his head and finds a shaking, shivering Freminet on the ground. The world quiets around him, all sound reduced to a loud, unforgiving ringing in his ears. His vision tunnels.

All he can focus on, is his little brother. 

His little brother, who is impossibly, inexplicably alive. 

His little brother, who looks utterly  terrified.  

Lyney knows the look of someone caught in the deep throes of panic when he sees it, but he barely has the wherewithal to take a few unsteady steps forward before Freminet makes an awful, strangled sound, scrambles to his feet, and tears off down the street. 

The sight is like a bolt of Electro fired directly into his body, sparking it to life and jolting Lyney into sprinting after him, and he thinks he hears Lynette do the same. Lyney has no time to think about the show they’re abandoning, or the crowd he’s pushing through—  Freminet had been there, just a moment ago, and the desperate fear of letting him slip through his fingers once more shoves its way into his legs and propels them forward before he can even properly process what has just happened. 

As he moves through the spot where Freminet had been, though, he smells the sudden, strong scent of Sweet Flowers— and his movements stutter. Dread encases his heart like a vice. The source of Freminet’s terror is beginning to take shape in his head. He doesn’t like the look of it.

“Alleyways first,” Lynette murmurs. Her expression is grim and drawn, which means she’s likely noticed it, too, and this isn’t Lyney’s brain conjuring up all the ways to make this situation even more concerning than it already appears to be.

Lyney swears under his breath, then breaks into a run. Lynette is right at his heels.

They’ve both quickened their pace. There’s no need for either of them to say why.




















Freminet is trapped in a world he can’t see.

It begins to creep around the edges of his vision as he runs, blurry with shapes that feel like old fear and half-remembered pains, but he manages to stave it off just long enough to throw himself into a small crevice of space beside a building on the street.

There, sitting on the cold, stone pavement, and back pressed against the wall, Freminet tries to work some air into his lungs.

All he can smell are the flowers. They’re flooding his nose, and choking his throat, and he coughs and gasps and cries as they even seem to pierce and seep into his eyes.

Fear absolutely  rockets  through his body, and he can’t push it away anymore, and the hard ground gives way to nothingness as he plummets, down and down and  down— 

 Thought you could sneak your way in here, hm?  a woman’s voice snaps, and there’s a rough, unforgiving pressure around his chest and legs, but his vision gives him nothing but a blur of shapes and colors.  You and your little organization, trying to destroy everything I’ve been working towards? 

The woman is so close to him her perfume is making him dizzy, yet when he tries to look at her, he—  can’t. His mind doesn’t let him make sense of anything, like a wall that won’t give no matter how forcefully he pounds and pounds against the glass. 

There’s a sharp, blinding pain in his arm, and laughter in his ear, and the overwhelming scent of blood— but Freminet still can’t  see anything. The information gets scrambled the second he tries to make any sense of what he’s experiencing, everything darting just out of reach the moment he goes to grab for it.

The woman says more words, but they come out garbled and distorted, and Freminet feels his mouth move in a response he doesn’t hear. She speaks again, louder, like she’s screaming at him, but the sentences melt into indecipherable noise as soon as they reach his ears, and he can’t tell what she’s saying no matter how hard he tries. 

She yanks forcefully at his hair, the other hand coming to slap across his face— and though his head doesn’t move, body still frozen in fear, the sting on his cheek and ache in his scalp are immediate, and a cry rips its way out of his throat. 

He thinks he hears the pounding of footsteps from somewhere behind the woman, and his heart  slams against his ribs. He tries desperately to push himself backwards, but his limbs are bound, and not working properly, and his back hits something hard and unmoving. 

 “Freminet?’  a voice says, soft yet just barely on the verge of shattering. It isn’t the woman’s voice, but it also isn’t one he knows. “Freminet, hey, you’re—” a pause, and then, hairline cracks having spread even further, “You’re alright. You’re…You’re safe, you’re—  Archons,  I can’t— Lynette,  Lynette— ”

The voice breaks off, and Freminet only gets to hear a muffled intake of breath and some murmured words before the woman takes this as her chance to strike. The scent of flowers burns his nose, and he feels himself whimper at the hand that wraps itself around his throat, the sting of sharp nails that dig into his skin.

 “Freminet,” says a different voice, instead. There’s a few light footsteps, and then it comes again, sounding slightly closer. “Freminet, can you hear me?”

The woman is back to screaming at him, but the new voice, despite how much quieter it is in comparison, still somehow manages to break through. Though his body currently feels as tightly wound as a coiled spring, Freminet jerks his head in a nod.

“Okay. Do you know where you are?”

Freminet can see bright blobs of light, and the vague, looming shape of the woman as she leers over him, but still nothing has solidified into anything distinguishable for him to latch onto. He shakes his head. His vision sloshes along with the movement.

“That’s alright. You’re in the Court of Fontaine right now, sitting outside. Can you try and feel it, underneath you? The stone on the ground? Your palms or your feet.”

None of that makes any sense to Freminet, because the woman’s at his side and his arms are tied and there’s a pain in his chest, but the voice is like a balm to his terror, and a part of Freminet yearns to trust and turn to it. They’re both still bound, but Freminet tries pulling his legs closer towards him. The heels of his shoes scrape against something hard and rough.

“Yes, that’s it. That’s the ground, right below you. You’re in the Court of Fontaine. You are safe.”

Freminet hears some quick, murmured words, then the sound of footsteps sprinting away. The voice continues.

“The air is very fresh, today. Why don’t we try to breathe some of it in? Very slowly—” the voice pauses to demonstrate, “—just like that. Together, with me. Ready, and…”

Freminet tries to breathe, but the flowers are cloying and inescapable, and he chokes on the intake. 

“That’s okay,” the voice says. “You’re okay.”

The softest, gentlest of breezes brushes across Freminet’s face, and it carries some of the perfume away with it. Freminet gasps at the sudden shift.

“Yes, good,” the voice says, quiet and steadying. “There you go. Let’s try that breath again. Just follow along with me. Ready, and…”

It takes Freminet a few more tries to breathe fully, but the scent of flowers still clears more and more with each attempt. By the time he’s able to match the voice’s pace, it’s almost completely gone, replaced with fresh, crisp air and the faintest hint of herbal tea.

“That’s it,” the girl speaking to Freminet says, once he’s taken a few more full, deep breaths. He’s gathered enough awareness to actually process what she sounds like, now. “Yes, just like that. You’re okay, Freminet. You’re alright. Can you— Oh.”

The footsteps from earlier have returned, though they’re clearly trying to make themselves as quiet as possible.There’s a few quickly exchanged words, a slight pause, and then;

“Freminet. Would you like to hold Pers?”

Freminet startles, mind immediately racing. He works his jaw for what feels like the first time in hours, then manages,  “Pers is here?” 

“Yes. He’s just a few feet away. Don’t worry, he’ll come over to you.”

There’s the familiar sound of a mechanism being wound, then a  pat-pat-pat of metal on stone, and then— a small bump, right up against his leg.

“P— Pers,” Freminet breathes, though his relief is quickly doused by the knowledge that his hands are still tied. “But I— I can’t—”

“You are in the Court of Fontaine, sitting on the ground.” the girl soothes. “You are  safe. Can you feel the fabric of your clothes, around both of your arms? On your hands?”

Freminet can feel  something, if he focuses very hard. He tries moving one of his thumbs experimentally, rubbing it against the base of his fingers, and the gradual sensation of synthetic fabric against his skin is revealed like the sweeping away of layers and layers of accumulated dust. The binding around his wrists loosens, just a bit.

He can feel one of Pers’ little wings flap out and tap lightly against his thigh. When he blinks, the sights before him begin to shift into something more comprehendible, and he can almost make out the outline of his friend’s tiny form on the ground.

Right there, on the ground. In the…Court.

Freminet blinks again. Gingerly, he tries to move his wrists, and finds that there’s no resistance to them at all. He reaches out blindly, with slightly shaking hands, to the small pressure he can feel at his leg, and takes in the sensation of holding Pers for only a second before he’s pulling him into his chest and hugging him close. The model isn’t the one he’s quite as used to— it’s a little smaller, so likely one of the toys sold in Leschot’s— but Freminet’s dearest friend is still his dearest friend, and his presence brings some much-needed comfort.

Freminet doesn’t know how long he stays like that, hunched around Pers while tracing his hands around each of his familiar mechanisms and slightly rocking himself back and forth for comfort, but the girl and the person with her are silent the entire time.

Eventually, when he lifts his head, the world sharpens into focus, and he sees them.

It takes a few moments for his brain to register that it’s the performers from the magic show. They’re both staring directly at him. The girl, kneeling down in front of him, has tears streaming down her face that she quickly ducks to wipe away once they lock eyes. The boy, standing slightly behind her, looks positively  wrecked,  with devastation written so visibly across every inch of his face that it almost makes Freminet want to duck away at the sight  . Like he’s just barely holding himself back from bursting into a million, tiny little pieces.

Freminet opens his mouth to speak, wets his lips, then tries again.

“Oh,” is all he manages to say. He feels his face already begin to turn red with embarrassment, now that most of his panic has drained out of him. “Um. Hello.” He looks down at Pers in his arms, then worries his fingers around one of his wings. “I’m sorry for interrupting your show.”

The boy makes a strangled sort of noise at that, and quickly steps up beside the girl— his sister? They look incredibly similar, side-by-side like this.

“Freminet, you could— you could never interrupt anything,” he says, eyes pleading and tone insistent. “I’m just…I mean, you’re here! You’re here!” He laughs, disbelieving and somehow sounding both overjoyed and terribly, incomprehensibly sad. He looks between the girl and Freminet. “Lynette and I, we…we thought…” 

He trails off, and stares at her, looking slightly helpless.

“We thought you were dead,” the girl says, when it’s clear the boy can’t get himself to continue. She looks down, wiping at her face again. “And it…made us both very upset.”

“…Dead?” Freminet repeats, slowly. 

It is at this moment that Freminet begins to process everything that has been said to him over the past…however long this has lasted. A lot of it, to his growing apprehension, doesn’t make very much sense.

The boy frowns. “After that night, with Father. We heard you…We  heard you,  and then we never saw you again. I’m not mad, Freminet— I could never be,  never  with you— but…what happened? Where did you— Where did you  go?” 

Something in Freminet’s chest twinges, at that. He thinks of the stranger in his mirror and the piles and piles of ash in his dreams.


 Where did you go? 


“I’m sorry,” Freminet says, looking back and forth between the two of them. He holds Pers a little closer to his chest. “I don’t…I don’t think I’m the person you’re looking for.”

The boy’s frown deepens. “What?” He lowers himself down to the ground beside his sister. “What are you talking about?”

Freminet opens his mouth to answer, but finds that he can’t come up with any actual words to say. He stares at them, a bit helplessly, until something seems to dawn across the boy’s face. His entire body slackens.

“Freminet,” he says, slowly, expression steadily morphing into an equal mix of disbelief and concern, “Do you…Do you know who we are?”

The way he asks it. Freminet thinks he already knows the answer, but Freminet still bites his lip, and gives a very small shake of his head. 

The boy and girl both look as if they’ve been punched. 

