
1. Prologue

Author’s Note:
•┈••✦ ❤ ✦••┈•

Hi again~

I initially planned to wait waaay longer before I started posting this one, but I decided to just get on with it instead of letting it sit in my docs. I’m trying to really step it up with this one (evidenced by the jump in chapter length, haha), so updates to this will be irregular, but I hope the writing quality makes up for it a little.

I’m excited to start exploring Lynette and really flesh out my idea of her and Lyney’s backstory as well as her inner struggles and how she eventually comes into her own. I hope you like this fic. I feel like it’s shaping up to be one I’m gonna be proud of.

As always, thanks for taking a peek at what I’ve made. 💖

•┈••✦ ❤ ✦••┈•








Where did everything go?





I can’t see. There’s just rain, and wind, and fog, and you.





It’s so cold. The rain, the air, my skin, my chest, my stomach…everything. Your hand is the only warmth. You’re holding on tight, and it does hurt a little, but please don’t let go. It’s so cold.





Why are you so quiet? I keep asking you where we’re going, but you won’t answer. You just keep walking…and walking…and walking… 





Where’s the hill? Where’s the garden? Where’s our house? Where are Maman and Papa? Where did all the water come from?





Where did everything go?









2. Trouble

Notes for the Chapter:~* July 25th, 2024 note: This chapter to chapter 6 are ones I wrote while I had no plan and no clue what I was doing. If you notice a disparity in quality, that’s why. That said, I hope you still enjoy them, as they contain the foundational concepts for pretty much the entire story. *~







Part One: Alley Kittens



Trouble



“That’s your brother?!”

Lynette bristles, clutching her knees tighter. She nods to the girl in front of her, keeping her eyes on her shadow on the concrete.

“Nuh uh; You’re lying. Siblings are supposed to look similar,” she responds immediately.

Lynette huffs, digging her nails into her skin.

She could just stand up and punch her. Then she’d shut her mouth…

But she’d probably also cry…and then tell her parents. Or worse – she might have a brother who’d get mad and hit her back. That’s what Lynette’s brother would do.

She wishes he was here right now.

Lynette blinks, keeping her eyes on the ground. 

She’ll go away soon. They always do.

The girl crosses her arms. “I guess you do look a  little similar…”

Lynette tenses as she steps toward her and points a finger at her head. “It’s just…those. You said you two are twins, right?” She tilts her head to the side, pushing her finger uncomfortably close. “So…why do you have those while he doesn’t?”

Lynette shrinks away as she feels a tingle on her ear. It flicks, then folds back with her other one, both ears resting flatly against her head. She stares at the girl’s shoe, her eyes narrowing as she feels heat in her chest.

“I don’t know,” she answers flatly. “Please leave me alone.”

The girl pauses, but doesn’t back away. “Sorry…didn’t mean to make you mad or anything. I’m just wondering. That’s all.”

Lynette exhales through her nose.

People are always “wondering”. She wishes they would stop.

Now she’s staring at her…like they always do.

“I mean…” she starts, creeping closer. “They look soft. Can I touch ‘em?”

“No.”

“Why?”

Lynette huffs again, keeping her hands on her knees to keep them from shooting forward and slamming into the girl’s face. “It feels weird,” she answers.

The girl’s shadow pauses, then nods. “Oh…okay! I’ll touch them softly then, so it won’t be weird. Can I touch them now?”


 “No.”  


The word comes out as a hiss, causing the girl to jump and finally step back. Lynette shifts backward on the concrete, turning her body away from her. She hugs her knees, wrapping her tail around them and keeping her body rigid – controlled.

She won’t hit her. That would start a fight, and fights are trouble. She shouldn’t start trouble.

The girl is quiet, then she’s gasping.

“Ooh, you have a  tail!” she squeals. “Please, please, can I rub it?! Just a  little rub? As a friendship thingy?”

…Friendship?

No, people never want friendship. They only want to stare and touch. That’s the only reason why they ever approach her.

Lynette’s lips tighten. Her body clenches.

“We’re not friends,” she grits out.

Silence, then footsteps. When the girl speaks again, the closeness of her voice makes Lynette flinch and turn her head. Finally, her violet eyes dart up to the girl’s teal ones. The girl stands over her, her brow furrowed and her arms crossed.

“Why not?! I’m trying super hard to be  your  friend, but you keep being mean.”

Lynette glares at her. “Can you just go away?”

The girl inhales, then glares back. She turns her head up, her dress swaying around her as she whips around and storms away from her.

 “Fine!” she pouts.

Lynette sighs, loosening her body and looking back down as she listens to the clack of the girl’s shoes on the concrete. Her footsteps grow more distant, then they stop.

She huffs. “Guess that’s why I shouldn’t try to be friends with  animals.”

Lynette stiffens. Her insides singe.

She won’t hit her. 

She stands.

She won’t start trouble.

She takes a step, then another.

She won’t…

She charges, tackling the girl to the concrete and raking her sharp nails across her back, tearing open her dress. The girl screams as blood trickles from the gashes, but Lynette doesn’t hear her, nor does she feel her desperate kicks to her back. She snarls, tearing out lock after lock of the girl’s black hair and slashing one time…two times…three…four…


 “Help me! Help!” 


Five…six…


 “Nathan! Help! Nathan!” 


Seven…


 “Nathan!” 


A weight crashes into Lynette’s side, knocking her off the shrieking girl. She grits her teeth and looks up at the larger figure in front of her.

A black-haired boy raises himself, towering over her as she lays on the ground. He scowls at her with teal eyes that match those of the girl.

Her brother.

He turns to his sister. “Go to Mama and Papa, Natalie. I’ve got her.”

The girl – Natalie – nods, tears pouring down her cheeks. She sobs as she turns and runs down the alleyway, disappearing around a corner.

As Nathan turns back, Lynette sucks in a breath. She stands up, steadying herself and gritting her teeth. Her heart pounds, but she forces the tremble out of her body, shooting the boy a sharp glare.

He glares back, his eyes boring into Lynette’s as they blaze with rage. The strength leaves her limbs in an instant.

He’s so much bigger than her…

He steps forward.

She shouldn’t have scratched Natalie…

He lunges.

She shouldn’t have started trouble.

Lynette yelps and sprints down an adjacent alley. Her stomach drops when she hears heavier footsteps behind her. She turns one corner, then another, feeling tears sting her eyes as Nathan’s footsteps slowly gain on her.

As she turns another corner, a push sends her to the ground. She scrambles on the concrete, but a shoe slams into her hand, locking her in place and forcing a cry of pain from her chest.

“Papa told me to never hit girls, but…”

Nathan’s shoe swings upward. Lynette wails as pain splits through her face, feeling warm liquid trickle from her nose. She rolls onto her side, curling up and clutching her face.

“…I don’t really care right now. Mean girls like you deserve to get hit.  Hard.” 

Lynette coughs as his shoe slams into her back, knocking the air out of her lungs. She tries to shift onto her knees, but he kicks her again, keeping her on the ground.

“I’m tired of mean people, so…I’m gonna keep kicking you ‘till you learn to be nice.”

Another kick to her back cracks her spine. Lynette grunts, jamming her watery eyes shut.

She should’ve just smiled at Natalie when she waved. She should’ve just let her touch her ears.

A kick to the side. Lynette whimpers.

She should’ve just let her rub her tail. She should’ve just said they were friends.

A kick to the stomach. Lynette heaves.

But she just  had to be mean, didn’t she?

A stomp on her tail. Lynette screams.

She just  had to start trouble.


 “Hey!” 


The voice makes Lynette jolt. She opens her eyes as she hears weight plummet to the ground in front of her.

Nathan is on the ground. Standing over him is a boy with ash-blonde hair and violet eyes that match Lynette’s own.

Her brother.

Lyney steps forward, staring Nathan down with a razor-like gaze. Before Nathan can raise himself from the ground, Lyney rams his foot into his side, sending him back down. He turns to Lynette.

“Go back to the hideout, Lynette. I’ve got him.”

Lynette crawls to her feet, wincing and holding her side as pain shoots through her body. She hesitates, staring at her brother with glossy eyes before nodding and stumbling to a nearby corner. Before she turns, she hears a stomp on the concrete behind her. She glances back.

Lyney’s boot is jammed onto Nathan’s hand, then into his back. A yank, then the two boys are on the ground, droplets of blood spattering from them as they punch, scratch, and kick each other. Lynette’s quivering hand grips the corner of the building as she stares, torn.

She should help.

Lynette leans downward, searching the ground for a rock. She picks up a slab of broken concrete.

She  will help. She started it, after all. 

She straightens herself and steps forward, grunting as she lifts the slab into the air and hurls it downward. A crack, then Nathan shrieks, staggering backward and clutching his limp arm. He’s forced back to the ground as Lyney seizes the opportunity and pounces on him, battering his face with his fists.

Lynette moves back to the corner, taking one final glance at her brother before she turns and runs. She passes a building, another building, then another before finally slowing to a pained trudge. She limps down the street, making her way to a familiar storehouse.

She can’t hear her brother anymore.

He’s probably hurt.

She slumps against a wall and wipes her nose, shaking as her back prickles. Her eyes travel along the building’s side, finding a large crevice in the bricks. She moves toward it, then squeezes her body through the fissure, heaving as she crawls into a small opening and collapses.

What if he doesn’t come back?

Lynette’s ears swerve toward the opening of their hideout, searching the air outside for the faintest sound of her brother.

Silence.

Oh no…

She shouldn’t have run. She should’ve stayed and kept helping.  She  started the fight;  She made her brother have to come save her. Why did she run away?

Silence.

He always has to save her. She should save herself for once…

Footsteps.

…or at the very least keep herself out of trouble…

“Lynette?”

Lynette’s stomach lurches. She scrambles to her knees, a calm washing over her when she sees her brother’s familiar shadow outside. 

“I’m here,” she calls back.

Lyney lets out a relieved sigh, then dips down and squeezes himself into their hideout. Lynette’s eyes catch wet crimson on his cheeks just before the darkness of the crevice covers his body.

He sits in front of her, his limbs shaky and his breaths heavy. “You okay?”

“Mhm,” Lynette nods, guilt gnawing at her chest as she eyes the silhouette of her brother’s shaking hands. “Are you?”

“Yeah.”

Exactly what she knew he’d say. He always says he’s okay, even when everything she sees says otherwise.

“But you’re all bloody,” she says. “I’m sorry…”

He’s silent, then he’s moving beside her, nestling his body against hers as they both kneel in the damp soil. “It’s no biggie; Just a scratch. We showed him.” He turns his head toward her. “What happened anyway?”

Lynette tenses, feeling her ears flatten against her head. As she speaks, her tail drags across the soil in an agitated flick.

“I was being mean to his sister. She wanted to touch my fur. I said no, then she called me an animal and I got mad.”

She hears Lyney’s breath catch. He exhales before he responds, his tone sharp with quiet fury.

“You’re  not an animal, and you’re not mean.”

His arms wrap around her shoulders, pulling her toward him. She grimaces as pain stabs her back before relaxing into his warm embrace.

“Don’t listen to other people, sis.”

She nods, closing her eyes as she rests her head against his chest. His breaths are still quick and his arms still unsteady, but his hold remains firm…just like it always is.

Lyney has to do everything. She just sits uselessly and makes him worry. The least she can do is not make trouble for him so that he doesn’t have to get hurt, but even there, she fails.

She ought to learn to be a better little sister. Then she can help, and Lyney won’t have to do everything…

Lyney leans his head in, resting it against her own. “Hey, I heard a cool story once…about a thief who became a hero.”

Lynette’s thoughts halt. She looks upward, her ears tilting forward curiously. “A hero?”

Lyney nods. “Yeah. He stole ‘cause he didn’t have much, but he did always have hope…even though people were mean to him ‘cause he kept taking their stuff.”

Lynette blinks. “What happened to him? We’re people mean to him forever?”

“Nope. One day, his hope was so strong that the gods gave him a Vision, and he used his new power to save the people from a flood. Then they loved him, and he never had to steal again.” Lyney laughs lightly. “Pretty cool, right?”

She can hear the smile in her brother’s voice. She sighs, her chest buzzing. “Yeah…”

As Lyney’s breaths slow, Lynette can feel the gentle thump of his heart in his chest. She listens, each beat dulling the pain in her spine a little.

Lyney tells the best stories. He always knows how to make her feel better.

She wishes she could make him feel better too, but she’s no good at talking…or anything else. 

She  can  get good at one thing, though: staying out of trouble, and she will. She won’t fail next time. She’ll stay quiet and let anyone touch her ears. She’ll say that they’re her friend, and no matter how angry she gets, she won’t start trouble. At least then, Lyney won’t have to fight, and Lyney won’t have to bleed.




Notes for the Chapter:
~* July 24th, 2024 note: I don’t know why the title of this chapter keeps changing to “Prologue”. I think little Lyney is tampering with my fic and breaking things. How do I stop him? He runs too fast. *~






3. Taking





Taking



Lynette squints the sun’s glare out of her eyes, pulling her knees up to the rim of the bench. She tightens her lips, ignoring the jab in her stomach as her eyes travel to a slowly-thickening crowd on the street ahead of her.

Lyney will be back with food at the end of the day. He always comes back at the end of the day. She should be more patient, but her stomach won’t stop, and moving is becoming a harder thing to do…

If only the day would go by faster.

Lynette squeezes her eyes shut as another pang attacks her stomach. She hears heavy footsteps to her right before a tap to her shoulder pulls her focus away from the pain. She looks up, her eyes trailing up the colossal figure of a man clad in some kind of uniform. His badge glints in the evening sun as he folds his arms.

Lynette’s breath hitches. She tenses.

He’s an officer.

What did she do?

“Hey. Someone just pick-pocketed a gentleman not too far from here. You see anything?” he asks in gruff tone, tapping his finger to his forearm as he stares down at her.

Oh…

Lynette’s ears twitch in her hair. She shakes her head. “No sir.”

The officer huffs. He nods before marching off to recite the same question to a woman on the opposite curb.

Lynette relaxes, hunching over and squeezing her eyes shut to suppress another jab in her stomach. When the pain subsides, she exhales shakily and stands up, moving slowly down the sidewalk. She passes a salon and a fruit stand before slipping into a small alley nearby the chattering crowd. She sits on the concrete, peering through the sea of people until her eyes find the center of their attention.

A man in odd clothing extends his gloved hands, and quickly, the crowd around him falls silent. He smiles, flipping his tall hat off of his head and letting his golden locks fall around his face.

“Watch closely now. Blink…and you’ll miss it,” he winks, flourishing the hat. He turns to a red-haired boy in the crowd, beckoning him forward before passing the hat to him.

“Now, take a good look inside. What do you see?” he smiles at the boy, who peeks into the hat and frowns.

“Nothing…” the boy answers, squinting and looking back up at the man.

“Nothing?” the man repeats, arching a brow. He taps his chin before extending his hand again. “Let me take a look.”

The man’s gaze flits between the hat and the boy as he takes the hat back. He furrows his brow. “Are you sure?” he asks, his expression slowly morphing back into a smile.

The boy nods. “Uh-huh.”

The man chuckles, reaching his hand into the hat and tapping the inside. “Ah…but look here. I’ve found something!”

The man flicks his fingers and turns the hat back over, drawing an ecstatic gasp from the boy, who immediately reaches inside. When his arm pulls back, his hand is clutching the biggest rainbow lollipop Lynette’s ever seen.

The man pats the boy on the head before flourishing his hat again and taking a deep bow. He raises himself, smiling and sweeping his gaze across the rest of the now antsy crowd. “One magic lollipop; One happy child.” He raises his hat into the air, letting candy rain onto the concrete from the inside. “Who else wants magic candy?!”

The crowd explodes into a frenzy of excited squeals and children dart around, snatching colorful chunks of wrapped candy for themselves as the man tosses them into the air. Shortly, the adults around them join in, the crowd becoming a chaotic blur of swiping and laughing.

Lynette shifts, another pang making her wince.

She wants magic candy too.

No, she’ll wait for Lyney. Lyney will come back soon; She knows it…but she can’t help wondering what she’ll taste if the candy were to touch her tongue… Fruit? Sweetness? Sourness? All three? Is it hard or chewy? She doesn’t think she’s ever had chewy candy before. 

She’s dying to try just one piece. Maybe someone in the crowd will let her have a piece of theirs…

No, they won’t. They’ll just stare at her. People always stare at her.

Her stomach hurts again. She thinks she’s shaking, but she ignores it and keeps her eyes on the crowd.

The man takes one final bow. “Thank you, thank you!” he grins, waving to the crowd as it quiets down and starts to scatter. He whirls around and bounds down the opposite side of the street, his hat still in his hand.

Lynette shifts to her knees and moves backward, sinking further into the shadow of the alleyway – out of sight of the people as they pass by. Her eyes follow each passing figure, lingering hungrily on every tempting piece of candy she spots. As she looks on, a dizzying jab causes her to hunch over and suck in a strained breath. She closes her eyes and groans.

She should be more patient. She  wishes  she was more patient, but she can’t stop her mouth from watering, and her stomach hurts so much worse now…

Please hurry, Lyney.

“Mom, look.”

Lynette’s eyes shoot open. As they slowly lift from the concrete, they move up the figures of a woman and a boy. Lynette stiffens, her ears flicking backward into her hair and her tail straightening behind her.

They’re staring at her.

The woman gasps, her hand rising to her chest. “Good gods…” she breathes.

Lynette eyes her silently, still stiff. When she steps forward, Lynette’s chest clenches.

“Are you hurt?” the woman asks, her eyes searching Lynette’s small, hunched figure.

Lynette sits silently, only moving to inch backward when the distance between her and the woman closes again. The woman pauses, her unnerved expression softening.

“Oh, I’m scaring you, aren’t I? I’m sorry…” She dips her head apologetically, then turns and looks around behind her, releasing Lynette from her crushing gaze. She taps the boy beside her, lowering herself to whisper something to him before heading down the street, leaving him and Lynette alone in the alleyway.

The boy shifts his weight awkwardly and looks to the side. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a bright green piece of magic candy, unwrapping it and snacking on it.

Lynette shivers, feeling the wetness return to her mouth as her nose is tickled by the faintest hint of fruit. The boy stops chewing, eyeing her questioningly before reaching back into his pocket and pulling out a colorful bundle of wrapped candies.

“Here,” he offers, stepping forward. “Mom’s got a lot more. You can have it.”

Lynette blinks at him.

He’s being nice. Why?

It’s probably because he can’t see her ears. If he saw, he’d gasp and squeal, then try to pet her…like she’s an animal…

He’s still staring at her, his hand outstretched. She wants to say no, but the magic candy is so colorful, and she really likes the smell…

Is it really magical? Can it really come out of thin air? If she takes it, will she never have to feel another stomach pang? Will Lyney never have to look for food again?

Lynette moves forward, extending her hands. The boy smiles lightly and turns his hand over, allowing the candies to drop into her fingers. As Lynette pulls her arms back, she stares at the bunch of brilliant treats in her palms. 

Should she eat one now? No, she’ll let Lyney try one first.

She raises her eyes again, closing her palms and looking up at the boy who’s now munching on another candy. “Thank you,” she says lowly, to which the boy nods.

“No prob,” he replies.

He turns to the side and tilts his head upward at the sound of approaching footsteps. Soon, his mother steps beside him. She motions in Lynette’s direction. “Right here. I think the poor girl’s homeless…”

As two more figures of a man and a woman step into her view, Lynette’s muscles seize.

Officers.

Instantly, she’s rushing to her feet, backing further into the alley as one of the officers gingerly extends his hands.

“It’s alright, kid. We’re just gon-”

She doesn’t hear the rest of his sentence. She’s bolting into the alley’s shadows, deafened by the pounding of her own footsteps and heart. She turns into another alley and races forward, only stopping to catch her breath when the calls of the officers have faded into silence. 

Lynette coughs, holding the candy in her hands close to her chest as she slows her pace to a walk, pushing herself back toward the familiar street even against the protests of her famished body. She forces herself forward until her burning legs finally give out and she sinks to the ground, gasping for air. Another jab draws her arms back around her stomach, tempting her mind back toward the candy right in her palm.

She’ll wait for Lyney. Lyney deserves to taste it first.

Where is he?

As if to answer her silent question, a chipper voice draws her attention back upward.

“There you are.”

The pain in her stomach dissipates as her eyes meet the eyes of her twin. He’s smiling, and suddenly, she is too.

“Sorry for taking so long… but I’ve got a surprise. It’s at the hideout, c’mon,” Lyney urges, a hint of pride in his tone.

Lynette nods and stands up, trailing behind him as he trots eagerly to their hideout. Outside the crevice lies a small mound covered by a blanket.

Lyney stops and turns to Lynette, his eyes glimmering with anticipation. He steps toward the mound and pulls the blanket off, revealing a pile of goods that draws a surprised gasp from Lynette.

Two small mattresses, two blankets, and two pillows. On top of one mattress rests two wrapped plates of food joined by a box of matches.

Lyney grins, bubbling with satisfaction. “Ta-da!” he exclaims, sliding one plate in her direction. “Dig in.”

Lynette squeaks excitedly, but she doesn’t reach for the plate. Not yet.

She looks back up. “I got something too,” she says.

She steps toward the mattress as Lyney’s head tips to the side. She stretches out her closed palms and opens them, letting the magic candies fall into a pile on one of the mattresses. 

“Ooh!” Lyney beams, plucking a bright red piece from the pile and tugging the wrapper off. “How’d you get this?” he asks her as he pops the piece into his mouth.

“Someone nice gave it to me,” Lynette answers. “It’s called magic candy. Do you like it?”

Lyney nods, humming. “That’s a good name, ‘cause it sure tastes like magic,” he smiles, taking another piece. 

Lynette’s chest flutters.

He likes it. For once,  she  gave  him  something, and he likes it.

She should find more magical things for him…

Lynette smiles, finally content to take one of the plates. She sits on a mattress and tears off its wrapping, salivating at the cuts of fried fish meat and golden potato underneath. Lyney swipes the remaining plate and unwraps it as Lynette picks up a mound of the crisp meat and examines it, then takes a bite. Another bite, then she’s gorging, each morsel she swallows loosening the torturous knots of hunger in her stomach.

Lyney sits next to her and starts on his own plate. He glances over at Lynette, smiling. “Like it?”

“Yeah,” Lynette says. She looks over at him. “Where’d you get all this stuff?”

“Bought it in the city,” Lyney answers, stuffing a chunk of fish into his mouth. 

…Bought?

“How? We don’t have any mora…” Lynette asks.

Lyney pauses, his soft smile widening into a pleased grin. He swallows his food, then reaches into one of his pockets, his eyes twinkling as he pulls out a black leather wallet. “We do now. Lots of it.”

Lynette’s eyes widen. She stares at the wallet, then at her brother. “How’d you get  that?!”

Lyney plops back down, setting the wallet to his side. A moment of silence passes before he casually answers with a smirk “Magic.”

Lynette’s brow furrows. “Oh,” she mumbles, picking up a fry on her plate.

Lyney can do magic too? He can make things come out of thin air? She’s never seen him do that. Why didn’t he tell her? Why didn’t he do it before? Why didn’t…


 Someone just pick-pocketed a gentleman not too far from here. You see anything? 


Lynette stops chewing.

Suddenly, the fish isn’t so tender nor the fries so crispy.

Lyney is looking at her now. “What’s wrong?”

Lynette’s stomach flips, but she shakes her head. “Nothing,” she mutters, forcing another fry into her mouth.

It’s stale. Everything that touches her tongue tastes stale. Everything that passes through her throat scratches it. Everything that sits in her stomach feels like rocks. 

She wishes she could just be happy about the food, but it doesn’t taste nearly as good now that she knows what her brother did to get it.

She finishes the plate anyway, setting it to the side as her brother also finishes his. He stands and moves to the bottom of the mattress beside Lynette, lifting it onto its side and pushing it through the crevice into their hideout. Lynette follows suit with the other mattress, the two positioning the mattresses side-by-side and covering them with the blankets before sitting back down on them.

The mattress isn’t as soft as it was a few minutes ago, but at least they won’t have to sleep on the dirt now. She’ll just be happy about that.

Lyney sighs tiredly, feeling forward and taking a piece of candy from the pile now in front of them. Lynette does the same, finally trying her first piece of magic candy.

It’s stale. She can’t taste the flavor no matter how many pieces she chews on, but she keeps eating it. She won’t make Lyney worry. He doesn’t deserve to worry when he’s doing so much…even though some of the things he does are bad…

…But Lyney only took the wallet to buy food for them to eat, and beds for them to sleep on, and matches for them to make fires. If the universe was more like the man in the top hat or the boy in the alley, he wouldn’t have to take. Lyney’s only taking what the world isn’t kind enough to give them. He’s not really doing anything bad…

No, he is. He’s taking what isn’t his, and taking what isn’t yours is always a bad thing. The gods punish people who do bad things.

Lynette pulls her knees up, bowing her head and hoping the heavens hear her silent request.


 My brother is a thief. Please forgive him. 








4. Kind





Kind



Lynette pads down the alleyway, her footsteps soft on the concrete as she approaches a corner and peeks around it.

The street ahead of her is alive with the usual bustle of the evening. She sits down, keeping a portion of her body behind the corner as she waits for the familiar sight of the man in the top hat. Minutes pass, and surely enough, he appears in the same place, drawing the same crowd.

The sound of footsteps behind her causes Lynette to turn around. Her ears perk up at the sight of her brother approaching with two wrapped plates of food, the scent of fried fish tingling her nose. 

Lyney sits next to her and offers her a plate. Lynette hesitates before taking it, a mental image of the stolen wallet making the weight of it uncomfortable in her fingers.

Lyney’s voice pushes the image out of her mind. “He’s the guy with the magic candy?” he asks as he tears the wrapper from his own plate.

“Yeah,” Lynette nods. “It comes out of his hat.”

Lyney pauses, his face scrunching in confusion. “His  hat?’

“Mhm,” Lynette answers. She points at the man. “Look.”

The two fix their gazes upward as the man bows to the now thick crowd, then swoops his hat off his head. He stretches his hand out to a blonde girl in the crowd, inviting her to his side and placing the hat on her head. 

“Alrighty, little miss,” he says to her, “you’re going to be my assistant this time. Ready?”

The girl gives an eager nod, to which the man smiles and turns to the crowd. “Splendid! Everyone, a round of applause for this young lady!”

The crowd responds with a rumble of claps and cheers. The girl grins, her foot tapping excitedly against the pavement as the man turns back to her.

“Now…” He reaches into his pocket and flicks out a fan of gold-backed cards, facing them downward before extending them toward her, “…choose one.”

The girl leans forward, eyeing the cards. She lifts a finger to one on the far edge and pulls it from the fan. The man nods, straightening the deck and returning it to his pocket. 

“Good choice,” he says with a smile. “Why don’t you show it to the crowd? Don’t let me peek, though,” he instructs, turning himself to the side to look in the opposite direction. The girl turns the card over and looks at it, then raises it into the air for the crowd to see.

Lynette squints, focusing her vision on the card in the girl’s hand. Her eyes barely make out the image of four black arrow-like shapes. Spades? That’s what they’re called, she thinks.

“Has everyone gotten a good look?” the man calls to the crowd after a long moment, to which it responds with a resounding “Yes!”

“Excellent!” the man says. “Now, I’m going to count down and turn around. If I’m quick enough, I just might be able to steal a peek at your card. Three…two…one…”

Swiftly, the girl faces the card downward and swoops it behind her back, concealing it from the man just before he whirls around. The man pouts.

“My, you’re fast,” he huffs. His frown then curves into a smile. “No matter; If I can’t see your card, I’ll just figure out what it is using my magic instead!”

The girl giggles, moving her free hand to her hip. “Okay! Do it!”

The man hums thoughtfully as he rubs his chin, then takes a step toward the girl. He extends his hand to the hat on her head, pacing around her as he gives it a tap to the front, a second tap to the right, a third tap to the back, then a fourth tap to the left.

The man returns to the girl’s front, closing his eyes and crossing his arms as he hums again in thought. Seconds pass before he opens an eye. “I tapped the hat four times. Was that correct?”

The girl’s brow furrows in confusion. “Hmph,” she huffs. “Yeah, but you still don’t know the color  or  the suit.”

The man raises a brow, his smile widening into an assured grin. “Or do I?”

He moves forward, swiping the hat from the girl’s head and returning it to his own. “Does your card…” he begins, reaching toward her hair and plucking out four dark spade-shaped pieces of candy before holding them out to her “…look like this?”

The girl gasps. “Woah…”

Her voice isn’t the only voice of astonishment; The second voice echoes the girl from Lynette’s side. She glances over at her brother to see his eyes wide, sparkling with wonder.

“It does come out of his hat,” Lyney says, looking back at her eagerly. “So…the hat’s magical?”

Lynette looks back at the scene of the now cheering crowd. She tips her head sideways as she watches the girl pass her card back to the man. “Or…maybe it’s the cards?”

“Yeah…or both…” Lyney taps a finger to his half-empty plate, then sets it down to the side. He stands up and brushes the crumbs from his shorts. “I’m gonna go see,” he says, starting down the alleyway toward the crowd.

Lynette tenses. The fur on her ears and tail prickles with alarm. “Wait…”

Lyney stops and turns around. “What?”

What’s he doing? Is he crazy? He can’t go out there. Everyone will see him. Everyone will wonder. Everyone will stare.

Oh…

No they won’t. She forgot.

Lynette looks at her brother’s silhouette on the concrete, her ears falling back slightly. “Nothing…”

Lyney stills. After a moment, he speaks.

“Nothing’s gonna happen. Don’t worry,” he says before turning around and heading out of the alleyway. 

Lynette sighs.

She knows. Nothing will happen because it’s Lyney going out there, not her.

Lynette’s eyes travel upward as Lyney’s silhouette shrinks, then disappears. She watches him join the crowd and wiggle through to the front with ease.

Lyney is like them, so of course he blends right in. They don’t stare at Lyney because he looks normal.  She’s  the one who can’t go out.  She’s  the one with the animal ears and tail.  She’s  the one who looks funny.

She won’t get angry about it. She could never be angry at Lyney when he does so much. Besides, it’s a good thing that he looks normal; He can get things for them without having to deal with people staring, wondering, and asking to pet him. It’s easy for him, and she likes that. Things being easy for him is what keeps them both alive.

It’s a good thing. She knows that, so she’s not angry. No, not at all…

…She just wishes things could be easy for her too.

A growl of Lynette’s stomach pulls her out of her head, reminding her that she’s yet to start on her plate of food. She looks down at the plate, slicing the wrapping off with her nail and picking up a piece of fried fish. She takes an uneasy bite and swallows, the tasteless morsel sitting oddly in her stomach as it always does.

A roar of applause draws Lynette’s attention back upward. When her eyes return to the crowd, they widen.

Lyney has made his way to the side of the man in the top hat, now standing with him in the center of the crowd. They turn to face each other, the man placing the hat on Lyney’s head and holding out the same fan of cards from before. 

“We’ll go one more time,” he smiles at Lyney. “Do you think I’m good enough with my magic to figure it out twice in a row?”

“Maybe,” Lyney grins back, stepping forward and pulling a card from the middle of the fan.

The man chuckles. “Well…we’re all about to find out, young gentleman. Show your card to the crowd. Remember, don’t let me peek.”

Lyney nods as the man looks away. He turns the card over and looks at it before raising it into the air, drawing gasps of surprise from the crowd. He keeps his arm up, then jolts it back downward and shoots the man a glare when he catches him slowly turning around.

“Hey, no peeking!” Lyney barks at him, folding his arms.

The man huffs and turns back. “Darn it, he caught me!”

Lyney laughs with the crowd, then raises the card again. He looks past the crowd into the alleyway, meeting Lynette’s eyes with a smile and pushing the card a little higher for her to see.

Lynette squints, focusing on the card. This time, she can’t make out the card’s number or suit, only its color – red.

After a few more seconds, the man counts down, prompting Lyney to quickly tuck the card into his pocket before he turns around. The man hums thoughtfully as he fixes his gaze on the hat, then paces around Lyney, giving the hat three taps to the front, the right, the back, and the left. 

He returns to Lyney’s front, gazing down at him with a smile. “I tapped the hat twelve times. Is that correct?” he asks, arching a brow upward.

Lyney nods, his grin widening. The man gives a satisfied sigh before he reaches forward and lifts the hat from Lyney’s head, revealing a pile of bright red diamond-shaped candies. The crowd cheers as Lyney gathers the candies into his palms and gawks, his eyes flitting between them and the man in amazement.

“How do you  do  that?!” Lyney breathes out. He looks upward at the hat now on the man’s head, squinting and tipping his own head to the side as he examines it. “Is it your hat?”

The man answers with a soft laugh. “I’d love to satisfy your curiosity, but I’m unfortunately bound by one law of magic:” He steps forward, leaning down and pressing a finger to his lips. “I must never reveal my secrets.”

Lyney frowns and looks down, his eyes returning to the candy in his palms. “Aw…”

The man pats Lyney on the shoulder, offering him a reassuring smile. “Worry not. If you watch closely enough, you too will learn the secrets of magic one day.”

Lyney’s disappointed frown lifts. He looks back up at the man. “Really?”

“Without a doubt!” the man chimes, patting his shoulder again. He straightens himself and turns to face the crowd, beckoning Lyney back to his side, to which the latter follows suit. The two take a bow as the crowd breaks into a final round of cheers and applause.

Lynette looks down and turns over a fry on her plate. Her ears twitch, then lower a little.

Lyney’s only been in the crowd once, yet already, he belongs there. 

She’s not surprised; Lyney’s always belonged out in the open. She shouldn’t sit and mope about it; She should join him –  help  him, but she hates the way people’s eyes looks when they land on her, so instead of helping like she ought to, she hides and makes him do everything alone.

“That. Was. So.  Cool!”

Once again, Lynette’s thoughts are interrupted. Her eyes snap up to the sight of her brother bounding back toward her from the now dispersing crowd. He plops down next to her, a glow of awe in his eyes and grin of joy spread across his face.

“Did you  see  that? He said we can learn magic too! Ooh, ooh…guess what  I got…”

Lynette’s ears twitch curiously as Lyney stuffs his hand into his pocket. She expects his hand to emerge with the candy, but what it holds instead makes her heart drop.

Gold-backed cards - an entire deck.

He did it again.

It’s okay. She’ll just pray again. Every time her brother does something bad, she’ll ask the gods for forgiveness. She ought to. After all, if she was more helpful, he wouldn’t have to go out alone and do bad things.

Lyney flicks a finger through the deck, his body buzzing with glee. “Now all we need is a hat, then we can do it! We can be magical!”

