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“We’re in your auditorium, and we’re not going anywhere.”


He was doomed at that point, wasn’t he?


“I wanna save Freminet and Lynette too.”


Or was it then?


“Yes, I’ll defend him. I trust him.”


Or then?

Lyney fans out his deck of cards. He plucks one and replaces it – twirls another through his fingers – straightens the deck – splits it, then rejoins it.

He doesn’t know when it started, why it started, and why it won’t stop.

He continues to shuffle. His grip tightens, bending a card at its corner.

It’s not because she’s pretty. Pretty is nothing new; He sees pretty all the time.

He plucks another card from the deck, then returns it.

It’s not because she’s strong; He’ll be able to match her…eventually.

He splits the deck again and tugs harder than he should, bending another card in half. The card is quickly plucked and tossed onto the floor.

Every small jump of his nerves whenever his gaze lands on her. Every wave of heat that washes over him whenever she humors him…or smiles at him.

Gods…that smile.

He huffs quietly; He’s just bent another card. He flicks the card away with one finger, then rearranges the deck and sets it down before he can ruin it any further.

What’s wrong with him? Why won’t it stop?

He’s had crushes before. They always passed over in time…just like he knew they would. This one was supposed to do the same; That’s the only reason why he entertained it in the first place…

Is that where he screwed up? 

He lays back and folds his hands over his stomach. His head sinks into the pillow as he closes his eyes.

The memories flash like strobe lights.







2. Glow




He tapped his dangling hat once, then twice. Cards fluttered out of it and to the floor.

Of course, the crowd was mesmerized; The easiest trick would win them over. It was her attention he’d been trying to steal.

At first, her expression was a composed smile, but with each little slight, he watched the intrigue grow on her features each time his gaze found her for a moment.

She gripped her armrest when Lynette vanished in the tank. Her mouth was slightly agape; Her sunlit eyes had glimmered with astonishment, and finally, a smile broke through her composure.


“Seven! Six! Five! Four!”


She was counting with the crowd. His chest warmed.


“Ah…hah…whoops…that one doesn’t count!”


He glanced. She was giggling. He wanted to skip.


“Three! Two! One!”


Bated breath. His nerves actually managed to get away from him, but not for long.


“Zero!”


Silence…

Then, a standing ovation. His eyes immediately found hers, and her expression…

…transfixed him.

He’d always remember that performance as the one that won over the Outlander…


A deafening crash. Glass shattering. Water spilling - tinting red. Hundreds of eyes…all on him.


He’d always remember the way her eyes once glowed whenever they fell on his family…


Horror. Shaking hands he couldn’t still. Breaths he couldn’t calm.


Whenever they fell on him…


“This performance is over. Medical staff, with me. Detain all performers and seal all exits; No one is allowed in or out at this time.”


And he’d always remember the words that dimmed that glow for good.
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3. Chance





 “I’m sorry.” 


His confession to her.


 “Yes, Monsieur Neuvillette. It’s true.” 


And his confession to the court.

She exhaled. The color drained from her face; Her lips tightened; Her eyes narrowed, and in an instant, the light was gone.

He saw every movement in that moment.

He knew every thought racing through her mind as her head turned toward him.


 He set all this up. 



 He’s been playing me since the beginning. 



 I should’ve known. 


Her expression said it all.

It made him want to run.

It made him want to hide.

It made him want to die.

It made him certain that he was dead to her – that he was dead to the entire nation.

It made him desperate – desperate in a way he hadn’t been in years.

So he told her everything, because in that moment, he was desperate…and perhaps a little stupid.

And she listened.


 “You didn’t kill anyone, Lyney. I at least know that much, so I’m still your attorney.” 



 But I’m no longer your friend. 


And she didn’t have to be. All he wanted was a chance – a chance to earn back the glow – a chance to win back her smile.

And he would. He would win back that smile. He knew he would…

Until he received his next assignment.