“I’m sorry,” Freminet whispers, as the girl’s eyes burn holes into a spot on the ground, and the boy stares at him with heartbreak carved into every line of worry on his face. His expression slackens the longer they look at each other, like Freminet is steadily chipping away at something inside of him with each second that ticks by. Just before it’s about to dull entirely, though, the boy begins to reconstruct it back up again. He’s using entirely different pieces, this time around, each one now working to construct a sort of quiet, unnatural composure.

“That’s…That’s okay,” the boy eventually manages, though it sounds barely scraped together, rough and raw. “This is…It’s not your fault, Freminet. It’s all just because—”

He must realize something, then, with how abruptly he cuts himself off, and Freminet only gets a glimpse of horror flashing in the boy’s eyes before he’s turning himself to the side.

“We can’t be here,” he says, a realization and a declaration all at once. He can’t seem to look at Freminet anymore. “You need to leave. Now. None of us should be here.”

The girl snaps her head towards the boy, and she seems just about ready to argue with him before she seems to come to the same understanding he had, and her shoulders drop.

 “All those who betray the House…” she murmurs, then trails off. Her fingers flex.

The boy nods gravely. He turns to Freminet again, and though his expression is shuttered, firmly locked and guarded, Freminet thinks that that’s only so he can hold back the maelstrom of emotions and explanations rolling just behind the veneer of it. The boy staggers to his feet, and seems to force himself to take a step backwards. Then another. His sister rises, then slowly joins him. She keeps her back turned, head bowed low.

“Freminet,” the boy says, still pleading despite how much he’s clearly trying to keep his voice steady. “Please.  Run.” 

And Freminet has never been very brave.

But he also isn’t foolish. Somehow, in some way, these two people  have  to know him— and he’s more sure than ever now that  something  has happened to him, given that he doesn’t remember them at all. 

They’ve been so kind, despite the situation. Have offered him as much help as they can, even with how he only seems to be making them feel worse and worse in return. 

And now, they both look so  scared.  There’s a part of Freminet that worries that, if he lets them go here now, he might never see them again. Might never put a name to the inexplicable sense of wrongness that’s clung to him like glue ever since his  Maman came back, if these two really do have some sort of connection with it after all.

And so, just as the two strangers turn to leave, Freminet finds himself lunging forward, and catching the boy’s hand.

 “Wait,” he pleads, when the boy whirls around to look at him with wide eyes. “Please. Don’t go.”

At first, he’s almost worried it isn’t going to work, with how the two both immediately freeze at his words. But then, the boy lets out a shuddering breath, ducks his head, and grips Freminet’s hand back. 

“…Alright, Freminet,” the boy says, after what feels like an eternity, voice just barely refraining from cracking around the edges. He takes a deep breath, in and out. “Okay. Alright. We won’t.”









Notes for the Chapter:
there we go! i couldn’t keep them separated for too long. thank you so much for reading!!

see you next week :)






3. Chapter 3

Notes for the Chapter:happy wednesday! i’ve been excited to post this one.





The boy’s name is Lyney, and the girl’s name is Lynette. They’re siblings, just as Freminet had thought. Twins.

These are the first things Freminet learns about his new companions as they walk down the streets of the Court. They are also, if Freminet is being honest with himself, the only things he’s really learned about them.

Lynette is already on the quieter side, but for as friendly and talkative as Lyney gets once he seems to push past whatever had come over him in the alley, Freminet doesn’t feel like he actually says very much at all. Especially after they hear that he’s been living with his  Maman. 

It’s a bit of an odd experience, walking with the two of them. They keep staring at him when they think he hasn’t noticed, though Lynette does so far more unabashedly than her brother. He isn’t sure if they can see whatever they’re looking for in him. 

As terrifying of a prospect as it is, the idea that he’s missing a large chunk of his memories would explain a lot about what’s been happening to him these past few months— and he truly doesn’t feel like the twins are lying to him. Freminet wants to try and maybe go to wherever the two of them are living, to see if it brings back any of what he’s forgotten, but Lyney insists they all sit down and get some food in them before he has the chance to ask.

The Hotel Debord is quite busy this time of day, but the Hostess that greets the twins with a smile at the door leads them easily to a small, empty table on the second floor. The tiny sign beside it reads, in flowing script,  Reserved for Regular Talent. As he pulls out his chair, Freminet, perhaps a little unreasonably, begins to feel slightly self-conscious.

“We grew up in the Court together,” is all Lyney says, when Freminet tries to ask for more information on just what, exactly, he’s forgotten. “There were a bunch of other children around us too, but, well.” Lyney gives him a smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes, which is a quality of most of the ones Freminet has received from him, today. “We were always the closest.”

Lynette gives her brother a look from her seat at the table, but she doesn’t say anything. Lyney gives her one right back, and they seem to be silently communicating something before Lynette turns back to her food, and the moment is broken. They do things like this a lot; have entire conversations without saying a single word. Freminet wonders if the old him had ever been able to participate in them, too.

“We don’t know what happened the day you left,” Lynette says, though she’s very deliberately not looking at him. “You were living with us, and then you…weren’t.”

Freminet bites at his lip. He knows they’re likely hiding something from him, purposely not telling him everything, though he isn’t sure why. He’s worried that, if he presses too hard, they’ll snap right back to how they’d been in the alley, and he isn’t sure if he’ll be able to prevent them from running a second time. 

“I don’t remember anything, either,” Freminet mumbles, before immediately recognizing how unnecessary of a declaration it is. In the interest of actually contributing something useful, he adds, “I mean— I remember being in the Court, but, um,” he winces, “nothing about either of you. Mainly…other people giving me help when I needed it. Working at the clock shop. Things like that.”

Lyney hums. “Ah.”

Lynette pushes at her food with her fork.

“…Sorry,” Freminet says, face reddening and shoulders rising up towards his ears. He hates how much he keeps messing all of this up. 

“No, no, don’t be!” Lyney says quickly, though the reassuring smile he gives Freminet still doesn’t reach as far as it should. He claps his hands together. “Let’s…get some dessert, shall we? I’ll go speak with Sanguinetti downstairs.” He stands, and offers Freminet a wink. “I certainly hope you haven’t forgotten the joys of Debord’s famous Rainbow Macarons.”

He reaches out towards Freminet’s head, then seems to catch himself, and turns the motion into an exaggerated flourish before hurrying away.

Given how quiet Lynette has been so far, Freminet doesn’t expect her to say anything, but shortly after Lyney leaves she adjusts herself in her chair, clears her throat, and—

“Similar thought patterns likely detected.”

Freminet frowns, thinking he’d misheard. “…Sorry?”

Lynette looks at him, then blinks, before her eyes go wide. They stare at each other for two, three seconds, before her ears give the slightest twitch, and she looks back down at her plate.

“Never mind,” she says.

She looks like she wants to say more, but doesn’t quite know how. 

It’s a feeling Freminet’s beginning to know well.











 

 

Lyney had been attributing everything to the flashback, at first.

Freminet used to get them quite frequently— most children of the House, in one way or another, have things that cling to them and never really let go— and sometimes they’d be so severe that he wouldn’t immediately recognize Lyney or Lynette, even when they’d identify themselves to him. 

So when Freminet hadn’t seemed to react to the sound of Lynette’s voice, Lyney hadn’t thought all that much of it. He’d been focused on the far more important matter at hand, that being that his brother was  alive  and  in front of them  and  terrified. He couldn’t even trust himself to be the sure, steady presence that he knew Freminet had needed at that moment, and so had hastily removed himself and ran up to Leschot’s before he’d inadvertently end up making things worse.

He hadn’t thought too much of it when, even after opening his eyes and looking at them, Freminet had still seemed slightly confused. Some disorientation is nothing out of the ordinary, with these things. 

But then it lingered. Freminet’s eyes had cleared, but not with understanding. 

Or, Lyney had realized, to his increasing horror, with recognition. 

As he hurries down to the lobby of the hotel, his mind rapidly cycles through a million different options for what could have possibly happened to his little brother, but still can only settle on one possible answer. The same one it had already settled on, way back in the alley.

Father.

Lyney doesn’t know exactly what she’d done to Freminet, that final, terrible night, but she’d certainly done  something, and he would be foolish to try and convince himself otherwise.

He exchanges basic formalities with Sanguinetti on autopilot, thoughts entirely elsewhere. Father’s eyes prickle at the back of his neck, silent yet ever-present.

Sanguinetti hands him a decorated plate with bright, colorful macarons on it, and Lyney has no idea what he’s doing.

They need to tread carefully, here, at least until they understand just what exactly happened that night. Lyney knows this. He would never have survived this long if he hadn’t.

But treading carefully, unfortunately, means not treading near Freminet at all.

And Lyney had thought his little brother was  dead.  

Freminet had practically  begged them to stay, and Lyney isn’t even able to refuse a request like that under normal circumstances. But each second he spends with Freminet is a second spent pushing him closer and closer to a life he, very clearly, does not belong to anymore. To a danger Lyney would give anything to never have to reintroduce him to, now that he’s on the other side of it.

This is why he could never truly be King of the House, he knows. Not when his feet carry him back up the stairs, holding a little plate of desserts, to a person declared a traitor to everything their family stands for.

And not when, especially after today, Lyney has no idea where he or his sister’s position within the House even  stands.  

He isn’t going to entertain the idea that Father doesn’t already know about this, somehow. Father always knows. 

He mechanically goes through the motions of the rest of their meal, and can’t seem to ground his thoughts back to the present despite the constant reassurance that Freminet really is here, right by their side.

They make their way back out into the Court, walking through the streets and stopping at various stands so Freminet can pick up some items he needs— and Lyney’s stalling, he knows he is. He thinks Lynette knows it, too, along with knowing that he knows that she knows.

He’d felt the weight of her judgement when he’d decided not to give Freminet the full details of the sort of life he’d lived before, but her choice to not butt in and correct him means that she understands why he’d done it, at least. 

 “What…was that?”  Freminet had asked, at one point.  “Back in the alley. What was happening to me?” 

And Lyney had looked at him, and swallowed, and not known how to even begin telling him anything close to the truth of the terrible, terrible hours just a few years prior, when Freminet had gone out for a reconnaissance mission and not returned when he should’ve. There had never really been a need to put any words to it, because, once Freminet had been rescued, everyone had already known what had happened. 

 “Just an old nightmare, really,”  was all he’d settled on.  “You used to get it a lot. Nothing more.” 

Lynette hadn’t argued with that.

Now, they’re in a sort of limbo, and Lyney is stalling. Leaving his brother feels like the moment the curtain closes at the end of a show; when the lights dim, and the adrenaline fades, and all you’re left with is a dark stage and a handful of paper cards strewn over the floor. 

But he thinks Freminet is starting to get worried, likely because he’s noticed that  Lyney  is starting to get worried, and Lyney would, quite frankly, like to never cause his little brother any amount of anguish ever again. If they don’t return to the House for the night, Lyney knows the sort of message it will send, and then they’ll  really be in for whatever Father chooses to lay down upon them. Whatever that may be, after all the revelations of the day.

The idea that  memory loss could truly be a possible consequence is almost more frightening than any other option. If they’re deemed traitors to the House now, then they’ll truly never see their little brother again— either because they’ll be buried six feet underground, or because they won’t even remember that he’d ever existed at all. 