Lynette nods, curling her tail around her feet and swallowing a lump in her throat. “Yeah…”

Lyney’s so happy, and they got so many magical things. When he stood in the middle of the crowd, they all gasped and cheered for him, and the man in the top hat told him that he can be magical one day…

Does that mean the gods aren’t angry at him? Does that mean they’ve already forgiven him?

Lynette watches her brother as he tucks the cards back into his pocket and pulls out a bundle of the diamond candies. He places some down next to her, then snacks on the ones in his hands, his smile never leaving his face as he chews and swallows.

Lynette puts down her empty plate and picks up a piece of candy. She unwraps it slowly, then tries it.

It isn’t stale. It tastes like strawberry on her tongue; It feels gummy between her teeth; It goes down her throat without scratching it; It sits in her stomach comfortably.

She smiles lightly.

It really is okay. The gods aren’t like the rest of the world; They’re like the gods in the story of the thief Lyney told her - kind.

Lyney yawns as he stuffs a bundle of empty wrappers into his pocket, then turns to Lynette. “Wanna go back?”

“Mhm,” Lynette nods.

She grabs her plate and stands up with her brother, the two slowly making their way back to the hideout as the orange of the evening fades to the blue of twilight. Lynette squeezes into the darkness and sits down first, followed by Lyney a few seconds later. Her ear twists to the side, listening to her brother’s movements as he takes out and flicks through the deck of magical cards.

Lynette’s chest fills with a soft warmth at her brother’s happy hums. She shifts to her knees and bows her head again.


Thank you.










5. Unkind





Unkind



A crackle of the fire next to Lynette causes her ears to twitch. Lyney is knelt in front of her, his eyes focused on the deck of cards in his hands.

“Okay, I got it this time.” Lyney shuffles the cards, then fans them out and extends them to Lynette. “Pick one.”

Lynette sighs. She fixes her brother with an annoyed stare, her tail sweeping across the concrete behind her.

Lyney stares back, undeterred. He waves the fanned-out cards in front of her. “C’mon, pick.”

If she’d known that taking that candy from the boy in the alley would lead to night after night of him keeping her awake, she’d have never taken it.

…Yes she would’ve, but that fact doesn’t make her brother’s constant nagging about card tricks any less irritating.

“Pick!” Lyney whines, shoving the fan closer to her hands. Finally, Lynette relents, snatching a card from the fan with a drawn out groan. She turns it over and glances at it – a black two of hearts.

Lyney huffs and pulls the deck back toward him. “Finally, geez,” he grumbles.

He says “finally” as if they haven’t done this dozens of times already.

She’ll let him pester her, though. The excited smiles she’s seen on his face are smiles that were once so much rarer. Then, she showed him the magic candy, and for the past few weeks, she’s seen them every day.

Lyney smiles one of those smiles as he fiddles with the deck, and suddenly, he’s not so annoying anymore.

His fingers clumsily push and squeeze at the deck until it straightens in his small hands. He pushes a finger into the center, splitting the deck into two and holding the two stacks of cards in both his hands. He raises the stack in his left hand, prompting Lynette to reach forward and place down the two of hearts. 

“Okay…” Lyney mumbles. He closes the two stacks in his hands, then sweeps the reunited deck across the concrete, spreading the cards into a line. His eyes roam the deck on the ground before he reaches down and points to the two of hearts.

He clears his throat. “Is  this…” he smirks, pulling the card up and facing it toward Lynette “…your card?”

Oh, he got it. He actually got it this time.

Lynette’s ears perk up. She smiles and nods. “Yeah. You got it.”

Lyney’s eyes shimmer in the warm light of the fire. His face breaks into an ecstatic grin. “Yes!”

Lynette watches him eagerly scoop the cards back into his hands. He neatens them before holding them out to her. “‘Kay, you go.”

Lynette’s eyes narrow and his grin immediately vanishes. He frowns, but keeps the cards outstretched. “Please? Just one more go.”

Lynette’s gaze stays on the cards, then moves back up to her brother’s pleading eyes. It flickers between the two until she finally takes the cards from him with a sigh. 

“One,” she deadpans, fixing her steely gaze on him as she shuffles the deck, neatens it, then holds it out to him. Lyney nods and pulls a card from the deck before she repeats the practiced trick – splitting the deck, accepting his card, rejoining the deck, spreading it out on the ground, then searching it. She reaches down and pulls up a red four of clubs. “This one?”

Lyney shakes his head. “Mm-mm, you gotta say the magic words first.” 

Lynette glares at him, then rolls her eyes. “Is this your card?” she mutters.

Lyney smiles. “Eeyup!”

Lynette gives a small smile as she gathers the deck into her hands and passes it back to Lyney. He tucks the cards into his pocket before settling down in front of her, gazing at the fire next to them.

Lynette follows his gaze, inching closer to the fire’s blanket of warmth to shield her body from the chilly night air. Lyney does the same, shifting his body and moving closer to her. The two sit quietly and watch the fire as it dances on a pile of sticks and leaves.

Lynette’s eyes pull away from the heap of heat and light, making their way back to her brother’s face.

He’s resting his head in his hands, smiling another one of those smiles she used to never see. This one is a light one – a relaxed one.

They’re so common now, yet they still warm her chest all the same…like little fires of their own.

His eyes are closing. She wants to tell him to go inside, but he’s so peaceful, so maybe they don’t need the mattresses tonight. They can just sleep by the fire and feel peaceful together.

Footsteps.

Lynette jolts. Her ear twists to the left.

Two pairs. They’re heavy ones – adult ones. Officers? 

They’re around the corner – coming toward their hideout. 

The wallet. The cards. The food. The mattresses. The matches. They know. They’re coming for Lyney. They found them.

How?

It’s the fire. They can see the fire.

Lynette scrambles to her feet and frantically squeezes herself into the hideout. She leans down and gathers a mound of dirt in her palms, then races back out and dumps it into the flames.

Lyney’s eyes are open now. He’s staring up at her, confused.

Why’s he confused? Why’s he not moving? The officers are coming. Can he not hear them?

“What are you doing?” Lyney frowns.

Lynette glances to the left. “The officers are c-”

“It’s two kids…”

Lynette freezes. So does Lyney. Their gazes both snap to the left.

Further down the street are two figures. They’re officers…but officers wear blue, not black…and they have badges on their chests, not masks on their faces…

These officers are scarier. 

Why are the scarier officers after Lyney? It was just a wallet for food, and beds, and fire. It was just a deck of cards for magic. Was it really that bad? Didn’t the gods forgive him? 

The officer on the left leans toward the one beside him. “Look at that one,” he says, gesturing toward Lynette. “Look at her ears.”

Lynette’s ears flatten. She tucks her tail behind her.

They’re both staring at her.

The other officer shifts his weight. “Well damn. Jackpot.”

Lynette feels her brother’s hand wrap tightly around hers. She squeezes it and steps backward.

The officer to the left steps forward, holding out a gloved hand. “Relax,” he calls. “Your uh…parents are looking for you. We’re just gonna take you back home. That’s all.”

That’s not true. They don’t have parents. They don’t have a home. They’re going to take Lyney. They’re going to lock him away like a criminal.

It only takes one more step for Lynette to start running, pulling Lyney along with her.

The officers’ voices are behind them. They’re after them.

They’re going to take Lyney.

The two race forward in the darkness, but no matter how many corners they turn, the officers’ calls don’t fade, and the officers’ footsteps don’t stop. They slowly draw closer…closer…

They’re going to take Lyney.

Her legs burn. Her heart hammers. She can’t breathe…but the footsteps still don’t stop.

They’re going to take–

A yank to her arm jerks her to the right and into the shadowy corner of a dead end. As she stumbles into a wall, her eyes frantically dart up. They meet the eyes of her brother.

“Shh…get down. Hide,” Lyney heaves.

Immediately, Lynette drops to her knees and crouches. Lyney drops in front of her and does the same. The two freeze, sucking in their labored breaths as the officers’ figures move into the alley in front of them.

“I’m looking here. You keep going. We can’t lose the girl.”

“How much is she worth?”

“A couple dozen thousand if nothing’s changed.”

“And the boy?”

“We’ll mark him up a bit too. Now move it; We’re wasting time.”

One of the figures moves out of view. The remaining one shifts, turning to the side and looking around. His gaze stops in their direction. Lynette’s skin prickles.

He’s looking right at them.

“Hey, kid. It’s alright. Where’s your friend?” he asks.

No, he’s looking right at  Lyney. He’s going to take him.

Lyney lets out a shaky breath. He sits up and moves himself in front of Lynette, blocking her view of the officer with his shadowy figure.

“I d-don’t know. Go away,” he responds.

A footstep, then the officer’s voice answers. “I’m not gonna hurt you. See? Look. No big scary weapons.”

As the officer’s footsteps slowly inch closer, Lynette can hear Lyney’s hand on the concrete in front of her. She watches it find a rock and grasp it.

“Go.  Away,” Lyney hisses.

Lynette’s chest lurches.

What is he doing?

She should do something, but her body feels heavier than metal and her chest colder than ice. She stays rooted to the ground, watching her brother’s silhouette.

Footstep.

Footstep.

Lyney’s on his feet, then he’s throwing the rock. A pained shriek, weight on the ground, more footsteps, then he’s running, the officer right behind him.

Seconds pass as Lynette remains frozen. Slowly, her gaze travels upward, trailing up the empty alley in front of her.

They’re gone.

What just happened?

Lynette’s body thaws. She stumbles to the corner and peers around it as her heart pounds in her ears.

Lyney?

The streets blur as she dashes forward. Her eyes frantically flit around and her ears swivel.

Lyney?

She keeps moving as her legs and chest sear, searching the ground – the buildings – the air. 


 Lyney? 


Nothing. She can’t see him. She can’t hear him.

He’s gone. They took Lyney.

Lynette’s legs buckle. Her side scrapes a brick wall as she collapses, gasping for air. Slowly, her breaths return to normal.

She pulls her knees up, staring at the ground as it blurs with wetness.

It was bad to take the wallet and the cards; She knows that, but they just wanted to eat. They just wanted to sleep. They just wanted to be warm. They just wanted to learn magical secrets. 

Why? Why can other kids have food, and sleep, and warmth, but not them? It’s not fair. It’s not fair for the world to be so kind to others, but so unkind to them. 

Are the gods unkind too? But that’s not right. The gods aren’t unkind. What about the story Lyney told her?

Is Lyney wrong? No…Lyney’s not wrong. Lyney can’t be wrong…

…But if he was right, the gods wouldn’t have punished him even though he believes in them – even though he hopes just like the thief in the story.

Lyney  was wrong. 

In the real world, the gods don’t see hope, and thieves don’t become heroes. In the real world, the gods don’t care. They don’t care about the tears she’s crying, or how much colder and darker the night is without the fire of her brother next to her. If they cared, they wouldn’t have sent those scary officers after him. They wouldn’t have taken him from her.

She doesn’t care either, then. She’ll take all the food, sleep, and warmth she wants. She won’t care if people hate her for taking their stuff; The world already hates her. That’s why it made her look like an animal, and why it took away the only person who looked at her without asking to pet her – the only person who was kind.

Lynette opens her teary eyes. Slowly, she stands.

Lyney is kind.

She’ll find him, and when she does, she won’t hide from peoples’ eyes and make him do everything alone anymore. She’ll help him take the food, sleep, and warmth that the world gives everyone but them. She’ll take magic and smiles and bring them to him, and she won’t feel a shred of guilt about it because Lyney deserves magic and smiles.

Lynette wills herself forward, wiping her cheeks and forcing the exhaustion out of her limbs. Her ears dart up and her eyes lock forward, scanning the ground – the buildings – the air.

Lyney is kind.

He doesn’t deserve to be punished.

He doesn’t deserve to be alone.

He won’t be punished.

He won’t be alone.

She’s going to find him.

She’s going to take him back.







6. Twists





Twists



The icy air pricks her fur and bites her skin, but Lynette keeps her ears up, her eyes focused, and her legs in motion. The faintest echo snaps her attention to the right. 

Lyney?

She stops and turns, eyeing the dead end in front of her. After a beat, she takes a cautious step forward and focuses her eyes and ears. She searches.

He’s not here. She turns and keeps moving.

She doesn’t know how long it’s been. The moon disappeared behind a sheet of clouds a while ago, but she’ll push herself forward until dawn if she has to. She’s going to find her brother.

Another turn. Another dead end. 

Lyney?

He’s not here either. She turns around and keeps moving.

She wants more than anything to call out his name. Somehow, Lyney always hears when she calls him. But if she calls, those officers will hear too. If the officers hear, they’ll take Lyney further away. If they take him further away, she’ll never see him again. If she never sees Lyney again…

She doesn’t let the thought finish. It makes the air around her too cold. Instead, she refocuses her eyes and ears. 

Another road. She turns and pads down it, listening vigilantly. Her eyes land on something scampering across the concrete.

Lyney?

It’s just a cat. She keeps moving.

The fatigue from before is sneaking back up on her. Every step she takes is weighty, but she keeps pushing her legs forward. It’s just tiredness. Lyney’s pushed through tiredness for her hundreds of times, hasn’t he? She can do the same for him for once.

An echo in the distance. Lynette’s ear flicks to the right.

It’s something falling…something big, heavy, and metal.

Lynette sprints forward. She turns right and follows the echo as it bounces off the walls around her, continuing until the sight of a tipped-over trash can stops her in her tracks. She eyes the bin on the ground before looking back up and scanning the surrounding alley.

Lyney?

He’s not here either.

Her chest is tangled, and the air is so much colder than it was seconds ago. But if her chest is this tight, Lyney’s must be tighter. If she’s this cold, Lyney is colder.

She should’ve done something when the officer was standing right there. She should’ve  helped. But as always, her body froze up. Now Lyney’s probably in handcuffs being dragged to the fortress where all the bad people are…

…But Lyney’s not bad. He can’t go to the fortress. The people there are so much bigger than him. They’re so much stronger than him. He’ll get hurt in the fortress. He’ll get…

No he won’t. She’ll make up for it. She’ll find him, and then she’ll help him from now on.

Scuttling. It’s in the alley behind her.

Lynette’s ears jolt up. She whips around and listens.

The footsteps are quick ones – light ones. She knows them.

Lynette moves forward and turns. Her ears swivel and her eyes flit left, right, down, up, searching.

The scuttling moves to the back of the alleyway and turns left. Lynette follows, turning into the alley and listening as the steps move to the left and stop. Her gaze locks onto a shivering silhouette curled up in a dim corner.


 Lyney. 


“Lynette?”

His voice is a wave of warmth that washes over Lynette’s skin and unravels the tangles in her chest. She races to him and lowers herself, her eyes scanning his trembling frame until they stop on his legs. Her chest clenches again when she sees his knees wet with something dark. Blood.

He’s hurt. They hurt him.

“You okay?” Lyney asks, his breaths still heavy.

He’s asking if she’s okay…when it’s his legs that are bleeding.

“Mhm,” Lynette nods. Her eyes frantically search the rest of his figure. “What happened to your legs?”

“I fell. I’m fine. Just a scratch.”

No it isn’t. A scratch doesn’t leave blood trickling to your ankles, but Lyney will always say that he’s fine. 

He should’ve never gotten hurt. He wouldn’t have if she’d helped, but it’s okay. She’ll make up for it now.

Lynette raises herself. “I’ll be back. Wait here,” she says. Immediately, Lyney stiffens.

Lynette is rushing in the opposite direction before he has the chance to ask why – before he has the chance to wobble to his feet and pretend that it doesn’t hurt to stand. Each step is a little harder to take, but the flame in her chest overpowers the weight in her legs. She turns corners and pushes forward until she stops at a curb, finally letting herself catch her breath as she watches the faintest hint of blue seep into the clouds above.

The streets are empty, but they won’t be for long. She’ll have her chance to make up for getting Lyney hurt soon. But what if he doesn’t wait for her? He probably won’t. She’s out by herself, and Lyney doesn’t like it when she’s out by herself. 

She just has to hurry, then. This time, she’ll be quicker than Lyney.

Lynette takes a step forward, then turns and scurries down the sidewalk to her right, her eyes on the street ahead of her. She dips around a corner at an intersection, tilting her ears forward and focusing them as she crouches and waits. 

Minutes pass before her ears catch the clack of footsteps. They’re heavier – adult ones, and accompanied by a light jingle.

Lynette inches forward, then gingerly peeks around. Her eyes stop on the figure of a woman approaching the bench a few feet from the corner.

A silk jumpsuit. A hat. A shawl. A necklace. A big leather purse. She must be rich. Only rich people wear things like that.

Lynette’s eyes lock onto the woman’s purse as she sets it down, then covers it with her shawl. The woman unfurls a large paper in her hands and peers at it before turning and striding to the billboard on the opposite curb. Lynette lets out a breath.

A purse full of mora. A cloth to wrap Lyney’s legs. It’s exactly what she needs…and it’s right there.

Slowly, Lynette creeps forward and slips behind the bench. She inches toward the purse and extends her hands.

She’s shivering, but she’s not cold. Her chest is pounding, but she’s not out of breath. 

She’s scared. Why? This isn’t scary; It’s easy. What she needs is right there.

It’d be easy for Lyney. Why isn’t it easy for her? It should be, yet seconds have passed and still her hands are frozen.

Why is this happening again? Why does her body keep freezing when it needs to move? Why can’t she just. Take it. It’s  right there . She needs it. Her brother is bleeding.

Lynette’s fingers twitch.

Lyney is bleeding.

He needs it.

In one heartbeat, Lynette’s hands snatch. In the next, her legs sprint. She turns the corner and bolts back into the darkness of the alley, clutching the bundle in her arms to her chest.

She doesn’t feel bad at all. The lady can always just buy another purse, can’t she? She can probably buy whatever she wants. The world has been kind to her, after all. She probably lives in a big warm house with so much food, and a huge bed…

She shouldn’t feel bad at all…

…So why does she? Why isn’t this easy? When Lyney takes, he takes with a smile. Taking doesn’t twist his stomach the way it twists hers. Taking doesn’t make him feel even  slightly  bad.

Then…does it make him feel…

“Lyn–”

Warmth slams into Lynette’s front, knocking her and the bundle in her hands to the concrete. She coughs, then scrambles to her feet as her eyes refocus. In front of her, a figure slowly lifts himself from the ground, wincing at every movement of his bloody legs. Lynette’s ears dart up.

Lyney.

“Ow…” he groans.

Quickly, Lynette drops to his side and lifts the shawl from the ground beside her. She rakes her nails through the silk, tearing it into two ragged strips.

“Sorry. Here, I found this,” she says, offering him the silk strips.

Lyney sits up. His eyes flick to the strips in Lynette’s hands, then the purse to their right, then her eyes.

First, he frowns.

“Where’d you…”

Then, he stops.

“Oh…”

Then, he grins.

“You can make things appear too!” 

…Huh?

Lynette blinks. “I didn’t–”

“Yeah you did. We’re magical, remember?”

Lynette stares at him as he shifts and jams his hand into his pocket. When he pulls it back, it’s holding the deck of cards. “See? We’ve still got our magic,” he says.

But she can’t make things appear. He can’t make things appear either. They don’t know all the secrets of magic yet. What is he–

“What’d you get? I wanna see. Let me see!” Lyney beams, reaching over and grabbing the purse. When he yanks back the zipper and peers inside, his eyes twinkle. “Oooh!”

His face breaks into an elated grin as he eagerly rummages through the purse. His grin widens when he pulls up a large leather wallet.

Lynette stiffens. The twists in her stomach tighten.

It’s fine. She was a rich lady. She’ll just get another. She probably has a hundred purses and a hundred more wallets. She probably has  everything the world is kind enough to give her. Why else would she just leave her stuff right there to be taken? Besides, Lyney needed it, and he feels just fine. She’s supposed to feel just fine too. She’s supposed to not care.

But if the gods punished Lyney, they’ll punish her too. Or maybe they’ll punish Lyney  again. They’ll send the scary officers back to take him and drag him into a metal cage full of bad people, where he’ll get worse injuries than the ones on his knees. They’ll probably do it with a smile. The gods are heartless like that. The whole world is.

Maybe if she was heartless, taking would be easy…as easy as it is for Lyney.

How can Lyney take with a smile? They can’t make things appear. He knows that, but he keeps smiling anyway…calling their taking “magic”…

…Is Lyney heartless?

 No, that’s wrong. Lyney does too much to be heartless. Lyney is kind. So why is taking so easy for him? Why can he do bad things with a smile?

“Lyneeette!”

Lyney’s irritated voice jolts her out of her thoughts. When her gaze refocuses and flicks back to him, he’s standing with his knees wrapped in silk strips, the purse in his arms, and his narrowed eyes on her. 

“Stop zoning out. C’mon, we gotta find a new hideout,” he says.

Lynette blinks. “Oh. Mhm,” she mumbles as she lowers her empty hands and moves to his side. 

For a moment, Lyney’s eyes linger on her. They make slight movements until finally, he turns and starts toward the corner of the street. Lynette follows, her gaze locked on the ground as she walks beside him.

Slowly, the light of the morning sun trickles into the clouds, tinting the streets they wander down in the warm amber of dawn. Lynette’s ears remain up, swiveling, searching for heavy footsteps, but catching none.

It’s fine. They got away. Lyney is okay. The officers aren’t coming. They have lots of new things. They’re going to find a new hideout…a new safe place.

It’s fine.

Her stomach still won’t untwist.

“You’re acting weird.”

Lynette stops. She turns to see Lyney still and staring back at her.

“What happened? Why are you upset?” he asks, shifting the purse in his arms and tilting his head slightly sideways. The light in his eyes is dim, and his mouth is now a thin-lipped line. 

Lynette stiffens. Her tail sways behind her as her mind scrambles for words. “Um…I…”

The words are catching. The twists are tightening. She swears her stomach is about to rip.

He really thinks she did magic, doesn’t he? That must be it. Otherwise he wouldn’t have smiled another one of those smiles only magic can make him smile.

She has to tell him. She can’t let Lyney believe a lie. He already believes in the gods…the heartless gods…the gods that care nothing about him…

Lynette swallows. Her confession comes out low and unsteady. “…I didn’t actually make the purse appear…I took it…”

She watches Lyney let out a light breath. His gaze slowly sinks to the ground.

He’s so disappointed.

She should’ve lied. She should’ve agreed when he said she can make things appear. She should’ve just let him believe in the only thing that can make him smile. It doesn’t matter that Lyney takes. It doesn’t matter that he can take without feeling bad. Lyney doesn’t deserve to feel bad anyway. He deserves to  smile.  Isn’t that what she’s supposed to do – bring him smiles? Why is she taking them away from him? Why is she–

“I know.”

Lynette’s tail falls still. Her stomach untwists…a little. “Oh…”

Lyney’s gaze remains on the ground. “It’s okay. I took the wallet too…and the cards…” he mutters.

Lynette stares at him, her ear twitching. She nods. “Yeah, I know…”

Lyney’s eyes flick back up to hers. He shifts his weight uncomfortably. “Oh…okay…”

Lynette watches as he turns and walks forward. She stands still for a few seconds before she follows.

He just confessed too…so easily. How is everything so easy for him? He can blend in without trying. He can take without freezing up. He can confess to taking without feeling bad, not even a little. Maybe taking really does make him feel good…

…But if it did, wouldn’t he be smiling? Wouldn’t he be walking a little faster? Wouldn’t he be looking up? That’s how Lyney is when he’s happy. Why is he frowning, and walking so slowly, and looking at the ground? Why does he lie and call their taking “magic”?

Oh…

He doesn’t feel good at all.

His stomach is in twists too.







7. Important: Author’s Note





(TL;DR at the bottom)


Salut!

I’m going to go ahead and dispel any fear that this note means the fic is on hiatus/canceled. It’s not; Don’t worry. In fact, I’m writing this note because quite the opposite is true. 

I wasn’t expecting the fic to get as long as I’ve planned for it to be, nor was I expecting the feedback I got on it. I started it sort of thinking that this would be another experimental shorty, but the comments I’ve gotten have really worked wonders for my motivation and have kept me going.

Thank you. 

I know I have a habit of saying the same things every time I reply to a comment, but it’s not because I’m disinterested in what you have to say. I’m just a bit of a stone-faced robot IRL and that bleeds into my online interactions, though I try to counteract this by consciously being more expressive. Every comment left on the things I write genuinely makes my day, but I’m not very good at showing that, so I put the joy you bring me in a simple, but heartfelt “Thank you,” then I proceed to giddily think about your comment all week, haha. I mean it when I say that your encouragement is literally making this happen.

So…with all that out of the way, can I ask something of everyone following?

Can you just bear with me?

Silhouette is actually quite difficult for me to write. Writing in general is something that’s difficult for me, but I can really say that I’ve come to love it, so that’s why I keep challenging myself with it – trying to get better at it. Silhouette is one such challenge, and it’s been the toughest one so far, but god has it been so rewarding.

That being said, I’m going to turn this into a novel of sorts…however, that means I’m gonna need some time…like, lots of it. Chapters will be coming out slower while I fully flesh out everything I wanna explore, but on the flipside, they’ll be  much longer. Additionally, I’m going to make some adjustments to the structure of the story, and I’m considering adding some new things to parts I’ve already written. I hope that makes up for the stretch between updates.

I’m genuinely grateful for all your encouragement. You have no idea just how much this has done for me even though I haven’t been doing it very long. I appreciate you all, and hope you continue to enjoy the things I create.

(PS: I’ll certainly keep enjoying the things you  create. Don’t think I’m not sneaking peeks at your fics too. ;3)


 TL;DR: I wanna make the fic better. Updates will be slower, but chapters will be longer. Thanks for your support (And whatever you’re working on, keep at it. I’m supporting you too).  


Merci beaucoup. A bientôt. 💖







8. Strange





Strange



It’s right there.

She won’t freeze up this time.

Lynette keeps pushing, even as her stomach folds and froths and protests, protests,  protests  her every move. She can’t freeze. She’s gotten too far. If she comes back to Lyney empty-handed…

Except she won’t, because she said she’d help, and the magical man is on the other side of the street, and what they need is right there on the bench, and no one is around to see her, and there’s a street right behind her that will hide her perfectly…

Lynette lets out an anxious breath.

Small step, small step, small step…

She has to ignore her stomach.

Closer, closer, closer…

She can’t freeze.

Small step…

So she ignores her stomach.

Closer…

And she doesn’t freeze.

Snatch and scurry. Out of the sunlight and back to the alleys – back to the hideout – back to Lyney.

Her stomach is in so, so many twists, but at least this time, taking was a  little  easier.







Lynette tightens her hands’ grip as she turns around the corner of a building and skids to a stop. She crouches down, flicking her ears up to search the air.

Footsteps – small ones.

Lyney.

Seconds later, he appears at her side, crouching down next to her to catch his breath. When his breaths slow down, he glances excitedly at the object in Lynette’s hands.

Lynette blinks at him as he lets out a winded sigh, her ears still making nervous movements – still searching. “Did anyone see us?”

Lyney shakes his head, flashing a proud grin. “Nope! We’re good at this now,” he chirps, gesturing to her as he shifts and stands up. “Let’s go.”

Lynette stands. Her gaze drops to the ground as she walks with him, her fingers trailing apprehensive circles along the rim of the object in her hands.

He’s right. They  are good at taking now…

…But she’d rather not be. 

They never get caught; Most times, they’re never even seen, but her stomach still flips and twists. She knows Lyney’s does too, but it’s okay. It’s getting easier. She just needs to get used to it. Lyney’s used to it…a little more than she is, at least.

The two take a turn, slipping from the sunlight of the city to the shadow of the alleys. As they walk, Lynette opens her arms and holds their prize in front of her. 

A gray hat. A gray  magic hat…the last thing they need to learn all the secrets of magic. 

She wishes they didn’t have to take it to learn magic secrets, but the man in the top hat doesn’t mind, does he? He’s kind, and he probably has a hundred magic hats just like the lady with a hundred purses. 

They need it. They have to learn the secrets of magic. He doesn’t mind. Surely. He’s kind. It’s okay.

Lynette stares at the hat as she turns it over and examines the inside. She frowns at seeing nothing but a blank interior of black fabric.

Lyney pauses, then slows his steps, moving beside her. His brow furrows as he also scans the inside of the hat. “Nothing?”

Lynette squints. Her eyes continue to rove the fabric’s fibers, looking for ripples in the air, or a slightly-off color, or…something, but only finding black. 

“Maybe the magic’s invisible?” she wonders.

“Mmm…”

Lyney tips his head to the side. He reaches into the hat and feels around, pushing his small fingers into the fabric.


 Zip 


Lyney freezes. Lynette’s ears twitch. They both exchange a glance.

For a second, Lyney stares at the hat. Then, curiosity blooms on his face.

“Let me see.” He snatches the hat from Lynette’s hands. She glares at him as he brings it closer to his face, poking, pulling, and prodding at the inside with his hand.


 Zip 


Lyney stops. He pulls his hand out and looks inside, then flips the hat back toward Lynette.“Look.”

The once taut black fabric is now a thin sheet, unzipped and peeled back to reveal a compartment of bulging pockets that spiral around every inch of the hat’s inner region. 

Lynette’s ears twitch. She reaches inside and pulls back one of the pocket’s zippers, then quickly cups her hands to catch the candies that spill out.

Lyney turns the hat back toward his face and unzips the rest of the pockets, revealing more hidden magic candies. “This is where the candy actually comes from?” 

“I think it is,” Lynette answers, her eyes still on the candy in her palms.

The silence that follows stills the air around her. Lynette’s tail sways behind her…until Lyney speaks again.

“…But it’s supposed to be magical…”

Lynette’s tail drops. She looks up at him, and her heart falls into her stomach.

He’s staring into the hat, his eyes dim, and his shoulders slumped.

He’s disappointed. 

It makes sense. The magic that made him smile isn’t real.

…The magic  she brought him isn’t real.

She can feel them again…the twists, but these twists aren’t the same. The other twists never quite rip her stomach. These ones do. They rip. They burn. They almost make her sick.

Lyney shouldn’t be disappointed. He should be happy –  smiling. She should say something…so she does.

“Maybe…” Lynette blurts out, her uneasy gaze flitting between him and the ground, “…that’s the big secret of magic? That it isn’t really magical?”

Or maybe she  shouldn’t have said something. How is that supposed to make him feel better?

She keeps trying anyway. “Like…um…you have to make it  look magical even though it isn’t…”

An empty blink. Lynette’s limbs tense.

 After a beat, something crosses his features as his eyes linger on the space between them. Lynette’s eyes follow and the two stare at the ground.

The realization hits them both at the same time.

“Oooohhh…  magic  tricks.”

Lynette’s chest unwinds a little. Her eyes stay on her brother, watching his features as they light up with new interest.

“So…” he raises a brow, turning the hat around in his hands, “…it’s not a  magic  hat; It’s a  tricky hat.”

That actually  helped…

Relief floods Lynette’s body, loosening her limbs and stomach. “Yeah,” she nods, “A really tricky hat.”

Lyney hums thoughtfully, his eyes still studying the magic…no,  tricky hat. He reaches inside and pulls back another zipper, then another, then another, the bewilderment growing on his face with each movement of his hands.

“The pockets have pockets…” He pulls back yet another zipper, then flips the hat over and shakes it vigorously, sending candy raining to the ground. “How do you even fit this much candy in a hat?!”

Lynette glances at the colored speckles on the ground, then shrugs. “By using lots of pockets.”

Lyney stares at her. Lynette stares back. Seconds pass before his attention falls to the candy scattered about the ground near his feet.

“Maybe…” Lyney stoops to the ground, gathering the candy at his feet and scooping it into the hat’s pockets. When he finishes, he rezips the hat, stares at it, then reaches over and flips it onto Lynette’s head. Lynette eyes him quizzically as he paces around her, then gives the hat a firm tap, her ears perking up when they catch the faint sound of something tumbling through the hat’s interior before it lodges into her hair.

Lyney lifts the hat from her head, then plucks a green piece of candy from her hair. “Knew it,” he grins, dropping the candy back into the hat.

Lynette blinks and rubs the now vacant spot on her head. “Huh?”

“It’s the pockets,” Lyney answers. “The little pockets…double pockets? Baby pockets?” He glances upward and furrows his brow in thought, then shakes his head. “Whatever you call them. But that’s where you put stuff. It goes through the pocket when you tap the hat, and then it looks like it appeared out of nowhere.”

Lynette glances downward, her eyes circling the hat’s rim curiously. “And what do the big pockets do?”

“I dunno.”

“Oh…”

Lyney’s eyes return to the hat. He gives it two soft taps to the rim. “[bookmark: return1]Mr. Tricky Hat, what do your big pockets do?”

Lynette blinks at him.

That’s right…Lyney believes in stuff like that.

She should probably leave it alone and just let him believe in talking hats the same way he believes in heroic thieves and kind gods, but that would be the same as lying to him, wouldn’t it? The world’s done that too much already.

Lynette frowns. “Hats don’t talk, Lyney.”

His glare makes her instantly regret opening her mouth. “Yeah, duh,” he snaps, lowering the hat. “I know that.”

Lynette blinks again. “Then…why are you talking to the hat?”

Silence.

“Just wanted to make sure,” he mumbles.

…Lyney is a little strange sometimes. It’s a good kind of strange – the kind of strange that makes her smile even when it confuses her – the kind of strange that warms her chest like his smiles do. It’s a kind of strange she could’ve been if she wasn’t a different kind of strange – a strange that makes people look at her funny and ask to rub her fur – a kind of strange that turns her limbs to ice whenever they need to move…

…A bad kind of strange.

Oh, Lyney has an idea. He’s tapping his fingers. He does that when he gets an idea.

“I’m gonna show people [bookmark: return1]Mr. Tricky Hat and the card tricks.”

Her smile disappears in an instant. 

Showing off a hat they  stole? Is he  trying to make the gods angry?

Lynette stiffens. “…But it’s not our hat…”

The smallest shadow of guilt crosses Lyney’s face, then disappears. A glance to the side…

“…Yeah…”

…Then the grin comes back.

“But we figured out the big secret, so I can do magic tricks now…ooh ooh, like that guy in the top hat! I’m gonna be like  him .”

Lynette’s ears spring up in alarm, but Lyney immediately shakes his head.

“Relax, sis. Nothing’s gonna happen. And if it does, I’ll just run really fast like always,” he says with a smug smile, turning his back and bounding in the opposite direction. 

He’s right…a little. Lyney  can run really fast, but running will only save him so many times, won’t it? He can’t outrun gods forever, especially angry gods.