An investigation in a fortress miles beneath the surface – miles away from her.

His dejected gaze didn’t leave the floor, even as he promptly answered “Yes, Father.”







4. Long Shot




It was impossible to sleep in that place. If the unbearable sound of clashing metal couldn’t keep him awake, the constant aches would. If the aches didn’t do the job, his own thoughts would.

The work days were long and frustrating. The people were difficult and dense, save for a few exceptions. Most of the time, the food was something he had to summon the strength to eat.


Here…of all places…


He hated the fortress.


Why did it have to be here?


But he kept it together for his siblings. They were the only reasons he stayed sane.


I can’t stand it…


He wanted to pray…to beg for something - anything to release them from that stifling air, but he didn’t have to, because she appeared right out of it.

He knew better than to say a word to her in front of the Duke, so he just stared instead. She stared back, and just like that, he was desperate again. So he took the shot knowing how long it was.

He went through a dozen drafts in his head before finally setting the pen to the card.


 It was nice to bump into you again. Let’s catch up in the production zone tomorrow. 


Not even an exclamation mark. That would’ve been too much; She’d have thought he was playing her again. Just a sweet and simple message that got straight to the point – exactly the way she’d prefer.

He expected her to ignore it. It would’ve made perfect sense if she ignored it.

But he hoped she wouldn’t. 

And she didn’t.
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5. Pushing




Even as he divulged their every intention and affair – even as he appealed with every scrap of information he could pull from his mind, her guard stayed up. He couldn’t say a single thing to soften her wary expression, but she was fair nonetheless. He told, she told.

Before he opened his mouth once more, he felt Lynette’s tail smack him in the back. She’d told him before that asking for help would be pushing the little luck he had, but that didn’t need to be said, and it wouldn’t stop him from trying.

She blinked and he immediately knew that his proposal set off an alarm. Without thinking twice, she refused.

He’d told himself over and over that he’d let it go, but in that moment - when she was right there, he just couldn’t; He was too desperate. He knew it, and so did Lynette. So she swooped in to save him.

“He’s been wanting to reach an understanding for the longest time…and…we were both kinda hoping to team up…”

She embarrassed him beyond what words could describe, but the feeling immediately vaporized when he saw those sunny eyes finally soften a little. She hesitated thoughtfully before speaking again.


“If this partnership of ours just involves exchanging info, then fine. Anything more than that and it’s over.”


Her voice was flat, her eyes were still dim, and she hadn’t smiled a single time, but she’d agreed to work with them. She’d given him another chance. That was more than enough.

Baby steps.
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6. Better That Way




The work became a little easier. The days went by a little faster. The people were a little more tolerable. The food was a little more palatable. Sleep…was still a work in progress.

Their conversations were cordial exchanges of information. She’d nod and pay attention, and he’d do the same for her. He’d hold back nothing; She’d hold back nothing. An equivalent exchange.

Fairness. 

Honesty.

Sincerity.

And yet, it wasn’t enough to make her smile…not once – not even slightly.

It was okay. He was okay with that. He had to be…even though it was another thing robbing him of sleep. Trust doesn’t come so easily, after all. He knew that better than anyone…but he still couldn’t silence the thoughts that haunted him whenever he tried and failed to get even the smallest chuckle out of her – whenever he said something she could humor only for her to nod and continue as if he’d said nothing – whenever his compliments were left to dangle in the air, only being returned with stone-faced blinks.


 This is pointless, isn’t it? 



 We’re better off as strangers. 



 I know better than this. 



 This was a mistake. 



 I have to let things be. 


So he told himself that he would…eventually – that he’d let things be, just not then – that then would be too soon.

But he would. It’d be better that way, so in time, he’d let things be.







7. Red





 Care to guess where Miss Lynette of the Fatui could be right now? 


The words turned his blood to stone. He stared at the note, willing himself to not rip it in half right in front of her.