So, as the three of them head over to one of Freminet’s old favorite vantage points in the Court, and look out over the quiet, calm expanse of the ocean, Lyney swallows, and wills himself to finally say goodbye.

 It isn’t farewell,  he tells himself, over and over again, as his little brother’s eyes go all wide, like he expects Lyney to just vanish away right then and there.  This is just to make sure that it doesn’t have to be. 

Sure, they don’t live together anymore, and Freminet doesn’t have his memories, and they’d have to find time to properly see him in between all their shows and missions— but Lyney will endure anything he has to, if it means keeping the last, remaining pieces of his family alive and intact.

Freminet’s too shy to ask for it directly, so Lyney outright promises him that he won’t suddenly try to run away again. Though it’s one he certainly wants to keep, it still tastes a bit hollow as he says it. 

And then, they leave. And they go back to the House. And no one says anything to them directly, once they’re inside, but Lyney can feel the weight of multiple pairs of eyes on him as they head up to their rooms. Father had likely brought something up, then, but is waiting for them to make their move first before she makes her own.

She won’t have to wait very long.

Lyney goes through his usual evening routine, bids an emotionally-exhausted-yet-clearly-trying-to-hide-it Lynette good night, lies down in his bed, and counts to 200 before getting back out of it again.

The usual night owls all still have some form of light on in their rooms, but the House as a whole is quiet, and Lyney sneaks out into the hallway and towards the landing with little interruption. 

He’s halfway up the stairs to Father’s office before a hand snags around his wrist.

Lyney jolts, immediately losing his balance, and nearly topples over before another hand appears at his back.

“You’re an idiot,” comes his sister’s voice, sounding entirely unimpressed. “At least count to 300, first.”

Lyney lets out a slightly embarrassed chuckle. “It  is  quite late, dear sister. I thought you’d already be resting!”

Since he’s no longer in danger of tumbling down the stairs, Lynette removes her hands, and moves up beside him on the steps. The look she fixes him with is as flat as he’d have expected it to be.

“And I thought  you’d know to stop trying to take on everything by yourself.”

Lyney has no good response to that, and his sister knows it.

“Important memory files clearly corrupted,” she says, lightly rubbing her knuckles into the side of his head. He halfheartedly tries to bat her hand away. “We do anything, we do it together.” She sobers, and lets her arm drop. “…Especially after today.”

They fall silent at that. Their gazes drift up to the top of the stairwell— and both immediately freeze.

“That’s good to hear,” says Father, shrouded mostly in darkness save for the parts of her clothing that glint under the pale moonlight. “But if you two wish to speak with me, I suggest you do it soon.” She cocks her head. “The children of the House, as you know, usually choose not to stay up very late.”

 

 


 

 

“So,” Father says, once Lyney and Lynette are standing at attention in front of her desk. Despite his earlier determination, Lyney doesn’t remember much of the walk up. “I see you’ve made a new friend.”

No introduction, because there doesn’t need to be one. Father never has to explain why or how she knows the things that she does.

Lyney opens his mouth to say something, but no words come out. He swallows, squeezes his eyes shut for a few seconds, and tries to start again. “Father, what…what did you  do to him?”

Father raises an eyebrow. Leans back in her chair. 

“I thought that was quite clear, Lyney,” she says. “I killed him.”

Lynette makes a sharp, tiny little inhale from beside him, but says nothing. Father’s eyes flicker briefly over to her.

“Right,” Lyney says, and has to work around the growing tension he feels to actually be able to get it out. Something is roiling around inside him, building and threatening to burst out all at once, but the reminder of Lynette’s presence beside him forces it back down. If he blows up here, he takes her down with him. “Except, Father, except that we just  saw  him, outside.  Alive. So—”

“Is he?” Father asks.

Lyney falters. “What?”

“Your little brother,” Father continues, smoothly. “The former member of our family. Does he still live, exactly as he is? If you took that boy you met today, and brought him inside our walls, how do you think he would fare?”

Neither of them have an immediate answer to that. Father leans forward.

“There are those that can live in our House, and those that cannot. But just as a child plucked from the loving hands of her parents would hardly last a day here before getting herself killed, any traitor to our cause wishing to have a  ‘normal’  life for themselves is hoping for something they can  never  truly achieve.” Her expression hardens into stone. “Not as they currently are. Not after all the time they’ve spent within our walls. I see to their end before anything  else  does, and before they bring us to our own.” She straightens, and the sharpness in her expression is gone, smoothed out into flat, unreadable steel. “So I hope you both understand, then, why you should cease any further interactions with him moving forward.”

Lyney feels all of the color drain from his face.

“Father,” Lynette says, slowly, like she doesn’t even believe the words coming out of her own mouth. “That’s…you can’t really be—”

“Your brother betrayed us because he wanted to live the life the boy you met currently has,” Father says, not missing a beat. “It shouldn’t be difficult to see why coming into contact with anything pertaining to our organization directly interferes with that.” She drums her fingers on the desk. “But if you wish to betray us as well, then that is your choice to make.”

The feeling bubbles, threatening to spill over. Father  knows what she’s insinuating, saying something like that. 

“Those can’t possibly be the only two options,” Lyney grits out. He has no idea how he manages to keep his voice steady.

“This is the way things must be,” Father says. She’s as still as ever, but something dark and heavy has settled behind her eyes. “No person is unbreakable, and the House’s secrets must never leave these walls, nor can its children attempt to fit themselves into places they do not belong. There are things in this world, Lyney, that the children that grow up here simply cannot have. This is how we are, and this is what we do. It is better for us, our organization, and the people we need to leave behind, if we—”


 “No!” 


Lyney’s anger surges like a freshly-stoked fire, and his hands slam on Father’s desk before he can stop himself. 

And he sees, visible for only a moment before it’s quickly hidden, the slightest widening of Father’s eyes. 

But then the adrenaline fades, and the sound echoes in his ears, and the reality of what he’s just done crashes into him with a devastating force. He stumbles back from the table, as if in a daze, and vaguely registers Lynette subtly placing herself more in front of him.

No one speaks for what feels like an eternity.

“How interesting of a response,” Father says, eventually, carefully. He has no idea why she hasn’t gone straight to disposing of him, already. She doesn’t continue speaking immediately, instead quietly adjusting herself in her chair first before straightening. “I presume, then, for you to make such a bold claim, that you went and told that boy any bit of detail about the lives you both lead? About the one your brother used to belong to?”

Neither of them say anything. Lyney doesn’t know if he could, even if he wanted to.

It’s enough of an answer.

Father stands, and smoothly walks over to the door.

“I’m to leave for Snezhnaya again in the morning,” she says simply— a dismissal if Lyney’s ever heard one, despite the stunt he just pulled. “But know that I will still be awaiting whatever choice you make.”




















Lynette keeps herself quiet during the walk out of Father’s office. 

She’s not usually in the habit of speaking very much, of course, but this time, her silence is more…pointed.

It’s posing a question to her older brother, without saying a single word. 

Lyney’s anger is not something that shows its face often, even to her. Lynette’s brother has an honestly sort of exasperating habit of acting like he barely even experiences any sort of negative emotion at all, in a backwards attempt to ‘protect’ her or anyone else in his life, or something (she’s still never gotten an actual explanation, because they’re still in the stage where Lyney has yet to admit that this is even something he does in the first place). 

This means, though, that when these feelings  do  show, they’re  potent. So strong and intense, they’re nearly tangible.

And they’ve  never been directed at Father before. Lynette had been startled, sure, but she hadn’t been as surprised as she probably should’ve.

Lynette has a thought, in her head, and she’s pretty sure her brother has one that looks much the same. The two of them share a look with each other, walking down the hall, and Lynette just  knows. No words needed.

Which is probably a good thing, given the sort of words that they are. 

When Father gives you a choice to make, there is no world in which you don’t. And their lives have been constructed in such a way that, most of the time, the option you end up taking is one of the ones Father herself has outlined. Within the House, it grows harder and harder to see anything else as possible, or even existing in the first place. 

But Lynette and her brother, ever since they’d first found themselves out on the streets, have always had a talent for constructing the paths they’ve taken in their lives with their own two hands. The world has never been particularly kind to them, their days spent moving through a steadily encroaching darkness that threatens to swallow up anything they don’t hold onto tightly enough. So, they’ve pieced matches together from scraps, worked at them till they lit, and scrounged up every single source of light for themselves.

Freminet had been one of those. All of the House’s children were meant to be family, but no one else had really called each other family the way Lynette and her brothers would come to.

After the loss of their parents, she’d thought they never truly would again.

But the others all just seemed to accept the idea that the three of them, together, was the way of things, as they were always meant to be. Because magic is supposed to be effortless, and though Lyney likes to maintain that air of ease about him even after the show is over, Lynette is the only person that knows just how hard he’s fought— and  continues to fight— for every little thing in their life they’ve managed to get. Lynette just prefers to simply keep all of her cards close to her chest.

So the question they find themselves faced with isn’t even really a question at all. It’s more a matter of what they’re willing to do to bring about their answer. 

When they reach the hallway leading to their rooms, Lynette follows Lyney into his. He doesn’t seem surprised, or object. They sit on the bed together, side by side.

Lynette has a thought, in her head. And the shape of it is scary, the sound of it catastrophic enough to bring down nearly everything they have.

But this sort of thing isn’t new to her, nor to Lyney. It’s a game she’s been playing since their  Père  followed their  Mère, and Fontaine Child Services were likely going to end up separating them. And she’s glad to know they’re still wholly on the same side, with this— she looks at him, and she can see it in his eyes.

They aren’t giving Freminet up that easily, plain and simple. Won’t leave him again so soon, not with no explanation, and especially not if they’d never even be able to provide one. 

Lynette knows a part of her is worried that Father will end up being correct, about the three of them not fitting together anymore, and she also knows that a likely larger part of Lyney is, too. But she’d been worried about much the same thing nearly a decade ago. And for Freminet, she’s willing to try just about anything. 

Father’s parameters have been placed, planted into the ground and cemented into stone. But Lynette knows quite a lot about the true fragility of even the things that seem unbreakable. 

Still, if they’re going to work their way out of this, they’re going to need a miracle.

Lyney and Lynette, thankfully, have plenty of experience in creating one. 








 


Notes for the Chapter:
thank you for reading! i’m planning on putting most of my usual notes at the very end, but i have a couple things i want to add here:

- the idea of freminet being confused by lynette’s robot-speak when she’s trying to communicate with him in a way that feels more comfortable to her pained me so much i needed to put it in immediately. you’re welcome

- lyney’s anger is one of my favorite aspects of his character to explore, so i got so excited to see them touch on it with that scene with wriothesley in the AQ haha. i think his emotions are actually quite volatile and strong, he just constantly shoves that part away from any prying eyes as much as he can. there reaches a point where he just…can’t, anymore, though, and we saw that a bit last chapter and we’re seeing more of it here!

thank you so much for reading! i’ve loved seeing how invested people are in this in the comments, it really means a lot. see you all next week! <33






4. Chapter 4

Notes for the Chapter:no cws this time! just mostly a lot of Sad. home stretch now!! i hope you all enjoy what’s to come.






Freminet never had very many friends, growing up.