She can picture it. Him out by himself, someone seeing the hat…knowing…taking him so far away…

Or maybe he doesn’t have to go by himself. He  shouldn’t go by himself. She’s supposed to be helping now, isn’t she?

“I’m coming too.”

Lyney stops at the corner. He turns to her, frowning.  “Mm-mm. I got it. You go back to the hideout.”

Lynette shakes her head. She steps up and takes his side. “No, I’m coming.”

Lyney’s expression hardens. He casts a brief look at the ground. “But I don’t want people to stare at you.”

She doesn’t either, but she can take being stared at if it means finally being helpful. 

“It’s okay,” Lynette says. “I wanna help.”

A second. Five. Ten. Then finally, Lyney resigns.

“Okay…” he sighs. “Just stay behind me.”

Lynette nods. “I know.”

A turn around the corner leads them back into the afternoon sunlight. Lynette stays a step behind her brother, staring at his fingers as they run along the hat’s top. The obvious question doesn’t come to her until they reach the end of the street.

“Wait.” She freezes. “What tricks are we gonna do?”

Lyney stops and blinks. “We’re gonna pull stuff out of [bookmark: return1]Mr. Tricky Hat,” he answers plainly.

“Yeah, but stuff like what? All we have is candy.”

Silence.

“Oh…yeah…” Lyney looks at the ground. “I…guess we could just…” Then back at her. “…um…”

Oh…there’s the shadow again. Just like before, it disappears just as quickly as it appears.

He doesn’t want to say it, but he doesn’t have to. She already knows.

Her stomach is twisting again, but at least these twists are the more bearable ones.







Quiet. Lynette has to stay quiet, even though her limbs are shaking, and she can barely breathe, and she can hear her heart in her ears and she’s one-hundred percent certain that at any second it’ll leap right out of her chest and bolt for the store’s double doors exactly like she wants to but can’t because Lyney needs her and she’s supposed to be helping and if she runs away when he needs her…

She has to stay quiet.

Has Lyney taken from toy stores before? He’s so calm – his eyes so focused. Hers should be too, but there are just so. Many.  People. In here. What do they do if someone catches them? Run and hide? Try to come up with something? Running and hiding usually works. There are tons of shelves to hide behind…

Maybe she should’ve just let Lyney go alone. She’s slowing him down…being scared and freezing up like always…

She just has to be braver, then. She’s supposed to be helping.

Lynette pads forward and locks her eyes on a line of plushies on the shelf in front of her. They’re cat plushies – black, round, and cute. People like cute round things…she thinks; She’s not around them long enough to know because they stare too much.

A single glance at her brother and she knows they’re thinking the same thing. Together, they inch forward…

“Oh, well hello there.”

…then they freeze.

Oh  no.

It’s an adult. A man. He’s wearing a suit and a name tag. Does he work here? 

He  does.

He saw them. They were too obvious. He knows. Run. Run.  Run.

She wants to, but Lyney stays, so she stays too. He turns and flashes a smile, so she turns and flashes a smile too. It’s a weaker smile – barely visible, probably, but it’s the best she can do. Lyney’s better at this kind of thing.

One day, she will be too.

“Hello, sir,” Lyney answers, punctuating the greeting with a polite bow. Lynette mirrors him silently.

The man smiles back. “Liking what you’re seeing so far?”

“Yes sir,” Lyney nods.

Lynette also nods, though her attention is on the man’s suit, not his face. She doesn’t have to look up to know where his eyes are.

She flattens her ears and pulls her eyes upward…to the man’s features…

…and he’s staring at her. Her gaze drops back to the floor.

“Well…” the man starts, his sea-green eyes lingering on Lynette’s head two seconds too long before they snap back to Lyney, “…that’s very good. Please, continue, and make sure to tell your parents to buy you lots of toys!”

The man turns to bound in the opposite direction. Lynette’s eyes lift from the floor, catching her brother’s expression as it makes a sudden shift. 

“Well, sir…” Lyney says lowly, stopping the man just before he disappears behind a shelf, “…we don’t have any mora for toys…”

Lynette blinks.

That’s not true. They do have mora. It’s not a lot – not anymore. Food and matches are expensive things, things that have eaten right through both their wallets over the weeks…but they do still have mora.

Lynette glances at her brother. He doesn’t glance back. 

Ahead of them, the man turns, his brow now curled with concern. “That’s unfortunate…” he frowns, to which Lyney nods, slowly and…sadly? Is Lyney sad right now? He didn’t seem so sad minutes ago.

Lyney’s being strange again. She doesn’t know which kind of strange it is – good or bad. All she knows is that the man is now stepping toward the shelf, and pulling down two cute round cat plushies, and putting them right in her brother’s extended hands.

“Here, on us,” the man says gently. “Toys are wonderful things.  Every child should have them.”

And in an instant, Lyney’s sadness vanishes.

“Thank you so much, sir.” Lyney gives another polite bow, holding the stuffed cats to his chest with a gleeful smile.

The man nods, returning Lyney’s bow. “Anytime!” With that, he makes off and disappears behind an adjacent shelf.

Lyney sighs. His body loosens as he takes a satisfied look at the plushies in his hands. “Okay, let’s go.”

For a beat, Lynette stares blankly at her brother, then she follows him out of the aisle and to a side door. Her tail swishes behind her and her ears twitch, but she says nothing.

They have what they need, and this time, they didn’t have to take it. That’s good…so why is her stomach still twisted? They didn’t take anything. It was just a  little lie.

Lynette exhales.

That’s right. Just a little lie. Little lies aren’t so bad…

…she hopes.







A mailman pops into Lynette’s vision. A swerve – just barely timed – saves her from crashing right into him.

She swears there are more people than normal. Why did Lyney have to pick  this street and not the one further down? It’d make helping so much easier. Fewer people. Fewer eyes…

Lyney’s getting too far ahead. She needs to keep up.

Lynette squeezes and twists her way through swarms of chattering people, fixing her eyes on her brother’s back. She wishes he’d slow down just a  little.  He’s practically flying.

No, she needs to be quicker. He’s not moving too fast; She’s moving too slow. 

Lynette quickens her steps, keeping herself a few paces behind Lyney as he turns and zigzags down the street. Just when she settles into a rhythm of stepping and swerving, he freezes, making Lynette have to stumble to a stop to avoid knocking him over.

Lyney points a finger ahead of them, drawing Lynette’s focus to a small clearing in the crowd, in it a small group of a man, a woman, and two little girls – a family? The girls look similar – same burgundy hair as the woman. They’re probably a family.

“There,” Lyney directs, adjusting his hold on the tricky hat in his hands, “Let’s show them.”

Lynette nods and joins his side as he trots up to the family. The moment the auburn gaze of one of the girls flits to Lynette, she stiffens, shooting her ears into her hair and curling her tail into her dress.

Did they see? She doesn’t think they did.

Lyney’s bowing. She should too.

“Hello,” he greets in a tone so oddly soft it almost makes her scrunch her face in bewilderment. “Can me and my sister do a trick for you?”

The woman takes a glance at her…husband? Are they married? She  is wearing a ring; That’s what people wear when they get married, right? “Aw,” she coos, “Sure you can.” Beside her, her husband nods with a smile.

As Lynette’s eyes lift, she watches Lyney’s face break into a grin. “Thank you!” he beams as he holds the tricky hat in front of him and turns it upside-down, drawing the group’s eyes to its interior. He takes a step toward one of the girls and flips the hat onto her head. “And…” He gives the hat a tap, then lifts it off her head. “Ta-da!” 

The girl blinks twice. A beat, then another before her sister’s eyes travel up to the cat plushy now perched atop her head.

“Ooooh!” she gasps, her eyes widening as she snatches the plushy and stares at it. “It’s so  cute! How did you do that? Did you just do  magic?!”

Lyney giggles. “Mhm!”

The other girl glares and snatches the plushy back. “It’s  mine,” she hisses, holding it to her chest.

Behind them, the girls’ father frowns. “Stop it,” he says sternly. “Share, or neither of you can have it.”

“It’s okay,” Lyney interjects. “My sister has a magic cat too. Look,” he gestures, holding the hat out to Lynette. Her skin prickles.

It’s her turn now…

It’s okay. They’ve practiced this. It’s easy.

Lynette exhales as she nods and takes the tricky hat from her brother’s outstretched hand. She takes a small step toward the antsy girl and repeats Lyney’s motions. Flip, tap, lift. The moment she lifts the hat, the girl swipes the matching cat plushy from her head with an elated squeal.

“Ta-da,” Lynette says, passing the hat back to her brother. Too quiet. Did they even hear her?

The girls’ parents clap, so they must have. “Wonderful,” their father says with a pleasant smile. “What do you say, girls?”

“Thank you!” the girls both chime in unison.

“You’re welcome,” Lyney nods, taking a bow that Lynette mirrors. “Have a nice day!”

The girls’ mother smiles, holding out a hand to halt the two as they turn. “One moment,” she says, reaching into the purse on her shoulder and pulling out a wallet. She zips it open and plucks out several mora coins, then motions to the hat in Lyney’s hands. “May I?”

Lyney’s eyes spark. He nods and holds out the hat, his smile widening as the woman drops the glinting coins inside.

“Thank you very much,” he says to her sweetly, offering her another light bow. Lynette glances at him, then bows silently.

The woman bows back. “Of course.”

As they part ways with the group, their gazes both shift to the tricky hat. Lyney tilts the hat to the side, eyeing the glimmering gold coins as they slide and tumble atop the cloth. He looks up with a satisfied smile. “Let’s show more people. C’mon.”

The odd sweetness is gone. He’s not talking softly anymore. He’s talking like…Lyney.

The mora? The tricks? The plushies? What is it? What makes Lyney so strange? He’s not like that when they’re outside the city. He’s not like that even in front of the magic…no,  tricky  man.

Is it the city? Does the city make Lyney strange? Is it a good strange – a strange she should learn to be? 

Probably.

Then she’ll learn. She’ll learn to talk softly and bow sweetly like Lyney does. She’ll learn to keep her ears tucked and her tail curled so she can be a kind of strange that makes people gasp and clap and give them more mora…

…A better kind of strange.

Oh, Lyney has an idea. He’s tapping his fingers. He does that when he gets an idea.




Notes for the Chapter:
•┈••✦ ❤ ✦••┈•

Eeeee. First chapter of the new story structure. Turns out, scene breaks make things a LOT easier, hah.

Once again, thank you so much for continuing to read. I’ve got most things planned out now and am so excited to write it all. I hope you enjoy!
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9. Fine





Fine



She doesn’t like this idea. She hopes that at any second, his mouth will quirk into that grin he usually grins and say the words “Just kidding!”

It’s scary enough to snatch a hat from a bench, even when she knows no one will see her. It’s scary enough to take plushies from a toy store, even when they don’t actually take them. It’s scary enough to step up to a family and ask to show them a trick, even when the family claps for them and doesn’t spot a single tuft of her fur.

She  really  doesn’t like this idea, but he’s not kidding, and she’s supposed to be helping, so she doesn’t complain. She keeps paying attention and pulling from pockets until she’s fighting to keep her eyelids up and her back straight.

She can stay up all night. That’s easy. Anything to make sure their big day tomorrow goes just the way it should.

A minute passes…or was it two? Five? Ten? Thirty? How long  is  a minute? 

Watch the card. Pull from here.

The hat’s heavier. Or…is it always heavy? She doesn’t remember…

Watch…pull from here this time…

How…long…

…have they…been…

A boom jolts Lynette awake. Her eyes dart around, landing on the hat in her lap, then her brother sitting across from her. He’s tracing slow spirals in the mattress, looking outside at the rain that pelts the hazy glass of the window across from them. 

He’s quiet. He’s not usually quiet. Is he upset? He must be. She’d be upset if he fell asleep while he was supposed to be helping.

Lynette rubs her eyes and picks up the hat. “Sorry,” she mumbles groggily.

Lyney jumps. Did she scare him? 

“Oh…” he says. His mattress creaks as he leans back and rests against the wall behind him. “It’s fine. I’m not practicing anymore.”

Lynette pauses. 

She  should  keep going, but Lyney’s finished, and her hands  are  tired, and her entire body is tired, actually, and the nap was nice, and she sort of wishes she could go back to it because everything is  really heavy…

She stops.

Lynette puts down the hat. She shifts to her side, her eyes drifting to the scene outside the window. 

The world outside flashes and crackles as rain batters the wooden walls around them, but it doesn’t scare her. Storms aren’t scary like the city is. They have a new shed to hide from thunder and lightning. People…she can’t hide from people. Not if she wants to help.

She wishes it wasn’t so hard. Why  is it so hard? It’s just a little staring, and a little talking. She doesn’t feel scared when Lyney looks at her, and she can talk to him just fine. Why can’t she be the same way with the people in the city?

She’s going to have to be the same way with the people in the city. They have a big day tomorrow…but what if she forgets to tuck her ears and curl her tail? Everyone will stare at her like she’s an animal. They’ll ask to touch and rub. And if she messes up a trick? That’ll ruin the whole thing. And if she forgets what to say? And if

“Ooh, I just remembered a cool story.”

Another flash reveals the violet of Lyney’s eyes now on her. He shifts a little, then continues “It’s about a boy. He crawls through a magic hole and ends up in a kingdom under a red moon.” 

Lynette’s ear flicks. She tilts her head. “What happened to him?”

“Some people in a big house took him in. When he grew up, he became a really strong knight who everyone in the kingdom loved.”

“Did he have a Vision?” It’s a silly question. Even sillier is that it popped into her head so quickly. She doesn’t believe in gods. Why is she asking about a gift from them?

“Probably. He was brave. Brave people always get Visions,” Lyney answers.

They don’t. Lyney is brave, but he doesn’t have a Vision.

She must’ve said it aloud because Lyney’s looking at her again. “Mm…” he hums, then goes quiet for a beat. “Probably cause we’re not old enough.”

She wishes he was right. He actually doesn’t have a Vision because the gods are unkind, but he doesn’t know that. Should she tell him that – how unkind the gods really are? Would he be disappointed if she did?

He would.

She doesn’t.

For a little while, silence stretches between them, only broken by the occasional rumble of thunder. There’s a faint tap of finger against foam before Lyney finally asks “What Vision would you pick?” 

Lynette looks down.

She wouldn’t pick a Vision at all. She’d never get one anyway. She’s not hopeful like the thief or brave like the little boy, so she wouldn’t be a hero or a knight.

What would Lyney be? He’s super hopeful and brave, and he makes cold nights warmer…

A knight of flames. Two different flames. Flames that warm good, kind people and burn bad, unkind people. A heroic knight of dual flame… That’s what Lyney would be if the gods were kind enough to give him a Vision – if the gods were fair, but they aren’t. Even if he ever got a Vision, they’d try to take it. They like to do that…take things they don’t need. Maybe they’d curse him too, just like they cursed her.

…But can’t he just take the Vision back?

No…it’s probably not a good idea to try to take from gods.

A shift. “Lynette?”

She zoned out again. She needs to stop doing that if she’s going to keep being helpful, but at least she can give a better answer – one that won’t disappoint Lyney.

“Pyro,” she half-whispers as her eyes drift closed. “I’d pick Pyro.”







What is this?

It’s round and a little heavy. It looks like something. It looks like nothing. It’s in her palm. It’s not in her palm.

Is it what she thinks it is?

Lynette turns it over. Curls her fingers around it. Shakes it. Squeezes it. Squints at it.

Why can’t she see it? Why can’t she feel it? Does she need to hope? Does she need to believe?

But how can she? That’s not fair. Nothing is. Not the world. Not the gods.

Is Lyney here? Does he have one too? He probably does, and he can probably see his. He hopes and he believes. 

How?

That night, wasn’t he cold too? Still, he didn’t freeze. He talked. He threw a rock. He ran forward.

Lyney wasn’t cold. Lyney wasn’t scared. Lyney’s never cold or scared…but she always is.

Why?

Is it because he believes and she doesn’t? But she was useless when she believed. She’s helpful now because she stopped.

Should she start again? If she does, will the gods stop being unkind?

That doesn’t sound right. Nothing does. Not her thoughts. Not her breathing. It’s all too strange, but Lyney once said that sometimes the gods use strange things to talk to people.

Are they talking to her?

Lynette stretches her ears up and listens…listens…listens…

A voice just called her, but it’s not a god’s voice. It’s light. It makes the air warm. It’s Lyney’s. He  is here, but where?

He just called her again, louder this time.

Where is he?

Again. Louder.

Where is

“Lyneeette!  Get  uuuup!”

He’s over her, shaking her by the shoulders.

Lynette’s eyelids fly open. “Ueh?” she croaks, her voice thick with drowsiness.

“We gotta go. C’mon.”

Oh, that’s right…Lyney’s idea. They’re going to the city again today. They’re going to show people their new trick.


 They’re going to show people their new trick. 


Her chest chills.

She’s practiced. It’ll be fine.

Lynette stretches her arms and sits up, blinking her heavy eyelids as she scrambles to her feet.

She’ll remember to tuck and curl. It’ll be fine.

She stuffs her feet into her boots, smooths her dress, and runs her fingers through the knots in her hair.

She’ll bow and talk sweetly. It’ll be fine.

She joins her brother’s side. They step out of the shelter of their hideout and into the earthy smell of the morning.

She’ll remember everything and ruin nothing. She’ll do fine.

She better.







The streets are more crowded than they usually are because of course they are on the day of Lyney’s idea. At least this time, Lynette can keep up. 

She swerves, twists, and dodges in sync with her brother, keeping her grip tight on the tricky hat full of toys they told some not-very-little lies to get. They push their way through the maze of streets and figures until they reach the familiar clearing. 

Lyney stops. His eyes rove the masses of people streaming around them. Lynette does the same, flitting her eyes from one figure to another. A man at a billboard, a woman at a magazine stand, two kids with a dog, an officer and a mech, a

An officer and a mech.

Lynette’s breath catches. Her ears spring up from her hair.

She’s small and pink – a Mel…Melusine? Her back is turned and she’s talking to someone. That means she can’t see them…yet.

“Lyney,” Lynette says, frantically tapping her brother’s forearm. “Officer.”

He follows her gaze and tenses. In a second, he’s pulling her out of the clearing, through the crowd, and into a building filled with shelves of flowers – a flower shop? They slip behind a shelf lined with brilliant blue blossoms and wait.

Seconds pass. Outside, she can hear the rhythmic clang of metal footsteps.

They don’t move.

The clangs draw nearer and stop.

They don’t move.

The clangs start again, drawing away.

Lyney moves.

He peeks out at the door. Immediately, Lynette pulls his arm. “They’re not gone yet.”

A while longer and finally, the clangs fade into the outside bustle.

“Okay, now,” Lynette nods.

They creep from behind the shelf and out of the shop’s door. It clamps shut behind them as Lyney sweeps his gaze across the street.

“We should go somewhere else,” he says, pointing to a part of the street beyond the clearing. “There.”

He steps ahead and Lynette follows, running a finger along the rim of the tricky hat as they move into the less crowded street. As she walks, she glances into the hat, watching the pocketed toys as they bounce and poke at the black sheet of fabric.

Her turn will come after Lyney’s turn. They’ll bow, then he’ll offer. She’ll peek so she knows which side of the hat to pull from – left for black, right for red. That means she needs to pay attention and keep the hat turned the right way so she doesn’t mix up the sides. Lyney will ask, then, after both of their turns, they’ll take a bow. 

Oh, and if someone compliments them or gives them mora, she’ll say “Thank you” sweetly enough for them to think she’s adorable and coo at her. She needs to remember that part.

She’ll do fine. She’s practiced. She just needs to remember, follow Lyney, speak up, and not freeze. Be sweet. Be cute. Be

Lyney’s pointing. He found someone – a tall man in a long coat with a boy. Are they related? They don’t look similar. The man’s hair is a deep blue where the boy’s is a deep red. Is that normal for fathers and sons?

They’re walking up now, but it’s too soon. She’s not ready. She needs to think some more or she’ll forget…but Lyney’s ahead of her, and switching to Strange Lyney, so she’s doing the same even though her chest is chilling and her hands won’t stay still and 

Her ears aren’t tucked. 

She tucks them and exhales, tightening her hands’ grip to force away the tremble she only just realized was there.

It’ll be fine. It has to be fine because they’re in front of the man and the boy now, and this is the part where they both bow politely and Lyney goes

“Hello sir! Can me and my sister do a trick for you?”

The boy says nothing. He only looks up at the man, who raises a brow.

“What sort of trick?” the man asks.

“A magic trick,” Lyney answers.

For a moment, the man examines them both with narrowed eyes. He glances at the boy, then gives a single, slow nod. “Alright, go on.”

Here goes.

“Thank you!” Lyney smiles as he flips the deck of cards out of his pocket. He plucks two, then holds them out to the man. “Pick a card.”

Lynette locks her eyes onto the man’s hand as he reaches forward and pulls one of the cards.

Right card. Right side.

“Good choice, sir! Now, I’m going to close my eyes and use my magic to guess the color, then my sister will pull the color I guess from the hat,” Lyney continues with a glance toward her.

Her turn.

Lynette nods and reaches into the hat’s right side. She slips her fingers past the sheet of fabric, finds the open zipper, then grasps the toy within the pocket.

“Is your card…” Lyney says as she slowly pulls up a red yo-yo, “that  color?”

The man’s brow furrows and instantly, Lynette’s stomach clenches.

Oh  no. 

She got it wrong.

Even after all that practice, she got it  wrong. 

She should’ve stayed up all night, but no. She had to get “tired” and stop. Now she’s messed up, and she’s ruined the whole 

“Interesting,” the man smiles, turning his card around to reveal a red two of clubs. “Bravo.”

…She got it  right.

She did it.

But she’s not finished. It’s still her turn.

“Thank you, sir,” she says – nice and loud, she remembers. She hands the yo-yo to the man, who passes it to the silent boy at his side.

Her voice shook a little. She hopes he didn’t hear. He’s still smiling, which must mean that he didn’t.

Her turn is over, and she did  fine.  Next part…

The man turns and gestures to his left, then his right, catching the attention of several passing strangers. Lynette’s eyes flit about as the number of people in front of them grows from two to four, then four to seven, then seven to twelve…

“Forgive me, but…could you do the trick again?” the man asks. “I’m intrigued by this…magic of yours.”

What?

This wasn’t part of the plan. This is the part where they’re supposed to take a bow, but people are stopping and staring…waiting… expecting, so what now?

Lynette glances at her brother. He glances back.

“Um…sure! Of course, sir,” Lyney nods.


 What? 


They’re going again? In front of so many people? In front of a  crowd? 

She’s not ready. She can’t. This isn’t the plan.

No, it’ll be fine. It’s the same trick, just with more…people…looking. She remembers, and she’s tucking and curling, right? She’s standing up straight, right? She looks cute and sweet, right? Is she breathing too hard? Blinking too much? Standing too still? Not standing still enough?

Lyney’s already started. The man just chose the left card. She needs to pay attention. She almost missed it.

Left side. Lynette reaches, grasps, and pulls up a black high-bounce ball. The man gives an approving hum, accepts the ball, then hands it to the boy at his side.

“Mhm,” he nods, turning the card around – a black five of hearts. “Sorry, again please?”

Lyney shifts his weight. “…Yes sir.”

It’s fine. It’s the same trick.

Left card again. Left side again. Lynette reaches, grasps, and pulls up a black penguin plushie. The man nods and hands the plushie to the boy.

“Hm…” he hums, bringing a hand to his chin as he turns around the card – a black three of diamonds. “One more time?”

“Yes sir.”

Lyney plucks two more cards, but the man doesn’t take one. Instead, he shakes his head and holds up a hand.

“I’d like to choose from more cards than two. Is that alright?”

Lyney freezes. His lips thin into a line. “Um…”

Lyney’s looking around. His expression isn’t right. Does he not know what to say?

That’s bad. Lyney always knows what to say. Should she say something? But she’s not the talker, and none of this is part of the plan. She can’t pull from the correct side if she has to watch more than two cards. That’s not how the trick works, so why is Lyney nodding, and offering  five  cards? It’s not the same trick anymore. It’s not the trick at  all, so how is she supposed to do her turn?

The man takes a card from the middle.

Now he’s staring at her.

And the boy’s staring at her.

And Lyney’s staring at her.

And  everyone’s  staring at her.

But

what

does

she 


 do? 


Her chest is chilling. She’s shaking. She’s freezing. Not this again. She was doing  just fine.

Lynette swallows, then glances at Lyney.

He stares, then blinks. Slowly, he tilts his head slightly to the…right?

…Right tilt. Right side? 

Lynette reaches into the hat’s right side. She pulls out a red toy boat.

Lyney’s eyes twinkle. He turns back to the man. “Is your card  that  color?”

The man raises both brows, his eyes widening briefly. “My,” he breathes as he flips his card around.

An eight of spades.

It’s red.

“Well…color me impressed,” the man sighs as he returns the card and passes the boat to the boy. “And here I thought I had your little trick figured out. Well done.”

He chuckles, then claps. Someone in the crowd behind him hums, then claps. Someone else claps, then someone else. In seconds, the entire crowd is a steady crackle of applause.

Warmth envelops Lynette’s hand. She glances over at a beaming Lyney and knows which part of the plan comes next.

“Thank you, thank you!” Lyney chimes. Then together, they take a bow.







The hat is heavy, but this heavy is a heavy she likes. It comes from gold that glints and gleams.

Lyney’s been going on and on ever since they were in the city. What’s he even saying anymore? She can’t pay attention because of whatever this feeling is in her chest. It’s not a jab or a twist or a clench. It’s…more like a buzz. A nice, warm buzz. Like the bees do. Buzz…buzz…

“…like the magic man with the candy! Ooh, we should use candy too!”

Little buzzing bees that make flowers bloom in her chest. The blue flowers she glimpsed in the flower shop. She likes those. They’re really pretty.

“…else? Mm…we can try- Are you listening?”

Buzz…buzz…

 “Lynette!”

She sucks in air and snaps her gaze to Lyney, who’s now looking back at her with narrowed eyes.

She zoned out again. She has to stop doing that.

“What else should we use?” He frowns. “Wait, are you okay?”

She did her parts right. She remembered everything, and their big day went just the way it should’ve. Of course she’s okay, especially after they managed to do their new trick with five cards instead of two…

…however that happened. They didn’t practice that at  all. 

“Lyney,” Lynette’s brow furrows, her ear twitching, “how’d you know the card was red?”

A look of confusion passes over his features before it shifts to one of recognition, then pride. “I memorized the cards cause I’m good at magic tricks. That’s how,” he grins.

He’s right. He  is good at magic tricks.

“And you got the right toy cause you’re good at magic tricks too. We’re a good team. We should do that again. We’ll get an even  bigger crowd and…”

And there he goes…

Is he right? Lyney  can  be wrong sometimes, but she did do her part. 

She’s a good helper…kind of? Maybe? A little? It sure feels like it, so maybe she is.

Lyney’s making a new plan. He has more ideas. This time, they’re not quite so scary.







10. Confusing





Confusing



Walking around the toy store is getting easier. Helping is getting easier.  Everything is getting easier…

…Everything except talking. Sentences are too confusing. Even now, they jumble and scatter and come out a little too quiet sometimes. Maybe she just needs to spend more time in the city. Then she’ll be able to walk up, smile, and find the right words like Lyney can.

“Thank you,” he smiles at the man behind the counter as he accepts the bag of blue candies from his hands.

“You’re so very welcome,” the man smiles back, resting his hands on the counter. “Doing another one of your little shows?”

“Mhm,” Lyney nods. He shifts the candy bag to one arm, then reaches over and fishes a handful of mora coins out of the hat. 

“That’s good,” the man says as Lyney drops the coins in a small pile on the counter. “You two are always a pleasure. Take care.”

A smile, a wave, and they’re out of the doors and off to the same street they’ve spent so many of their afternoons on. The city is nice today. Not too crowded; Lynette can actually see ahead of her a little. That means there won’t be a ton of people watching…and staring. That’s good.

But that also means less mora. That’s  not  good…

This is different. Thinking about mora was less complicated when it came from wallets. Mora from the wallets always lasted for weeks; Mora from the hat only lasts for days. But mora from the wallets came with twists; Mora from that hat comes with buzzes. She prefers the buzzes. The buzzes make her feel like a helpful sister; The twists made her feel like a dirty animal.

She likes the mora from the hat a lot more.

They move into their spot on the street and wait. Before long, people are turning their heads and approaching with the usual waves and greetings, some already reaching for their wallets.

Lynette’s gaze moves from figure to figure as the stir of the street slows and circles around them. She can pick out a few familiar forms – the man with the quiet boy, the two burgundy-haired sisters, the pink Melusine…

…The pink Melusine?


 The officer. 


She knows about the wallets, and the hat, and the purse. She’s coming for them. She’s…

…not…coming for them. She’s standing in the crowd with a small smile, waiting just like everyone else. No uniform. No big mech. She’s just here to see.

Oh. That’s good. That’s fine.

In her periphery, Lyney’s attention is trained on the cards in his hands, his small fingers turning over some and rearranging others until he straightens the cards and tucks them back into his pocket. When he takes a breath and lifts his eyes, they briefly lock onto the Melusine before flitting across the crowd.

He sees her too, but he’s not scared, so neither is she.

Tuck and curl. Eyes up. Back straight. Here they go.

The crowd is ready. Lyney’s ready. She’s ready. One, two, three…and…

Start. Lyney’s turn.







It’s still a little chilling when people get this close, even when they’re filling the hat with glimmering gold coins. She can sort of handle it now; Just keep holding the hat. Just keep looking cute. Just keep following Lyney.

One by one, they walk up, they drop their coins, and they leave. All the while, she keeps her small smile. As the crowd thins, Lynette scans, searching for pink.

There’s none. She’s gone. They’re fine.

The man and the boy are approaching. As they draw closer, Lynette straightens her posture and readies her “Thank you”.

“Fascinating as always,” the man praises with a soft clap. He gestures to the boy, who steps forward and drops a small handful of coins into the tricky hat.

Lyney’s small smile widens. “Thank you!” he chirps along with Lynette.

“Of course,” the man smiles back, then taps a gloved finger to his chin. “Say, would your parents happen to be nearby?”

Lynette tenses.

That’s…weird. The boy next to him must think the same. He’s looking up at him, then over at Lyney. His expression is off, but as always, he’s not talking. He must be bad at sentences too.

Lyney’s smile falls a little. “No,” he answers quickly. “They’re not here right now.”

It’s just a little lie.

The man frowns and hums. “A shame…” Then his smile returns. “Well, if you don’t mind, could you ask them to come along next time? I’d like to talk to them.”

“Um…” Lyney shifts his weight. “Yes sir!”

…It’s just a  little  lie.

Does the boy know? He’s tense too, and staring at Lyney with that odd face, one that only gets odder when the man reaches forward and pats Lyney’s shoulder, and odder still when he says his next words.

“You are two very special children.”

The boy’s lips purse. His hands clench. But still, he says absolutely nothing.

Lynette glances at Lyney.

For a beat, his violet eyes are locked with the boy’s olive ones. Then in the next, they’re right back on the man’s gray ones.

“Thank you,” he says, his face tinting a faint shade of pink.

The man chuckles softly. “You’re welcome. You both have a wonderful afternoon.”

He taps the boy and they start off, heading down the opposite street. Lynette’s eyes linger on the boy’s back as the distance between them grows.

 …He’s just not a talker. She gets it; She isn’t a talker either, and sometimes she gives funny looks and stares too long and forgets to say “Hello”. They’re both just a similar kind of strange. That’s all.

He’s turning around…and now he’s staring at her…and she’s staring back…

Her chest is cold. She’s only just realized how tightly she’s gripping the hat.

Why are his eyes so dark? Why is he so tense? Is he mad at them? Why is he mad? What did they do? Should she apologize? Do another trick for him? Give him his mora back?

What’s  wrong?  Why is he being so  scary? 

The man glances down at the boy, then gives his shoulder two firm taps. Immediately, he looks away.

Lynette does the same.







Buzzing bees and glinting gold. That’s easier to focus on than eery eyes. Buzzes and coins. Coins and buzzes…

Lyney’s quiet. He’s tapping his finger. He must be thinking of more ideas.

Lynette quickens her steps and positions herself next to him. She glances over at his face.

He’s staring at the ground, his eyes narrow and his lips thin.

…Lyney?

He’s probably just thinking very hard. He does that a lot…but Lyney usually talks and looks up when he’s thinking hard about magic. 

Before Lynette can open her mouth to ask, he flits his eyes over and blinks the look away.

“Should we use sweet candy or sour candy?” he asks, looking up and folding his arms.

Oh…that’s what it was?

Lynette’s ear twitches. She casts a thoughtful glance to the side before answering “Both?”

Lyney hums and tilts his head. He shrugs. “Okay, both!”

And now he’s quiet again.

He stays that way for the minutes that follow. Looking down. Tapping his arm. Glancing around.

Lyney’s being strange again, and it’s not a kind of strange she likes this time.

Lynette trails a finger along the tricky hat’s rim, her tail swishing behind her.

Was it the man? Because he said they’re special? No, that’s wrong. That was a nice thing – a compliment. Compliments are supposed to make people happy.

…It was the scary boy. It has to have been the scary boy. He’s probably confused about him. 

“Lyney…” Lynette mutters.

He doesn’t answer. One second…two…three…

Lynette’s grip on the hat tightens. “Lyney?”

Her grip loosens when his eyes finally snap to hers. “Huh?” he answers.

“Why was that boy mad at us?”

Lyney blinks, then taps his arm.

“I dunno,” he shrugs. “Probabl–”

“You two. Hi!”

The bubbly voice makes them both whip around. When Lynette’s eyes catch pink, her heart lurches.

It’s the Melusine. The officer. She caught them. Run. 

Run.

 Run.

Why 

is Lyney 

not

running?

Lynette reaches out and pulls on his arm. He tenses, but doesn’t budge.

Oh…it’s like before. No mech. No badge. She’s not coming for them. That’s why he’s not running. 

He’s switching to Strange Lyney, so she follows. Tuck and curl. Eyes up. Back straight. Smile.

As she approaches, Lyney flashes his smile. “Hello!” he answers.

The Melusine smiles back. She stands still for a moment, her gold eyes flitting between them.

“No need to worry,” she says gently as she reaches for a small pouch on the side of her hip. Lynette’s chest flutters when her arm emerges with a handful of glittering gold.

“I’d just like to give you two this,” she continues, stepping forward and dropping the mora into the hat. “I didn’t get to earlier. It’s for the performance.”

Lyney’s eyes brighten. “Thank you!”

“You’re welcome!” the Melusine responds. She tilts her head, folding her hands in front of her. “My name’s Celine. What are your names?”