He didn’t have a plan even as he stormed into the Duke’s quarters, so he stalled for as long as possible – trying to figure one out – trying to gain everything while giving up nothing.

His Father would’ve been flawless. She’d have had the three of them out of there within minutes.

He tried so hard to be flawless, but he couldn’t think. His chest was too tight; His stomach was too twisted; His head was too hazy.


 “Please wait, Your Grace!” 


Her voice snapped him back into the world. When he looked over, her eyes weren’t so dull. Her gaze was alert. Her body was tense.

She was worried…worried about his family.


 “I wanna save Freminet and Lynette too.” 


Suddenly, he could breathe a little – think a little.

As she was quizzed, he knew to keep his mouth shut – to gather himself and figure something out while she appeased the Duke with her knowledge, so he did…he tried.


 “Final question: What’s the secret behind our head nurse and all of her patients in the infirmary?” 


She paled. The Duke had trapped her with that one impossible question. In an instant, he was thrown back into the sea of panic.

He couldn’t think. Everything was blurry…then everything was red.







8. Different





 “Lyney?! Lyney!” 


Her panicked voice wasn’t enough to stop him; Her grip on his shoulder wasn’t enough to stop him. Nothing would’ve been enough to stop him, not when one half of his world was being held captive and the other was dissolving as they spoke.

He was so close to drawing the bastard’s blood before he was put down and forced right back into that sea of panic, except that time, he couldn’t think or move; His body was too heavy. He could only sink.

He was left with no choice but to plead, so he pleaded.


 “How touching.” 


The Duke’s response was instant. She was cold, but he was colder.

His Father would’ve been flawless. He should’ve been flawless. But he wasn’t, and his siblings were about to pay for it.

The world phased in and out of view. He couldn’t see –  couldn’t move – couldn’t think…but he could hear…just a little.


 “If you and the Iudex are so close, you ought to have learned a thing or two from him about virtue by now.” 


She spoke up with a sharpness that reminded him of her verbal showdown against Madam Furina in the court of law, but that time, it was different. Her tone wasn’t assured and confident; It was too harsh to be just that. She was feeling something in that moment, something that drove her to come to his defense yet again.

Anger…quiet, composed anger. She was angry for his family’s sake.

His body became lighter. He could move a little. He could think again.







9. A Shameful Thing




His stomach frothed as he quietly watched the head nurse’s hands squeeze and poke at Freminet’s skin, channeling all his willpower to keep himself from charging at her and decorating the infirmary with her intestines. Lynette was next to him, keeping her hand firmly on him as if to hold him back further.

They were both completely unharmed.

He’d so quickly forgotten his common sense, and all it’d taken was a threat.

It would’ve been so easy to figure out the Duke’s game. All he needed to do was look a little closer…like his Father would’ve.

He was such an imbecile – such a shame to his household, but then wasn’t the time to think about that. He needed to watch over his family.

He kept his narrowed eyes trained on the little rat as she tended to his brother, but he wasn’t able to do the same for his thoughts. Each time he dragged them back to where they ought to have been, they wriggled from his grasp and made their way to her words – to her.


 “I wanna save Freminet and Lynette too.” 


He fought and wrangled his own mind for minutes that felt like days.

When he finally rounded up and caged every defiant thought, of course, she had to appear again. It was almost enough to make him irate with her.

No…with himself. It wasn’t her fault he couldn’t pay attention when it mattered; It was his.

It wasn’t their fault they were even in the infirmary to begin with; It was his.

What a shameful thing he was.







10. Stalling




The Duke’s pet rat eventually scurried off. Good; Another minute with her and he’d have given in to his urge to kick her across the hallway.

He’d had plenty of time to get himself together, and he did. With all distractions out of the way, he set his full attention on his siblings. 

A riddle, a joke, a trick, another riddle. With each word he uttered and each smile he flashed, Freminet was a little less shaken and Lynette a little less tense. He kept the two going, ensuring that his little antics prevented their minds from drifting elsewhere.