He’s always known he should be grateful for even being able 

to

 grow up in the first place— it’s a luxury the children in his sort of position aren’t always afforded— but a part of him had quietly taken notice of the fact that his time only ever seemed to be spent either entirely on his own, or with people three times his age. But he hadn’t wanted to really think about that all that much, so it had simply sat there in his mind, untouched, as a Thing he was just sort of perpetually aware of.



Or, at least, this is what he remembers.



After his first encounter with Lyney and Lynette, Freminet had almost fully expected it to also be his last. He’d still tried to intentionally seek them out again, but had been bracing himself for what he’d been sure was the inevitable, with how it seemed like all he could do for the twins was cause them more and more distress. Make misstep after misstep. 



But, just a few days later, they’d miraculously come back. Had easily slipped themselves into the space at his side while he’d been out for a walk one afternoon, as if they’d always been there. 



And then, perhaps even more miraculously, they’d 

stayed.




Freminet has no idea why.



And this is not for lack of trying, of course. Freminet has thought long and hard about what he could have possibly been to these two people that seem so…larger than life, in everything they do, but he has yet to come to an interpretation that seems plausible with everything he’s managed to gather. Which, unfortunately, isn’t very much.



What had the old him been like? Had he not been quite as shy? Or quite so terribly awkward? He must have been 

something, 

for the twins to have been drawn to him like the way their grief he still sees now would suggest. 



He wants to be the person they’re missing, but he just doesn’t know 

how, 

and so he finds himself worrying about anything he says to them at all. That he’ll step on something fragile he hadn’t even realized he’d begun to tread over. And the twins always seem reserved, too, though in a different sort of way. So their conversations rarely tend to get very far.



It all makes Freminet wonder, and neither of the conclusions he keeps returning to are all that reassuring.  



If the loss of Freminet’s memories really had changed him so drastically, then will he ever be capable of being that person again? Even if he does ever manage to recover them, there’s still the matter of the ‘him’ that exists as he is now.



But, alternatively, if Freminet had remained largely the same, then…is this just what he and the twins’ interactions had truly looked like? 



Freminet doesn’t very much like to consider that particular thought. That maybe the ‘closeness’ Lyney had mentioned had only ever been a mistaken interpretation on the part of his past self, and the twins had simply gone along with it to be nice once they’d run into him again.



Freminet 

really 

doesn’t like to consider that thought.



Still, though, Freminet had never had many friends growing up. And regardless of whether or not that had actually been true, he certainly doesn’t consider himself the type to easily be able to make or keep them 

now.




It all remains to be seen, then, if this is a skill he’ll never be able to get back, or a hidden, yet fundamental part of him that could never truly be forgotten.


















How strange of a thing it is, Lynette thinks, to have to introduce yourself to someone you’ve known for almost half of your life.



She and Lyney go and meet with Freminet again. It isn’t a hard decision to make, at the end of the day. Though this path they’ve chosen is uncertain, the alternative is nearly inconceivable. 



And then they meet with him again, and again, and try to keep an eye out for when, exactly, the other shoe will drop. Father’s schedule can often be hard to predict, which is undoubtedly done on purpose, but Lynette can’t act like she hasn’t noticed the convenience of her leaving immediately after their last conversation. 



Perhaps Father, deep down, doesn’t want them to be in this situation, either. Wants to give all of them, including herself, time. Lynette can’t tell if this is just wishful thinking on her part. She doesn’t quite know how she feels about that.



But, inevitably, Father will still be the one loading the gun, and will definitely still pull the evidently proverbial trigger. Lynette doesn’t really know what to think about that, either. 



Her fears about Father being right, when she’d said that the three of them no longer fit together as they currently are, have also yet to be proven wrong. 



Because here is the thing about Lyney and Lynette.



Though Lynette has never bothered to make herself appear a very sociable person, Lyney has always kept this as a top priority. He works hard to keep his demeanor friendly and open to everyone he meets, to the extent that even Lynette rarely ever sees him appear otherwise.



But Lyney is also a magician, and so these interactions are only ever intended to be as surface-level as they can get without the audience ever catching on, and are never meant to last beyond when the trick is over. There are aspects to him that never see the light of day unless he accidentally lets them slip, but his hold gets tighter on them each time they do. 



All this is to say that Lyney and Lynette have only really let themselves get genuinely close with one other person. And this had certainly been helped by how much time they’d spent together, gradually coming to understand all the little things about each other that had been too difficult to string together into words. 



So now, nearly ten years later, they have no idea how to do it again.



“I’m sorry,” Freminet mumbles for what must be the 6th time during their meeting that afternoon, during the 7th bout of uncomfortably awkward silence the three of them keep falling into. 



Finding him again after their conversation with Father hadn’t been all that difficult, once they’d started to look. Lynette is pretty sure that he’d been purposely hanging around various places in the Court in the hopes of running into them before they’d started seeing him fairly regularly, which is both incredibly endearing and an uncomfortable reminder of just why, exactly, he hadn’t just tried to catch them at any of their usual spots. Why their conversations all inevitably end in the same way.



There are gaps missing. Bits of context, that Lynette keeps forgetting Freminet now doesn’t know. They can’t talk to him from way up on a ground he can’t reach, but there’s also no apparent means of jumping back down to his level. 



If it had been like before, and Freminet was obviously getting anxious or upset, Lyney would have given their little brother a gentle nudge, or ruffled his hair. Now, though, all Lyney does is offer Freminet a fixed, cheery smile, as perfect and painted as stained glass. The sight of it is unsettling, because it’s the smile he gives to people they don’t know. The fact that Freminet doesn’t recognize it as such is even more so. 



They still haven’t told him about the House, or any of the specifics of his old life, really. How could they, when they can’t tell him even the most basic information about 

themselves? 




Freminet looks like, well, 

Freminet, 

but he 

acts 

like a stranger, and Lynette and Lyney’s instincts, unfortunately, do not have eyes of their own. The two of them are standing behind a wall of their own creation, with hands that can’t help but shutter to a stop just before they can fully knock it down.



And it’s 

Freminet.




Likely for a lack of anything else to do, Lyney devolves into showing Freminet one of the tricks they usually reserve for their more impromptu shows, and Lynette idly sips at her tea.



They’re at a cafe, currently— their second one of the day, because Lyney had spotted a relative of a recent target sitting in the first one they’d tried, and he’d been so visibly tense and on edge the entire time they were there that Lynette had eventually just suggested they move. 



“Oh, wow,” Freminet says, once Lyney’s finished with the trick. His eyes are a little wide. “That was, um. That was amazing.”



A whole series of emotions flicker across Lyney’s face at that, though he quickly shoves them back down in favor of a laugh and a smile.



“One of your old favorites,” he says. “Though now, I suppose it’s like it’s brand new!”



Freminet nods, and then they’re all quiet again, and Lynette misses her brothers so much she couldn’t ever possibly figure out how to express any of it. They’re both sitting directly in front of her, and yet they aren’t.



She wants to say something, but her usual methods to help make that easier aren’t working. Her hackles are raised, her guard is up, and she can’t get it back down. She’s deferring to her older brother and letting him do all the talking, which is their usual arrangement for situations like these, except 

this 

shouldn’t need to be one. 




Do you like machines, too? 

Freminet had asked her, earlier. The look on his face had told her that he’d probably thought it could be something they’d had in common, a shared interest.



Lynette had only swallowed.




Negative, 

she’d said, because it was the only way she’d known how to put it. Freminet had just looked confused. 



Father’s words sound like a gong in her ears, echoing again and again.



Encased in stone as she currently is, Lynette can do nothing but listen.






 










Lyney doesn’t know why he can’t seem to tell Freminet the truth. 



Well, okay, that isn’t entirely true. He’s pretty sure he understands perfectly well where his motivation is coming from, here— but he still doesn’t understand why he can’t just 

do 

it. It’s what his little brother deserves; Lyney knows that.



Just…there are moments.



Lyney has long since admired Freminet’s ability to find magic in the world even after the curtains close, which means that it’s now very easy to notice how his discoveries linger longer in his eyes than they used to

. 

His still-rare smiles are slightly wider, the weight clinging to his shoulders slightly lighter. And, sure, there had been that flashback in the alley, but Lyney can attest to just how severe those used to be. Some details are likely better off staying forgotten.



As he sits with his thoughts, mulls over them again and again during some nearly-sleepless nights, the more they start to take the shape of each of Father’s points from that night. He doesn’t like the look of them; settles on trying to ignore them entirely, because Freminet— despite how they can barely seem to properly talk to each other, now— appears to want them to stick around, and Lyney is certainly not going to deny him.



It doesn’t stop him from wondering, though, if ‘this’ Freminet has simply just been dazzled by the performance Lyney can’t seem to keep himself from putting on in front of him. If Lyney’s withholding of any details pertaining to the House isn’t only coming from a desire to keep his baby brother safe from and unaware of the shadows that cling to all three of them.



If he’s just being selfish, in trying to get something he simply isn’t willing to admit he should no longer be able to have. And Freminet— or even Lynette, since he hasn’t revealed this particular pattern of thought to her— just doesn’t know any better. 



None of this is helped when, just a few weeks after their reunion, Freminet invites them over to his house.



Lyney is almost embarrassingly nervous, beforehand; the children of the House don’t really…

do 

things like this, unless it’s for a mission of some sort. The only friends their age they all have are, well, each other, and though some of them do get incredibly territorial and particular about their individual rooms, walking across the hall to make sure Heloir’s ‘poison-testing session’ doesn’t somehow go horribly wrong is certainly not the same thing. 



Standing on the doormat of Freminet’s nice, tiny little cottage on a bright, sunny afternoon feels a bit like the moments before jumping into a particularly involved espionage mission; the type of ones where they need to create a character to play when interacting with any of their targets. They walk directly into a world they know they don’t belong to, and need to make sure no one else ever becomes aware of this fact by whatever means necessary.



Lyney’s right hand has a nasty scar on it from when he hadn’t yet learned how to stitch up his wounds properly, and he raises it and knocks on a door with a handmade penguin wind chime hanging at the center. 



When it opens, Freminet’s mother is the one to greet them, an apron slung around her neck and hair tied up and away from her face.



“Oh,” she says, when she sees them. She looks slightly confused— Freminet must not have told her they were coming— but is still quick to offer them a smile. “Hello, there.”



Even without the added context, Lyney is sure that he would’ve been able to pick this woman out as Freminet’s mother from a crowd. Bits of Freminet are present in every one of her features, down to the strands of hair that just seem to gravitate towards falling into her eyes, despite her best efforts. 



There’s a reason Lyney likes to loudly proclaim how much he adores 

both 

of his siblings to nearly anyone who will listen. 



“You’re here!” comes Freminet’s voice, suddenly, as he hurries into view from some other room in the house. “I’m sorry, I— I didn’t think you’d be coming so soon. Um—” he pauses, and then awkwardly gestures towards Lyney and Lynette at the doorstep, 

“ —Maman,

 these are, um. These are my…friends. Lyney and Lynette.”



Freminet’s mother gives them an even bigger smile at that, and ushers them inside. Lyney tries to mirror it back to her, despite how 

‘friends’ 

makes his stomach want to curl. 