Lyney pauses. He glances at the ground, then at Lynette.

“Lyney,” he answers, then gestures to his side. “This is Lynette, my sister.”

Celine nods and hums. “Lyney and Lynette…very nice names.” Her eyes flicker back and forth again. “You two look a lot alike. Are you twins?”

…She really thinks they look alike?

Oh, right. It’s because she can’t see the ears and tail. It’s because she doesn’t know.

“Mhm,” Lyney nods. Lynette mirrors him.

“Ah!” Celine beams. “That’s cool. It’s very nice to meet you both.”

She glances to the side and takes a step back, unfolding her hands and resting them at her sides.

“Well…I’ll let you two head home now. I hope to see some more of your magic tricks. They’re really something special!”

Special… There goes that word again. It feels odd coming from an officer and not the tall man in the coat, but Lynette says nothing. She keeps her smile up and her back straight. When Celine waves, she waves back, and she’s sure to tuck and curl until they’ve parted ways…and crossed the street…and slipped back into the alley shadow.

It’s fine…

…but…why did the officer not…

Nevermind. Buzzes and coins. Coins and buzzes.







Lynette sinks into her mattress as the wooden door of the shed creaks closed with a click. She sets the hat to her side and leans back, her eyes drifting to the threads of evening sunlight filtering through the window.

The city may be a little easier, but it’ll never be anything like the hideout. Here, there’s no tucking and curling or smiling and talking. Just the shadows, the crickets, and Lyney.

He’s quiet again.

Lyney sinks into his mattress without a word. He pulls the cards from his pocket and flicks, flicks, flicks…

…She should ask, but his hands are moving a little slower than usual. That means he’s tired. She shouldn’t bother him when he’s tired, so she doesn’t. Instead, she focuses on the little ant scurrying across the floor in front of her, then the speckles of dust fluttering in the rays of sunlight, then  the black masks, and icy air, and bloody knees, and… 

Lynette’s hands clench.

No, no. It’s fine. They’re  fine. They have a new hideout. 


 The gods can still see them. 


They don’t take anymore.


 They still have the hat and wallets. 


It’s fine.


 The officers will come back. 


…Buzzes and coins.

 Coins and buzzes. 

Buzzes and coins.


 People like their magic tricks. 


Coins and buzzes.


 The Melusine was nice. 


Buzzes and coins.


 Lyney is happier. 


Coins and buzzes.


 She’s a good helper. 



 She’s a good helper. 


She’s a good helper.

Lynette exhales and relaxes her hands.

It’s fine. It’s been weeks and no one’s come for them. The Melusine was friendly, and she’s an  officer. That must mean they’re doing everything right now, right? That must mean they’re okay now. It must mean

Footsteps. Heavy ones.  Metal ones.  Lyney’s looking up. He hears them too.

Is that…

Oh.

No.


 Run. 


In a heartbeat, they’re both on their feet and Lyney’s hand is gripping her wrist. He pulls her to the door, swings it open, and…

…stops dead in his tracks.

Officers. Two of them…with…uniforms…and badges…and two mechs…standing right in front of them.

The officer that steps forward is pink.

It’s her. 

“Hi again,” Celine says. “It’s me, Celine. We just want you two to come with us.”

She extends a hand, then she steps forward.

Lyney’s grip tightens. He steps back.

“No.”

Then he reaches over, grabs the door, and throws it shut. 

…What’s happening? What’s happening? What’s

Lyney’s pulling her to a corner. They both sink to the floor, pressing their backs against the wall as the shed door cracks.

“Lyney? Lynette?” comes Celine’s voice from outside. “It’s okay. We’re going to take you somewhere safe.”

No they’re not. They’re officers. They’re going to take them to a cage full of bad people just like the other officers…the ones that made Lyney bleed.

They have to run.

But  where? There’s nowhere to

The door is opening.

Lyney shifts and moves to Lynette’s front.

“No,” he hisses shakily at the small silhouette in the doorway.

Silence. A beat.

They have to run.

Another beat.

They have to run.

Another beat.

But they can’t.

Another.

Her chest.

Another.

She’s freezing.

Another.

Not this again.

Another.

Lyney’s moving.

Another.

He’s standing.

Another.

Not again.

Another.

Not again.

Another. 


 Never again. 


Lynette springs to her feet and rushes to his side.

“T-The stuff’s right there,” she blurts out, pointing to the tricky hat and wallets near their mattresses. “I took it. I’m sorry. I won’t do it again. Please d-don’t take us to jail.”

Lyney stiffens. He steps in front of her. 

“No…that…that’s not what happened,” he strains.

Celine stays still. Her scorching eyes flit to the corner, then back to them.

“Oh…” she whispers, bringing a hand to her chest with a soft smile. “No, no. You’re not in any trouble. Please don’t be scared. Everything will be alright.”

But she’s lying. She’s lying. She’s lying. She’s…she’s

gesturing behind her…and now

there are four

silhouettes in the door 

coming into their hideout and

walking closer and

warmth is

pulling her arm back and 

screaming  “No!” and

coldness is

pulling her other arm forward and 

saying “Let go, Lyney,” and

the warmth is

gone and

she’s going

forward and

her heart is

so loud and

her bones are

so cold and

she’s freezing and 

they’re taking her and

she can’t

she can’t

she 

can’t








 Water. It’s crawling up her ankles, biting at her flesh. 



 Lynette drags her heavy feet forward. Something hard bumps against her ankle. She kicks it away. 



 Her knees. 



 She extends an arm and feels in front of her, searching, but only grasping air. 



 Her hips. 



 Her legs are too icy, but she keeps sloshing. Reaching. Searching. 



 Her stomach. 



 Warmth wraps around her wrist. She stumbles forward. 



 Air. It’s whipping across her skin, sweeping the water away. 



 Everything is too icy. She wants to stop and catch her breath, but the warmth won’t loosen. It squeezes and it pulls forward – through the air. Forward – through the ice. Forward…forward…forward… 








This place is so quiet.

Lynette blinks and takes a shaky breath. She shifts, her eyes flitting around.

A window behind her. Green walls around her. A table beside her. A fan above her. A dresser in front of her. A mattress beneath her.


 …Lyney? 


He’s sitting next to her, holding her wrist. Lynette glances over at him.

He’s staring forward in silence. His eyes don’t look the same. Normally, they twinkle a little. Normally, they’re a brighter shade of violet.

Something bad is happening. 

She remembers; They got caught. The officer lied and took them away. They’re locked up now.

…This is jail? It doesn’t look like jail. Don’t jails have big metal bars and evil people in jumpsuits and chains?

“Lyney,” Lynette mumbles, “where are we?”

He jolts a little and turns to face her. When their eyes meet, he releases a breath and eases his grip on her wrist.

“I don’t know,” he answers, looking down at the carpet.

A click, then a creak. Their gazes both dart to the right as the door on the other side of the room inches open, revealing a small pink figure carrying two wrapped plates.

It’s her.

Celine smiles and takes a step inside.

“Hey. It’s just me,” she says gently. “I brought you two something to eat.”

She pads to the bedside table and sets down the plates. Her eyes linger on them as she takes a step back and folds her hands in front of her, waiting.

Even as the scent of fish wafts into her nose, Lynette doesn’t move. Neither does Lyney.

Celine glances at the floor. A beat, then she unfolds her arms and moves back into the doorway.

“I understand that this is a lot for you both, but you don’t have to be scared,” she says. “Eat, wash up and change, and get some rest. Press the button on the door if you need anything and I’ll be right up.”

Lyney answers with a slow nod, his eyes still locked on the carpet.

Celine smiles. “Okay. Good.”

As the door slowly swings closed, Lyney tenses. His eyes snap up from the floor.

 “Wait.” 

Celine pauses. “Hm?”

“…Where’s all our stuff?”

Silence.

Celine exhales, wringing her hands.

“We’ve…collected it. Please don’t worry about that. I’ll explain everything. Just try to relax and rest up for tonight, okay? You two just went through a lot.”

Lyney tenses, but nods. “…Okay…”

Celine stands still for a beat, then another.

“It’s okay, you two,” she says softly. “You’re safe.”

Then, the door clicks shut.

…Safe?

This is all wrong. Jail isn’t supposed to be  safe. Is she lying? She lied before. Told them there was no reason to worry…then came for them…

No…it’s not her. It’s the gods. They’re still angry. 

But if they’re angry, why did they make her have that weird dream? Why didn’t they send the scarier officers like they did before? Why did they send  this officer – a friendly one who gives them nice things and says even nicer things? Why are they in a room and not a cage? Are the gods punishing them or not? Do they hate them or not? Why 

are they being 

so 

 confusing?

“Lynette?”

She blinks, flicking her eyes to her brother.

“What’s wrong?” Lyney asks.

Lynette glances downward, pursing her lips.

“Are the gods kind?” she asks him.

Silence. Lyney frowns, then looks to the side.

“I don’t know,” he answers quietly.

She doesn’t either.

She’ll just stop thinking about them.







11. Nice





Nice



Lynette trails her feet along the floor, watching her socks as they trace dark circles in the carpet. She peers out the window and runs her gaze along the tops of the buildings beyond the glass.

Nothing about the city is the same. Nothing about  anything  is the same. The mattress – too big; She doesn’t like it. The carpet – too soft; She doesn’t like it. The bathtub – too shiny; She doesn’t like it. The nightgown – too silky; She doesn’t like it. She wants  her  mattress and  her clothes. She wants the concrete, and the rain, and the shadows, and the crickets, and the wooden shed, and Lyney telling stories and going on and on about magic tricks and…

Get her out of here. She  doesn’t like it.

Lyney doesn’t like it either. Two days and he’s still so quiet. She wishes she could think of a story, or ask a random question, or say… anything, but as always, she can’t find her words when she should.

Maybe she’s not as good a helper as she thought…

Someone’s knocking. By now, she knows who.

“May I come in?” asks the usual light voice.

On the opposite side of the bed, Lyney darts up. A pause, then he answers “Mhm.”

Slowly, the door opens. Celine steps inside, nudging it shut behind her.

“Good morning,” she greets. “Did you two sleep any better?”

Lyney glances to the side. He gives a slow nod.

Celine smiles. “That’s good.”

She takes a step forward, moving her hands to her sides. “Do you mind if I sit down?”

Lyney eyes her, then silently shifts to the side, allowing her a large slot of space next to him.

“Thank you,” Celine says. She pads over and sits, then turns to face them both.

“I’m sure you’re still very confused, so I believe that now’s a good time to explain what’s happening,” she says. “Is that okay with you both?”

Lynette’s ear twitches. She stills her swaying tail and glances at Lyney. He glances back.

“Mhm,” he nods.

“Okay, wonderful.”

Celine brings her arms forward, resting them in her lap as she begins.

“Right now, you’re both at a big fancy house of sorts. It’s called a hotel. You were brought here because a nice lady and her son told the police about you.” Her eyes flit to Lynette. “A lady and a boy around your age… Do you remember meeting anyone like that?”

Lynette looks at the mattress, furrowing her brow.

…A lady and a boy? She’s met a  man and a boy. She’s met a lady with a man and two girls. She’s met…

…She’s met…


 Here. Mom’s got a lot more. You can have it. 


A lady…and…a boy…


 No prob. 



 Right here. I think the poor girl’s homeless. 


…A lady and a boy, and hunger pangs, and the magic man, and candy.  The lady and the boy. 

Lynette’s ears spring up. 

“He gave me the magic candy.”

Lyney perks up. He blinks. “The boy did?”

“Yeah. In the alley.”

Celine’s eyes brighten. “That’s right! The boy  was eating lots of candy when they came in; Pockets full. Talk about a sweet tooth!” she laughs.

“But back on topic,” she continues. “They made the report a while back. That one combined with a few reports of… vanishing  belongings led me to you two, so…here you are now – in a better place, where you’ll remain until I can find you a nice place to live.”

Lynette flexes her fingers, creasing the silk of her nightgown between them.

It was the boy. They’re here because of the “nice” boy.

Or is it because of her? She’s the one who went to the alley. She’s the one who was spotted. She’s the one who stayed and took the candy. She should’ve left sooner. Then the boy wouldn’t have told on her, and they wouldn’t be in this room that’s too quiet, too big, too soft, too shiny, too silky…

Lynette’s fingers clench.

She got them caught. She got them taken…all because she wanted candy. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

“Lynette? You’re tense, dear. What’s the matter?”

Lynette flicks her eyes up. They dart between Celine’s eyes and Lyney’s.

Silence. A second. Two seconds. Three. Four. Five.

Lynette inhales, then finally manages “Is all our stuff gone?”

Celine blinks. Her gaze briefly lowers to the floor.

Please,  please say no.

“The belongings from the shed are being returned to their rightful owners, so…yes, I’m afraid.”

…Of course it’s gone. The hat. The mora.  Everything.  She shouldn’t have even asked.

Terrible helper. No, not a helper at all. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid . 

Her palms sting. Her eyes sting. Her throat stings.


 Stupid. 


There’s a shift on the bed, then warmth curling around her wrist.

“Hey,” Lyney says. “Don’t cry.”

Cry? Crying? Is she crying? But she doesn’t see tears. It’s just a little…sting…

Celine is shifting now. Her eyes are wider – frantic.

“Oh…oh no. Please don’t be upset!” She moves forward slightly, then pauses and moves back, returning her hands to her lap. “How about this…why don’t we do a little shopping today? We’ll get some new things for you to perform with. Would you like that?”

Lynette swallows a lump and looks up. Her ears tilt to the front as she glances at Celine, then at Lyney.

Lyney nods.

“Great!” Celine chimes. She shifts off the bed and hops to her feet. “Wash up and get changed, then. We’re going to the city!”

She makes her way to the door, pulls it open, then moves into the doorway. “Take as long as you need to get ready. When you’re done, press the button, alright?”

Lyney nods. Lynette does the same.

“Awesome,” Celine says. A beat, then the door swings and clicks shut.

Silence. Lyney releases her wrist.

“You can go first,” he offers, moving back and leaning against the bed frame. He reaches over to the bedside table, opens the drawer, and pulls out the only thing in this room she likes.

As Lyney flicks through the cards, Lynette slides off the bed. She bristles as the carpet tingles her feet through her socks. 

She can fix it. She  will fix it.

She pads to the drawer, pieces together an outfit, and heads into the bathroom, pushing the door shut behind her. 

She’ll find them another hat, then she’ll make sure they get every last gleaming gold coin back.

She sets her clothes on the sink and approaches the bathtub. As she stares at the faucets, she freezes.

…Which one is for hot water again?

Bathtubs are confusing…just like sentences. She  really  doesn’t like them.







This dress feels funny. So do these socks, and these shoes, and her skin, and her hair. 

People  like these tickles and tingles? This is clean to them? It sure doesn’t feel clean. It feels wrong.

Lynette steps beside her brother, keeping pace with Celine as she leads them out of a hall and onto a wide balcony. As they walk, she sweeps her eyes around the bright space – from the glossy floor to the domed roof.

Right, tuck and curl. She’s in front of people now. She’s been forgetting since last night.

 How has she been forgetting? At this point, Celine’s seen it all, hasn’t she? Why hasn’t she stared and wondered? Why hasn’t she squealed and asked to pet? Has she even glanced at her head once? Has she looked at her at all?

…It’s her eyes. She can’t make out the ears and tail because her eyes don’t quite work. That’s what it must be.

Celine slows to a stop. She beckons them both to her side.

“This is Hotel Debord’s lobby,” she says, motioning to the broad enclosure ahead of them. “We’ll get some breakfast from here first, then we’ll head out, alright?”

They both nod.

“Great,” Celine says. “Now…this place doesn’t serve the fish and chips, but there’s a soup I think you two would like. Wanna try it?”

Lynette glances at Lyney. They nod again.

Celine smiles. “Okay, I’ll head down and order, then.” She turns and searches through the light crowd of bustling bodies, then points to a table in the corner. “Sit tight over there. I’ll be right back.”

With a final nod, they separate and make their way through the crowd to the round table. Lynette stops and stares at the plush chair before she settles onto it, stiffening as she sinks into the cushion. Lyney settles into the chair next to her, idly running a finger along the fabric of his new pants.

For a while, they sit silently, glancing around at the windows…the columns…the flowerpots…the chandeliers…

Everything in this place is just like the bathtub – way too shiny.

Lyney’s tapping her shoulder. “Look,” he says, pointing downward.

Lynette follows his arm with her eyes. Her gaze lands on two figures stepping through the hotel’s double doors.

Indigo hair and maroon hair. Gray eyes and green eyes. A long black coat and a small black vest.

It’s them. It’s the tall man and the boy.

In seconds, the world around them is different. The hum of chatter quiets as people slow and turn, their eyes fixed on the two as they stride to a table and take a seat. A moment later, the boy stands and makes his way to the front of the lobby, stopping beneath the large chandelier in the center.

Everyone falls still. Everything goes quiet.

Then, soft music. 

Then, the boy’s voice. It’s the first time Lynette hears it.

The voice is singing. 

The boy is  singing. And he’s  good at it.

Lynette blinks. Her gaze darts to Lyney.

His eyes are widened. He’s staring too. 

Seconds later, he stands and moves to the edge of the balcony, resting his body against the railing. A moment, then Lynette stands and joins his side, their gazes both on the boy as he performs.

Lynette’s eyes travel back downward, returning to the man in the coat.

His eyes are narrowed. He’s staring too.

The man leans forward and rests his elbows on the table, interlocking his hands. For each second of the song, his stony eyes remain still, trained on the boy’s every movement. 

Can  he sing too? Probably. Maybe he’s as good as the boy…or better.

Footsteps, then someone’s tapping her shoulder. It’s not Lyney. Lynette’s gaze snaps to the side, stopping on a pair of soft golden eyes.

…Oh, it’s just her.

“I’m back,” Celine says. “The food’s on the table.”

She motions behind them, drawing both their gazes to two steaming bowls on their table. Lynette glances at the bowls, then eases off the railing and returns to her seat. She stares into the pit of thin shells, curved meat, square flecks, and orange liquid in front of her. 

It  looks nice… 

She sniffs once. Twice.

It  smells  nice…

She picks up her fork and sinks it into a mound of meat, eyes it, then takes a bite.

And it  tastes nice. She starts on the rest of the bowl.

Celine slides into a seat in front of them, her eyes on them both. “So…seafood,” she notes. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

She’s quiet as the both of them work down the bowls of soup, occasionally swaying lightly to the slow rhythm of the boy’s song. She leans back in her chair and gazes down at him.

“He comes and sings for the hotel every morning and evening,” she says after a little while. “A gem, that boy.”

As they both glance up, Celine turns back to them. She looks down and rests her hands in her lap.

Silence. 

Then, she finally looks back up, her expression soft.

“I’m very sorry…about everything…”

Lynette stops chewing.

…What?

She glances at Lyney. He glances back.

He’s confused too.

Celine nods. “Mhm, I really am. All of this…it’s very different, and very scary. That I do understand.”

She leans forward and moves her hands to the table, placing them neatly in front of her as she continues, “But I don’t want you to be scared. While you’re here, I want you to like it. And when you get to your new home one day, I want you to like it there too, so…” A tap of her hand. “I’ll do everything I can to make this better for you both, alright?”

Lynette stares at the table.

This doesn’t sound right. Officers don’t apologize…

…But officers also don’t buy them things, especially not when they  should be putting them in chains and taking them to a jail…

Celine is such a strange officer. She smiles when she should scowl. She folds her hands when she should cross her arms. Asks when she should order. Waits when she should move. She’s…

…a  kind officer?

“Thank you.”

The words weren’t hers. They were her brother’s. 

Lynette’s eyes flit to him before she repeats “Thank you.”

Celine pauses. Then, she smiles.

“You’re welcome.”

After a moment, they both return to their breakfast. As Lynette cleans the remnants of soup from her bowl, the soft tune of the boy’s song dies down, replaced by a stream of applause.

Lyney’s eyes follow the boy as he leaves his position and returns to his seat. “Who’s he?” he asks.

He’s talking again…

Celine follows his gaze. “His name’s Ciel. Ciel Faucher,” she answers. “Mister Faucher’s son. I think you’ve seen him before.”

Mister Faucher?

Lyney arcs a brow. “Mister Faucher?”

Celine’s smile widens. “Yup! Mister Faucher.” She shifts in her seat, and points to the man in the coat. “He’s wonderful. Took little Ciel in even though he has so much on his plate, and now the boy’s making a pretty good name for himself.”

Celine glances at the empty bowls, then stands. She moves around the table and gathers their bowls and silverware in her arms. “Alrighty then. Now that we’re finished, it’s shopping time! Wanna say hi to those two on the way out?”

No. The boy’s too scary.

Lyney nods and stands. “Mhm.”

Oh…

Celine’s eyes shift to her. “What about you?”

No, she  really doesn’t, but she nods and stands.

Lynette trails behind them as they leave the balcony. When they approach the staircase to the first floor, she peeks over the railing and searches.

Their seats are empty.

They’re gone. That’s good. Now she doesn’t have to try to find words. 

They cross the lobby and dispose of the tableware, then they pass the columns. As they approach the door, Lynette releases a breath.

“Well, this is a sight I wasn’t expecting.”

Then sucks it right back in.

Where did he even come from?

No, it’s fine. Tuck and curl, back straight, and smile. She turns to face the two figures as Lyney moves to her side and Celine to her front.

“Mister Faucher; Ciel! Hi!” Celine beams with a bright smile. 

The man – no,  Mister Faucher  – smiles back. “Miss Celine, a pleasure as always.” His eyes flit to Lyney, then Lynette. “And you two, hello.”

“Hello,” Lyney greets back. Lynette echoes him with her own “Hello,” keeping her eyes away from the other figure’s green gaze.

Celine brings her hands together and turns to them. “Well you two, Mister Faucher!” Then turns back. “And Mister Faucher, Lyney and Lynette!”

Mister Faucher hums. “Lyney and Lynette…the magic children…” He casts them another glance before returning his attention to Celine. “I take it you’re their guardian?”

“For the time being, yes,” Celine answers, bringing a hand up to rub at a white stripe on her horn. “We’re…working things out.”

For a moment, they exchange a silent look. Then, Mister Faucher nods. “Ah, I see…”

“Yeah…” Celine says. She glances at the floor, then flits her eyes back upward. “We were just about to head out shopping.”

Mister Faucher tilts his head. “Were you now?” Then brings a gloved hand to his chin. “Well, you don’t mind company, do you?”

Lynette tenses and blinks. Celine pauses.

“I  don’t…but…” she turns back to them, “What about you two?”

Mister Faucher’s eyes flit to Lynette. They linger for a moment before moving to Lyney.

 Please say no this time.

Lyney’s lips tighten as he stares up at Mister Faucher. Their eyes lock for a second…two seconds…three seconds…

Lyney tenses. “Um…”

After a beat, Mister Faucher moves forward in one small, slow step. He arcs his head downward, keeping his ashen eyes trained on Lyney’s.

“Well?”

Lyney shifts his weight. 

Four seconds…five seconds…six seconds…

“Yes sir,” Lyney finally nods after a glance at the floor.

Oh…

Mister Faucher smiles. “Splendid, then we’re off.” 

He gives a single tap to Ciel’s shoulder, then moves around the group to take his position in the front.

“I’ll lead the way.”







It’s a lot easier to get through the streets with Mister Faucher in front.

The moment people see, they stop and make way. Some of them let out little gasps. Others start whispering. Others just stare; Not at her, for once. That’s nice. 

But everyone’s been quiet since they stepped out of the hotel. That’s  not nice.

Lynette finds a split in the pavement to run her gaze along as they take a turn into another road. A few more beats of prickly silence, then finally, someone talks.

“So…music and magic,” Celine says after a breath. “That would sure be an interesting combination.”

Ahead of them, Mister Faucher chuckles. “Indeed.”

They come to a stop in front of two broad doors. Mister Faucher turns, his eyes moving between Lynette and Lyney.

“I’ll be commissioning your items from here,” he explains before he pulls a door open.

Commissioning… Not a word Lynette’s heard before, but she doesn’t have a thing to say about it. The moment she walks in, she finds lines in the tile to stare at as they cross to the back of what is definitely  not a toy store.

A few steps more, and Mister Faucher stops.

“You three, take a look around,” he says to them, waving a gloved hand around to direct their eyes to the mazes of polished wooden shelves stocked with shiny things in shapes Lynette didn’t know existed. “Anything you like is yours.”

He turns to fix his attention on Celine. “In the meantime, Miss Celine, a word?”

Celine perks up and nods. “Sure thing!”

She addresses them with a final bright smile before she steps to Mister Faucher’s side. With a nod, they pad off, and as the silence returns, Lynette’s gaze falls back to the floor with all its neat lines, then the bottom rim of a shelf with all its bright shines…anything but the quiet boy on Lyney’s left and the chilling holes of olive green on his face. 

Ciel. His name’s Ciel. She needs to remember that. Forgetting someone’s name is rude. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Lyney and Lynette…”

… That wasn’t her brother. When Lyney talks, his voice jumps up a little at the end of every sentence…like the tiny speckles that pop out of big fires. It does that when he’s not upset or being Strange Lyney, at least. But this voice didn’t do that. It came out even…like a…puddle. A tiny puddle. The ones on concrete after it rains. 

It was him – Ciel’s voice, but  saying  words instead of  singing them. 

Lynette’s eyes flit up to him.

He doesn’t look so angry and scary. Not right now, at least.

His eyes are on Lyney. That’s good. It means she doesn’t have to scramble for sentences. For a moment, Lyney stares at him. 

“It’s nice to meet you too, Ciel…” he says after a beat. “You’re…um…a really good singer.”

Ciel blinks and moves his hands behind his back as pink creeps onto his face, then vanishes. “Thank you…” he says. “You’re good magicians.”

“Thanks…” Lyney says. They stop in front of a shelf full of packaged…somethings. Lyney frowns. “Wait, magicians?”

“Yes,” Ciel answers him with a nod. “People who perform magic tricks for an audience are referred to as ‘magicians’.”

Lyney glances up and tilts his head. “Huh…magicians…” he echoes as he smiles and picks out one of the packages. “That’s a nice word. Magicians.”

Ciel hums. “That’s true.”

Then, more silence. They pass more shelves full of more shiny things before stopping again.

“Did you learn your magic tricks on your own?” Ciel asks.

Lyney stares up at the shelf, his eyes set on another shiny thing in a box. “Yeah, kind of,” he answers as he swipes the box.

Ciel nods. “Interesting…” Shifts his weight. “…I learned to sing on my own too…before Papa found me.”

Lyney squints down at the box, then puts it back. “What’s your Papa like?”

Silence. Ciel’s eyes snap to the side. Lyney’s snap up.

He’s stiff.

Then Lyney’s stiff.

Then Lynette’s stiff.

And now Ciel’s scary again. It only lasts a second or two, but it’s enough to knot Lynette’s chest and make her forget to breathe.

Ciel blinks. He returns his eyes to Lyney’s.

“Papa is very smart. He teaches me many things.”

The knot loosens…a little.

“Oh…” Lyney says after a glance at the floor. He moves to the adjacent shelf and picks up a long, thin package. “Yeah, he looks smart.”

It’s fine. Everything’s fine now. As they turn and stop in front of another shelf, the knot unravels.

Ciel glances up at the shelf. “What’s Miss Celine like?”

Lyney pauses.

“She’s…” A peek to the side, then he continues searching the shelf. “She’s nice.”

Ciel nods, straightening his back. “Yes, she is…”

They move to another shelf and stop. Lyney stands still, his eyes roving the new line of casings and wrappers.

For a while, it’s quiet…until Lyney’s gaze falls to the floor.

“Do you not like us?”

Ciel stares at him. He frowns.

“Not…like you?”

Lyney’s gaze stays on the tile as he shifts his weight. “Yeah. The other day…you were mad at us. Why?”

Ciel’s lips purse. He looks to the side and furrows a brow. “The…other day…”

A second…two. Then, his brow lifts. “Oh, that.” He shakes his head. “Sorry. No, I wasn’t upset, and I don’t dislike you. I think you’re both nice.”

…Huh?

Lyney’s eyes flit up to him. “Oh…”

But that look…Lynette remembers it. Who stares like that when they’re not angry?

Lyney’s frowning. He must be thinking the same.

Ciel’s lips tighten. He tenses a little and stares off to the side. 

For a few seconds too long, they’re all standing still and saying nothing. Lynette’s eyes drop back to the floor with all its neat lines and its sharp angles…

It must be so nice to be a floor tile. No tucking and curling; No trying to figure out sentences. Tiles just sit there and look nice, and they can do it without being stared at because they’re just tiles – made to sit there; No one pays any attention to them. Right now, she wishes she could turn into one. Or maybe a shelf. Or a shiny thing in a wrapper, or  anything  that’s not a two-legged creature standing in the tight air of silence she hates, hates,  hates. 

“Wanna see a trick?”

She’s so glad Lyney’s here.

Ciel’s eyes dart back to them. He stares at Lyney, then the cards now in his hands. “Sure.”

With a smile, Lyney pulls a card. He pockets the rest of the deck and sets the card between his fingers. “Watch closely now. Blink, and you’ll miss it!”

Oh, she knows this one. It’s the first one they practiced.

Ciel fixes his eyes on Lyney’s hand. They stay there as Lyney closes his fingers around the card, then flicks it to the back of his hand.

She can see the card, but Ciel can’t. That’s the important part.  Ciel can’t, so now he’s staring at Lyney’s empty-looking hand, eyes wide and lips parted just like everyone else who doesn’t know how tricky cards work.

Ciel’s eyes return to Lyney’s, his brow creased. “How do you do that? Is it difficult?”

Lyney eyes him. He quickly swoops his arm to his side to pocket the card, then waggles his finger.

“I’d love to satisfy your curiosity, but I’m unfortunately bound by one law of magic,” he grins cheekily. “I must  never reveal my secrets.”

Ciel casts a glance downward. “Ah…” He loosens and moves his hands to his sides with a single nod. “Yes, of course. The magician’s oath.”

“Eeyup!” Lyney giggles. He stoops to pick up the small pile of packages at his feet, then springs back up and returns his attention to the shelf. A sweep of his eyes, a frown, and they’re off to another shelf, then another.

The air isn’t tight like it was a minute ago. Now, it’s like air should be –  breathable.

Lyney’s picked up and put down every remaining bag, casing, and box by the time Celine’s small frame slips around a corner in Lynette’s periphery. “We’re finished,” comes her voice from the right, “Do you all need more time?”

Lyney glances at her. He inclines his head to take a final look at the shelf in front of him, then exchanges looks with Lynette and Ciel. 

“No,” he answers eventually, “We’re done too.”







They’re out of the store, down the streets, and back in the hotel lobby by the time the realization hits Lynette.

She was supposed to find a tricky hat. She did not find a tricky hat.

Now Lyney’s chattering and excitedly tearing apart wrappers, and she’s standing next to him trying to find the words to tell him that they don’t have the one thing they left the hotel for. She  has  to tell him, but he’s  talking. To  Ciel. And  Ciel’s talking back. How does she say it without ruining their nice conversation?

She doesn’t.

She just keeps standing there.

Lyney pulls the wrapper off of a thin, white-tipped stick. He tosses the wrapper into the bin next to him and takes a long look at the stick until Ciel informs him “That’s a magic wand. It doesn’t actually do anything.”

Lyney frowns. “Then what’s it for?”

“Spectacle, mostly.”

“What’s that?”

“‘Spectacle’ is a synonym for ‘performance’.”

“What’s a synonym?”

“A synonym is a word with the same definition as another word.”

“What’s a definition?”

Ciel pauses. 

“Sorry…am I hard to understand?”

Lyney blinks at him, then shakes his head. “No. I know what all the words mean. I’m just asking cause it makes you talk more.”

Ciel stares at him. Lynette stares at him. He glances between them both.

She probably should’ve told Ciel that Lyney’s a bit strange sometimes, but this strange is the good strange – the one she likes, and the one that’s so much better than the quiet strange from earlier. Ciel must not mind, because he just nods, responds with the usual calm “Oh,” and walks right back to the table with them. No odd glance. No frown. No question.

Lynette’s starting to like him a little…sort of…maybe…she thinks…

Lyney sets the wand down and picks up one of the four other shiny things on the table – small, circular things. Coins? They look like coins, but with black patches in the middle. Tricky coins, she guesses. But who’d use those when mora coins are so much nicer?

Mora coins.

Coins and buzzes. She misses those. She  has to tell Lyney about the hat soon.

As Lyney examines the coin, Ciel’s eyes flit between the two of them. Seconds pass as slowly, his expression shifts to a different one.

She doesn’t like that face. That’s the face he made in the store…when they were all stiff and the air was tight.

Ciel glances at the doors, releases a faint breath, then asks “You two have a place to live already, don’t you?”

Lyney pales. His fingers flex around the coin.

“…Yeah. Why?”

It’s a little lie, one that’s not  really  a lie. They  do  live at the hotel…it’s just…

“Nothing,” Ciel says. “It’s nothing.”

That. It’s just nothing. No alleys, no wallets, no officers. Nothing.

…But the word doesn’t sound quite right coming from him. The entire question didn’t sound right, but before she can think too hard about it, the hotel doors swing open and two figures stride in. Lynette’s eyes dart to the side.

It’s just her. And…him.

Celine bounds over, sunny-eyed like always. Mister Faucher follows, stopping a few steps behind her.

“Happy to see you three getting along,” she says with a smile. Her eyes move between Lyney and Lynette. “Do you like your new stuff?”

“Mhm,” Lyney nods.

…But the hat…

Lynette nods anyway.

“Awesome!” Celine says with a cheerful clap of her hands. She keeps her hands together, wringing them as her expression falls a little. “Unfortunately, Mister Faucher and I have something to handle, so that’ll have to be all for today, but you’ll see each other tomorrow. Don’t worry!”

In Lynette’s periphery, Mister Faucher motions. Immediately, Ciel stands, returning his arms to his back and moving to his place beside him.

He’s stiff again. Stiff and quiet.

“They’ll finish your items in two days. I’ll have them sent to you then,” Mister Faucher says, bringing his hand to Ciel’s shoulder. “For now, [bookmark: return1]goodbye.”

Items? He said that earlier. What items?

She’ll have to find a way to ask later. They’re turning and leaving.

“Um…can you…wait please, sir?”

And now they’re not leaving. They pause, their gazes both flitting to Lyney.

“Yes?” Mister Faucher answers.

Lyney glances down at the tricky coins on the table. He takes one, pads over slowly, and holds it out to Ciel. “You can have this.”