Every once in a while, Lynette would eye him knowingly. She’d known from minute one that he was stalling the inevitable discussion, but chimed in with him anyway.

They’d get to it, just not then. He still needed to think of what to say to them…and what to say to Father…

When he looked at the clock again, half an hour had passed. He was out of jokes – out of riddles – out of tricks; All that was left was the uneasy silence.

It was time.

Deep breaths, and…


 “I’m sorry…” 


Freminet spoke before he could.


 “Me too. I should’ve been more careful.” 


Then Lynette.







11. Home




Why did  they  apologize for following  his  lead?

Why did  they  apologize for trusting in  him?

Why did  they  apologize for  his  failure to safeguard them?

Everything was wrong – backwards, and he didn’t hesitate to refute it all – to take responsibility as an eldest brother always should. It was the least he could do after nearly getting them both killed.


 “No. We all dropped the ball at some point. That means we’re all at fault.” 


His mind scrambled for a response, but Lynette didn’t give him the chance.


 “You worry for us; We know that…but we worry for you too…more than you probably think.” 



But you shouldn’t. It’s all wron-


 “Lyney…we’re   all   responsible for protecting each other. Don’t put this all on yourself…please…” 


It’s all…



You’re not…



How could…


He searched, but no words came out. His stomach churned. His hands clenched.


 “We’ve got your back too. Keep your chin up, okay? We love you.” 


For a few seconds, he didn’t want to look up at his sister. If he looked up at her…


 “Lyney. Hey.” 


She wasn’t having it; She wouldn’t let up until he looked her in the eyes, so he relented and slowly brought his gaze to hers.

Her expression was gentle, but stern. Her eyes carved the words into his soul, making sure he couldn’t doubt them even for a second.

Freminet was the next to speak, echoing her words.


 “We love you.” 


His stomach was calm again. They wouldn’t allow him to push back, and he didn’t plan on doing so…not anymore. He didn’t want to.

Before he registered the movements, they’d both moved to each of his sides. Minutes ticked by, but none of them wanted to budge.

Those two could make even the fortress feel a little like home.







12. Unfair




He didn’t mean to close his eyes for so long, but it’d only been a few minutes. When he opened them, his insides were hit with a wall of ice, then fire.

There she was again, standing in the infirmary’s doorway. She was looking at them; She’d probably been listening the entire time, but he didn’t care. He couldn’t care, because when he saw her expression, he wanted so badly to cry.

She.

Was.

Smiling.

It was so unfair of her to smile like that…in that special moment when he was so weak. For a second, he wanted to convince himself that she was doing everything on purpose; Then he could’ve been angry at her; Then it would’ve been easier to let things be.

But that wasn’t fair, and it wasn’t true. She didn’t know, and her smile was a real one – an ultimate sign that a part of her did truly care for them…in spite of everything.

He couldn’t cry then; That’d be unacceptable, but gods…

It was so unfair, so agonizingly unfair. The universe had to have known the heartless joke it was playing on him.

How could they be better off as strangers? How could he let things be? By that point, it was too late – too impossible; She was etched too deep into his heart.

No…he couldn’t just tear her out of it; He’d bleed out and die.

He couldn’t let things be, not anymore.







13. Wouldn’t




There was no feeling more sublime than the feeling that blanketed his body when he finally felt fresh air on his skin, even more so when he turned the knob and entered his own room.

Of course, his hands had collected new calluses, his complexion was the worst it’d been in years, his ruined taste buds made every food he ate taste of soil, and his sleep was still escaping him even in his own bed, but that was nothing a few weeks of a careful routine couldn’t fix.

…Weeks…weeks of nothing…nothing from her, not even a surprise appearance…

A routine couldn’t fix that.

He kept his head buried in his duties, trying and failing to force his mind away from the thoughts that tore a deeper and deeper hole into his chest.


 Did I read things wrong? 


He shouldn’t have been thinking about her. He had a reputation to dig out of the mud and a crisis to avert.