Freminet shyly leads them to his room, which looks much the same as it had back at the House. He doesn’t really 

decorate 

so much as just…leave all of his projects out everywhere, with something new to trip over each time you stop by— though Freminet himself never does, of course. Right now, his worktable is occupied by Pers— Father had let him leave with Freminet, it would seem— and a large, metal…thing. Lyney’s never claimed to be very good at this. 



“It’s for 

Maman,” 

Freminet explains, when he sees Lyney looking at it. “Her, um, her back starts hurting her sometimes, so it’s meant to be like a sort of extra spine you can wear for support, and…and all that.” His face reddens, and he shrinks back into himself, like he always does whenever he thinks he’s saying something no one else wants to hear. “Please don’t— Please don’t say anything to her. It’s meant to be a surprise.”



“That’s very kind of you,” Lynette says. “I’m sure she’ll love it.”



Freminet reddens even further, but he looks a little less nervous. Lyney wonders how much he remembers of all the incredible projects he’d made back at the House. He hopes his little brother doesn’t think he’d spent the better part of a decade hardly creating anything at all, but he also isn’t sure how to ask. The compactable emergency glider he’d come up with is still actively being used on high-level missions, but that likely isn’t a story he should be explaining too thoroughly. 



In order to avoid another uncomfortably awkward conversation, Lyney goads Freminet into letting them help with his work, because this is something they’d used to do together. Lynette sorts and arranges the parts, so as to not accidentally break anything actually constructed, Freminet does 99% of the actual work, and Lyney adds whatever finishing touches he sees fit. Lyney knows that Freminet doesn’t actually want or need help on his projects, but he’d still never objected to having them around, and he doesn’t object now.



Lyney finds himself slipping into their old rhythm— and, surprisingly, so does Freminet, though he doesn’t seem to realize it, at first. After a while of quiet work, Freminet turns to hand something to Lyney, pauses, and then furrows his brows.



“Freminet?” Lyney prompts, quietly— he’s afraid that if he speaks too loudly, it’ll shatter whatever is slowly forming in Freminet’s mind, right now.



Freminet doesn’t respond immediately, brows furrowed. Lynette is watching them. 



Eventually, as if not wanting to go too fast, he asks, very carefully;



“Have we…done this before?”



Lyney’s heart swells so immediately he thinks it might burst. He feels a smile spread across his face, warm and real and a little rough around the edges, with how long it’s been tucked away. Freminet’s eyes widen at the sight.



“Yes,” Lyney says, hardly daring to breathe. Lynette has gone back to very determinately sorting through screws. “Yes, we have.”



Freminet’s mother calls them to have dinner a short while later, and 
this
— 
this is a different sort of foreign, to Lyney. He knows, factually, that there had once been a time where they’d done this, too, a table set for four instead of thirty-four, but it almost feels like something belonging to a different life. Freminet’s little revelation from earlier is the support he shamefully clings to as they make their way into the kitchen, warm and aromatic from the plates and plates of freshly-made food.



“Oh, goodness!” Lyney says once he sees it all. “You didn’t need to go so out of your way for us. We certainly don’t want to eat you out of your house and home.”



Freminet’s mother waves a hand. “Nonsense. I’ve come to appreciate the value of a hearty, balanced meal. Though,” she winks, “you’ll have to forgive me for making you my unsuspecting taste testers.” Moving towards the counter, she gives Freminet a light, passing kiss on the head. “My lovely son isn’t one for constructive criticism.”



“Because your food really is always good, 

Maman,” 

Freminet mumbles, ears red. He turns to Lyney and Lynette as they sit down at the table. “You, um, you don’t have any allergies, right?”



Lyney is too busy swallowing down his grimace at the question to answer, so Lynette shakes her head. “As long as it’s nothing too oily.” She nods at the plate of steaming, roasted salmon towards the center. “This looks delicious. I love seafood.”



“Me too!” says Freminet, then immediately reddens. “Oh, but, you— um.”



He trails off. His mother’s brow furrows, before she smoothes her features down.



“Well!” she says, clearly trying to shift the mood. “Lyney and…Lynette, right? I think I’ve heard your names somewhere, recently. Aren’t you…”



“Magicians,” Lyney answers easily, and receives the usual excited, intrigued reaction from Freminet’s mother, followed by the same sort of questions about his work he’s always happy to answer. This is a conversation he’s had probably thousands of times, and allows himself to slip into the familiarity of it. Not having to do much heavy lifting at the moment, his brain instead takes a closer look at Freminet’s mother.



The muscles in her arms are toned, but there’s very little fat accompanying them, and she manages to be paler than Freminet even under the warm lighting of the room. She doesn’t look ill, like his 

Mère 

had in the months and days leading up to her very last breath, but she also doesn’t quite look like she was made to fit easily into the space they’re in, either. Hm.




This is who he left your family for, 

a nasty part of him hisses, as she smiles at Lyney while cutting into her food. Lyney immediately feels guilty for the thought. They’d been apart for so long, and Freminet’s mother looks at her son like he’d hung every single star in the sky himself— which, in Lyney’s personal experience, is essentially true. He still looks to them for guidance to this day. 



“So,” Freminet’s mother continues, and Lyney shifts back to full attention, “How did the two of you come to know my son? I’m glad to see he’s still been able to meet people.” Her eyes move over to Freminet, who is suddenly very interested in fiddling with the small contraption Lyney knows he keeps in his pockets for exactly this purpose, and her entire face softens. “I worried about that a lot, ah. Down there.”



Lyney feels a part of himself frown, though he doesn’t let it show on his face. He doesn’t doubt the strength of a mother’s worry, of course, but 

‘able to meet people’ 

is certainly an odd way to phrase it, considering how she’d taken him to what is most easily described as an orphanage.



He can’t spend too much time dwelling on that, however, because spur-of-the-moment lies have never really been Freminet’s strong suit, and he currently looks like he has absolutely no idea how to go about answering this question for what Lyney knows are a whole variety of reasons.



“I broke some machinery in the Court,” Lynette says, before Lyney gets the chance to come up with anything. “Freminet helped fix it.”



It’s a smart way to answer— Lyney would expect nothing less from his sister— but Lynette has a truly appalling disregard for details or emotional tension, so he quickly jumps in to tell the story the way it deserves to be told, though he still leaves all the more incriminating details out.



The rest of the meal proceeds rather normally (though Lyney certainly wouldn’t consider himself to be the best judge of what that actually looks like, what with how long it’s been), and they all continue eating until each of their plates have been scraped clean. It would seem they’re each the sort of people who never want to waste any food they’ve been given, though likely not for all the same reasons. 



“I can help with the dishes,” Lynette says once they’ve finished, to Lyney’s immediate surprise. His incredulity must show on his face, because he’s graciously given one of his sister’s signature flat, blank looks before she briefly shifts her eyes over towards Freminet’s mother.



Ah. She’s aiming to get something out of this, then. That makes a little more sense.



Lyney and Freminet are promptly shooed out of the kitchen and back into Freminet’s room. Freminet looks like he feels bad about not helping, so Lyney tries to get him to explain some of his other projects as a way to distract him (and also let Lynette do…whatever it is she needs to do). 



After a short while, there’s a soft knock on the door, and Lynette quietly steps back into the room.



“There you are!” Lyney says, grinning. “Now, how was that? Does this mean you’re finally going to—“



He pauses, then trails off, once he sees the look on her face. 



Lynette’s eyes are a little wide, and she’s staring directly at Lyney. Her hands are clasped firmly behind her back. 



“She doesn’t remember, either,” Lynette says, without Lyney having to ask. “What she did, right before she went after those men. She doesn’t remember any of it.”



Lyney’s mouth goes dry. 



It’s almost amusing, really. Despite how long he’s lived with her at this point, the sheer reach of Father’s influence still manages to catch him off guard.



“What…do you mean?” Freminet asks, looking between the two of them worriedly. “Are you talking about 

Maman? 

What doesn’t she remember?”



Lyney shakes himself, grimacing. “Your 

Maman 

is…part of the reason we first met, you could say. Though you never told us too many of the details.”



This isn’t entirely a lie. All Lyney had known about Freminet’s mother, for a very long time, was that she was gone. Freminet had seemed reluctant to share exactly how he’d come to the House with Lyney, perhaps because he’d been worried Lyney would look at the situation too harshly, and form an impression of his 

Maman 

he’d felt wasn’t deserved. Lyney tries to soften his more pessimistic side around most people he interacts with, his little brother especially, but Freminet had always seemed to notice it regardless. 



Now, Freminet mostly just looks concerned. Lyney is inclined to join him. 



If there truly is no place that Father can’t get to, then there’s little point in Lyney and Lynette trying to find one specific path they can take. 



Instead, if they’re ever going to actually get themselves out of this, they’ll likely need to do so with a bang loud enough that it will ruin her ability to even follow after them at all. 



Lyney can only hope nothing gets caught in the crossfire. 


 

 


 

 


Freminet hasn’t read that many detective stories in his life (or, at least, that he can remember), but he still feels as if he’s doing this wrong. 



“What do you think?” he murmurs to Pers, staring down at the list he’s written down on some papers spread across the cafe table he’s sitting at. 



Freminet’s mind has been running wild since the moment the twins left his house. Watching them there had almost made him…sad, in a way he can’t quite put his finger on. But he’s now more sure than ever that whatever had caused him (and also, alarmingly, his 

Maman) 

to forget a specific selection of events from the past is something undeniably dangerous. Something that, arguably more importantly, Lyney and Lynette are likely to continue to be tangled up in.



And for all that Freminet has learned over the past few weeks, he still feels as if he hardly knows anything at all— which is probably intentional, on the part of the siblings. Freminet still believes they have good intentions, but this does mean that if they end up running into any kind of real trouble, they likely won’t think to tell him about it until it’s already too late. 



So, he’s decided to take matters into his own hands. Or try to, at least. This whole thing is proving to be rather slippery. 



Talking to the people around the Court might be his best starting point; Freminet may not remember any of the time he’d spent with the twins, but everyone 

else 

should, especially if they’d frequently seen them together in public.



He has a list written down of people he can try and talk to, though it isn’t very long, because the separate list consisting of people he feels comfortable initiating an actual conversation with is short enough on its own. He’s tried writing down whatever facts he’s gleaned, as well, but he’s found it difficult to tell if any of them have been too overly influenced by his own thoughts and feelings, as he isn’t used to having to sit and really parse those out. 



He chews on the tip of his pen, using his other hand to keep Pers from waddling off the edge of the table— he’ll have to adjust his motion sensors later— and manages to write for all of five seconds before his hand is abruptly knocked off-course by the sudden appearance of three small, furry paws.



“Oh,” Freminet says, blinking down at the little black-and-white cat that has already made herself very comfortable on top of all of his papers. “Hello, there.”



The cat immediately flops down onto her side, sending half of his papers flying off the table and onto the ground. She’s only got three legs, Freminet notices, one of her front paws missing, but based on the complete lack of any visible wounds or scars, it doesn’t appear to be a recent loss or injury.