Ciel stares, blinking. He looks up at Mister Faucher, who regards him with a long glance. After a beat, he takes the coin, and as he closes his fingers around it, he…

 Smiles.  It’s little, but it’s there. A  smile.

“Thank you.”

Lyney smiles back.

“No problem!”

Mister Faucher stands still. Slowly, his features crease with a smile of his own.

“My,” he hums as he moves his hand from Ciel’s shoulder to Lyney’s. “What a kind child.”







The city still looks odd from behind their room window, but Lynette doesn’t hate it quite as much. She might like everything a little more tomorrow, or the day after, or the day after the day after, or next week, or next month…

Lyney’s talking again, tossing out ideas about everything they can do with the new things they bought. She likes that; It reminds her of the crickets, and the shed, and the stories about Visions and– no, not gods. She’s not thinking about those anymore.

 “Maybe we should do tricks in the hotel…” Lyney says, idly running his thumb along his tricky coin. “Then we’d be  real magicians. Fancy ones. Like how Ciel’s a fancy singer.”

Oh…she doesn’t like that idea. But she didn’t like his first big magic idea either, and that was the one that got them the coins and buzzes.

Coins and buzzes…

The hat.

She should say it, but he’s in such a good mood. She’ll say it tomorrow, but what if he’s in a good mood tomorrow too?

“Do you think he’d wanna be our friend?”

Lynette’s eyes snap up. Her ear flicks.

Friends…with Ciel?

It doesn’t sound bad. Ciel’s not mean like she thought he was, and Mister Faucher’s nice too…

…sort of…

She takes a long glance at the windowsill and answers “Yeah. He’s nice.”

Lyney goes quiet, staring down at the coin in his palm. He leans back against the bed frame and turns it over. Taps it. Rolls it along his fingers.

“I’m gonna watch him sing tomorrow.”

She’ll go too. The lobby’s nice…like seafood soup, and singing, and Ciel, and Celine, and Lyney.

Her chest feels warm.







12. Fauchers





Fauchers



Today is different.

Lynette woke to a mattress that was the perfect size. She stepped on carpet fibers that brushed nicely against her socks. She bathed in a tub that was…still confusing, but quickly forgot that once she slid on her pretty silky nightgown.

Today is different, but it’s the sort of different she thinks she likes.

Beyond the window, the city is alive like always. But from this height, the people look nothing like they usually do. From down there, people are colossal frames with eyes that stay on her for too many seconds. Chilling things. From up here, people are colorful little dots – ones she can count in twos and fours as they move down the streets in tiny swirls that stop, go, and stop again. Fun things.

She thinks she likes this too.

There’s a small swirl to her right. It’s Lyney with the coins again. He hasn’t put them down since he got them.

Lyney’s eyes follow a coin as it spins along the bedside table’s surface. There’s a little twinkle in those purple lights, one Lynette hasn’t seen since…when? The shed? Or was it before then, when there were buzzes and coins?

Buzzes and coins…

The hat.

No, she’ll say it tomorrow. Lyney’s in a good mood again.

Lynette’s eyes move back to the little dots on the street, then to the wisps of white in the sky. The sun is past the buildings in front of their room now – where it always is when the usual knock comes, but today is different, and like everything else, so is the knock.

It hasn’t come at all.

Celine?

She has to come. They’re supposed to see Ciel today.

Lyney’s coin rattles to a stop. He glances at the door, then pads to it and cracks it open to peek into the hallway.

Moments later, he turns back to her. “Let’s just go.”

What? Go?  By themselves?  

Lynette frowns. “Miss Celine’s not here yet…”

“Ciel’s down there now. We’re gonna miss him if we don’t go.”

But it’s easier when Celine’s walking in front of them. She knows when to turn or keep straight. Lynette doesn’t, and Lyney doesn’t either unless he memorized it all in one day.

He  could do that…memorize the halls of a hotel in a day…

He’s glaring at her now. “Just come on. It’s not  that far,” he says.

…Fine…

With a small sigh, Lynette slides off the bed and follows him into the hallway. They start to the left, passing columns and door frames until they come to a split and stop.

Right or left? 

Lynette glances at Lyney. He glances back at her.

He doesn’t know. Still, they go right. That’s the way they went yesterday, she thinks.

More columns, more door frames, and then another split ahead.

Which this time? Right? Left? Back to their room? She sure doesn’t mind going back now. Without Celine, the hotel is less a hotel and more a maze.

Someone’s just rounded the corner, someone small and pink. When she sees them, she stops.

Oh, there she is.

After a beat, Celine rushes up.

“Kept you two waiting, didn’t I? Sorry about that,” she says as the surprise in her expression dissipates. She steps around them, motioning back to the hallway they came from. “Something important is happening today. Can we talk about it in your room?”

Lyney takes a pained glance at the hallway behind him. Eventually, he nods. “Okay…”

Celine smiles. “Thanks.”

They turn and pad back, staying a step behind Celine until they stop at their door. When they’ve all stepped inside, Celine pushes it shut and pauses, clasping her hands together.

“So…” she begins after a long second of silence, “…things have happened… very quickly. Much quicker than I was expecting.”

She looks past them, then moves to the dresser on the opposite side of the room. She kneels and pulls out the bottom drawer before continuing “Much quicker than they’ve ever happened, actually. Usually, the minimum timespan is around half a year.” A pause. Her brow lowers as she gives the wood of the drawer a thoughtful tap. “Or is it a little over half? I’m not sure how long it took last time, actually…”

Lynette’s tail sways.

She’s seen Lyney be strange. Ciel too, a little. But Celine? Not her. 

Is this about something bad? 

Lyney rubs his arm, his brow furrowing. “What happened?”

Silence. Celine stops and looks up.

“…I got off track. My, I’m all over the place today,” she laughs shyly, shaking her head.

She folds the shirt in her hands and stands. After laying it on the edge of the bed, she turns back to them, resting her hands in front of her.

“It’s…time for you two to go,” she says after a breath. “You have a home now.”

…A

home?







Lynette prefers cardboard boxes. She can lift those boxes. She can stack them into small towers. She can sit in them and sail with Lyney across the big blue oceans in her head.

She can’t do that with these boxes. They’re too tall and too heavy, with wheels where wheels don’t go and rude handles that try to trip her every time she takes a step. But they need these boxes. They’re for the home.

The home…

“This’ll get easier  very  soon,” strains Celine from behind her as they force the wheeled boxes down the last few stairs. “I’ve got some help for us outside.”

They yank, tug, and drag through the hotel lobby, slowly making their way to the double doors. As they pass tables and chairs, Lynette looks up and searches for indigo and maroon. She scans columns, corners, patches in the crowd…

They’re not here.

Today really is different.

Finally, they stop in front of the doors. Immediately they swing open, revealing a broad-shouldered figure waiting on the other side.

Lynette jolts.

That’s not a person. It’s a mech.

Run.

It’s coming toward them – coming  for them. Lyney’s hand wraps around her wrist.

Run.

It’s closer. Too close.

 Run.

It’s

walking past them, reaching for their boxes.

They both stare as the mech steps back, both box handles in hand. After a beat, Celine moves to its side.

“He’s just here to help,” she says with a soft smile. She pats the mech on its forearm, to which it gives a light bow. “See? He’s a friend.”

Oh…right. The help. He’s helping.

A blink and a long stare later, Lyney’s grip eases.







Where are they?

At first, everything looked normal. A shop here, a stand there – things she’s always seen, just a little fancier than before. Then they kept walking and the further they went, the odder the streets got. The lines in the pavement thinned, and thinned, and then disappeared. The buildings grew more floors and windows until they stretched so far up that she had to start squinting up to barely make out their tops. Those towering walls; those arches; those bridges…have those always been there?

And that…thing. That big floating, spinning  thing.  

“What is  that ?!”

Lyney’s never seen it either?

Celine slows her steps, glancing over at the…thing. “That?” she asks, motioning to the brilliant mass of light in the center of the street. “Oh, that’s just for decoration, I believe. Cool, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Lyney nods. “Is it magical?”

Celine laughs softly. “Something like that.”

They’re turning and climbing stairs before Lynette can gawk at it any more. They pass through a hallway and cross a…lobby? It looks a lot like the one at the hotel. Then stairs, and more stairs.

Finally, they stop inside a blue dome. Celine gives the topmost button on the wall in front of them a swift tap.

“Stay still,” she warns as the dome around them whirrs to life. “Accidents happen in these elevators all the time.”

So that’s what this is. An elevator.

Lynette shifts her weight as the floor beneath them steadily twists upward. They rise through a tunnel of metal beams and glass panes until they stop in front of an open arch. Celine steps out first.

“We’re about to head into Palais Mermonia, where they sort out all the complicated legal stuff,” she says. She turns her head back to them with a cheerful smile. “A friend of mine’s gonna help us out here. He’s an expert in complicated legal stuff.”

Celine motions to them and they both step out, the mech close behind. As they approach the towering structure ahead, Lynette’s eyes move across the pearly white pavement, over the smooth walls, past the curved building tops, toward the jagged shapes in the distance…

Those shapes. Mountains. Those are  mountains. 

How high up  are  they?

More stairs. They climb until they reach an arch encircling two broad, gilded doors. Celine motions to the corner, which the mech immediately moves into and stands still. A step forward, a beat, and the doors open to the building’s wide inner hall. They all step inside.

The air in this place isn’t the same. It’s completely still – no swishing or swaying like the air outside or in the hotel.

They pass under a tall doorway and make their way through the broad space, stopping when they reach the desk in the middle. “Sedene?” Celine calls, and for a minute, they wait.

Eventually, a blue Melusine pokes her head over the counter. “Appointment for Celine?” she asks.

“Yes ma’am,” Celine answers her.

Sedene gestures to the door to their right. “He’s in.”

They approach the door. Celine steps up, giving it three firm knocks.

“Come in,” rings a level voice from the other side.

With a smile, Celine pushes open the door. Lynette’s eyes flit about the room until they stop on the figure behind the desk in the center.

He…doesn’t  look mean…

Yet still…her posture is straight, right? She’s tucking and curling, right? Does she need to smile? But he’s not smiling, so that’ll probably be odd, and she doesn’t want to do anything odd around  this  man. This tall, important, terrifying man with eyes so sharp that he could probably split her open with a single glance…

“I’m back,” Celine says to him, pointing them to one of the cushioned seats in front of the desk. After a moment of silent staring, they pad to it and sit.

“Lyney and Lynette, this is the office of Monsieur Neuvillete,” she adds. “He just needs to take a look at you and get some things in writing, then we’ll be off.”

The man –  Monsieur Neuvillette; that’s his name – regards them with a single, solemn nod. “Hello,” he greets placidly, his silvery eyes moving between them both. “This will be brief.” 

Does she say hello back? Lyney’s not talking, so she’s not talking.

Monsieur Neuvillette’s looking down again, so maybe he doesn’t mind.

He takes a pen from the corner of his desk and shifts his attention to two thin stacks of paper in front of him. As he works down the stacks, Celine hops into the chair across from them and rests her hands in her lap.

The only sounds in the room are the faint rustles of paper before Celine starts “So…a permanent home. How are you two feeling about that? Bad? Good? Something in-between?”

Lynette blinks.

Right, the home. That’s why they’re here.

The home…

They have a  home. Not a hideout. Not a hotel room. A  home. A place where they’re going to live forever. That’s what “permanent” means, isn’t it? Forever?

Is it big? She hopes not. She gets lost in big places. Will there be a mattress? Will it be like the one in the hotel? Or even better, the one in the shed?

And the people…

The  people. Are they nice? Please let them be nice. Let them explain, lead, smile, fold their hands, ask, and wait. Let them have warm hands, cheery voices, and soft eyes. Don’t let them be anything like… 

“Fine,” Lyney finally answers.

Celine hums. “So in-between, then…”

She leans forward a little.

“You don’t have to worry. It’s a good place.”

Lyney shifts. He looks down at his lap, faint lines forming in his face as he flexes his fingers.

“Really?”

Celine nods.

“Yes. I promise.”

Silence. In her periphery, Lynette catches a glint of silver flick up to Lyney, then to her. A few seconds, then it cuts back down to the stack of papers on the desk.

A silent while later, Monsieur Neuvillette sets aside the final sheet. He gathers both stacks and neatly closes them into two folders. “That’ll be all,” he informs them, sliding the folders forward on the table. “Good day.”

“Thanks!” Celine says, hopping up and taking both folders. She motions to them, and they follow her to the door. As they step out, Celine lingers in the doorway.

“Take care,” she says back into the office.

A pause.

Then “You as well, Miss Celine.”

Lynette stills. She glances behind her at the face behind the desk.

…So his face can smile too.

That makes him a little less terrifying. A little.







“Your next stop is home.” Celine’s eyes shimmer in the sunlight as she turns to them. “Ready?”

Lynette bites her cheek.

The home is next.

Can they go back to the hotel first? Or…maybe…stop in a store? The city is so calm today. They can change course and take a long,  long  walk. Or they can slow down, stare up, and find all the puffy white animals dancing in the sky. That’s lots of fun. They should do that for a few…hours.

The home is next.

Is that a squeak she hears from the mech? They should stop in one of the shops and freshen him up, then. It’s not good to ignore a squeaky machine.

The home is next.

Lyney’s shirt has a tiny stain on it. They ought to stop so he can change into a new one. The new people won’t like it if he’s dirty.

The home is next.

She should say something. There’s too much wrong. They have to stop.

The home is next.

They have to stop.

She’s not ready.

They have to  stop.

“Lynette?”

Lyney’s looking at her. So is Celine. Why?

Oh, she stopped moving.

Lynette swallows. She urges her leg forward, but it stays locked in place. She’s still and cold, like the slab of concrete she’s standing on – the slab of concrete she wishes she could be. Concrete doesn’t move around that much, so it never has to get ready for anything. Each slab is laid in its little slot, and that slot is its place no matter how many things crack and crumble it over time.

It must be so easy.

Lyney’s at her side now. It takes an attempt from him to hold her hand for her to realize how tightly she’s gripping her dress.

It’s been too many seconds. She needs to respond. Her mind searches for the words until it settles on a low “Sorry.”

Celine’s expression falls. She looks off to the side.

“Hey…we’re not too far from a café with the best sweets,” she says after a beat. “Wanna make a quick stop there to try them? They’re delicious!”

Maybe when they’re done, she should get Celine to take them to her home instead.







She really should. Celine’s the best at picking out good food.

Lynette’s skin floods with warmth as she pulls away another portion of cake and sinks her teeth into it. To her left, Lyney gives an orange orb on his plate a playful poke of his fork before tearing into it and taking a bite.

“So they’re both winners!” Celine giggles as she settles into the chair in front of them. “Bulle Souffle and Conch Madeleine. Noted.”

As they wolf down their desserts, Celine hums to herself, drumming her hands in her lap with a smile. A while of silence later, her eyes dart to the side, then widen.

Celine?

Footsteps. Heavier ones. Lynette whips around, sucking in her breath when her eyes find the unmistakable black coattails, stormy eyes, and indigo hair.

He’s here too.

“Good afternoon,” Mister Faucher greets them smoothly. His eyes move to Celine. “Are the little prince and princess enjoying their treats?”

Celine nods, straightening in her chair. “Yes they are. Sweets are pretty good for the nerves.” 

Mister Faucher frowns. “Nerves?”

He falls silent, tapping his finger to his crossed arm in a slow rhythm. Then, he takes a step to the table’s side. “Well, we don’t want those, do we? What say you two to another serving?”

Lyney’s head darts up at a speed that makes Celine stifle a chuckle. “Yes sir. Thank you.”

“As always, my pleasure,” Mister Faucher smiles back. He makes off to the line at the front counter, leaving them to the now tight silence.

Celine leans forward and moves her arms to the table. She releases a sigh as her eyes drift downward.

Lynette stiffens.

There’s the funny look again. The one she had when she shut their hotel door, then told them about the home.

The home…

“So,” Celine starts. “About the home…”

Oh no.

Silent seconds pass – too many of them. Lynette takes an uneasy glance at her plate, and when she finds it empty, she almost whimpers.

Finally, Celine continues. “I really am a mess today, huh? I didn’t even get around to telling you, but now that he’s right here, I guess there’s no better time.” Her eyes lift from the table as a smile spreads across her face. “Your home is with him – Mister Faucher. He’s the one who’ll be taking care of you.”

…Him?

Mister Faucher?


 Him? 



 Really? 


Something clangs to the ground on Lynette’s left. She glances over to find Lyney scrambling for the fork that’s slipped from his fingers.

“He is?” Lyney half-stammers when he raises himself, fork in hand.

“Mhm,” Celine hums. “That means you two have an older brother now!”

What older brother? Lyney’s her older brother. Who else?

Ciel.

That’s who else.

Ciel’s their brother, and Mister Faucher’s their papa.

Lynette blinks, her gaze frozen to a golden diamond in the tablecloth.

 Ciel’s  their  brother, and  Mister Faucher’s  their  papa.

Mister Faucher’s back. He rests the plate of Conch M-Word-She-Doesn’t-Remember in front of her, then takes the fourth seat at the table. For a while, Lynette stares, only starting on her dessert once Lyney’s chewing on his.

Ciel’s their brother. Mister Faucher’s their papa. Ciel, Brother. Mister Faucher, Papa.

She could repeat that to herself a thousand times and it’d still sound odd.







She’s not ready, but she can’t ask for more cake. She can’t point out the clouds or the squeak or the stain. It’s too late for that. This is it.

The mech is loading their wheeled boxes. Up, forward, and into the carriage they go. Lynette doesn’t know how many seconds she has before she and Lyney join them, and still, she can’t pull a word out of herself despite reaching so far for one.

A hand is rubbing her shoulder. Her eyes flick to the side.

It’s Celine, looking at her softly. Always softly, because Celine is soft and soft is Celine. 

“You’ll be fine,” she says. “Trust me; You’ll be fine.”

Trust her. 

Right, trust her. She brought them to the hotel with the seafood soup and the song. She took them to find the nice new magic and make the even nicer new friend. 

Wait, not friend. Ciel, Brother. He’s their brother now. Where is he? At home waiting for them, probably. Looking at his coin the same way Lyney is, probably. Thinking  I have a brother and sister,  probably. Ready, probably. Ready like she should be – like she  will be.

Lynette reaches for a word. Finally, she grasps not one, but four.

“It’s a good place…”

Celine pauses.

Then she lights up. Every inch of her from eyes to smile and horns to feet. “That’s right. Everything will get better.”

It will.

Lynette trusts her.

“Lyney, Lynette. Come now.”

It’s Mister Fauch– No, it’s  Papa. He’s ready.

Lynette is too.

Celine releases her arm. “Go on now. It’s time.”

Lynette glances at Lyney.

Then they’re off. One, two, three, steps. Further from Celine; closer to Papa. When they stop, they’re in front of a carriage door.

Lyney turns back.

“Bye Miss Celine.”

Lynette follows his eyes back to Celine, who’s watching them with a hand to her chest.

“Bye, you two. You’ll see me again,” she says. Her eyes flick to their papa. “Take good care of them. Their brother too!”

Their papa chuckles.

“Don’t fret, Miss,” he says as he swings open their door. “They will have the  best of everything.”

One, two, three steps. Off the ground; on the seat cushion. One, two, three beats. Open door; closed door. One, two, three breaths. Papa in front of them; another closed door; the world moving, Celine with it.

As Celine drifts by, she waves. Lynette waves back.

Then she’s further.

And she’s gone.







It feels like it’s been forever. The weight in Lynette’s limbs tells her it has. The evening sun tells her it hasn’t.

Beside her, Lyney runs a thumb over the coin in his palm. He closes his fingers over it as his gaze sinks to the floor. Lynette’s follows.

“Eyes up now, both of you.”

Immediately, their gazes zip back up to their papa, who shifts in his seat to face them. 

He nods. 

“Very good. Straighten yourselves and keep your chins high, where they belong. You are not animals that drag their mangy heads along the dirt. You are Fauchers.”

And instantly, they fix themselves – backs straight and chins high, staring out the windows at trees and hills and distant silhouettes that look nothing like they do from outside a carriage.

The world is different…because today is different.

Today, they have a brother.

Today, they have a papa.

Today, they have a place.

Today, they are Fauchers.


 



Part One: Alley Kittens

End








Notes for the Chapter:
•┈••✦ ❤ ✦••┈•

AAAAA part one done! If you stuck around for this long, thank you thank you THANK YOU!

Oh geez…it’s all downhill from here for our poor babies, isn’t it? I’m stoked to write how it plays out, especially since I’m trying to make every character interesting.

Thank you again for reading and continuing to read if you do. Goodness, I thought Lynette would be such a challenge to write, but turns out, there’s so much to explore with her. I love this girl. Her brothers too.

Now for some actual notes, which I’m gonna try to start putting after every chapter from now on:

- That big, floating, spinning thing Lynette was confused about? I genuinely have no clue what that is, LOL. I spent about an hour in Genshin looking around and talking to NPCs but didn’t find a single scrap of info on it, so I just rolled with the assumption that it’s decorative. I mean, sick decor. I wouldn’t complain if that was in MY city, that’s for sure. If any of you know what that is, fill me in. I try to be as accurate as possible when it comes to in-game location details.

- I went with Bulle Fruit Souffle for Lyney’s dessert choice because it’s the closest I could get to the base dish for his signature (Pate de Fruit {which isn’t sold at Cafe Lutece, the place they went} -> Cubic Tricks) and the closest to what I believe his favorite kinds of treats are — fruit-flavored candies (whereas Lynette, to me, favors sweet breads and cakes {Conch Madeleine -> A Leisurely Sip}).

Some notes from previous chapters:

- The idea of Lyney and Lynette stealing to survive is actually based on something Lyney says during the Fortress of Meropide Archon Quest: “Sadly, even the tiniest of things can land you in prison these days, you know. I put together a street performance and used the popularity we gained from the opera house incident to attract a big crowd. Next, I invited several audience members to participate in the show. And then, with the entire audience watching…their wallets suddenly disappeared!”

I headcanon that even in adulthood, those three could be freakishly good thieves of they wanted to. Like, think about it: Lyney orchestrates the plan, then the three of them slip in, clean out a whole art gallery, and slink away to cash in under three aliases without a single soul noticing until it’s too late, lol. It’s a good thing they try to be good people because they would be MENACES if they didn’t.

(- Funny side note about the quote, I love Lyney’s attitude. Like “Ugh, gods. Anything can get you locked up nowadays. Ok yeah we robbed like a dozen people at the same time. And? Imagine getting locked up for THAT. That’s nothing. 🙄”)

- The masked men who chase Lynette and Lyney in chapter 5 aren’t actually officers; They’re traffickers. Lynette, of course, is a child, so she doesn’t understand this.

- Adding to the previous note, Lyney managed to escape them by diverting their attention with a false alarm, then hiding elsewhere in the dark (Classic misdirection. Our little trickster was a magician long before he mastered magic, it seems). Lynette could see him because her more catlike physiology grants her far better vision in the dark than humans. I like to think that Lyney also has some traits like this, just not as strong as Lynette’s.

- The story Lyney tells Lynette in chapter 9 is a slightly botched version of Perinheri, an in-game book series. The story he tells her in chapter 1? Made that one completely up, though, just maybe, the future will prove that not every story is entirely fictional.

- The soup they try in chapter 10 is Poisson Seafood Soup, which just so happens to be the base dish for a certain someone’s signature — someone Lynette and Lyney will come to love very much.

That’s all I could think of. Part two might start a little late since I’ve got some life stuff to handle, but it won’t be too long, and if it is, I’ll stretch the chapter length. I hope you guys enjoy what I’ve come up with for the foster father arc, especially with Mister Faucher’s characterization and his impact on the twins.

One final thank you. See you all in part two!

•┈••✦ ❤ ✦••┈•






13. Interlude





 I still don’t know where everything went, but your eyes would change every time I asked, so I stopped asking. I don’t like making your eyes change. 



 They still do that sometimes…when you’re quiet. 



 Is it because you’re thinking? You told me once that I’m so quiet because I think a lot. You were right. I do think a lot. I think about magic and masks. I think about wishes and wallets. I think about girls with teal eyes in dresses, poking me and telling me they don’t make friends with animals. 



 I think about home. 



 What do you think about?  



 Do you think about home too?  



 Do you think about the sand and the sticks we’d draw with? Do you think about the fish that’d jump out of the water? Do you think about Maman’s hum, and Papa’s jokes? 



 I do. 



 It’s colder here, and so much quieter. Everything is big and silky and glossy…like the hotel, but not like the hotel. There’s no sand, no sticks, no water, no fish. 



 This place is nothing like that home. 



 And Papa… 



 He’s nothing like Papa. 



 Papa didn’t talk like Papa talks. He smiled more than Papa smiles. He played; He laughed; He told funny stories. Papa doesn’t do any of that. 



 But you don’t do things you used to do either. I guess that’s just what happens when things disappear. 



 At least you didn’t disappear with them. 



 You’re here. Papa’s here. Everything’s here, so it’s okay now. 



 We’re home. 



 



Part Two: Home

Begin











14. Rules

Notes for the Chapter:*~Mild content warning. There are two bathroom scenes in which Lynette’s required to be unclothed. I tried to be very careful because she’s a child, but I completely understand if it’s hard to read. I’m going to give a very early heads-up and say that things will get VERY serious a few chapters from this one, so please skip what you’re not comfortable with. This general warning applies to every chapter of this fic that I post from here on out, though I’ll still add more specific ones where necessary.~*







Part Two: Home



Rules



Their home isn’t just big; it’s  huge, and it’s been commotion ever since the front doors swung shut.

“Cleaning and changing. Have them ready before nightfall,” Papa orders, and in moments there are clacking shoes and women in dresses with their hands on Lynette’s back, nudging her up stairs, past railings, down halls, and behind doors. Lynette takes a breath; there’s a bed, a painting, and a curtain. She takes another; there’s a sink, a mirror, a bathtub, a towel, a timer, a “Knock if you finish earlier,” a clamping door, silence.

Lynette blinks.

She’s still, and she can finally  think. 

She’s in a bathroom, one that’s part of the bedroom she just came from. She needs to bathe and finish before the timer rings. If she finishes before the timer, she’s supposed to knock. This is where she is, why she’s here, and why there’s a timer that’s ticking…ticking…ticking…ticking…

Ticking. The timer is ticking. She needs to start.

Lynette shoves her towel into the sink on her right and scurries across the wide space. She stops in front of the tub, staring blankly at the thick white sheet of bubbles draped across the still water.

The door is shut; the women are behind it; no one can see her. Still, she’d rather be in the hotel bathroom, where there’s no sound on the other side of the door except Lyney’s soft shuffles.

She doesn’t want to start, not in this bathroom, but she swallows the rock of unease in her throat and does it regardless. The timer is ticking.







It doesn’t even ring before the bathroom door flies open. Lynette startles with a yelp, sinking down to bury herself in the blanket of warm water. She flicks her ears into her hair as two women…no, three – why this many? – come rushing in, clothes in hand.

“Nightfall is soon,” says the tallest of them – Blythe, her name tag reads. She rests a frilled dress on the counter, and as she approaches the tub, Lynette draws back. “You don’t want to be late for dinner.”

Dinner? If this is all just for food, she doesn’t have to eat it. She’s fine with being hungry; she’s done that before, so she doesn’t need Blythe to dip her bronze-colored arms in the water to help her wash, and she definitely doesn’t need to be tugged out of the tub so they can all point and stare the moment they see what’s on her back. 

“Come now, Lynette. We have to get you cleaned and changed,” Blythe insists, but they don’t. They  really don’t. She can do it all herself. It’s so much better if they just let her do it herself.

“Lynette? Let’s go, dear.”

Blythe is tapping her shoulder now, urging her upward with a hard look in her eyes. Lynette’s mouth twitches, so close to opening to say the   Not yet  or the  I can do it  she ought to say, yet all she pushes out of her body is a desperate shake of her head.

Blythe stops, confusion creasing into her brow. “No?”

Lynette shakes her head again.

A frown. “Why?”

Can’t she just smile, step out, and shut the door? That’s what Celine would do, but this lady isn’t anything like Celine and neither are the other two, so now all three of them are around the tub, and they’re pulling forward as she’s pulling back and she’s out of the water and air is hitting her skin and

“What in  Teyvat?”

No. No. No.  No. 

Lynette whines as she drops back into the water, sinking until its cover envelops her to her neck. Around her, the three women stand stiller than statues, staring at her with wide eyes.

They saw it. They  all saw it.

She hopes there are weak floorboards beneath her, ones that can snap this instant and take the whole tub down. When she falls, she hopes she lands in a pit surrounded by dirt that crashes down like an avalanche and buries her miles beneath the ground’s surface. She hopes the bath water rises and covers her entire face. She hopes a giant hand bursts through the wall and takes her. She hopes for something –  anything  but the chilling silence.  Anything  but the carving eyes.  Anything but the staring. 

Lynette squeezes her eyes shut, shakes, and  hopes, but the seconds drag on and no board gives way. No dirt buries her. No water covers her. No hand snatches her away. No warmth melts the ice in her chest.

Blythe cuts off a sound of shock, twisting it into a sharp release of air. “Colette, go tell him.” A shift. “Tell Master Lysander now.”

Master Lysander? 

That…that’s Papa’s name, isn’t it? They’re going to tell Papa that she’s an animal.

As Lynette’s stomach plummets, the timer rings.







Lynette would rather have the eyes of an angry boy on her, or the eyes of masked officers, or the eyes of a dozen waiting performance-watchers, because even those eyes aren’t nearly as bad as these. Those eyes were still, and all they did was burn small pits into her skin, pits that stung and tingled, but always closed up eventually.

Papa’s eyes don’t do that.

Papa’s eyes move in slow lines, making clean slices into her limbs to then pull her apart and look at everything underneath  her skin. His frame looms in the hallway, scissoring her head and back with a hand raised carefully to his chin. The longer Lynette stands between him, the women, and the window of burning sunlight that casts her long silhouette onto the floor, the more she wishes she  did  convince Celine to take them with her instead because at least her eyes didn’t work well enough to examine Lynette like  this.

Seconds. Silence. Lynette’s fingers dig into the frills of her dress.

Something please change her into a card, then make her fold, flip back, and disappear.

In her periphery, her papa finally shifts. “You were born with them?”

…No, she wasn’t. They’re not real. They’re little attachments she can take off any time she wants – nothing but tricky ears and a tricky tail. It’s all a magic trick, and in five seconds, she’ll flash a big smile, say “Ta-da,” and then Lyney will burst into the room, and everyone will gasp and clap…

…If only it was all a magic trick.

But it isn’t, so even though she doesn’t want to, she nods.

Another shift from the doorway, then an acknowledging hum. “Interesting…”

More silent, painful seconds. Lynette stares at the black ghost of herself on the floor with its shapes that jut out where they wouldn’t if she was anything like her brother: normal. She wishes, for the briefest second, that her papa  would  slice those shapes off – rip away the twitching points pressed back onto her head and the thrashing wire on her back. If he does that, at least this will be the last time anyone looks at her and  Can I touch ‘ems or  What in Teyvats.

He just might do that. Maybe that’s why he’s looking so closely. He’s deciding how to press the blade…where to make the lines…

Lynette only hopes he doesn’t make it hurt too much.

“I suppose I’ve a conversation to have with the tailors, then,” he eventually muses with a dismissive wave of his hand. “No matter. Continue her routine as normal.”

And with a step to the side, he disappears from the doorway. 

As normal?

Lynette only has half a moment to think before hands are shoving her back into the bathroom. The women stop her in front of a mirror before fixing their attention to her hair.

When Lynette glances up, it’s her that’s staring back, ears and tail bared for every set of eyes in the room while combs and hot metal run straight paths through the tresses of her hair. They tug, clip, and fix, continuing the routine as if she’s normal.

Continue as normal…

Normal. Her. That sounds off. He couldn’t have meant it. If he did, his eyes aren’t as good as Lynette thought they were.

But he looked for way too long. His eyes  can’t be bad, and still he saw it all and didn’t even gasp. He stared, then said the word “normal”. 

She should be happy, shouldn’t she? She shouldn’t feel like… this …

…whatever  this even is.







When Lynette sees Lyney again, he’s standing on the opposite side of the balcony, and she must look as different to him as he does to her because they both stop and take the same long, blank look at each other.

Lyney never looks bad. He’s always her nice-looking brother even when he’s running around in a torn shirt and spotty shorts. She’s just never seen him quite  this  nice-looking – hair swept the way it’s swept, in dark clothing.  Definitely not the dark clothing.

He’s still her brother, he just looks a lot less like her brother.

She’ll get used to it. After all, he’s never seen her with straight hair or in violet frills, so she must look a lot less like his sister too.

At least, then, in being completely different, they’re still similar.

A light tap to the small of her back prompts her to start down her side of the arched stairwell, the women’s footsteps close behind. She stops at the bottom, catching sight of the large set of doors nestled between both staircases just as Lyney stops on his side, three suited men close behind him.

“You’re going to attend dinner now,” informs Blythe from behind her. She steps to Lynette’s side and points to the large door on the left. “Your side is always the left side, your brother’s the right. Enter through that door and sit in the chair marked for you. Your [bookmark: return1]father will arrive shortly after you’re served.” She turns and faces Lynette. “Alright?”

Left side. Left door. Marked seat. Papa will arrive soon.

When Lynette nods, Blythe straightens and pats her shoulder. “Very good.” She glances at a man as he straightens from muttering what Lynette assumes is the same thing to Lyney, then at once, she and the man step into the arch and pull open the tall dark doors.

Left door. Lynette tightens her arms at her sides as she steps into a long hall lined with two rows of clothed tables and tall chairs. Her eyes search the room, swiftly finding a seat marked with a violet tag.

Violet. That’s her color, so that’s her seat. She crosses the space between it and sits, her brother settling in front of the maroon tag next to her.

They wait in silence as more adults in suits and dresses file into the room. A while later, two aproned men approach from the back, each carrying a bowl covered with a curved silver…something. They lower the bowls to the table in front of them, lift the covers, then take a gracious step back and exit.

Lynette peers into her steaming bowl.

It looks a  bit  like the seafood soup. Just a lot darker…

It takes a moment for Lynette to pick up the spoon next to her bowl. She scoops up a steaming mound of beef and sniffs it, then takes a quick bite.

 Way  too quick. The sear on her tongue nearly makes her reel back in her chair. 

As Lynette gulps down the scorching morsel, there’s a stifled snicker to her right. She turns and fixes a grinning Lyney with a bladed glare, then drops it once she realizes she’s not even annoyed. She can’t be annoyed, not with him, and definitely not now.