 She couldn’t have left already. 


He just needed to continue the routine. It was simple…so simple.


 She wouldn’t just leave knowing we’re all still in danger. That’s not her. 


Perform here. Investigate there. Act…like he does best.


 She wouldn’t just leave. 


Lay low. Accept no interviews; Answer no questions. Focus.


 She wouldn’t. 


Stop. Focus.


 Please, no…she wouldn’t… 


Focus.


 …would she? 








14. Perfection





 I’ve been investigating the prophecy. I need your help to save Fontaine. If you can, please meet us at the attached location. 


A three-sentence letter from her nearly had him choking on his own saliva.

Of course she didn’t leave them all to die. What a stupid thing to doubt.

Now she was planning something, and she wanted –  needed him to be a part of it. She needed him. 

She was giving him yet another chance… offering  it to him on a splendid plate of gold and jewels.

His heart lurched and he was on the move in an instant. Every word he’d said – every secret he’d told…even if he’d been true while saying the words, they’d have meant nothing if he let her down when she needed him. Words can’t substitute actions no matter how passionately they’re spoken.

He made sure his party of three was the first to arrive and that he understood every word said – everything she needed from him. 

First, a reliable confidante. Next, an efficient hunter. He’d play any role she needed him to. He’d come through for her the same way she’d come through for him, and he’d do it without asking a single question. That was his silent promise. 

And it was one he kept. 

He played his part, and he played it to perfection. He came through for his nation, for his family, and for her.

All that was left was to hope it was finally enough.







15. Patient





 “See, that’s the thing about secrets; The harder you try to hide them, the easier they come out.” 


When he saw her approaching him, he wished he could snatch the words from the air and swallow them.

He should’ve expected it, but he didn’t. He should’ve prepared for it, but he didn’t, though it was easy to make it look like he did. Speaking and smiling was always easy…until it wasn’t, but it didn’t matter if it wasn’t if no one could tell, and he made  sure she couldn’t tell.

She eyed him for a long while before finally speaking. Her eyes made little movements, roaming his face – scanning his features for any hint of misdirection.

She was still wary.

It wasn’t enough.

Why?

Her expression was indecipherable, though not harsh at all. She wasn’t nearly as distant as she’d been before. So he took another shot; That time, he knew he could. 


 “We’ll help you investigate.” 


For a moment, he was floating, then he was back on the railing again. She accepted almost immediately. He’d made progress, but she still had her reasons to be on guard – good ones, too; He couldn’t deny that.

He would keep proving them wrong. He would be patient.







16. Spellbound




She didn’t mind breaking bones; She didn’t mind forced entry; She didn’t mind trickery; And she didn’t mind keeping it all a neatly-wrapped secret between the four of them. He played dirty, and she played dirty with him, never questioning a single thing he said or did.

It was so new – so different that he almost wanted to turn and ask what the hell had suddenly possessed her, but he didn’t dare. He was too thankful for her faith, and he made sure to remind her of that every second she risked her reputation for his sake.

Each time he said the words, she gave the same response.


 “Don’t mention it, Lyney.” 


As if she’d known.

She had known, hadn’t she? She’d known how important Cesar was to them both. She’d probably known from the second she saw their names in his notebook.

She kept helping without thinking twice about it. Even though she was wary, she stayed close just because some man she’d never heard of was important to them.

How important were they to her?

The question came to him as he waited inside walls of painted hardwood, mere seconds from attempting his deadliest spectacle.

A snap, then he was falling. His gaze found her face, then he was soaring.

Her sunny eyes were wide; Her hands were covering her mouth. She was spellbound – so in awe that she trembled.

 That…was the perfect look – just as splendid as the one he’d seen when she was in his audience for the first time. No, even more so. 

He wanted to freeze in time and gaze, but he had to survive the fall. He had to finish the performance, and he did. Flawlessly.

He’d always remember that performance as the one that won back the Outlander.