The cat meows at him, as if to ask why on earth he hasn’t started petting her yet, and as her tail swings back and forth it manages to knock even more papers off of the table. Freminet feels himself smile, and carefully obliges her— though she immediately throws her entire head back into his hand the second he touches it, and flicks her front paw appreciatively. From this angle, Freminet has a good view of the yellow bow wrapped around the cat’s neck. The sight has his mind flashing back to one of his old storybooks, and a story of an adventurous young girl with bright yellow bows tied into her long, black hair. Freminet still knows it nearly by heart, so he of course remembers her name. And it would be rude to leave his new friend without one, wouldn’t it?



“Bonnie, then,” Freminet decides, and the cat’s tail 

thumps 

in what he hopes is approval. He scratches the side of her face, which she happily leans into. “It’s very nice to meet you.”



Freminet spends a good amount of time quietly petting this cat— who offers no objections of her own to this— before realizing that, since she has a collar, she probably came from somewhere, and pulls his hand back with wide eyes.



“Are you lost?” he asks, concerned. “Your owner is probably very worried about you.”



Bonnie only lies her head down on the table in response, which is very cute, but doesn’t actually offer him very much help.



Freminet frowns, then moves to pick up Pers, who has thankfully avoided stepping on the cat’s tail so far, and places him in front of her. Bonnie looks slightly intrigued, eyes widening a little.



“This is Pers,” Freminet says, so they’re all acquainted. “Would you like to join our investigation?”


 


Bonnie, as it turns out, has a penchant for jumping onto Freminet’s back. 



He learns this the hard way when he makes the mistake of bending over in front of her in order to pick up the papers on the ground, and spends a good thirty seconds panicking about how he’s going to sit up without sending her careening off of him before she seemingly senses his distress and jumps back onto the table.



She tries this again another thirty seconds later, though, so maybe he’d just been doing it wrong.



Since this isn’t a very practical arrangement for actually having to walk around, she settles for hooking herself over one of his shoulders with her paw like a long, furry towel, while he supports her legs with one arm and carries his bag holding Pers in the other. He’ll try to find information about his past and her owner, and she’ll be his eyes in the back. A fairly good arrangement, in Freminet’s opinion.



He heads over to the Steambird first, to see about possibly putting an ad out in the paper, and the pink-haired reporter he talks to agrees to his request with such enthusiasm Freminet’s fairly sure this will turn out to be the most elaborate ‘missing cat’ advertisement Fontaine has ever seen. He fills out the form she gives him, stands there awkwardly as she coos over Bonnie, then continues on. 



His questions about the twins, unfortunately, don’t earn him quite the same level of reaction, and people seem more confused by his inquiries than anything. Perhaps because he also happens to be holding a cat, but also perhaps because they all think these are answers he should already know, and Freminet loses his nerve to ask anything further at the first sight of bewilderment on their faces, like he’s somehow disappointing them, too. Instead of gathering information, Freminet feels more like he’s chasing after the footprints of someone too far ahead of him to even be visible, impossible to fully catch up to.



He’s sitting at the table of a different cafe, idly petting Bonnie as his mind drifts elsewhere after she’d placed herself directly where he’d been intending to set his papers down and write, when there’s the sound of someone politely clearing their throat, and he looks to find a woman in a Garde uniform standing beside him. Her reddish-brown hair is pulled into a tight bun, and the frames of her glasses reflect harshly in the afternoon sun, and Freminet’s half-terrified he’s managed to go and break some newer law he’d inadvertently forgotten about until she seems to notice his panic and raises her hands placatingly.



“Sorry, sorry!” she says, chuckling. “Didn’t mean to startle you.” She gestures towards Bonnie, who shrinks away from her hand slightly at the motion. “I heard someone finally found my friend’s cat.” She smiles at Freminet, though it strangely doesn’t feel quite as warm as it looks, and the sight has something stirring at the back of his head, old and long undisturbed. “Mind coming with me?”










Notes for the Chapter:
only one chapter left!! some notes for this one:

 

- it’s only vaguely alluded to here, but i have a whole backstory headcanon thought out for exactly how the twins’ parents died, and it’ll likely remain the same for any future projects i may write with them; mother died of illness, father died shortly after of a broken heart failing. sure hope that doesn’t start to give their son any sort of complex about maintaining and presenting emotions, or anything!

- my actual, real-life cat’s name also happens to be bonnie (i was so excited when i saw that quest. lynette has excellent taste in names) so i couldn’t resist putting some of her in here. she’s a gray and white tabby instead of black and white, but she does have three legs! did not expect this fic to end up isekai-ing my cat, of all things, but here she is. i hope you enjoyed her i love her dearly






5. Chapter 5

Notes for the Chapter:here we go!! i won’t keep you all for too long. thank you so so much for reading this far! i hope you all enjoy the finale <33





The Garde leads Freminet through the Court, walking briskly in front of him as he hurries to keep up. Bonnie still seems uneasy, and he tries to make his hold on her feel as reassuring as he can.

“It’s a good thing you found the cat,” the Garde says, turning her head slightly to call over her shoulder. “My friend has been worried out of his mind, but he caught some awful bug recently and hasn’t been able to go looking for her. He asked me to help, but, ah,” she chuckles, “I’m not much of a cat person, clearly. So it’s great that you’re here to carry her.”

Bonnie’s tail is twitching, but she hasn’t tried to make a break away from Freminet. The claws of her front paw dig into the base of his neck, and he holds back a wince, gently petting her head.

They come to a stop in front of an older building tucked away at the end of an alley, and the Garde smiles at Freminet again as she fishes a small key out from one of the flowerpots sitting outside, turns it in the lock, and opens the door. She gestures for him to follow her inside, but something has Freminet’s legs stuttering when he goes to move, and he nearly stumbles over himself.

The Garde’s eyes are sharp. “Careful,” she says. She gestures to the door again. “Come on. We can’t have the cat running right back out into the street, can we? And I’m sure she doesn’t want me holding her.” She bends down slightly to meet Bonnie’s eyes, whose tail has begun to thrash back and forth against Freminet’s side. “No offense taken, of course.”

Despite the inexplicable, growing unease he feels, the woman is still a Garde, and he does want Bonnie to be able to get back home, so Freminet swallows it down, and steps inside when she lets him go first.

The house is dark, with only a few lamps lit, and quiet. The door slams loudly when the Garde lets it fall shut, and Freminet startles violently, jolting Bonnie enough that she jumps out of his arms and skitters off towards a hallway set into the opposite wall.

“I’m back!” the Garde calls, presumably to a person in another room. “I found your cat.”

There’s the sound of fabric rustling, like she’s pulling off her jacket, and Freminet begins to catch the faint smell of…something. It’s coming from the house, he thinks, though it isn’t very strong. The unease rolls.

Boots  thunk against the wooden floor as the Garde approaches him. Freminet turns toward her, to ask if it’s alright for him to go, before he freezes, and the words fizzle away before he can say them. 

The Garde— the  woman, because there’s no way she can be a real one, not now— stands over him, a wild gleam in her eyes and a smile tugging at her lips. One arm is raised above her head, holding something large and metal.

“Idiot child,” she spits, all traces of her friendly demeanor from earlier gone. “Went and forgot about me after everything you did, hm? Or could you not  resist sticking your nose into my business again?”

The faint smell, Freminet abruptly realizes, is now unmistakably the scent of Sweet Flower perfume.

“Wait,” he gasps, panic and dread piercing through him all at once. “Wait, I—”

Pain explodes against the side of his head, and he stumbles backwards, colliding into something hard behind him. The woman advances on him, raising her makeshift weapon again, and fear grips at Freminet’s mind with a suffocating, all-encompassing weight.

It tears control of his body directly out of his own hands. He barely registers what happens next.

With a strength he didn’t know he possessed, Freminet slams his palms down on the hard surface behind him, launches himself up, and kicks the woman directly in the center of her chest. The metal of his shoes is sharp, and she lets out a cry of pain as whatever object she was holding falls to the floor with a heavy  thunk.  

Freminet tries to dart away, but she recovers quickly, and charges for him again, one hand raised in a fist. His arms fly up to catch the punch before it lands, and he yanks her arm down in a painful twist to forcefully spin her around and land another kick to the back of her legs.

She crashes forward onto the ground with a cry, but immediately pushes herself up to latch onto the object she’d dropped— a pipe, Freminet sees. He runs forward, managing to get both of his hands on it just as she does. It’s heavy, but the weight feels almost  familiar underneath his fingers, and he’s able to yank it away from her, whip it around with surprising dexterity, and send a hard blow directly into her side. 

The force of the hit sends the woman careening into a bookshelf, and there’s a loud  crack as her body makes contact with hard, unforgiving wood. 

She groans, rolls over, and does not get back up. 

Like a puppet cut from its strings, awareness slams into Freminet like he’d just been hit himself. 

The pipe slips from his fingers, but he hardly pays it any mind as his hands, beginning to violently shake, come up to cover his mouth. He takes an unsteady step backwards. 

Where did all of  that  come from? How did he— What has he just  done? 

Freminet’s chest heaves, finding it harder and harder to take in a full breath of air. It scrapes itself down his throat, heavy and unsettling.

There’s a sound from deeper inside the house, and then none other than Lyney and Lynette are right there in the room with him, appearing so suddenly they may as well have stepped directly out of the shadows themselves. Lynette is clutching a gleaming, pointed sword, posture sharp and poised and deadly, while Lyney has a sleek-looking bow in his hands and a number of arrows slung over his back. 

They’re both breathing heavily, like they’ve just run all the way to Sumeru and back, and their expressions are as dark and thunderous as an Inazuman storm. Lynette moves towards the woman in a flash, hoisting her up by the collar and pointing her sword at her throat. The woman’s head lolls, but she’s still conscious. Lynette says something to her lowly, eyes dangerously sharp.

Freminet thinks about scars on his chest, and calluses on his hands, and dreams of ash and fire and smoke. His legs tremble, but not from exhaustion. His body is thrumming with energy, abuzz with the adrenaline forged from awakening something that has been lying dormant for months. 

Lyney runs towards Freminet as he sinks to the floor, saying words Freminet can’t quite make out over the roaring in his ears. This isn’t like that day in the alley, where he’d been trapped within the throes of some forgotten panic— here, it’s like he’s trapped within the reality of his situation, painfully aware of every single bone and inch of skin. The truth is staring him right in the face, and he can’t look away from it.

“Lyney,” he rasps, and his voice is so quiet he isn’t even sure if Lyney can hear him. Freminet presses his palms against his eyelids. “This…this is what you didn’t want to tell me, isn’t it? What you’ve both been— both been keeping from me?”

Freminet raises his head, then, and gets a better view of Lyney’s face. He’s gone pale, eyes blown wide, and he looks almost…scared.

“I’m sorry,” he says, beginning to shake his head. “Freminet, I…this isn’t— you never should’ve—”

“Is this what it’s still like for you?” One of Freminet’s hands clutches and twists at the fabric of his own shirt, right above his heart. “Every day, when you aren’t seeing me? You and Lynette, you…”

He trails off, unsure of what words to use to form the shape of something he still doesn’t fully understand. Lyney is staring at him, and Lynette is, too, fingers gripping tightly around the hilt of her sword. They’ve hidden so much from him, and the weight of it all is nearly suffocating. And Freminet’s only scratched the surface.

How must it feel, then, to bear the brunt of it all?