But she  can still get him back, so she picks up her fork, jabs it into his bowl, and steals a cut of his beef.

Instantly, Lyney’s grin falls. He glares as he picks up his own fork and aims it at her bowl.

“Enough of that. The dinner table is not a place for play.”

They both stiffen. Their eyes dart to the entranceway.

Papa.

They correct their postures and lower their forks.

Their papa unfolds his arms and takes a step into the hall. “Good. From this moment forward, you’re to conduct yourselves with the most careful civility. That’s part of what it means to have the last name you have.” 

He moves further into the hall, stopping a distance from their table. “You’ll soon learn the rest of what it means. Listen well; I will now introduce you to the house rules.”







Rule One: Be respectful and obedient.

That isn’t difficult at all. All she has to do is stay quiet and follow while she’s led around. When she does talk, she just has to make sure her words come out sweetly – like they did on the street when she spoke to Papa for the first time.

…He was with Ciel that time.

Ciel.

She hasn’t seen him since the nice day at the Hotel Debord. He’s supposed to be here, isn’t he? That’s what Celine said.

“Arms up, Lynette.”

The women – her “maids”, Papa called them; Colette, Nadine, and Blythe – are waiting on her.

She’d rather not, but asking to change herself would probably be disobedient, so she raises her arms, closes her eyes, and ignores the goosebumps as Nadine tugs off her dinner dress and switches it out for a nightgown. She walks along as they lead her into the bathroom to run minty bristles across her teeth. She keeps her head up as Colette ties back her hair and holds still as Blythe scrubs her face. She smiles as they switch off the lights, waves as they bid her “[bookmark: return1]Goodnight”, and exhales as they  finally step out of the room.

Now she can breathe a little more, but this isn’t the time for breathing, it’s the time for sleeping. Papa said doing everything at the proper time is part of being obedient.

Lynette climbs into the canopy of her bed and settles beneath the thick blanket. As she sinks into the mattress, her eyes drift to the hue of moonlight seeping through the curtains of her windows.

Now is the time for sleeping, but Lyney is so many doors and halls away, and he’ll stay far away tonight, tomorrow night, and every night after.  

From now on, she’ll be sleeping alone.

She can’t close her eyes.







The light that beams through Lynette’s eyelids jolts her from the thread of rest she was barely clinging to. Her eyes blink open, darting to the three forms of her maids rushing into the bedroom.

“Good morning, Lynette,” greets Blythe as she moves to the drawer next to Lynette’s bed. “It’s time to get up.”

Get up?  Now?  What for? Even the  sun isn’t up. Why does she have to be?

No, the sun doesn’t matter. Blythe told her to get up, so she’ll be obedient.

Lynette keeps down a groan as she lifts her heavy body from the mattress. Blythe’s hands to her shoulders guide her from the bed and into the bathroom, stopping her in front of the tub as Colette enters with a timer and a new violet dress.

Blythe reaches for the tub and twists one of the faucets. “We don’t have as much time in the mornings, so I’ll have to handle the bathing,” she says as the water pours into the tub’s white walls. She motions behind her to Colette, who hands her a tall black bottle. “Your Papa has something else to discuss with you.”

After squeezing a thick substance into the water, Blythe stands and smooths out her dress. She turns to Lynette, waiting.

Lynette stands still. Her tail flicks.

Not again…

After a beat, Blythe releases a small sigh, then steps closer. “Come on, sweetheart. I know this isn’t the most comfortable arrangement, but we have to get it done quickly.” She tugs on the shoulder of Lynette’s gown. “Arms up. You’ll get used to this eventually.”

 Please  not again. The air is too cold, and the eyes too hot. She doesn’t  have to, does she?

Yes, she does. Continue as normal. Rule One.







Rule Two: Work your hardest.

The sun  still  isn’t up, yet here they are, stationed as if it is. Whatever Papa wants to talk about must be  really important.

From across the balcony, Lynette can still see her brother’s irritation. Even as he stands upright and quiet, it sparks in the purple of his irises and rises from his skin in plumes.

When his eyes catch on hers, she can tell he sees hers too.

A tap to her back and Lynette knows to start down the stairs. When they reach the bottom, Blythe’s arm points her to the circle painted in the  floor of the wide space, where their papa stands waiting between two men in vests.

After a nod, Lynette moves to her assigned place as Lyney moves to his. When she stops in front of her papa’s steep figure, her eyes drift to the floor.

It’s so dark, yet so shiny. What’s it made of? Not tile. Tile has lines and angles in it. This floor doesn’t have those. It’s more like a layer of glossy

Two immediate snaps of a finger zip her eyes back upward. “What have I told you about that?” her papa scolds, his steely gaze fixed on her. “Head high,  always .”

Right, she’s a Faucher. Fauchers keep their eyes up and their backs straight because they’re not mangy animals.

…Two of them aren’t animals, at least…but Papa seems okay with that.

Lynette’s body tightens as she swallows the growing lump in her throat. She fixes her posture and squeezes out a weak “Sorry…”

The slightest narrow of her papa’s eyes sends the lump right back up. It swells and pushes against her chest as he crosses his arms. “I don’t want to see that again.” 

And he won’t. She  swears  he won’t. 

“Yes, Papa.”

His eyes linger, stretching her and pulling her apart until finally, they shift. Lynette releases a breath as her brother casts her a brief glance, then returns his eyes to their papa.

“Yesterday, the both of you were instructed in how to behave,” he begins. “In light of that discussion, I have gifts for you two, and with them, an announcement to make.”

Lynette’s ears tilt to the front.

Gifts?

He motions to the two men next to him, who step back and remove two covered bundles from a table behind them.

“Like the attire in your rooms, these have been commissioned and tailored specially for you. They’re to be used in each performance of yours moving forward,” he explains while the men uncover the bundles.

The first thing Lynette sees is the hat.

A new tricky hat?

And two new decks of cards with the backs covered in maroon and violet, and clothes to match…

Lynette stares at her bundle as it’s placed into her hands.

Papa bought them more magic. She’s not sure why she’s surprised. He bought them tricky coins and sweet treats, after all, and yet…

Papa’s a lot nicer than his eyes are.

“Thank you,” comes Lyney’s voice to her right. Lynette echoes him with a much quieter “Thank you.”

Their papa’s expression slackens. “As always, my pleasure.  However… ” He angles his head forward and raises a finger, “…there are – as you surely know by now – expectations of you, which brings us to the matter of why you’ve been woken so early.”

Lynette’s ear twitches. She pushes back the urge to glance at her brother.

“After breakfast, you two are to spend the day acquainting yourselves with your new items,” he continues. “That’s to say, you’re to practice your ‘magic’ and prepare a routine of new tricks for me to observe, after which you’ll perform those tricks for a special audience. Make good use of the items purchased for you, and show your gratitude by impressing me yet again.”

That doesn’t sound so bad. Papa’s not mean, and she  does miss the buzzes and coins.

“As for the date of your performance…” A pause. His eyes narrow again as they shift to Lyney, then Lynette.

“…that would be tomorrow.”

…Tomorrow.


 Tomorrow?  


No, that’s okay. Ideas will spill from Lyney, and she’ll collect them all in their new hat. Then, they’ll both reach inside and take turns pulling them out for their Papa, and he’ll smile and clap just like the special audience will when they finish doing their turns for them too.

They can do it. They’re good magicians, and they’ll work their hardest like Rule Two says they should. They have to.

“Now, off to breakfast,” their papa says, waving the both of them to the door between the stairwells. “You two haven’t time to waste.”







It’s magic. They’re magicians. It isn’t supposed to be this difficult.

For hours, they’ve sat in the same room shuffling, staring, and thinking. Still, ideas don’t seem to come as easily as they came in the shed.

Papa’s probably right, then. They may be good at magic, but they’ll need to work their hardest if they’re going to  stay good at it.

Lyney shifts and crosses his legs. He stares at a tricky coin in silence as he rolls its edge along the floor, the only sound besides the ticking clock on the wall behind them.

Eventually, “Have you seen him?”

Him?

Ciel. 

So he’s been wondering too.

Lynette frowns. “No…” Her ear tilts as she crosses her legs, mirroring his position on the floor. “Maybe he’s practicing too?”

“Mm…” Lyney slows the coin and shrugs. “Probably. Singing looks hard. He must have to do that a lot.”

His finger stops. His expression shifts as he flicks his eyes upward.

“Let’s go find him.”

Lynette’s tail sweeps across the floor behind her.

He’s not serious. Did he not hear a single rule last night? Does he listen or think at all sometimes? Nothing’s gonna happen, sis. It’s not that far, sis. Let’s go find him, sis. His magic ideas she likes, but why, why, why does he have to get ideas like this too?

He’s brave, brave like a thief turned hero and a boy turned knight – so much braver than she is. That’s why.

Still, Lynette glares. “We’re  supposed to be practicing.”

Lyney huffs with an exasperated roll of his eyes. “All day? But that’s so looong,” he drawls, sinking his head into his hand. His eyes move back to the coin as he flips it into his palm and gazes at it.

“I wanna see him…”

And really, so does Lynette. So she looks on at him, eyes low and expression clouded, and can’t do anything but relent because after two days of pushing, poking hands, of  course he wants to see their new friend.

Brother. Ciel’s their  brother.

Lynette tightens her lips. “Will Papa know?”

Life springs back into Lyney’s face. He answers with a swift, eager shake of his head. “Nope. Not if we’re quiet.”

“Oh yes I will.”

The voice drains the color from both their faces. Lyney’s breaths halt as his coin drops to the floor.

A footstep. “You can be as quiet as you like. I will  always  know.”

Of course Papa will know.

“Considering rebellion so soon? And while you sit with my gifts in front of you? Terribly disappointing,” their papa says as his frame shifts into the doorway. He narrows his eyes and moves to the side, allowing space between him and the hall. “But be my guests, why don’t you? Step outside this room after you were given an explicit task, and learn what happens to thankless rule breakers.”

He tilts himself forward, leveling the both of them with irises that glint like needles.

“Would you two like that?”

An airy “No, Papa” is all they both can manage.

Thankfully, it’s enough. “Of course you wouldn’t. Then never let yourselves even  consider  that sort of unruliness, even if you’re silly enough to think your father isn’t watching.” He straightens and steps back into the doorway, turning to face them a final time. “Is that clear?”

“Yes, Papa.”

A single tap to the forearm. “Good. Now finish what you were told to do.”

As he steps out of the doorway, every sound and movement in the room dies save for the rhythmic ticks of the clock. 

It takes sixty-two ticks for either of them to move again.

They pick up their cards and return to shuffling, staring, and thinking. The next hours pass in silence with the occasional flit of the eyes to the doorway.

When the man in the vest calls them to dinner, they’ve finished what they were told to do. When they sit and eat, they do it with straight backs and careful hands. When the maids and butlers lead them down their separate hallways, they go without even a glance at each other, because they’re no longer silly enough to think their father isn’t watching.

Rule Three: Papa is always watching.







Lynette still can’t close her eyes.

She wants to sit at the window and count the shadows outside, but her papa will be at her doorway the instant she touches a foot to the floor, so she stays in bed and watches the dancing dapples of the moon in her curtain.

Light looks different in this home, but so does everything else. Food, clothes, faces…

How different does everything look to Lyney? From where he is, can he see the same light she sees?

Silly question. He’s not thinking about that because he’s not looking. Right now, he’s sleeping – following the rules.

The thought makes a part of Lynette sink. She doesn’t know why, but instead of wondering, she turns to the wall and tries again to close her eyes.
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15. Rot





Rot



Lynette doesn’t wince when the light invades her vision again. She only needed one morning to learn that it’ll always come before she wants it to.

It’s Nadine that speaks first this time. “Good morning,” she greets as she crosses to Lynette’s bedside and tugs open a drawer. “Today’s your big day.”

Not that Lynette forgot. She had the entire night to think about it, after all.

Lynette rubs her eyes and pulls her body up. A hand to her shoulder, a nudge to her back, and a few heavy steps later, she’s stationed in the bathroom between a busy Colette and a waiting Blythe. Then, the usual faucet twist, running water, expectant eyes.

And now this part.

Blythe doesn’t have to say it. Lynette knows Rule One, so she releases her reluctance in a breath, lifts her arms, and quietly counts the ticks of the timer as every goosebump and chill slithers across her skin. By the time everything is over, she’s gotten to four hundred and seventy-seven. 

Draining water, towels, creams, clothes, combs, heat; it all rolls by like the wheels on a box, and Lynette doesn’t speak a word through any of it.

No pulling back; no whining; no shaking; no hesitating, even. Just continue as normal. Papa will know if she doesn’t. Papa  always  knows.







Lynette can never feel or hear the air from behind this glass – only watch as it tosses up the world around her, the world she’s only somewhat a part of right now.

The carriage rocks beneath their seat cushions as they drift by trees, hills, and light posts. Leaves flutter past their windows, carried onward by invisible currents Lynette wishes she could touch.

Things weren’t so distant when their only seats were thin boxes of foam. On those seats, she could feel everything from the tremor of a thunderclap to the scuttle of a beetle. She could hear the drum of rain against stubborn dirt and the secrets the wind whispered to the wooden walls around them when it thought she and her brother weren’t listening.

There aren’t any secrets to listen to now. The wind doesn’t talk to metal walls.

Lynette flits her eyes from the outside world to the cards in her lap. She raises the cards and fans them, closes them, fans them again. 

To her right, Lyney casts her a curious glance, then pulls out his own cards and leans over to hold his fan next to hers. Lynette’s eyes catch on the sheen curling around his sleeves as they take turns closing, fanning, closing, fanning.

Their outfits are the same in being completely unlike anything they’ve worn, even in their new home. This must be what real magicians wear. 

Is that really what they are now? A vest and a voice make Ciel’s songs real, so do new coats and cards do the same for their magic? If she tried with these clothes on, could she  almost pull a piece of candy from the air, or make toys shower from pockets of nothing?

Papa seems to think so, and he’s smart, so maybe she  should  try…just to see…

“I see you’re enjoying your gifts,” muses their papa, now facing them from the front. “You’ll use them well, won’t you?”

Or maybe she shouldn’t try. That wouldn’t be using her papa’s gifts well, would it?

They stop their hands and flit their eyes up to him. Lyney nods. “Mhm.”

Their papa hums. Lynette glimpses the slightest curve in his mouth as he returns his attention to the world outside.

“I’m sure you will.”

The next minutes pass with silent bumps and flicks of plastic cards. After a while, their papa points to a distant figure outside, directing their eyes to the building rolling into view.

“That estate is our destination,” he informs them. “When you step into that gathering, you’ll be surrounded by some of this nation’s most elite individuals.” His eyes flash as he angles his head downward. “I expect you to behave like two of them.” 

That means head high, back straight, and no playing. She knows, so she answers with her brother “Yes, Papa.”

“Very good,” he praises with a satisfied tilt of his head. “You’re both now understanding what it means to be my magic children.”

Papa’s magic children…

A spark pops in Lynette’s chest, sending crackles through her bones and nerves until they snap from her body in a single thump of her tail.

As she stares back down at her cards, she ignores the fizzling that remains.







Are all houses in this part of the world so tall?

Lynette moves her hands to her sides and slides out of her seat. As the carriage door clamps shut, their papa steps between her and Lyney, putting a hand to both their shoulders.

“Stay at my side until you’re told otherwise,” he instructs, and with a nudge, they step into the fence of pointed trees, making off to the house at the end of the stone pathway.

As they walk, the faint beat of wings draws Lynette’s ear to the right. She looks past the grass to the stack of white bowls jetting water from its top, where a bird dips its head in and out of the falling stream. When it freezes upon seeing her, Lynette remembers.

Ears and tail.

She can’t let the people in the house see, but tucking would ruin her hair, and curling would wrinkle her dress…

Still, she tries, threading her ears between her straightened locks and pulling her tail into the small space between her dress and coat. She’s almost managed before…

“Leave them.”

Huh?

Lynette turns her head up to her papa as he glances down at her. On his other side, Lyney peeks over, brows furrowed.

“You ought to cherish those,” her papa says. “They’re special things. Odd, yet priceless. Don’t you know?”

Priceless? Isn’t “priceless” silver statues floating in lakes of gems and mora coins? How does she cherish what’s left her stared at and stomped on? How does she look at her curse and see gold instead? 

She needs her papa’s eyes. He can see a lot more than she can.

Maybe he can turn curses to gold too.

While they climb the staircase to the house’s double doors, Lynette lets her ears raise and her tail drop. She stifles the tense twitches and thrashes as their papa steps ahead of them to press a gloved finger to a button beside the doors. A moment after, the doors open to two men in suits, who allow them inside with a polite dip of their heads.

When Lynette passes through the doorway, the first thing that hits her is the smell.

It’s not flowers. Not fruit. Not anything she knows or anything she likes, but she keeps breathing it in and keeps walking because she’s elite and civilized like her papa, her brother, and all the figures around them. Elites aren’t bothered by small things like smells, so neither is she.

Sort of. It’d still be nice if someone opened a window…

They make their way through the broad, bright space until their papa stops them in front of a circle of plush chairs in front of a fireplace. He directs them to two chairs on opposite halves. 

“Wait here until more guests arrive. While you do, prepare yourselves to perform your routine.”

Once they sit, he strides off and joins a group of men and women in gloves and coattails like his. As he stands and speaks with them, every sharp edge of face shifts and molds, morphing from the usual hard lines to softer curves.

Papa hasn’t looked like that since the day at the café. He doesn’t smile at her and her brother at all anymore, actually…

Maybe that’s also part of what being a Faucher means – not smiling unless they need to.

Lyney’s fiddling with his coins. Papa said to prepare, so she should probably be doing the same.

Lynette dips a hand into a pocket on her coat and pulls out the tricky coin inside. She slips the coin between her fingers, then into her palm, then back between her fingers as more people in dresses, suits, and vests stream into the house. Slowly, the quiet buzz of chatter grows into a steady rumble while the crowd thickens and spreads around them. All the while, Lynette keeps her eyes on the motion of her hands.

This would be so much easier if she could talk to Lyney, but he’s sitting too many chairs away. Why do they always-

“My, aren’t you some  mannequins? The most adorable I’ve ever seen! Lyney and Lynette, yes?”

 That  was definitely not Papa.

Lynette’s eyes zip up the figure of the smiling older woman now in front of her. The woman’s brown eyes glimmer as she leans in, catching the sun’s scattered rays on the brim of her hat.

Oh…she’s not talking to Lyney, she’s talking to  her.

Lynette’s fingers clench in her lap.

Is she making the correct face? Is she sitting the correct way? No, the lady just spoke to her, so she should speak back, right? But what words? It was an easy question, but does she answer it with a simple “Yes” or a full sentence? How loud does she say it? It’s crowded, but she doesn’t want to yell at the lady. Actually, can she just nod instead? Or would answering without talking be rude? She really doesn’t want to be rude, especially not with her papa watching…

The lady is tipping her head now, waiting with her brow creased.

…She’s already being rude, isn’t she?

“Yes ma’am. That’s us.”

Lynette glances to her side, where her brother now sits. The woman’s eyes shift from her to him.

“Ah! Yes, I figured,” she says, straightening herself. She throws Lynette an odd look, then leans down to her brother.

“Is she mute? As in…” she taps a finger to her lips, “…she can’t…”

Lyney raises a brow. He blinks, then shakes his head. “Oh, no ma’am. She’s just really quiet.”

“She can, in fact, speak just fine. I’m not sure why she now refuses to,” interjects the now approaching figure of their papa. Lynette flinches as his narrowed eyes cut to her. “A discussion to be had at home, perhaps…”

“Lighten up, Lysander dear; she’s never seen me before,” dismisses the woman. “I’d say she’s quite the smart girl for knowing not to talk to strangers.”

Their papa’s expression briefly drops to a stern frown. “I suppose…” After a beat, he gestures to the woman, his face softening. “Well, you’re a stranger to her no longer. You two, meet our hostess, Lady Lefevere.”

Lady Lefevere scoffs, waving her hand. “Doh, heavens. ‘Lord’ this, ‘Lady’ that. Save all the uptight nonsense for that bastard Iudex.” She clasps her hands together, her eyes flitting between Lynette and her brother as she flashes them an adoring smile. “To  you little sugar cubes, I am Miss Blaire.”

Miss Blaire. Miss Blaire. Her name is Miss Blaire. Lynette won’t forget. She’s already been rude once.

Lyney returns her smile. “It’s nice to meet you, Miss Blaire.” A glance in Lynette’s direction finally makes her remember to follow with “It’s nice to meet you.”

 “Aw, and  so  well-mannered! Just like Ciel. I swear they must share  some  blood,” winks Miss Blaire. Her brow furrows. “Where  is that boy? He didn’t run away, did he?”

Their papa frowns, then half-laughs. “No, no. He’s with some instructors from the Court. He won’t be returning for a very long time.”

…Wait.

What?

A very long time?

Lynette’s ear flicks. In her periphery, Lyney’s fingers tighten around his coin. Both their heads stay up.

“Spreading his wings now, is he? Good for him!” Miss Blaire chimes. “He’s going to be a sensation to bring down the Archon herself. I just know it.”

Their papa hums, glancing at them. “As will these two, in time.”

“Yes they  will,” Miss Blaire coos. “What’s their gift?”

“Magic tricks,” their papa answers. “My magic twins, I like to say.”

Miss Blaire gasps. “Oh! Well that’s new!” She reaches into the purse hanging from her shoulder. “You don’t mind if I snap a photo or two, do you? I must! My heart’s going to  burst  looking at them.”

Yes.  Yes, Lynette  does  mind.

“Of course not,” their papa smiles, taking a step back. “Go right on.”

Oh.

But…

Miss Blaire whips a thin kamera out of her purse. She beckons them both to an empty space in front of a window. “Right there. The light there is perfect.” 

Lynette stiffens.

But…

Lyney’s going.

But she doesn’t…

Miss Blaire’s waiting.

But her ears…

Papa’s looking at her.

She’s being uncivil…while her papa is watching. 

Lynette swallows, stands, and goes.







A photo or two, Miss Blaire said. Then two photos became four, four became six, became nine, became twelve. The entire time, their papa’s stood back with that same flat smile.

“Yes, beautiful!” gushes Miss Blaire as she takes a look at what has to be the twentieth sheet of paper to come out of that kamera. “My goodness, Lysander. How do you do it with these children? You must be a magician yourself!”

Their papa chuckles. “If that’s what you’ll call me, I’m not opposed.”

Miss Blaire slips the photo into her purse, then –  finally – the kamera with it. “Regarding magic, would they happen to have a little of it to show everyone? It’d suit the occasion.”

The curve of their papa’s smile quirks, then spreads. “In fact…” A flick of his eyes to them. “… they would. ”

Right. A special routine for a special audience. That’s why they’re here. Lynette prepared for this…

…didn’t she?

“Perfect!” Miss Blaire beams. “Then allow me to get things started.”

With that, she turns on her heels, her dress whirling around her as she vanishes into the crowd. When she reappears minutes later, it’s at the center of the balcony surrounding the space above them. 

She sweeps her eyes across the crowd, then raises a hand. Within seconds, every hum of conversation dies as all gazes in the room turn and lift to her. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” her voice rings from the balcony. “Thank you  all for attending! I’m overjoyed to see so many familiar faces.” 

She smiles and brings her hands together, tipping her head upward as her eyes roam the crowd. “Before we bring out any food, I have two  adorable guests to introduce to you all.” Her eyes stop on Lynette and Lyney. “Come to the front, you both.”

But  why? Why like  this?

It’s fine; just another crowd. Lynette’s been in front of too many of those to feel the chill she feels. Besides, everyone’s waiting, and she’s been uncivil twice now.

Lynette releases a breath and follows her brother. They make their way through the parting crowd, stopping beneath the largest chandelier in the center of the room. As every pair of eyes fixes on them, Lynette fights to keep her tail still.

These people stare so differently. Their confusion bleeds from the colors of their eyes in wisps, twisting themselves into words Lynette can read in the light.

 Look at her head, says a wisp of blue.

 Do you see those,  says one of orange.

 They can’t be siblings,  magenta.

They don’t look a thing like each other, lime.

 What’s that boy doing with an animal, red.

Warmth is squeezing her hand.

Lyney.

She has to perform with him, not freeze. Their staring doesn’t matter right now. Maybe their eyes don’t actually say what she thinks they say.  Odd, yet priceless; adorable, smart little sugar cube. That’s what her papa and Miss Blaire see, and these people all look like them in some way or another, so maybe they all have the same eyes as them.

“Everyone, these dolls are Lyney and Lynette Faucher! I was told that Little Mister Lyney and Little Miss Lynette have some magic they’d like to show us, so without any more babbling from me, take it away, you two!”

Lynette clutches her coin.

It’s exactly like before, when their watchers were burgundy-haired girls, when they were guessing between card colors, and when their papa was just a tall stranger in a black coat.

Back straight. Head up. Speak louder. Keep two fingers closed until the right time. 

Three, two, one…

Start. Lyney’s turn.

“Lynette…” Lyney says after a beat, running his hands over his pockets with a frown, “…did you see my coin anywhere?”

Lynette tips an ear downward. “You just had it.”

“I did?” Lyney’s eyes flit up to a man in the crowd. “Oh, he has it,” he says, then steps to the man and reaches behind his ear. The man’s brow dips, then jumps when Lyney’s hand comes back with the missing tricky coin.

“You held on to it. Thanks!” Lyney says to the gaping man after returning to his place beside Lynette. “Do you have my sister’s too?”

Two bewildered blinks later, the man shakes his head. “Um, I…don’t…believe I do?” He pats along the fabric of his vest, then checks the pockets of his pants. “No, I don’t. Well, do I? I’m not certain anymore,” he chuckles.

Lyney hums, then swoops his small hat off his head. “Guess not…” He flips the hat over and drops the coin inside before handing it to Lynette. “Hold this. I’m gonna look closer.”

Her turn now.

As Lyney scans the crowd with his eyes, Lynette brings the hat closer to her face and shakes it once, twice. When she flips it over again, two coins tumble from its interior, their once black centers now red.

“Oh,” Lynette mutters, lowering herself to scoop the coins from the floor. 

Lyney’s attention snaps back to her. He plucks the coins from her palm and turns them over, frowning at their now yellow centers. “Well  that’s not what they’re supposed to look like…”

“What do we do?” Lynette asks as she gives one of the coins a light poke.

“Hmm…” Lyney brings a hand to his chin and closes his eyes in thought. Eventually, he snaps a finger as his eyes flit back open. “I know! Here,” he says, returning his hat to his head before placing a coin into both of Lynette’s now open palms. “We’ll change them back with magic.”

Lynette closes the coins into her hands. “But do we have enough?”

“Not by ourselves. That’s why we need theirs too.” Lyney turns to face the crowd. “Look at her hands and think  veeeery  hard about changing the coins back, everyone. I’ll count down and channel all the magic, and then Lynette will open her hands.”

Lynette looks down as every gaze in the room shifts to her. She waits.

Keep her eyes on her hands. Keep her eyes on her hands. Don’t look up. Keep her eyes on her hands.

Among the peripheral sea of eye colors, there’s a glint of gray.

Papa. He’s watching.

“Three…” Eyes on her hands.

“Two…” Now slightly move her fingers.

“One…” Then open.

“And…open!”

Lynette uncurls her fingers. She holds out her hands as people crane their necks to look closer, then gasp.

Three coins, all black.

Lyney’s face breaks into a grin. “We did it! And look,” he says, taking the third coin from Lynette’s palm and holding it up. “You all made another one appear! Your magic is so strong!”

Whispers.

Stray glances.

Then applause – a quiet crackle that builds into a roar among astonished  Wow  s and intrigued  Oh s.

Lyney plucks the remaining coins from Lynette’s palms, and with a quick flick of his hand, vanishes them, drawing more gasps. Lynette smiles as he takes his hands in hers, then together, they take a bow.

When Lynette’s eyes find her papa again, every buzz she’s missed for so long courses through her. 

He’s clapping too.

A while later, a giggle rings from the balcony. “Well, that was something. What a fun little show!” chirps the gleeful voice of Miss Blaire from above. “Now, bring out the appetizers!”







 This  is a smell Lynette likes. If only she could sit down to taste anything, but her papa needs them standing right now.

“Smile!” says a small woman in a green dress, and Lynette and her brother both give a smile for the ensuing kamera snap. The woman glances at the photo that rolls out of the kamera, nods, then turns to their papa, who stands next to a column with his arms folded. “These two are marvelous. Absolute works of art.”

Their papa regards her with a tip of his head. “Just as I teach them to be.”

As she strolls away, a man takes her place. He holds up a kamera, snaps a photo for himself, then backs into the crowd after a thankful nod to their papa.

Another man. Another smile. Another snap. Lynette clenches the hand of her brother, who takes a quick glance at her before fixing his gaze to yet another woman stepping forward with her kamera.

Can they eat after this lady? Is she the last? 

No, there’s another woman next to her, and another man approaching from behind that lady, every one of them holding a kamera.

They’re going to be standing here for a long,  long  time…

Woman. Smile. Snap. 

Man. Smile. Snap.

When Lynette’s tail starts swaying, she can’t stop it.

“Gods above, enough is enough!” comes the sharp voice of Miss Blaire from behind them. Her heels clack on the floorboards as she steps between them and the swarm of figures, a hand to her hip. “Are you trying to starve the poor things? Shoo! You’ll get all the time to bother them later.”

She sighs, turns to them, and nudges their shoulders. “Animals, I tell you. Come with me. You three can eat in the dining hall.”

The words are  almost  enough to make Lynette thank the gods.







The spread is as good as it smells, all of it, but Lynette moves her fork slowly and chews quietly. That’s how careful, civil elites eat their meat, and she’s a careful, civil elite.

From the end of the long table, Miss Blaire eyes them with her hands crossed in her lap. Her eyes glint as they shift from their papa to Lyney, from Lyney to Lynette, from Lynette back to their papa.

After a silent while, “Well…now that the children are getting some food in their bellies…” She leans forward and moves her elbows to the table, resting her chin on the backs of her hands, “…shall we chit-chat a bit? I have a small proposal.”

Lynette swallows and pauses. A chair away from her, Lyney’s brows knit together as he looks up. He wipes the expression the instant their papa glances over.

“A proposal?” asks their papa, voice tinged with an odd lightness. “Of what kind?”

Miss Blaire raises her teacup to her lips and takes a sip. “A dazzling kind,” she answers as she lowers the cup to the table and clears her throat, inclining her head downward to lock eyes with their papa.

Even under a hundred glittering chandelier crystals and a thousand burnished panes of glass, Lynette can’t see a single dazzling thing about the way they look at each other, but neither her nor her brother say a thing as their papa quirks a brow and prompts “Go on.”

Miss Blaire’s gaze hovers between the three of them. She begins “Well…I’ve been quite blown away, you know? It’s rare to find such special little things among all this…” A disdainful wave of her hand to the crowd behind the closed door. “…mediocrity  .” Another glance between them. “Now, my son’s fortieth birthday is approaching in two weeks, and I’ve been positively  starved  of exciting new arts to show him. Months of searching for  something, then, hah!” A gesture to them, “Along come you two at last!”

Another glance between the three of them, then a beat of quiet as she tilts her teacup for another sip.

“So…” she eventually continues, tapping her finger to the porcelain. “What do you all say to an even  bigger  show for my boy’s special day? If you want, we can also discuss compensation.”

She eyes the two of them with a practiced patience as she lowers her teacup, cocks her head, and waits.

Another “gathering”, with more people and probably more pictures. Lynette  will have Lyney’s voice to follow whenever she forgets a sentence, and his hand to hold while she stands and smiles. She’ll get to do her magic turns and feel more buzzes when the crowd gasps and her papa claps…

…and she’d still rather not do it. Two rounds of kamera snaps and she was barely keeping her smile together. How is she supposed to hold it together through five? Six? Seven, maybe? She did two uncivil things at this gathering. What if she does four at the next?

Lynette drags her fork along her plate as their papa leans back in his chair. He hums with a long look to the side, and as that smile from earlier curls back onto his face, Lynette can only swallow the immediate dejection in her throat with another morsel of food. 

“No need,” he says like she knew he would. “We accept.”







Lynette has never been more relieved to look at the sky and see an orange sun.

Around her chatter the long frames of people with trailing clothes and pitchy laughs and last names she stopped trying to remember hours ago. She drags her mouth into another smile as a couple approaches, goes through the coos and the  Oohs and the  You’re both so cutes, snaps their two pictures, then moves along.

The sun is setting, and the crowd is thinning. Surely they won’t be stuck here too much longer. The ride home isn’t a short one, and they have their night routines to do, don’t they? 

 Surely they’re leaving soon, right? Because if Lynette has to be here another ten minutes, she’s going to fall over and likely not be able to stand back up.

Footsteps behind her. Lynette perks her slouched ears and strains a smile for what she expects to be a coo and a kamera, then looks behind her when what follows is a tap to her shoulder instead.

“We’re done here,” their papa says to her and Lyney. “Wait near the doors.”

Done here? The doors? It’s over?  They’re leaving?  Yes, yes,  yes.

Lynette shakes the weight from her tail and crosses the space with her brother, both their eyes set on nothing but the front doors. She covers her mouth to yawn, the world blurring into fuzzy patches of color and light that she has to blink to resharpen.

This was enough. And the next gathering will be more of the same? How in the world is she supposed to 

A coldness jabs Lynette in the side. She startles, darting her eyes to a small glass table as it topples and hits the floor with a crash that kills every conversation around them.

As Lynette stares at the pool of shards in front of her, icy claws seize her stomach.

She did that.

That mess is her fault. 

 She did that  by not paying attention, and now every pair of eyes in the space is searing a hole through her for it, but the burns of their eyes aren’t even the worst things. 

It’s the stabs of her papa’s.

“Sorry…”

It’s the only shaky word Lynette can manage, but even though Miss Blaire only shakes her head, motions to a maid with a broom, and responds with a casual “I’ll buy another,” she knows it isn’t enough.

A sorry can’t fix glass, and it can’t blunt the blade that is her papa’s tight-lipped frown as he turns to one of the nearby butlers and requests, even-toned “Will you take them to my carriage?”







Take her back to the other house.

It’s bright. It’s cramped. It’s stiff and it’s careful and it’s so, so exhausting, but right now, Lynette will do anything to go back because standing there will never be worse than standing here.

The doors shut, and as their papa’s figure passes Lynette, the highest she can make her eyes look is his coattails. His footsteps stop in front of the staircases, where Lynette’s maids wait on the opposite side to Lyney’s butlers.

A motion to Lyney. “He  may prepare for bed.”