17. True




As he stared at Cesar’s tomb, he didn’t think he wanted company; Even Lynette had known to leave him to his solitude. But after a while, a head of golden locks was next to him, and suddenly, company wasn’t so bad. It certainly lightened the heavy air around him.

He probably talked more than he should’ve – told more than he ought to have told, but she stayed quiet, listening to every word…like a friend would’ve.

Were they friends?

He couldn’t help looking up, searching for the answer within her eyes, but he didn’t have to search. She gave him the answer herself.


“We’re in your auditorium, and we’re not going anywhere.”


She said it so firmly  – so genuinely. In her eyes, there was finally that twinkle…

That glimmer…

That glow.

He was nearly undone.

He could’ve fallen to his knees and begged her to say that she meant the words, but that would’ve been against his better judgment, and he knew that he didn’t have to. She was being true. She’s always true. 

She told him she’d stay by him, and she meant it while saying it. After everything – in spite of everything, she chose faith in him over her rightful skepticism.

He knew he could never take that for granted, so he silently swore in that moment that he too would always be true, and sealed that promise with a gift.

Her slender fingers traced along the rose’s petals, then down its stem. When a soft smile formed on her lips, his soul left him.

There she was…smiling while holding his beating heart in her hands.







18. Light




Lyney’s eyes flutter open. He squints and blinks as a ray of sunlight beams into his pupils, turning his body away from the window to his side. Red catches his eyes, drawing them downward to the sight of his cards strewn about the floor near his bedside.

Ah, he dozed off…

He exhales and sits up, slowly sliding off the bed and dropping to his knees. His mind strays as he absentmindedly flicks each card into his grip.


 Lumine. 


For a second, his hands freeze.

He blinks, straightening the cards in his hands before standing and setting them on his dresser. As he sinks back into his bed, his eyes drift to the window, following the sun as it slips behind a thin cloud.


 Lumine. 


She only has to do the simplest things to be a kind of pretty he achieves after weeks of a routine.

She swings her sword with strength that’ll take him years to match with his bow…if he can ever match her at all.

He’d envy her if she didn’t dazzle him so much – if she didn’t light up his soul with her eyes and warm his heart with her smile. He’d envy her if she wasn’t one of the truest things he’s ever seen – real and luminous as the gleam of the sun.


 Lumine. 



 Light. 


What a perfect name.

That’s what she is – light. Lumine is sunshine that brings brightness and warmth to the cold shadow of his existence.

Is that why it won’t stop? Is that why this passing fancy is so much more powerful than others?

Oh…then in that case, he really is doomed, isn’t he?







19. Smile




Beauty always comes so easily to her, as does strength…and goodness…and virtue.

But smiling…smiling isn’t nearly as easy for her, is it?

He sees them – the tiniest twitches of strain whenever she does it for affability’s sake. He catches it when the curve of her lips clashes with the stillness of her eyes. He knows the act; He does his own every day. Actors know actors. 

As one who’s perfected the art of the masquerade, it’s become all too easy for Lyney to find even the smallest cracks in those of others. Lumine is no exception; In fact, her mask is one he observes most keenly.

Her smile is so much like his – part of the elaborate costume she dons for her own eternal performance – a smile that rarely reaches her sunny eyes that show so much, yet hide so much more.

What does she hide beneath such a smile?

Fear? Anger? Sorrow? All three?

If so, of what? Toward whom? Over what?

Lumine…

Who is she when she’s not playing her part as the Outlander – the hero?

Maybe one day, he’ll say the right combination of words that convinces her to show him. For now, however, he’ll be content to bring her a real smile every once in a while.
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I hope you liked reading this as much as I liked writing it.

I’ve got a lot of fics about the wonder siblings to tackle and I can’t wait to start posting. So much to get out. This is gonna take forever, lol, but I love it.

Thanks so much for reading till the end. I appreciate you looking at this little piece of my soul.

Until next time. 💕
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