Freminet swallows. Lyney’s hands are planted firmly in his lap, hands unnaturally still. 

“Please don’t push me away anymore,” Freminet whispers, but he knows immediately by the way they both stiffen that they’ve still heard him. “It isn’t helping, not for— for  any  of us.” He squeezes his eyes shut, shaking his head. “If you’re in trouble, I want to help, but you know all of these things about this version of me I don’t remember, and I still don’t know anything about  you,  so I can’t even figure out  why  you…why you even want to—” he opens his eyes again, and looks directly at the twins, “— why you keep trying to come  back?” 

The air freezes around them the second the words leave Freminet’s mouth, and the world has gone all blurry around the edges. He’s just able to glimpse the absolute  devastation painted across every inch of Lyney’s face before he blinks, and the image becomes distorted.

“Lyney,” Freminet manages, desperately trying to hold his voice together before it cracks beyond recognition, “Please.  Please,  just tell me  .  Who are you? And, and  who—  Who am  I?”  He tips forward, digging his fingernails into the hard wood underneath them.  “Who am I?” 

His shoulders shake, and he lifts a hand to clamp over his mouth, but it does little to stop the hot burn of tears from finally, overwhelmingly streaming down his face.

But then, there’s a pained, choked noise from beside him, and Freminet is being pulled into one of the tightest hugs of his life.

“You’re my baby brother,” Lyney says, sounding just as wrecked as Freminet feels. He puts a hand on the back of Freminet’s head, and buries his face into his hair. “You’re our wonderful,  incredible  little brother, Freminet.”

There’s the sound of something clattering to the ground, and then a new pair of hands find Freminet’s shoulders. A head rests against the small of his back. 

“And we’re  your  family, too,” Lyney continues. He holds him even closer. “I’m so, so sorry we haven’t been acting like it.”
















There’s a piece of paper tucked in Wriothesley’s jacket pocket.

This, on its own, is nothing particularly significant. Wriothesley’s current occupation has him doing far more paperwork than he’d ever really wanted to have to deal with on a regular basis, and his resistance to ever fully sitting down and getting all of it completed at once means that his office is never truly pile-free.

The paper in his pocket, however, is different.

It isn’t very long, just a few words, hastily scribbled in the old code he’d come up with during his first few months at the Fortress.


 Potion of bottled flames. The Knave. Remember. 


It’s very obviously his handwriting. He has absolutely no memory of writing it at all. 

So a whole lot of good that last part had done, clearly.

The sheer lack of any detailed information on something he’d written for  himself  is a testament to how low his trust levels have fallen, but, well. It  is him, so he gets it. He’d be overly cautious too, if the Knave was involved. 

The note is written on the back of the receipt for the first tea he’d bought after finding the kid, with the date of purchase innocuously on the other side— and he kind of has to give his past self a pat on the back for that one— which is enough to clue him in to the fact that the two are likely related. Which means the  Knave  is related to the kid, and isn’t  that a thought and a half. 

He doesn’t go rushing into trying to crack the note immediately— if he’d been made to forget the reason he’d written it, crashing directly into whatever  that  is again would be a monumentally stupid move— but he does keep it on him at all times. It’s a habit from the streets he’s never really dropped. The Melusines love to joke about how his pockets are an endless void of miscellaneous items, ha, ha. 

This means, then, that he has it on him when he goes up to the Court to have tea with Neuvillette on a warm, pleasant afternoon. And he has it on him when they’ve finished, and still has it on him when he leaves.

And, subsequently, when he spots the kid out on the street.

Wriothesley doesn’t immediately say anything, because that would be entirely unwarranted and kind of weird; the kid hasn’t actually  done  anything besides be the subject of his mild concern and confusion as of late. But he’s also currently being led around by a woman old enough to be his mother, and because Wriothesley has eyes for this sort of thing that never really turn off, he immediately zeroes in on all the ways in which this interaction seems strange. And though the woman  is dressed in a Garde uniform, well. Appearances don’t really mean a whole lot, do they. 

He deigns to keep his distance for the moment, because feelings alone are never a good enough ground to outwardly declare suspicion on, and if he’s close enough for her to sense he’s on her tail she might get spooked, and do something rash. He’s in the Court, so he has to play by its rules. There’s a balancing game to his actions here that’s different from the one he plays when he’s in the Fortress. 

So, of course, when he sees the woman leading the kid— and the…cat he’s been carrying?— into a  house, Wriothesley can do little else but sit and scowl and watch. A hunch isn’t exactly the irrefutable evidence needed to go breaking down someone’s door.

Though he strains his ears, the building remains entirely silent, so either Wriothesley is being entirely too paranoid over something that likely looks completely innocuous to any normal person, or the walls just  really don’t let sound out. The first one is probably still true regardless.

Still keeping his distance, Wriothesley waits, and waits, and waits— and though the minutes keep dragging on, he can’t quite get himself to just fully turn away.

Eventually, though, the door swings open, and his suspicions seem to be confirmed— which, in his line of work, is never usually a good thing.

Three people emerge from the doorway; one is the kid, and the others are two slightly older children he’s never seen before— a boy and a girl, who look similar enough to each other that they’re almost definitely related. The house was seemingly empty when the woman had first arrived, but Wriothesley hadn’t noticed these two go in at all. It isn’t the most reassuring observation to make. 

All three are a little worse for wear, but the kid looks absolutely  terrible; his face is all red and blotchy, his hair is a mess, and he’s very visibly leaning on the boy beside him for support. It’s a picture Wriothesley has seen thousands of times, both from an outsider’s perspective and not. He feels the weight of their steps, and understands the tiredness in their eyes.

But the girl also has a weapon on her, as does the older boy, and the woman he’d initially seen is currently nowhere to be found, so Wriothesley does kind of have to step in, now. He’s certainly never going to be the person to underestimate what even a child is capable of. 

Wriothesley starts to make his way over to them, and though he tries to be as subtle as possible, the near-immediate tensing of the older boy and girl’s shoulders tells him that they’ve already caught on to his presence. He supposes he shouldn’t be all that surprised; if his assessment of them is at all correct, that level of awareness sort of comes with the territory. The other kids on the street didn’t all joke about him having a second set of ears on his head for no reason.

Figuring that they’ll try and bolt the second he gets too close, Wriothesley stops advancing, and the four of them all quietly stare at each other. 

Well, mostly. 

The kid doesn’t seem to notice him immediately, but once he does, his eyes go all wide, and he looks between Wriothesley and his companions a little nervously. The other boy’s jaw is set, posture subtly shifting into one that will let him run the first chance he gets— and he’s still half-holding the kid, but Wriothesley isn’t naive enough to think that this would completely prevent him from doing so. The girl— who actually  does appear to have a set of ears on her head— keeps her expression as unreadable as a wall of stone. He wonders just how quickly her thoughts are running on the other side of it. 

“You three alright?” Wriothesley asks carefully, and, yeah, this is definitely why he’s better off staying away from the populus at large. Wriothesley’s about as unassuming as a house on fire even if someone  doesn’t  know who he is, and while he can absolutely use that to his advantage in the Fortress, it doesn’t do him many favors when trying to sort out just what sort of trouble the incredibly skittish kids in front of him have either found or gotten themselves into.

“Perfectly fine,” the older boy says, tone clipped, before he seems to realize how visibly untrue this is, given their current state, and changes his approach. “We’re just trying to get him home.”

Not saying any names, then. Wriothesley supposes that’s fair, even though he does know the kid’s.

“Probably a good idea.” Wriothesley shifts his weight, crossing his arms. “I wouldn’t suppose you—”

“There’s a woman inside that house,” the girl says, stepping forward and placing herself slightly in front of the kid. “She is…She’s…” she trails off, looking almost  irritated with herself, hands flexing from where they’re kept firmly at her sides. Her ears give the slightest twitch, and her eyes flick down to bore holes in the ground. “Results of analysis identify her as one of the final remaining members of the Lefevere family.”

Wriothesley’s so focused on the sudden appearance of such an odd speech quirk that he almost misses the end of that sentence, but the boy clearly doesn’t, what with the way he immediately inhales sharply, looking pale.

“The Lefeveres?” he asks, though the words are light, as if he’s almost afraid to fully voice them. “Ly— Are you sure?”

The girl’s ears twitch again. She’s staring even harder at that spot on the ground. “Eye patterns found to match records stored in memory banks.” She clenches her fists, then seems to have to wrench her gaze away in order to look directly at the boy. “Him,” she manages, the word looking like it takes almost a herculean effort to say. “She…looks like  him.” 

The boy’s face immediately clouds with a dark, subtle sort of rage Wriothesley first remembers seeing upon looking in a mirror, and he immediately knows he’s stumbled into something far deeper here than he’d initially thought. 

Because, oh. He  knows the Lefeveres. 

Before he can say anything, though, the girl looks directly at him, and her face seems to sharpen with resolve sometime along the way.

“She led our little brother into her home and attempted to incapacitate him, but he managed to fend her off. In our attempts to get him out, we also came across an animal that we believe to be connected to the rumors of an Imitation Sinthe trafficking ring.”

 That certainly brings up a lot more questions than it answers. Especially with how he’s fairly sure the existence of Imitation Sinthe hasn’t made its way into general public knowledge yet. Wriothesley raises an eyebrow. “Quite the discovery. How’d you properly identify what it was?”

He isn’t trying to sound disbelieving of their statement, or belittling, but the older boy likely interprets it that way regardless, as he visibly bristles before smothering it back down.

“Though we weren’t entirely sure who the culprit was, our organization has been looking into her dealings for quite some time now,” the girl says, and then straightens. She shares a look with the other boy, something unspoken passing between them, before turning back to Wriothesley. 

“If this doesn’t end with her being brought in and interrogated about just how far her operations go, then they will never end,” she continues. “I think this has all more than proven that.”

She closes her eyes, and takes a deep breath. When she opens them again, they flood with a new kind of resolve— and, when the older boy looks at her, it seems to spread to him as well, reshaping the vague edges of concern in his features into something firm and steady.

If we can take this case to court,” she says, “I will testify, and tell you absolutely  everything we know.”
















Neuvillette receives a case file one morning, when the sun is still making its initial trek up into the sky. This proves to be a good thing, because the singular case quickly proves itself to actually be multiple different cases, all connected together.

It’s rather involved, and the situation spelled out in front of him is certainly unlike many other ones he’s encountered over the course of his tenure— a rather impressive feat, given its length.

There is, however, one particular part that sticks out to him.

“Induced memory loss?” he asks, carefully, lowering the paper he’d been reading.

Wriothesley, who has made himself comfortable on one of Neuvillette’s couches— along with what Neuvillette would assume to be the cat he’s just spent the morning reading about curled up even more comfortably in his lap— lets out a sigh.

“Sure seems like it,” he says. He gives a wry smile. “Even I myself appear to have fallen victim, I’m afraid.”

“Oh,” says Neuvillette. He looks down at the paper, then back up. “Well, ah.” He clears his throat, then folds his hands neatly on the desk. “I believe I…may be able to offer a solution.”
















Arlecchino sits at her desk, and looks at the newspaper laid out upon it. 

 FAMED MAGICIAN DUO FORMER FATUI?  the headline reads.  SIBLINGS TELL ALL IN UPCOMING TRIAL. 