A turn to Lynette. “You may stay right here.”

For a moment, Lyney is pale-faced and stock-still. He only manages one final look at Lynette before he’s surrounded, up the stairs, then gone. At a point of her papa’s finger, Lynette’s maids follow suit, taking the stairs and disappearing into the left hallway.

It’s just her now…her and her churning stomach.

Her papa turns his head. “Come with me.”

Sick as Lynette feels, she knows better than to hesitate.

Lynette picks her feet up and trails the looming figure of her papa. They turn into a hallway lined with paintings beneath sconces of dim light, stopping in the very center.

Silence. Thumps in her ears.

Then, “Tell me why you’re here, Lynette.”

Lynette’s eyes move from the floor, settling on the back of her papa’s shadowed frame. She clenches her hands and reaches for a sentence, any sentence.

“Um-”

Her words dissipate the moment her papa holds up a hand. “Don’t, rather. You don’t know. That’s  abundantly  clear…”

As he turns to face her, light catches in the gray of his eyes, flashing them a knife-like silver. “…So listen quietly while I tell you. Understood?”

Lynette swallows her nausea, holds her breath, and nods.

She releases it once he finally turns again to pace to the opposite wall, stopping in front of a painting of purple grapes on vines of green.

“You, little girl, are here because you are a young vine,” he starts, snaking a hand along the length of a painted vine. “You’re small and untrained…in need of a strong stake down which you will spread, flower, and produce the finest fruit.”

He stops his hand on a painted grape, giving it a long, solemn look before drawing it back. “…Or so I thought.”

His eyes cut back to Lynette with a suddenness that makes her flinch.

“I observed your brother’s magic and thought you both such promising young vines,” he continues, pacing back to her front. “It seems, however, that you’ve managed to tangle your blackened tendrils with his healthy ones, and in doing so, hide the rot that spots you quite well.” He pauses a few steps in front of her. “Do you know what must be done with rotten vines?”

When she shakes her head again, he chuckles. “No, of course you don’t.”

He takes a step. “Rotten vines…”

Another step. “…must be pruned…”

Another. “…because when they spread their rot to other vines…”

Another. “…the entire vineyard…”

A final step. “…spoils.”

He folds his arms and leans downward, spearing Lynette in the now small space between them. “Do you want that? To sicken your brother and spoil our magnificent vineyard? Use your voice.”

She hardly has one, yet she still draws in an uneven breath, then answers him weakly “No, Papa.”

A tilt of his head. “You don’t?”

“No, Pa-”

“Then  behave  like it. Perhaps then, with some trimming, I can salvage the promise that remains in your tendrils…” He narrows his eyes as he raises himself. “…if there’s any at all.”

Another clench of Lynette’s hands sends a sting tearing through her palms. Her already lashing tail jerks.

A crushing while later, her papa finally gestures to the opening at the end of the hall.

“You’re dismissed to your room.”







For the fourth time tonight, Lynette’s eyes don’t stay closed. She turns her body, pulls up her legs, and tugs on her bed sheet.

Rot.

Once, Papa saw gold. Now, he sees rot. 

Take her back so she can glue all the glass back together. Take her back so she can smile wider, stand up the moment she’s asked, and figure out all the right sentences. Take her back so she can be the priceless, smart sugar cube that earns the applause and the coos and the kamera snaps. She’ll go back. She’ll do it all over.

She’s not rot. She can’t be…

The sheet slips from Lynette’s palm, leaving her staring at small slits of red where her nails tore skin.

Papa knows what’s priceless. If he sees rot, there’s rot…

Footsteps – small and quick, then a creak.

“Lynette? Are you awake?”

Lynette darts up. She stares at the small figure now in her doorway.


 Lyney? 


“What are you  doing?!” she hisses at him. “Go back to bed.”

Lyney shrinks back, frantically putting a finger to his lips. “Shhhh.” He peeks over his shoulder, then takes a quiet step into her room, cracking the door behind him. “No one’s up, so we can hang out a little bit.”

…They can?

Lynette looks to the sliver of black in the doorway, the only thing between her brother and trouble. 

Only a little bit…

When Lyney pushes the door shut and climbs onto the bed, she lets him. The blanket drags with his socks as he settles in and crosses his legs.

“What’d Papa say?” he asks once he stills.

Lynette stiffens.

There’s rot, but the least she can do is stop leaving it on him, so she turns her torn palms downward and says simply “A bunch of stuff about plants.”

Lyney frowns. “Plants?”

“Mhm.”

A beat. “Why plants?”

“He has a garden.”

Lyney blinks, eyeing her. He runs a finger along the blanket. 

“What kinds of plants does he grow?”

“Grapes.”

“He grows  trees?”

Lynette’s brow lowers. “Grapes don’t grow on trees.”

“Maybe not,“ Lyney says after a beat. He leans forward and pokes her shoulder. “But  you  did. You grew on a big Lynette tree.”

A big Lynette tree…what would that even look like?

Lynette flicks an ear as her mouth twitches into a smile. “Then what’d  you grow on?”

“An even bigger Lyney tree,” Lyney smirks. “You know we’re not real people, right? We look like them, but we’re actually talking bulle fruits.”

The laugh that spills from Lynette is one she has to quickly cover with her hand. Their papa will hear.

Their papa will know.

Lyney’s only been here a few minutes, but even that’s too long. 

After a look to the door, Lynette inches back. “You’ve gotta go back.”

Lyney’s gaze sinks. He sighs. “I know…”

For a while, they sit in silence, staring down at the blanket. Eventually, Lyney uncrosses his legs and slides off the bed. After padding to the door, he pauses his hand on the knob.

“Papa really didn’t say anything bad?”

The question comes with a tug, a thread stringing words in the pit of Lynette’s stomach and pulling them outward.

She snaps it just before those words reach the air.

“No.”

Silence.

Finally, Lyney turns the knob. “Okay…” 

He pulls the door open and slips himself through the crack of darkness. “Night, Lynette,” he says, turning back to look at her a final time. “Love you lots.”

He’s gone before Lynette can say the words back to him.




Notes for the Chapter:
Finally got some time to sit down and add notes. I don’t have much to say this time around, but here you go:

*~ This Chapter ~*

* Fun fact: This is, so far, the longest chapter in the fic.
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16. Princess





Princess



The next house is the exact same as the first. More long tables, more curved chairs, more wide hats and crisp sheens and pitchy laughs.

Lynette brushes her fingers against her dress, measuring her steps to stay a beat behind her brother. Their papa’s footsteps track behind her.

He’s watching, but this time won’t be like the last. She spent her entire day rehearsing to herself just to make sure of that.

When they approach an empty table at the front of the hall, their papa points them to two seats on opposite sides. At once, they move to them and sit, straightening their backs as he looks on at them with steely eyes.

A silent moment later, his gaze finally shifts. “Watch yourselves closely,” he warns them both, lowering his eyelids. “We’d hate to make our hosts deal with any more  difficulties.”

A pointed look at Lynette, and she knows who he’s actually talking to. She clutches a frill on her dress.

This time  can’t  be like the last.

A while after, he makes off to a nearby group, leaving Lynette and Lyney glancing around at the arcs, statues, and vases that fill every corner of the hall. As they wait in silence, Lynette looks down at the tiny movements of her fingers, pressing her lips in thought.

If greeted,  Hello  and  It’s nice to meet you.  If complimented,  Thank you.  If asked a question,  Yes, No,  or  Pardon? Straight posture, polite expression, and most of all, follow Lyney. Lyney always knows what to do next.

He’s tapping the table now.

When he has her attention, he quickly cuts his eyes to the other end, where their papa approaches with that same group of smiling people. The nearer they draw, the more Lynette stiffens.

She’s practiced. Here goes.

“You two,” their papa says as he stops in front of a seat, “Meet some new acquaintances of mine. You’re familiar with one already.”

He steps to the side, allowing space for the gleaming figure of Miss Blaire to rush up to their chairs. As she closes in, Lynette tightens her hands and dons her most gracious smile.

“Oh, you two look so sweet as always. I just can’t,” she swoons, stepping close enough to make Lynette have to fight the urge to pull back. 

Compliment. “Thank you,” Lynette responds with her brother. 

Miss Blaire giggles, then waves a man in a feathered hat to her side. “My son, Everett,” she says as the man parts from the group to take his place next to her. “The birthday boy to-be.”

Everett…no,  Mister  Everett chuckles, then nods. “That’s me,” he says smoothly as his brown eyes settle on Lynette, then flick to Lyney. “And  you must be Lysander’s magic twins. Wonderful photos. I’m already a fan.”

Introduction, compliment. But the entire group is surrounding the table before Lynette can open her mouth to answer him, so she glances at Lyney, and as he says nothing, she says nothing. Around them, chairs move back and fill with figures covered with wide hats, flowing fabrics, and jingling jewelry. Eventually, the table settles, with their papa moving to take the final empty seat at the end.

The talk that ensues is talk of “arrangements” and “propositions”, words and offers Lynette can hardly follow, let alone understand. She tries to listen regardless, keeping her ears up to catch every question, answer, and explanation; Mister Owen and his banquet, Miss Beatrice and her ball, Miss Ava and her anniversary…

Her head is stretched thin by the time any adult at the table takes another look in her direction. “Some treats for the children?” Mister Everett offers, waving his hand to stop a nearby butler carrying a glass tray. “They’re being so lovely.”

“Aren’t they?” agrees a black-haired lady sitting across from him. She brushes her fan aside, making room for the butler to lower the tray of small cakes to the table. The gold hoops of her earrings clink together as she turns her head to Lynette and Lyney, inviting them with a red-lipped smile.

Lynette purses her lips. She stares at a cake in the tray’s center – its soft, golden fullness, the glimmering flakes of sugar dusted across the top…

She won’t reach. She’ll sit for hours with burning cheeks before she  ever  lets herself near another piece of glass. In fact, she should probably stop looking, should doing even that for too long be enough to crack the tray. 

No more difficulties. She causes enough of those already, so even as Lyney reaches and takes a frosted cake for himself, Lynette keeps her hands in her lap.

From the corner of her vision, Mister Everett frowns. “Not hungry, hm?”

Their papa’s face tightens. He exhales, shaking his head. “She’ll indulge when she indulges. She’s not the quickest with things, I’ve learned.”

She doesn’t know why that makes her clench. Not like he’s wrong.

Lynette’s eyes sink to her lap until a gasp from Miss Blaire draws them right back up. “Speaking of them, did they bring their little magic tricks?” she asks, leaning toward their papa. “You know, I’ve been itching to see that game with the coins again. You  must see that one, Everett. It’s brilliant!”

Their papa’s face loosens. He nods as his expression returns to a pleasant smile. “They do. My twins are never unprepared.” A gesture to Lynette and Lyney. “Go on, show him.”

Lynette’s ear twitches.

Show him? Meaning stand and perform right now? When everything in her body is more solid than stone?

…Yes, right now. Magic, coos, and kamera snaps are what she and Lyney are here for. She ought to know that much by now, but her papa did say she’s not the quickest, and he’s very smart, so he’s not wrong.

Lynette pushes herself from the chair and joins her brother as they move to the front of the table. When they stop, Lyney glances over, slipping a hand into his pocket.

After a moment, they count down quietly, then they start their turns. Every beat of motion and every count of speech, they pass through with rehearsed precision, pulling and vanishing as the table watches them in amused silence. It’s the same as always…until Lynette glances up and catches the brown of Everett’s eyes.

He’s not watching them both. He’s watching  her…

…as he should be. She’s a magician – a performer. What’s the point of a performer no one watches? 

She’s a performer. Performers are meant to be watched…but even that fact doesn’t stop the cold crawling up the back of her neck. Despite that, she fixes her attention back on her hands, and when Lyney calls “Open!”, she finishes her final turn. Then she takes her brother’s hand, bows, and smiles through the table’s applause.

When Lynette returns to her seat, her neck is still cold.







Lynette doesn’t know how much longer she can keep her back straight. She looks to a nearby window, and when she sees the sun still high and  bright, she deflates.

Is this all adults do at these gatherings? Talk? How do they find  this many words to say about the same things? Even Lyney doesn’t talk this much, and he can think up words and sentences like he thinks up new magic tricks.

The seconds slow, the words creep along, and the longer Lynette sits, the harder sitting becomes. She pulls her tail into her lap and grips it, stopping both it from swaying and her hands from reaching for the fresh platter of cakes.

Papa isn’t moving. Lyney isn’t moving. So she can’t move either. 

Lynette runs her twitching fingers through the fur on her tail, straining through the next few minutes until the swell in her bones threatens to burst.

She can’t move, but she can’t stay either.

“Is she alright?”

The question stops the drag of conversation. When Lynette looks up, all eyes at the table are looking back. 

She clutches her tail. 

What this time? How did she make a scene when she was sitting straight, still, and silently – when she was doing everything Papa said to do?

She nearly curls in on herself when Mister Everett’s brow dips. “Is something wrong?”

She wants to take a cake. She wants to stand and stretch. She wants the sun to move faster so they can get to the part where their papa says “We’re done here.”

“No sir,” she answers instead.

To that, Miss Blaire gives a thoughtful hum. “A bathroom break, perhaps?” she suggests, looking to their now silent papa. “They  have  been sitting here a while. I’m surprised they didn’t need to go sooner. Patient little things, aren’t they?”

Their papa glances at her sidelong. A long second later, he nods. “Yes, patient…” he agrees, narrowing his eyes as they shift back to Lynette. “You may go. Return in ten minutes.”

It’s only a little time away from everything, but even a little is enough. Lynette stands, finds the hall Miss Blaire is pointing her to, and only walks toward it because bolting for it would be uncivilized.

Before she turns into the hall, the last thing she hears is her brother asking to go with her. She slows her pace and hopes.

“No,” comes their papa’s answer, quick and sharp. “One at a time.”







It all eases a little once she’s behind the door.

Lynette lets out a breath, and for the first time, allows her ears to drop. Her soft footsteps echo from the bright walls around her as she crosses to the other side and rests against a counter, arms pulled tight around her middle.

For the minutes that pass, she stands there and searches for a flicker – for any semblance of warmth to break apart and thaw the piles of ice around her nerves. Her eyes drift from her reflection in the floor to a small window above the sink, then beyond the window to the stretch of grass fading into distant mountaintops.

The blue flowers. The seafood soup. The colorful dots she can count. Why does it all have to be so far away?

Maybe there’s a current somewhere – some invisible rope of air she can catch and let pull her back to just one thing she can recognize. The storehouse; the shed; the hotel room.  Any  place that isn’t this place with its brightness and chatter, its tightness and glass, its eyes and  Watch yourselves closelys…

Lynette reaches for the window, spreads her fingers, and closes them tight.

They grasp nothing.

Why would they? Lyney is here. Papa is here.  Home is here, waiting at the dinner table for her to be out in the next two minutes. She shouldn’t want to go, but like the rotten vine she is, she still does.

When Lynette opens the bathroom door, she’s no better than she was when she first stepped past it, but she gathers her politeness, raises her ears high, and  pushes  until afternoon golds sink into evening ambers, until knots of people thin to scattered forms, until pieces of her are chipping and falling away.

She leaves the house looking back at those mountaintops, but this time, she knows not to reach.







Lynette is still thinking of mountains when she hears her brother’s footsteps.

“Lynette?”

For a second, she thinks to protest like she did before. They know Rule One, but Lyney is quick and quiet enough, so Papa won’t come.

She sits up in her bed and answers him back, “I’m up.”

When he slinks into her room, they cross their legs in the blanket and get lost in little lands of talking fruits and ocean dragons. They sail, they fly, and as the warmth finally finds its way into Lynette’s nerves, she can almost swear her room is their old hideout instead.

He leaves too fast again, but as her eyes lower to the now empty space in her bed, they catch on the round form of a wrapped object. Lynette turns the object over in her fingers, then gingerly peels away the wrapper.

It’s a cake, golden and dusted in sugar flakes.

She looks at it and doesn’t even let herself ask how he got it. It doesn’t matter, not more than the fact that he even tried to get it in the first place…

…and that she’d never have half the nerve to do the same for him, because he’s brave, and she’s not. He’s healthy, and she’s rotten.

Lynette rewraps her brother’s sweetness, finds a slot in her drawer, and hides it away from her maids, her papa, and herself.







Everything is the same at the next gathering…everything except the number of people at their table. More lords, ladies, and last names to remember; more eyes that’ll be on her the moment she moves or looks the wrong way.

Lynette sits where her papa assigns her, raises her ears, and tries again to listen to that same talk of big words and bigger offers she can’t make any sense of. Eventually, the conversation turns to questions, and when the curious glances come, Lynette knows that’s their cue.

Once their papa motions to them, they stand and go to their place, they count and do their turns, and they bow and offer their smiles. The entire time, Lynette keeps her eyes on her hands, away from Mister Everett’s pits of deep brown that latch onto her every movement. When she sits down, she’s searching for any hint of the buzzes from before.

She doesn’t find a single one. Those disappeared a long time ago.

“Bravo!” cheers a lady on the far end of their table, yanking Lynette from her inattention. “Do they come up with these on their own?”

A look passes their papa’s features. Lynette can’t tell if it’s a good or bad one. He points to Lyney. “He does.”

In front of her, Lyney makes a faint sound. He stiffens a little as every head turns to him.

“Does he really?” croons the lady, her lavender eyes glittering with intrigue. “Little genius.”

Their papa agrees with a single nod. “Of course he is. I only raise the best.”

After that comes question after question. When did Lyney learn to pull things from hats? Does Lyney prefer cards or coins? Where does Lyney get all his bright ideas? As always, Lyney answers every single one with the perfect tone and the even more perfect sentence, keeping their papa’s expression a pleased smile.

Lynette sits still and looks on at all the sparks of joy…all the smiles and compliments her papa hauls up and rains onto her brother – more than he’s ever so much as brushed her with. She knows she needs trimming, yet still, she can’t stop the hot sting that sprouts in her chest and climbs…climbs…climbs…

She needs to go.

Lynette clenches her hands and waits. When a moment of silence allows her, she finds just enough courage to ask in the sweetest tone she can manage “May I go to the bathroom?”







It’s good for them both.

It’s easy for him, and that’s good for them both. She’s thankful that it’s easy for him, because things being easy for him is what kept them safe before, and what keeps them safe now.

Lynette leans against a sink and says those silent words to herself, then says them again. Each repetition is a blade to the burning stalk in her chest, cutting it away – pruning it like her papa said should be done with bad vines.

She’s thankful that things are easy for Lyney, and in a minute, she’s going to go back to the table and behave like it.

Lynette leaves the sink still feeling a prick. The prick doesn’t last long, because when she steps out of the bathroom and finds a brown-eyed figure waiting, it turns to a bolt of cold.

Lynette’s breath catches. She starts to inch back a little, but stops herself once she remembers to be civil.

“Hi, Mister Everett,” she forces out.

He chuckles softly, pushing himself from the wall he was leaning on. “Frightened you, did I? I’m sorry about that. Listening to your chipper brother makes it easy to forget how timid you are.”

Lyney tends to do that…make her easy to forget, but that’s a thought she tosses before it can sprout another stalk.

Lynette’s ear flicks. “It’s okay, sir.”

A pause. He tilts his head.

“Is it, now?”

A squeak nearly escapes Lynette’s throat. She keeps herself together and nods. “Yes sir.”

For a while, Mister Everett looks at her silently. After a glance to the side, he steps forward and lowers himself to her level.

“Are you sure?” he asks, a gentle lilt to his voice. “It hasn’t seemed like it since we all got here. I just want to make sure Lysander’s little princess is doing alright. That’s all.”

Why won’t he just  leave? No one else at the table cares about her stiff arms and cold hands. What makes them so important to him all of a sudden? Did Papa ask him to come because she was away too long? There can’t be any other reason for whatever this is.

Again, she nods. “Yes sir.”

An odd look crosses Mister Everett’s face, one that makes Lynette’s insides curl. He sighs and stands.

“Alright then.”

Finally, he backs away, allowing space for Lynette to pass. She grips her forearm and pads past him, dropping her gaze to the floor.

She’s nearly reached the corner of the hall when his voice stops her again. “We haven’t known each other long. I do understand that, but…” A shift. “…you can still tell me anything. No one else may listen to you, but I will.”

…He’s just trying to make her feel better.

It was  supposed  to make her feel better.

It  doesn’t make her feel better. Not even slightly. 

Despite that same crawl up her neck, Lynette nods. 

“Thank you, sir.”







Lyney spends the rest of his afternoon next to their papa, buried to his neck in croons, questions, and compliments.

Lynette spends the rest of her afternoon on the empty side of the table, wishing that the sunlight would burn her to nothing.







If Lynette could be a doll, she’d be the perfect princess.

She’d have forever bright eyes with lashes curled to just the right point. Her hair would cascade down her back in a lustrous sheet that would sway like silk whenever she moved. She’d stand tall as a beam and straight as a needle, her arms, hands, and fingers always in the right places. Her frame would suit every dress, and her smile every moment.

Most of all, she’d never feel a thing.

Her papa would take his blade and carve her into the perfect doll for any occasion, and she’d be still, smiling through it all.

If Lynette could be a doll, she’d be the perfect princess.

But Lynette isn’t a doll, and she can never be her papa’s princess. She can only lie in her bed and stare at the window, trying over and over to cut out sprouts of feelings she can’t name.

Lyney is at her door again. Faintly, he calls.

She doesn’t answer. She lies still and lets him keep calling, until his voice quiets and his footsteps trail away.




Notes for the Chapter:
From bad to worse…
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* How’d I forget to add these last chapter? The “tricky coins” the twins own are based on a real-life magic prop called color deception coins (or chips; it can be either), which operate much like they do in the fic. Tricks with them are a lot of fun to watch, in my opinion.

* Another small thing regarding magic props: Plastic playing cards are the fanciest, most durable kind you can get. They’re also, in my opinion, the nicest looking. You can take a look at them to get an idea of what Lynette and Lyney’s current card sets look like. They’re super cool, though not a very happy symbol in the context of the twins’ current situation, I suppose.

That’s all for now. See you in the next chapter. 💖






17. Prince





Prince



The light comes again, spilling into the dark of Lynette’s eyelids to shatter the little peace she has. Her maids come to her with the same shake and  [bookmark: return1]Good morning, but this time, Lynette doesn’t move. She squeezes shut her eyelids and turns her face into the silk of her pillow, weighted to her mattress by the thump in her head and the ache in her bones.

Footsteps rap up to the side of her bed. After tugging open her drawer, Blythe shakes her again. “Lynette,” she chides. “Up you go now. You know how your  père is about punctuality.”

Lynette knows how her papa is about a lot of things – arms always folded; face always alight with flash after flash of the purest disappointment a man can experience; eyes always fixed on her, but never finding a single real thing to look at.

Why get up? Just to grieve her father? Sicken her brother? Spoil their vineyard? She’ll sink into the mattress and suffocate before she does any more of that. A vine can’t do any damage if it’s dead.

Lynette doesn’t even twitch. She lies still, sullen, and silent until the motions of her maids quiet behind her.

For a moment, the shifts of their movements return before Blythe sets a hand to her shoulder to shake her again. She tightens it, then with a sigh, pulls it back.

“Listen to me, dear,” she says. “I know things are still hard. They’re hard for everyone, believe me, but what’s life without a little struggle to make us stronger?” She pauses for a beat to shift again, the mattress dipping with her weight as she seats herself at its edge. “All things get easier in time, and you’ve been doing okay so far.” Her hand returns to her shoulder, giving it a light tug. “So let’s take another step toward easier days. Come on. You’ll do just fine.”

 Just fine?  She wasn’t there when the table toppled, she didn’t see the edges of displeasure in her papa’s face, and she’s never heard of what rotten vines can do to magnificent vineyards. What would she know about what it is to “do just fine”? Never more than Papa, the smartest person Lynette’s ever known.

Still, with a soft groan, Lynette gathers her strength and draws herself upward, wincing at the pain that immediately hammers the back of her head. She drags herself from the mattress and follows her maids into the bathroom, stopping in front of the tub she was told she’d eventually get used to.

When the routine starts, it’s milder than Lynette remembers. Blythe’s scrubbers don’t scratch as much; Nadine’s combs run a little slower; Colette’s metal doesn’t send as much heat to the back of her neck. Once, she even gets a “Doing alright?”

Lynette, of course, nods, and the cycles of bristles and tugs go on until she’s standing at the door in her violet frills, straight hair, beating head, and heavy limbs. She steadies herself as Blythe steps up next to her, offering a firm pat to her shoulder.

“See? You were just having a rough moment,” she smiles. “Better ones are ahead. Just give everything time.”

Better… Time…

Maybe.







The carriage seats are never this rough to sit on, but that’s nothing strange; everything is rougher to the touch today. This ride, at least, didn’t last as long as the others.

Once her door opens. Lynette pulls herself from her seat to the pavement, wincing at the knock in her head that’s punished every movement she’s made since the morning. She waits for her brother and papa, then they all enter the gate before them as it clicks and slowly parts its doors.

Lynette can’t see much of the lawn they pass, not through the pulsing throbs of light at the seams of her vision. She takes a long blink and exhales, pulling herself past the angled hedge walls and up the cobbled porch steps. After a ring of the doorbell, they’re inside, and the oily smell that floods Lynette’s head makes her want to turn around and go right back down the path they came from.

A tap to her shoulder shifts her attention from her ache to her papa. “Things will be different today. You’ll wait with me until the tables are served,” he instructs them both. “Clear?”

A unified “Yes, Papa” later, he nods in approval, then leads them past a table of empty dishes to a seat perched before a tall, arched window. Once they’re sitting, he settles between them, eyes fixed on the wide-hatted and long-coated figures trickling through the hall’s double doors. Lynette rests her back against a seat pillow, letting her eyes flicker closed as she survives another round of pounds to her skull.

“Tired, are we?” her papa’s voice cuts in, making her flit her eyes right back open. “How could that be? We  are  going to bed when told, aren’t we?”

Well…

Lynette bristles. She doesn’t think she mistakes the flush that sneaks its way onto her brother’s face, a look he covers with a turn to the opposite side and a firm enough “Yes.”

Their papa shifts, leveling Lynette with a sharp look. “And you?”


 Well… 


 …she’s not the one getting out of bed, so she stops her ear from flicking, presses her tail down, and grinds out a nod. Still her papa holds the look for a second…two seconds…three seconds…four…

Lynette’s fingers tense.

Every time, Lyney was too quick to see and too quiet to hear, so there’s no way…

Lynette releases when her papa’s eyes finally move away. “Good. Then there’s no reason for that posture,” he says. “Fix it.”

And despite her head roaring and kicking at her for it, she sits up, and she fixes it – folds her arms in her lap, pulls her ears to the front, and locks her eyes ahead.

Figure by figure, the space fills with clacks of high heels and pipes of jovial talk, prickles of sound that bounce from the walls around them and shoot straight for Lynette’s skull. She scans past tables, arches, and windows, searching for anything that looks like a bathroom…

The moment her eyes find a feathered hat instead, they jolt back down.

Too late, because he starts approaching. “And here they are,” Mister Everett greets them once he crosses the hall, tipping his hat. “You should know that word’s getting around about you. ‘Lysander’s House of Magic’, they’re saying.”

Their papa shifts forward to stand, face switching to a smile. “I’ve been suspecting as much, judging by the beast our schedule’s become.”

“Well I fear it’s only downhill from here,” Mister Everett winks. “My mother’s not too keen on letting you go any time soon. Loves herself some novelty, you see.”

Their papa raises a brow. “You make her sound strange for it. Don’t we all?”

“To an extent, yes, though if I’m to be candid, I fancy…” Mister Everett sways a hand, glancing to the side in thought, “…smaller pleasures. A morning walk, an evening sunset, a hearty meal – the everyday joys of being. Though of course, if offered an ornate birthday, I’d be a fool to refuse.” A beat. “Ah, speaking of birthdays, my mother’s been meaning to ask. When do you turn thirty-two?”

Something in their papa hitches. Has that ever happened before? “No time soon. What makes her curious?”

Mister Everett chuckles. “What do you think? You’ve been her hero in entertainment for the past month. Of course she wants to celebrate you.” His eyes flick to Lynette, linger, then switch to Lyney. “Them too.”

For the first time, something akin to an actual emotion passes their papa’s features. It, like many things do, only exists for a flash.

“Is  that right?” he laughs, quirking a brow upward. “Well, we’re honored to now have the recognition of the Lefevere household.”

Mister Everett smiles. “You’ve had that for a while, Lysander.”

The rest of their conversation is the same routine of smiles and comments Lynette’s seen at every other hall they’ve sat in. They drift from topic to topic as the space crowds and the sounds of idle chatter build. Eventually, after a smile and a final glance to Lynette and Lyney, Mister Everett strides off to disappear behind an opening on the opposite side of the hall.

For the moments that follow, their papa is silent, eyes intent on the space in front of him. He returns to his seat after a pleased sigh, bringing a hand to Lyney’s shoulder as his smile spreads.

“This  is what it’s all for,” he says, angling his head to Lyney. “You understand now, don’t you?”

All Lyney answers with is a single nod after a blank stare. It seems to do enough, because their papa only pats his shoulder and fixes his eyes back ahead.

He doesn’t turn to Lynette, not even slightly. She should’ve known better than to think that he would.







They’re the house of magic, everyone’s new hero in entertainment, so of course their table would be pinned dead in the center of the hall. How else is everyone supposed to see them? It’s no surprise, no mystery…

…and no respite, but there’s no such thing as respite anymore.

Air sweeps past Lynette as a line of waitresses rushes by, their hands stacked with trays, bowls, and tall glasses. Their paths branch to different circles of tables as they pause to deliver their courses, curtsy, then hurry back through the hall doors to emerge once again with their hands full.  Gradually, the tables around them shift to indulge in their steaming plates and sparkling drinks, bubbling their laughter into the air.

The only quiet table is, as always, theirs, but it’s not their time for conversation yet. There are still magic turns to take.

Their papa’s eyes remain steady until the last of the tables receives their round of dishes, then, with a pointed gesture, he directs them to a nearby group and orders “Go.”

At that, they’re up, side-by-side, and off to their first assignment. As they approach the first table, every head that was dipped over a meal turns to them, waiting with eager eyes. “Well hello,” says the man at the closest seat. “Do the Faucher twins come to dazzle yet again?”

Lyney sneaks a coin into his palm and puts on his smile. “Yes we do!” he chimes. A glance to Lynette, a sweep of his eyes across the other figures at the table, and their turns begin. Lynette shoves back the knocks of protest in her head as she runs through her lines and motions until the final bow, leaving the table in light applause and amused nods.

“Delightful. They’re just like the Countess wrote,” muses a blonde woman from the far end of the table. She turns to the woman next to her and leans in with a playful smirk. “Maybe I should snatch the boy for a bit. He can teach my nephew Nathan a thing or two.”


 Nathan. 


The name sends a sting to Lynette’s tail and a rock into her stomach. It must do something similar for Lyney, because he immediately shifts his weight –  recoils, almost.

“I can…ask Papa,” he still manages to get out.

The rock only turns when the woman laughs. “Joking!”  Oh. “I know Lysander. He’s not having that for sure.” Well that’s another thing to thank him for. “Besides, it’ll take more than a magic lesson to fix that boy.”

She’s not completely wrong, but how can Lynette think that when she’s worse than he is? Nathan, at least, doesn’t trip over words.

They stand smiling through another pile of the adults’ comments until the looks on their faces leaves Lynette quite sure they’re not joking anymore. Still, they keep their expressions in tact and head for the next table with the most polite of waves.

Lynette tips her ear backwards as she blinks away another ache. Another line of maids whizzes past, bringing a current of air that carries with it a hint of the woman’s hushed voice.

“I thought the photos were edited, but no, she really has them…”

A bewildered scoff. “Heavens, leave the poor child alone. She can’t help what she’s born with.”

“I’m not making fun of her! I’m only wondering.” A pause. “I suspect the research institute. You never know what they’re meddling with these days.”

“Making children in labs…” A man’s voice sighs. “You come up with something outrageous every time I see you.”

“Well how else do you explain that? What real human have you seen walking around with a  cat’s tail? This isn’t Inazuma; those things just don’t happen here! I wouldn’t be surprised if…”

It’s all Lynette’s head can take.

She turns her ears back to the front, and even though they tighten and throb with each repeat of her magic turns, she never lets them move.







By the time they return to their table, it’s filled with more unfamiliar faces, and for once, Lynette is grateful to have a seat at the quieter end.

Their papa calls Lyney to the chair next to him, then welcomely drones on with the other adults about the same things they always talk about. Lynette curls her ears inward, shielding her head from the hall with its aggravating clutter of footsteps, tableware, and conversation. From the back, a waiter approaches, offering the table another spread of treats Lynette has to avert her eyes from.

“Answer me something,” says a man at their table as he reaches for the spread, “If the boy’s behind all the magic, what good does a helper do him? Surely he can hold his own hat.”

Lynette’s ears uncurl in an instant.

Their papa gives an acknowledging hum. “You jest, but I’ve considered that myself. There are other avenues for Lynette, I’m well aware.” He tips his head forward, sparing Lynette a brief glance. “Do you mean to offer suggestions?”

“I  certainly do,” Miss Blaire chimes in, snatching away his attention. “She’s a rather polished kind of girl, the perfect type for…” Her eyebrows jump. “…a  magazine cover, hmm?”

…A what?

“Oh, you’re  right!” beams the black-haired lady from across the table. “Look at her! The eyes; the frame; the…” A gesture to Lynette’s twitching ears, “…  wow factor . That young lady’s got ‘Supermodel’ written all over her!”

 Supermodel? As in a tall woman who poses for a dozen cameras and twenty dozen more eyes?

Before Lynette can let the horrified whine escape her throat, she remembers that “jest” also means “joke”, and that there’s henceforth no reason to be gripping the fabric of her dress or searching once again for a bathroom…

…until her papa takes another look at her. “Yes, potential is certainly there…”

“Jest” means “joke”. “Jest” means “joke”. “Jest” means “joke”.

“It’s more than just  there  , my friend,” adds Mister Everett, slanting his gaze in Lynette’s direction. “Young, dainty, and  so  very unique.  [bookmark: return1]Yes, very beautiful.” He smiles and turns to Lyney. “What do you think? Would your sister make a better assistant or a better model?”

The tight “Uh…” her brother rasps out makes her heart plunge into her stomach. He looks to her…to Mister Everett…to Miss Blaire…to their papa…

After a few silent seconds, their papa taps the table a single time. “Well…” he prompts, fixing Lyney with irises of iron, “…what do you think?”