Arlecchino focuses in on that one word.  Former. A statement, rather than a question. How bold.

The story detailing the twins’ involvement in the House has been plastered on the front page of nearly every single publication since the moment the news of the trial dropped. Reporters are clamoring for any information on the case they can get their hands on, and Arlecchino knows this nation well enough to not expect the ‘official’ conclusion of the case in court to curb their excitement in the slightest. And she, of course, has ensured that each child she takes in understands this as well.

It’s the sort of situation that, if a complete loss of memory were to suddenly occur with no explanation, would inevitably end up creating far more problems for the House than it would solve. Would require more spilling of their information than what the twins have likely carefully prepared for.

Right underneath the headline is a picture of Lyney and Lynette, blown wide and taking up nearly half the page. 

They’re both looking right at the camera. Though their expressions are serious, there, right in the center of Lyney’s eyes, lies the unmistakable glint of  victory.  

Duels in the House are no longer fought to the death. 

Arlecchino leans back in her chair.

 So,  she thinks,  You’ve found your way out into the light.  

In her mind, unbidden, the image of a tiny hand appears, pressing against the dirty, dusty glass of a window that will never fully open.

The front page of the newspaper is removed, unfolded, and put back down on the desk. The rest is dumped unceremoniously into the trash. 

Arlecchino looks down at the picture of the twins. She can hear a few children foolishly running around downstairs.

 See to it that you don’t go and get yourselves burned, she allows, and then snuffs the thought with a snap of her fingers.

The paper turns to ash.
















Even after everything, testifying is still one of the most terrifying things Lyney’s ever done.

He and Lynette are thorough in their detailing of the entire situation, only really leaving out the names of the other current House children in their testimonies, for their privacy. 

Talking about the Lefeveres means talking about the means in which they’d gone about acquiring their information, and the missions in which they’d encountered Elodie’s associates, and even how they’d come to arrive at the House in the first place. It means talking about Elodie targeting Freminet in order to finish what she hadn’t been able to in a terrible night that had evidently still left its claws in each of them, and how they’d all come to learn the best ways to escape, sneak in, and fight back.

With the persistent awareness that Freminet is sitting right there in the audience, watching and hearing all of it, each word that comes out of Lyney’s mouth feels like the damning bang of a gavel, another tear in the rift that’s surely been growing between them.

But even so, he keeps going. Celestia knows he owes Freminet this much, after everything he’s put him through. 

Father did always used to say his biggest strength was his willingness to do absolutely anything for the sake of his family, didn’t she?

He wonders what she thinks of him now.

Because maybe doing all of this, and walking out to face whatever awaits him afterwards, is an attempt to prove something to himself. And maybe it’s trying to prove that same thing to someone else, too. 

Up in the stands, blinking against the bright light of the stage, Lyney swears that, if only for a moment, he’d spotted a familiar hint of black and white.

Elodie is found guilty for her crimes, of course, as are all of the associates they’d managed to bring into custody so far. And given Lyney and Lynette’s ages, the lack of directly spilled blood on their hands, and the nature of the environment that had been all they’d known for most of their lives, they also aren’t immediately sent packing for a long stay in the Fortress. Still, though, Lyney’s heart is hammering as he heads out into the lobby of the Epiclese once everything is finally, overwhelmingly, over.

He’s hardly taken two steps before Freminet’s running over to greet them. He stops himself before he has the chance to accidentally bowl them over, and the three of them stare at each other in a way Lyney has started to become unfortunately accustomed to, as of late. 

Freminet looks nervous, biting at his lip and twisting at his fingers, so Lyney decides to just go ahead and bite the bullet.

“Freminet,” he starts, and tries to hide how just how anxious he is over this being the thing that will finally push his little brother away for good, that he still hadn’t known the full story back in the house, and that was the only reason he’d been so insistent. “We…If you—”

“They said I could get my memories back!” Freminet bursts, then immediately jumps, as if he’d surprised even himself with the force of it.

Lyney falters, mouth falling open. Lynette’s hand immediately grips his wrist. “…What?”

“I— I still saw most of the trial, I promise!” Freminet says quickly, like this is what Lyney would be focusing on. “And you— you were both so…really, I don’t think I could ever be anywhere near that brave. But—” he shakes his head, reorienting himself, “—right after the verdict, when they were finishing everything up, a Melusine came and told me that— that the Chief Justice  himself can give everything back!”

Freminet keeps talking, and Lyney really should listen, because this is probably up there as the most consecutive words he’s ever spoken for as long as Lyney’s known him, but his mind can’t help but drift, flashing back to just a few hours before.

 Why now?  someone had asked during the trial; Lyney doesn’t really remember who.  Why choose to reveal everything, like this? What’s the point? 

And, now that he isn’t solely focused on Freminet, Lyney notices it. He can just immediately  tell she’s here, without even having to look. It’s a skill every child of the House comes to excel at, and is one a bit akin to learning to ride a bike; once you do it the first time, you’re never really able to forget.

 Maybe I didn’t want to keep believing myself irredeemable,  had been Lyney’s response.  That there truly is no hope for me to ever belong anywhere outside of where I currently am, unless I attempt to hide or erase everything I’ve already been through. 

Lyney turns his head slightly, and though he can’t see her fully, she is there, right along the edges of his peripheries.

She’ll likely be there for a while. Along with a few other things.

But then something really does crash into him, and he’s suddenly got an armful of Freminet, and before he even goes to look for her again he knows she’s already gone. 

 The path is there for you,  he thinks, even though she can’t hear him, as he squeezes his little brother tightly and buries his face into his hair.  All you have to do is not think yourself incapable of walking it. 
















Some time later, Freminet stands in front of the Fountain of Lucine, hands wringing nervously in a way he can’t really help.

“Are you ready?” Monsieur Neuvillette asks him gently, crouched down in front of him to match Freminet’s height. “Though you may find it slightly overwhelming, I promise this will bring you no physical harm.”

Freminet worries at his lip with his teeth. “And…And you’re sure this really will work?” he asks, then immediately attempts to take it back. “N— Not that I don’t think you’re perfectly capable, Monsieur!”

Monsieur Neuvillette’s eyes soften around the edges, and he gives a small smile. “That’s quite alright. Nerves are quite a natural thing to be feeling in situations like these, from my own understanding.” He gestures towards the Fountain. “This is the place where all of Fontaine’s waters converge. In other words, it acts as a…vessel, for hundreds of years’ worth of feelings and memories. The potion you drank may have taken what was in your head, but, ah,” he cocks his head a little, looking contemplative. “Emotions, it would seem, are not quite so easily destroyed.” He offers Freminet another smile. “So, little one, what do you say? Are you ready to begin?”

Freminet bites at the inside of his cheek, then takes a deep breath, and nods.

Monsieur Neuvillette pushes himself to his feet, likely to go prepare, and Freminet’s eyes wander over to the small group of people that had gone with them— Lyney, Lynette, and his  Maman. 

She’d been with him at the trial, that day, and they’d sat right next to each other. Her hand had found his almost as soon as the twins had started talking, and her grip had only gotten tighter the longer it had gone on. He still remembers the look of utter  relief that had painted itself across her face when they hadn’t been sent down to the Fortress by the end of it, the way she’d bent over forwards, pressing her forehead to her knees and clutching his hand to her chest.

They hadn’t said a word to each other the entire time. It’s the closest to her he thinks he’s ever felt since they’d reunited.

Freminet looks at his  Maman, offering him silent encouragement, and then shifts his focus to Lyney and Lynette, who are both giving him matching thumbs up with varying degrees of outward enthusiasm. He can’t help but feel like he’s standing on the edge of a precipice; that maybe he’ll blink, and the world will suddenly look entirely different, and he’ll have to work to find where he stands amidst all this all over again.

He doesn’t really know what to expect from Monsieur Neuvillette’s procedure, or if he’s supposed to do anything specific now that it’s begun, but as he’s looking at Lyney and Lynette he very suddenly feels a  rush  within his chest, and he gasps and clutches at his head as his mind floods and swells and crashes with months, years, a  decade of friendship and family and pain and panic and a million other things in between— and he’s half expecting it to collide against everything he’s come to learn these past few months. Two distinct versions of himself, flooding the same area yet unable to ever truly mix.

But then his thoughts settle, and his mind clears, and he opens his eyes.

And his  Maman is offering him silent encouragement, and Lyney and Lynette are giving him matching thumbs up, with varying, yet overall slightly increased, degrees of outward enthusiasm.

The only thing that’s changed, really, are the ten years of missing context he now has back in his head, and the places they all return to at the end of the day— there’s the one he shares with his  Maman, and the one he’ll share with Lyney, and Lynette, and a little black-and-white cat, once they fully move into the house just a few minutes away from his own. 

And, as he sprints towards his family, Lyney and Lyenette already tearing forward to meet him halfway, it allows him to say, with 100% certainty, that his spot beside his siblings is a spot created entirely for  him.  

As he’s always, truly been.

 


Notes for the Chapter:
i can’t believe it’s finished!! it’s been a joy sharing chapters with you all each week. whether you’ve been following each update, or are going through it all at once sometime in the future, thank you so much for reading!! i will always enjoy hearing any thoughts you have, regardless of how long it’s been. here’s a few more notes, now that we’re all done! mainly my thoughts on arlecchino’s sq.

 

- that line from lyney in the trial is one of the main things that made me kind of sad about arlecchino’s sq, and was a big factor in what pushed me into writing this in the first place. our circumstances do not bind us to one place forever! nothing is ever permanently blocked off from you, no matter what you’ve been through! i personally think arle is far more compelling as a “not what people need her to be at the moment, but could become that later if she works at it” sort of character than the weird “better than medical torture=nothing to be changed here!” take we got in the sq, lol.

- i really don’t know how the memory potion is supposed to just cleanly smooth things over if you consider the fact that like. these children are still seen around outside, right? arle offers the siblings the potion at the end of the quest, but like. furina publicly called them out for being fatui in the aq. what happens if someone asks them about that? what happens if a civilian they regularly interact with like estelle asks a potion taker where their friends have gone, and they have no idea what she’s talking about? though i will happily take a point lyney can exploit to get them out of there haha

- i also think the sq actually makes arelcchino come off a little worse in some ways, which is funny because that was definitely not the intention there, but like. you’ve now written that all these children are canonically under the impression that she’s going to kill them the first sign of dissent they show, so you can’t really say that she’s giving them a choice. do you just have to go “sorry, six year-old, you weren’t willing to die at the hands of your parental figure enough to get to stop being a child soldier?” guys i think you can just say she murders people and develop her from there it’s okay

- i really enjoyed writing her pov, though. i tried to find a good balance in my portrayal of her here without straying too far in either direction, so i hope that came through!

- the lines neuvillette says at the fountain are basically an extended version of something he directly says in canon! was very happy when i remembered it existed and could fulfill my crippling ‘write-neuvi-into-everything’ disease. everyone say thank you neuvillette

- this didn’t make it in but freminet builds their new cat a little meka front paw like fma winry’s dog. goodnight

 

as always, my sincerest thanks to you all for reading!! reactions to this story have been so sweet and i’d love to hear what you think of its conclusion ^^