Lynette may be her family’s blot – too slow at thinking and too quick at freezing, but if nothing else, she’s still her brother’s helper. A good one? Maybe; maybe not, but if Lyney thinks she’s a bad helper, he’s probably right she’ll just try harder to be a good one. All that takes is more rehearsal, and rehearsal has been her existence since the first time she walked through their papa’s front doors. 

She’s not the best helper, but she can learn to do better. Lyney knows that, doesn’t he? 

“She…” Lyney,  please. “…can do both. Lynette can do a lot of things.”

It’s a good enough answer for her.

It’s not for their papa. “An endearing sentiment, but not  quite  one that answers the question,” he probes, narrowing his eyes for a split second.

Mister Everett laughs softly. “That’s alright. Let him be. We’re only discussing hypotheticals. Though…” A sidelong glance to Lynette makes her tail sweep. “…I’m sure we can make arrangements for her sometime down the line, just for exploration’s sake. It can’t hurt to let a girl try new things.”

Lynette looks at her papa’s expression and knows by the thoughtful fold in his brow that they’re miles beyond “jesting.” As every part of her sinks, her gaze falls to a bubble drifting upward through the clear in his glass.

“Agreed.” He pinches the glass by its stem, lifting it to tilt it in the air. The bubble swerves into the glass’s edge and dissipates. “That, I’ll take you up on.”

Purple flits over on the ridge on Lynette’s vision, a shift or gesture from her brother, maybe. Lynette doesn’t know, because she doesn’t look up at him once.







It doesn’t hit her until they’re a long way from the house.

Those “arrangements”…

She’s Lyney’s helper now, but soon, she won’t be.

It makes sense. Lyney is the smiler, the dazzler, the boundless box of thoughts and ideas. Lyney isn’t just the boy behind the magic, Lyney  is the magic.

She’s just…

She’s  trying.  

She’s  trying. She botches sentences and breaks glass; she doesn’t think or act quick enough, but never once has she messed up a line or missed a magic turn. Isn’t that all it takes to be a helper?

Lynette squints as a lamppost rolls past her carriage window. The light it casts falls on the lines gripped into her frills.

Blythe said better moments come in time, but if she’s right, why isn’t trying enough for Lynette to keep the little magic she can make? Why won’t Papa’s eyes soften? And why, after an entire day, does her head still  hurt?

Another light passes. Lynette lowers her head.

Trying isn’t enough, but if that’s so, then what is? What does it even matter? Every occasion ends in the same two things, her papa’s disappointment, and her brother’s pity.

Another light. Lynette blinks.

Trying will never be enough, especially when she exists next to someone who doesn’t have to try. And now that same someone, looking in her direction, regarding her with that  pity that makes her want to reach over and claw the skin off his oh-so flawless little…

…little…

Another light passes. Lynette closes her eyes.







He comes to her door again, ready with his scraps of pity to leave at her front like she’s some starving animal.

It can be a cake or a gemstone torn from the stomach of a dragon. She doesn’t want it. Not anymore.

“Leave me alone.”

The words jet from her before he even calls her name, freezing him where he stands. 

“…Why?”

Why? Because he’s Lyney, Papa’s favorite little dazzler who leaves her his pity while he keeps all the smiles and compliments for himself. Because he’s Lyney, the boy who’s never had to struggle to be perfect. Papa said she sickens him, but maybe she should sicken him more. At least then, he’d have to  try  a little to be Lyney, the healthy vine; Lyney, the good child; Lyney, Lyney, Lyney, the perfect

little


 prince. 


All at once, the stalk sprouts again, climbs, and  breaks free. 

“I don’t want it. Get out.” Lynette turns her head as her nails tear through her bed sheet. “Get out!”

Lyney startles. He jerks the door, pulling it to a crack. “Lynette–”

“No!” Lynette wails through wet, burning eyes. “No,  no! Get out!”

Fear? Confusion? Both? Lynette can’t tell, but whatever it is, it makes her brother  shrink. “Please…” he whispers. “Don’t…don’t be mad at me…”

No, it doesn’t make him shrink. It takes his words and scatters them. It makes him freeze and think too slowly. It makes him  struggle. Lyney can  struggle, and that’s all that matters.

She doesn’t say another word to him, so he stands there and he struggles, until finally, he backs away.

“I’m sorry…”

It’s a whimper of a sound, but it doesn’t make Lynette budge.

Silence.

Footsteps, small and slow.

A click.

Then, light.

Lynette’s stomach lurches, casting away whatever she might have been feeling seconds ago. In that feeling’s place opens a gaping pit of cold, one that spreads the longer she looks at the two figures in the hallway.

The taller figure cocks his head and folds his arms.

“Are you lost?”

Lyney’s figure stays still, save for the slightest tremble.

“N-No…Papa…”

“Then what are you doing here?”

A pause.

“I…I wanted to see her…”

“You’ve seen her every day.”

“But I–”

“You  what? Thought I would be sleeping, and would therefore not know from the very first moment that my son is  breaking my rules?”

Their papa takes a step, and the sound Lyney makes nearly rips Lynette in two.

“Lyney…” he lilts as he closes the distance between them. Quickly, his voice drops. 

“I  never  sleep.”

He stops, then steps to the side, allowing Lyney an empty path.

“You have fifteen seconds.”

Lyney opens his mouth, but at an immediate snap of their papa’s finger, he clamps it shut.

“Fourteen…thirteen…twelve…eleven…” 

Lyney’s shaking hands clench. With a whine, he releases his breath and tears for the end of the hall. As his panicked footsteps fade, Lynette lies still, awash in cold.

Lyney can struggle. He did struggle.

But that?  That, she never wanted. She thought she did, but no, no, no, she didn’t.

Her papa is at the door. Lynette stiffens as he enters and goes straight for her drawer. He pulls it open, and in one swift motion, swipes up the cake hidden inside.

A silent beat later, “I asked you if your wish was to destroy what we have…”

His eyes glint – silver darts that turn and aim right at her.

“Now, I have your true answer.”

And what can she even say? He’s not wrong. Look what she just did.

He leaves with her brother’s cake, the hallway darkens, and Lynette curls in on herself, knowing that her papa should’ve just burned the bad vine instead.




Notes for the Chapter:
*~Notes to come later.~*






18. Tears





Tears



Lynette opens her eyes to the sun, risen high and draping her bed’s canopy in a coat of warm gold.

It shouldn’t be there.

Her heart jumps and she swings herself upright, frantically flitting her eyes to her empty drawer, her open closet, her parted curtains. Her ears spring into the air, searching for the familiar shuffle of thick heels on glossed floors.

Blythe? Colette? Nadine? They’re supposed to be here. They’re always here when she wakes.

They don’t hate her too, do they? They don’t think

“Oh, good,” comes Blythe’s voice from her closet. She steps out and pushes the doors shut behind her, smoothing down a small pile of white dresses in her arms. “Let’s get going quickly.”

She paces to her dresser and spreads out the topmost dress, then folds the others and lowers them into an open drawer. Lynette looks on for a silent moment, then rubs her eyes and slides out of bed. A minute later, the two of them are standing in the sunlit bathroom, waiting in the sound of running water.

Colette and Nadine aren’t here…

The thought must’ve made its way onto her face, because Blythe looks over from her shuffling at the bathroom sink and informs “It’s just me this morning. The others are downstairs.”

Well…they’re still here. They shouldn’t be, but they are, and that’s all Lynette knows to wish for by now.

Lynette counts through the scrubs, steps to the mirror, then prepares to stare through the tugs and bristles and hot metal. When Blythe’s voice breaks the long silence, she nearly startles.

“You should start watching this closely. You’ll need to do it yourself soon.” She pulls back and fastens a lock of Lynette’s hair, then pats down the ruffled shoulder of Lynette’s dress. The entire time, her eyes remain hard and focused.

This isn’t the same kind of dress. Plain white, no frills.

Blythe isn’t the same kind of Blythe either, but the reason for all of that is pretty obvious, isn’t it? Mean girls don’t get shining hair, frilled dresses, and nice maids.

For a change, she’ll listen, and maybe that’ll fix things just a little.

Through the rest of the routine, Lynette’s eyes stay on the quick movements of Blythe’s thin arms. By the time they stop, she still doesn’t understand a thing those arms have done, but she’s listened, and she hopes that’s good enough.

The next time Lynette looks at herself in the mirror, she sees the dried trickles lining her cheeks.

Were those always there? For how long? And why?

It doesn’t matter. Blythe tips her head up, and in one swipe of a cloth, they no longer exist. She lowers herself and sets two firm hands to Lynette’s shoulders, boring the burned gold of her irises into Lynette’s own.

“No tears today. When you get downstairs, you will pay attention, and you will push through,” she admonishes. She stands and takes Lynette by the arm. “Now let’s go.”







When Lynette reaches the bottom of the stairwell, what waits for her is not her papa or brother, but a mop, a spray bottle, and a group of figures who trail along invisible paths of her home’s lounge, working with their cloths and humming machines. 

Blythe steps ahead of her, pulling the mop’s handle from where it rests against the table. She motions with the handle to the busy forms of Nadine and Colette. “Your father and brother are spending some time alone. They’ll be back for you this evening, so for the day, he’s assigned you to us.”

They left without her…

No, Papa got Lyney far away from her, and that doesn’t sting at all because it’s exactly what she gets. Mean girls don’t get kind brothers.

“Lynette, pay attention.” She is, she is. “Your chore is one of the more important ones. Hold this and watch.”

Blythe passes Lynette the mop handle, then takes the spray bottle and spritzes the floor in front of their feet. Once she pulls back the bottle, she gestures to the patch of sleek wetness on the floor. “Wipe the mop across. Hold the handle with two hands, and make one long streak from here…” A sweep of her hand to a point further ahead, “…to there. Your streak shouldn’t have any gaps in it.”

Two hands. Long streak. Here to there. No gaps. She can do that…

A hesitant blink later, Lynette adjusts her grip on the mop’s handle and obeys. When Blythe stops next to her and takes a look at the glistening streak left along the floor, she nods. “Hm…good for a first. Keep doing that until you get to the other side of the room, then turn and go back in the other direction next to the last line you made. Do that until the entire floor is covered, then let me know you’re finished.”

After another spritz of the floor, she passes the spray bottle to Lynette. “You just learned how to polish the floors,” she notes. “That’s what you’ll spend your day doing. If you need anything, call Colette, Nadine, or me.” She starts toward a rack of cleaning tools resting against the opposite wall, glancing back a final time. “Get on it, Lynette. Don’t stand there and waste time.”

She turns her back and strides off, leaving a blank-faced Lynette to her mop and spray bottle. Slowly, Lynette’s eyes travel down to the next sheeny patch on the floor.

This is what Papa wants from her now? A girl in a plain dress with a bottle and a mop?

Then she’ll listen to Blythe, and she’ll be her papa’s girl in a plain dress with a bottle and a mop. Once she finishes the floors, she’ll polish the walls, then the windows, then the arches, then the chandeliers, then the ceilings, and finally her skin. Her spotted, decayed skin.

It’s a chance. Even after everything, her papa is giving her a chance.

Lynette tightens her grip on the mop handle and starts on her next streak.







She thought the lounge would be all, but Blythe did say floors…with an s at the end, so the lounge spread to the hallways, then wound back through rooms she’s never seen until everything converged in the empty dining hall.

It looked easy, like something she could do, but nothing in the world is easy, and the aches came back to remind her of exactly that.

Lynette releases the mop handle and lets her burning body slump to a dry portion of the floor. She rests her back against the wall as another assault of throbs to the head threatens to send tears into her eyelids.

“You aren’t finished.”

Lynette jerks her gaze to Blythe’s frame between the archway. When Blythe approaches, her tail coils around her ankle. “Get up,” she says, stooping down to grip Lynette by the forearm. “You’re tired, I know, but you are not finished.”

It’s only pushes, and it’s only streaks. She’ll finish, but the pangs hit like hammers that keep her nailed to the floor, and her arms don’t–

–have a second to calm their spasms, because Blythe yanks them and hauls her back to her feet. She snatches the mop handle from the wall and thrusts it back into Lynette’s hands, eyes and jaw set. “I told you yesterday to be stronger than this, now look where you are. Your father has had enough of this from you, so you will pick your tools back up and you will get through this or so help me, young lady. Do you hear me?”

She does hear her, so she clenches and she tries. She tries to dull the jabs of heat that split through every inch of her. She tries to keep her eyes away from the floor. She tries to bite and choke back that same wet heat pluming in her eyelids, threatening to spill over if something, anything doesn’t become just a little easier for her. A little. Why not just a little?

Two hands gripping her face. Fingers flicking at her eyelids. Blythe’s gaze, heavy and rigid. “No,” she scolds. “No more tears. You’re a big girl, Lynette, so get it together. You have to get it together.”

Blythe’s hands tighten, and they don’t release until Lynette swallows the last of her swelling sobs. Her eyes stay intent as Lynette’s breathing slows from gasps to sighs, then to normal.

Once Lynette quiets, the grip loosens, and the weight lifts.

“Okay,” says Blythe, calmly for once. “Are you ready now?”

Lynette nods, but the silent answer only earns her another tight-lipped frown. “That won’t do anymore. You have a voice for a reason. Use it.”

Blythe stands and waits, the hard amber of her eyes still set into Lynette’s. Eventually, she asks again “Are you ready?”

This time, Lynette uses her voice. 

“Yes…”

And finally, Blythe’s face eases. “Good.”

The hand returns, this time a gentler weight patting her shoulder. “Very good. This…this is doable, then,” Blythe says with a slight nod. She taps the top of the broom’s handle and motions down to the floor. “Now push through. You need to finish.”







When the front doors open that evening, the entire world stops breathing.

In one part of it, a rebathed and redressed Lynette, with her three stiff maids close behind. In the other part, her papa, with no one behind him because all he ever needs is himself.

In no part, her brother.

But that’s not where her attention needs to be. Eyes on Papa. Only Papa.

Gradually, his stormy irises inspect every inch of their housework. They run along the columns repainted, scan the plants repotted, flick up to the chandeliers dusted clean. Then, down, down to the floors – to Lynette’s work.

Did she do it well? From the way his eyes slacken, she thinks she might have.

A brisk “Hm” is his only acknowledgement before he turns and beckons once to Lynette. “We’re leaving.”

At once, she complies and moves forward. The space between them closes, and the only sounds are her small footsteps until behind her, there’s a single, low exhale.

“Actually, my lord, you must know. Lynette was phenomenal today.”

Again, the world stops. All eyes shift and land on Blythe.

She tenses her hands at her sides, then blends the movement into a smoothing of her apron. “She powered through and polished these floors all on her own. I only had to show her once.” At an aimed look in their directions, Colette and Nadine spring to life, eagerly bobbing their heads in tandem.

“Yes, yes!” agrees Nadine. “Very capable, that girl.”

Then, Colette. “And so quick! My lord, you should’ve seen her. She finished before several of the adults.”

“That’s exactly right,” finishes Blythe. She steps forward and plants herself in the space between Lynette and her papa. “And why she would without a doubt make an excellent attendant of your house. She’ll handle well what she does know, and have the three of us to teach her what she doesn’t.”


What


are they doing?

Is her papa thinking the same? He must be, because he doesn’t say a word in response. Instead, he angles his face downward and locks Blythe in a long, unblinking stare.

Finally, “I’m going to leave aside the matter of you three speaking entirely out of turn and instead ask why you, Blythe, felt the spontaneous need to bring this to my attention.”

Lynette catches the smallest clench in Blythe’s throat. She exhales again, steadier this time.

“Well…I just thought it best that we consider every option before any…” A glance to the side. “…decisions are made about her. I’d hate for us to miss something. That’s all.”

Nothing. Her papa’s face makes some twitch, a movement Lynette can barely recognize as a halted smile. “Miss something…” he mimics, folding his arms and narrowing his eyes. “You believe I’ve ‘missed something’?”

Any firmness in Blythe’s expression disintegrates. Her fingers flex at her sides. “Absolutely not, my lord. I was only–”

Like all sentences do, hers cuts the moment Papa raises a hand. “That’s quite alright, Blythe. I’ve heard enough from you.”

Then, his eyes shift to Lynette.

“What do you think?”

She…

She thinks…

What does she think?

Blythe shifts. She opens her mouth to speak, but Papa’s eyes slice up to her, and again, she shuts down.

“I asked her, so let her answer,” he orders. “Don’t disrespect my daughter.”

…Daughter?

She didn’t mishear that, and she doesn’t mistake what’s her papa’s face as his attention returns to her.

It’s a smile. For her. And not once does it move as he prompts her with a soft “Lynette?”

Her papa, smiling at her. Her papa, saying she’s his daughter. Her papa, defending her. Defending her from whatever Blythe is trying.

What is Blythe trying? Lynette got the violet frills back, the shining hair back, the soft smiles back. She’s no longer the bad vine. That’s what she worked for – what she wanted, and now Blythe is trying…

…to take it from her?

But she won’t take it, because for once Lynette will use her voice, and defend both herself and her father.

“No, Papa,” she shakes her head. “You can’t miss anything. You’re too smart.”

And as her papa’s smile curves upward, the buzzes come back, and Lynette’s ears push higher than she thinks they ever have.

“Why thank you, princess.” Princess… “I think that’s the most I’ve ever heard you speak,” he praises her, gray eyes glinting.

His gaze hardens, then flicks up to the sunken expressions of Blythe, Colette, and Nadine. “I suppose that settles this matter, then,” he says, waving his hand. “Dismissed. I’ll deal with the three of you later.”

Silently, Blythe looks back at him, a stretched moment of amber struggling against ash. Eventually, she sighs, turns her back, and climbs the stairs. Colette and Nadine follow, turning with her down the left hallway and disappearing.

It’s just her and Papa now. Father and daughter.

At a single encouraging glance, she’s by his side. His hand lowers to her shoulder as he smiles down at her.

She smiles back.







They arrive long after the sun has dipped into darkness. The doors open to them, they pass between the columns, and the space they step into hitches Lynette’s breath.

Before them, a carpet fenced with crystal statues that shimmer in the moonlight’s touch. They cross it to the columns at the end, and when they stop, Lynette has to stretch her neck to follow the translucent lines climbing the walls to the ceiling, where colored tiles spiderweb from the center to the roof’s curved edges.

Lynette thought the other houses were huge, but no. She didn’t know ones like this could even exist.

Her papa brushes her shoulder, pulling back her attention. “Of Lady Lefevere’s many estates, she chose the finest for her son’s celebration. How…thoughtful…” he muses flatly, then turns his head to her. “You stand in this estate as her honored guest.”

So…she’s important now. The thought makes her tail thump.

Did Lyney feel the same when he stepped inside? She doesn’t know, but that’s okay. It won’t be long before she gets him back too. For the time being, she has her papa’s kindness to fill that void.

He finds a seat beneath a window and points her to it. “You don’t seem to enjoy crowds, so look there. That area is yours until I return.” He glances to the door at the other side of the hall, where shadows move within the slit of light above the floor. “Should you need it, there’s a bathroom to your right. Be sure to ask for help if you have any trouble.”

When Lynette answers, “Okay,” he offers another smile. 

“Be good. I know you will,” he says, then he paces to the door and disappears within the bustle of figures inside.

For the minutes that pass, Lynette rests her back against the seat’s pillow and listens to the voices trickling through the door’s cracks. Miss Blaire’s, high and bold. Mister Everett’s, smooth and light. Eventually, Lyney’s…

Lyney’s isn’t the same. She can’t pinpoint exactly how, only that it isn’t, and that pinches the part of her stomach that’s been cold since last night.

She needs to get back to him, and she will, but right now, she’ll be good and wait. It’s about time she does a better job at listening to her papa.

Lynette rests her tail in the empty space beside her and settles her gaze on the still forms of the trees outside. She sways her feet, drums her fingers, and plays with her frills until a swing of the door and a burst of noise sends her attention back in the other direction.

Two butlers emerge, a small tray of sweets in hand. “Lord Faucher had these prepared for you,” they explain, approaching to lower the trays to the table in front of her. “Enjoy.”

They rush back into the doors, and Lynette is left staring at the two rows of small rolls. Her eyes catch on one frosted white and swirled with neat lines of orange.

Lyney might like that one, so she takes it from the row, wraps it in a napkin, and tucks it into her pocket. The rest, she finally lets herself enjoy.

Once she wipes the last smear of frosting from her fingers, it isn’t long before she’s looking to the right. She stands and turns down the hall, eyes searching for anything that looks like a bathroom.

A door at the very end. That must be it.

When she reaches it, she pushes it open and takes a step into the grass outside.

Outside.


…Outside? 


Lynette blinks. Behind her, the heavy door clasps shut. When she tries the handle again, it doesn’t budge.

That’s bad.

All she’d done was search for a bathroom. She was given simple instructions, and the trip was meant to be quick – into the bathroom, out of the bathroom. So how in the world did she end up locked outside?

It’s fine, it’s fine. She won’t let the lake of panic rise too high. Her papa told her what to do, so she swallows and looks around until – thank goodness – she finds a butler she can ask for help. Even better, she doesn’t even have to approach, because the moment he sees her, he does it first.

He draws nearer, and Lynette readies the voice she’s getting a little better at using. Once he’s close enough, she straightens her back. 

“Can you help m–”

Two iron grips. They lock around Lynette’s wrists and wrench her forward, sending her stumbling into the grass. She yelps just before her cheek collides with soil.

What? What is

The next moment, she’s being dragged up until her feet leave the ground. She flails, head spinning, as the world turns and passes with the butler’s heavy footsteps. Then it all flips, and when her vision clears, she’s pressed into a seat cushion.

It hits like a flood once the carriage door slams shut.

The pull on her arms, so much like the first time, when the officers came for them…

It’s happening again. Someone’s taking her.

As the front seat dips with the butler’s weight, Lynette lurches forward and pulls herself to the door. She jostles the handle, pounds the wall, then looks out the window and sees his figure.

He’s in the house’s open doorway, watching.

…Papa.

Papa, help.

He doesn’t move. He looks on, and when the carriage pulls ahead and takes her with it, he turns

and shuts

the door.







She gave up on screaming a long time ago. It never stopped the carriage from moving.

Lynette shrinks into a corner on the floor. She trembles and inhales, exhales, inhales, exhales…

No more tears. 

No more tears…

…No more…
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Nine



He loves her. 

He loves her. He loves her. He loves her. It’s why he pushes her to behave better than a rotten child, and why he tests and teaches her every second she’s awake. It’s why he does anything he does, even if she can’t understand him in a moment.


(He stood right there…)


How could he have guessed that the butler would be an unkind one? He didn’t know this would happen. He’s a person – smart, but not perfect. 


(He watched everything…)


He has a plan. That’s why. He stood and watched because he knew he’d take her back with ease. No one can outsmart him. No one. 

He’ll come and take her back. He loves her.







What is this road?

How long has she been in here?

Where is he?







(Stop wondering, stupid little girl. He’s not coming. No one is coming.)







Chills, like iced nails raking through Lynette’s insides. They don’t leave her alone no matter how tight she grips her coat.

Shivering, she hunches and squeezes herself into the wall’s rigid coldness. The floor beneath her bumps and rocks, churning her stomach until the outside world finally sways to a slow halt.

Home. She just wants to go home, wherever that even is.

A creak of the front seat, then a clamp. Lynette keeps her eyes to the floor until the wall behind her swings into nothing, sending half her body tumbling backwards. Before Lynette can blink to clear her vision, her wrists are again constricted and yanked upward, dragging her to her feet, then toward the manor ahead.

Why so harsh? She’s going. She’s going.

She’s pulled in stuttered steps across concrete, up stairs, and into doorways, none of which she can make out through the blur lining her sight. Briefly, the steps stop, and when Lynette looks back up, there are more stairs, cracked stone bricks that wind downward into darkness. 

“Your new room,” commands the dull voice behind her. “Go. Your instructor will arrive soon.”

And without even a whimper, Lynette goes, because any home of hers has long since disappeared, and this cold, quiet place is the only place she can go.

Lynette descends in slow, trepid footsteps. As the darkness builds in her vision, the walls narrow, narrow, then widen once she passes the final step. In the distance behind her, a heavy door swings shut, leaving her to the dim space ahead and her lurching heart.

She stands still and stares.

Eight other girls stare back, lowered heads and hollow eyes that all turn at once to look at her. None of them say a word, and neither does she.

Lynette clenches her hands and dips her gaze to the floor. She finds an empty corner, pads to it, and presses herself as far into the brick as she can. Her knees pull up, her ears flatten, and her tail curls around the little part of herself she can still feel.

It’s not a civil look, being bunched up like this, but does that even matter? The other girls can see – watch, even. Struggling is no good down here. It’s no good anywhere.







Open door. 

A call. “Two.”

Shuffling on the other side of the room. Within the girl’s light footsteps and jingling bracelets, Lynette catches a quiet whine.

Closed door.

Open door.

“Seven.”

It comes before Two has even returned. Another girl stands and leaves, clinging to a frizzed lock of her snow-white hair.

Closed door.

Open door. Two returns and sits, breaths shaky and shallow. Another girl moves next to her, gently rubs her shoulder…

“Four.”

…then stops.

She looks down and stands. As she leaves Two’s side, she hugs her middle.

Closed door.

Open door.

Seven returns and sits in the furthest corner, the pale of her eyes shadowed. She turns her face away, tugging her kimono’s collar over the marks spotting her neck.

“One.”

In her place, another girl goes. She pulls down the sleeves of her sweater as she ascends the stairs and disappears.

Closed door.

Open door.

One and Four come back side-by-side. They slink to their places and shrink into themselves.

The door closes, and for a while, things are once again silent. Lynette peeks through the hair covering her face, at Seven trembling, and Two scratching her arms.

Whatever’s so bad about this home, she doesn’t have it in her to guess at. The only thing she can do is keep her head down, and her eyes closed.







“Nine” is the final call, and the one that changes the air.

No one answers to it. The quiet makes Lynette glance around the room, to each pair of haunted eyes that also flit around, searching.

Again comes the voice, firm with impatience. “Nine.”

One-by-one, the eyes all stop on Lynette, and her chest pangs.

“That’s you, new girl,” whispers Four from the other side. “You’re Nine.”

Oh.

Okay…

Lynette unwinds and raises herself from the floor. She holds onto her tail as she inches up the stairs. 

The butler is waiting once she reaches the light. He grips her by the small of her back and leads her forward, turning through the unlit halls and passing the darkened arches. Once they step up to a door on a raised pane of the floors, he stops her with a firm tug.

“Sit, wait, and don’t move.”

With that, he turns the knob, opens the door, and pushes her inside. As the door shuts, Lynette blinks, eyes flitting around.

Red.

Lining the walls. Twinkling within the floors. Glowing and twisting, until it wraps itself around a single point in the chamber’s very center. 

That seat, long, arced and draped in more rich red. It’s her seat, isn’t it?

Lynette curls her tail into her palms, running an unsteady finger through its fur. She makes her way over and lowers herself to the seat’s cushion, jittering as she sinks further down than expected. Once she stills, she exhales, and moves nothing except her eyes. They search the darkness beyond the red light’s paths, making out the forms of a vase, a curtained window, a table, a lantern…

This is alright. It’s just red. She’s never hated that color. It’s only a little lighter than maroon, which is…

…his color.

He’s gone too…

Lynette’s fingers dig into her tail. She tightens her lips and tries to swallow the rising burn in her throat.


Ly–


“Lysander was wrong about you. You’re such a good listener.”

The burn knots.

Lynette stiffens and whips her head around. Her gaze meets with a smiling face shaded in the dim red light, and as Lynette stares at him, along comes that cold, familiar crawl.

Mister Everett shifts and leans against the back of the seat. He glances down and sighs. “I’m sorry. I have got to learn how to stop frightening you.”

He pushes himself upright and moves around the seat. Lynette bristles, inching backward as he stops and lowers himself in front of her. “But there’s someone who frightens you more, isn’t there?”

Two hands close around her own. Her stomach coils.

“I know your father is a driven man. A real visionary…” he whispers, tracing a thumb within one of her palms. “…and that sometimes, it makes him very frightening…”

No, he’s wrong. Her father isn’t frightening. He’s just…he’s just…

“It makes the entire world very frightening, doesn’t it?”

Can she breathe? She can. She can’t. She

“That’s why I rescued you. I don’t want you to be frightened. I want you to be happy…” He pulls her hands toward him, tilting her forward. “Do you know why I want you to be happy?”

She

“It’s because I love you.” 

She

can’t 

think.

Neither can she see. Her vision is blurring again, and the knot is swelling, and her cheeks are trickling and she’s shaking so, so much because he. Sees it. 

The bathroom, where he came to her with his understanding. He offered to listen because he had already seen what her papa and brother never could. He found her chipped, fallen pieces, and even though they were rotten, he took them and loved them like they were priceless…

Two arms. They wrap around her, pulling her into a tight, tender warmth.

“I’ll keep you safe here. Don’t cry, dear,” he coaxes. “Shh…”

Fingers tracing her ears, then nudging, tipping her until her back is sunken deep into the seat’s cushion.

…Mister Everett?

“I love you more than anyone else in this terrifying world. Do you believe me? It’s alright if you don’t…”

And now she really can’t breathe, when the weight on her front is so much that every inhale threatens to break her ribs.

“…because I’m going to prove it.”







There’s a story Lynette was once told, one of a pretty porcelain princess. Her name is Princess Nine.

Each day, Princess Nine opens her window and gazes down. From the tippy-top of her palace, she can see all of her subjects – little dots she loves to sit at her window and count in twos and fours. Once she’s counted every single one, she dons her biggest, most beautiful dress, fixes her tiara to the top of her head, then joins the rest of the palace in the hall to see a face she adores.

Look there! There! There he is at last! Her friend, the green-eyed songster! Oh, what a nice voice he has. Listen now, dear subjects, to the notes that command the forever-sunny skies, and clap loudly for them so that the songster will always sing them with a smile.

They do, and Princess Nine leaves her hall during a roar of jovial applause. When she steps outside her palace’s doors, there await, all joyful, more faces she adores.

A small noble lady, with her horns that have the softest stripes a hand could ever touch.

Two hazier faces. A different king who hails from far away to tell her subjects his jokes. Then his queen, who hums her tunes that make the plants grow.

The true king, tall, driven, and smart, with his eyes that shine like silver clouds (blades).

And finally, her brother. The prince, with his magic hands that can bring into existence anything he wants.

They wait for her with smiles (scowls), and when she comes out, they’re rushing to embrace her (they’re turning to abandon her). Soon, the songster comes back to them (the songster disappears), and together, they spend their blissful time outside the palace walls.

Each night, Princess Nine returns to her bed of violet (red) flowers, and dreams of the same joyful day she’ll have when she wakes once again.

It’s wonderful, this story she was once (never) told…but it isn’t just a story.

It’s real (It’s not real), and she knows it because Princess Nine’s name is her name (Lynette is her name). She is Princess Nine (She is Lynette), and she’s so happy, because she loves everyone, and everyone (no one) loves her.

She is Princess Nine (She is Lynette?). She loves everyone, and everyone (no one?) loves her.

She is Princess Nine (Who is Lynette?). She loves everyone, and everyone (Mister Everett) loves her.

See? She really is Princess Nine (She is Princess Nine), and her kingdom is not just a story, it’s real. 

(Her kingdom is her home. Her home. Her home…)







But home never lasts, so when (Nine) reopens her eyes, she’s no longer a princess, and all that remains of her kingdom are the invisible insects crawling on her skin.

At least she can breathe now. In. Out. In. Out. Chest up. Chest down. Chest up. Chest down. She’ll lie still and focus on that, not the way her dress is wrinkled above her knees. Not the figure sitting next to her. Not the fingers worming through her hair. No, no. Those are never more important than taking breaths.

The fingers stop their motions, and when they lift, (Nine) remembers that those fingers are attached to a hand, and that hand is attached to an arm, which is attached to a shoulder, which is attached to a neck, which is attached to a head that has a face – a face that’s smiling at her.

“It’ll be alright,” says the smiling face. “You did well for a beginner. The first lessons in love are always a little painful, but they don’t stay that way.”

He stands and makes his way to one of the tables. After the open and close of a drawer, he turns back, glowing vial and syringe in hand.

“They grow on you, in fact,” he continues, moving the glow from the vial to the syringe. “They certainly grew on your sisters.”

He’s back next to her, a hand to her limp forearm.

“You’ll learn like they did, and when your instruction is complete, you’ll be ready to start your new career as one of my special girls.”

Her forearm lifts. As the needle aligns with her wrist, (Nine) turns her head.

“This treat will make it so much better, my dear. You’re about to feel like you’re flying.”

She isn’t flying. She is

breathing. She is

breathing. She is

breathing. She is

She is

nothing. 

And as long as she stays that way, this one person will love her, so she waits for the prick…for the moment she’ll take flight…

It doesn’t come.

A distant click, then swing. (Nine)’s arm falls back to the cushion, and everything stops.

When she turns her head again, he’s not there. The thrown away syringe rolls and clatters to the floor, still full.

Heavy, hurried footsteps. Mister Everett’s shadow disappears behind the doorway, then stops when it meets the emerging shadow of another.

Quiet.

The second shadow shifts, a minute tilt of the head.

“Hello.”

Mister Everett’s shadow shifts, a single step backward.

“Get the hell out of my hou–”

Impact. Swift, splitting impact. It drives his body across the hallway, streaking the walls in a very different shade of red. The wail that echoes from the hall’s other side jets awareness back into (Nine), springing her body upward, and her ears high into the air.

When her eyes focus, white is moving across the doorway in slow, sharp footsteps. Its hair and coattails sway as it pauses right in the center, the crimson crosses in its face fixed ahead.

(Nine) freezes. Her chest seizes, and her breathing catches.

Please. 

don’t

see her.

It doesn’t. It moves out of view, metallic steps clinking toward Mister Everett’s writhing shadow. He coughs and gasps for air. 

“No, no! W-What, my lady? What do you want?” he pleads. “Just tell me. I’ll pay you anything.”

For him, the steps don’t halt.

“You owe a debt to justice, one nine years overdue,” is the answer that comes.

A pitched, sharp shift, like the grating of steel.

“You will pay it with your blood.”

And now he’s screaming. Gods, stop, he’s screaming, and thrashing, and twisting as he drags behind the coattails, leaving wet ropes of red on the floors. His cries ring out, sounding through the corridors until they cut behind the clamp of the front doors.

Once all is silent, (Nine) inhales, breaths broken by her own erratic trembling. 

It’s not silent for long, because the shrieking starts again, so shrill. So frightening.

One sever, one shriek.

A second sever. A second shriek.

A third.

A fourth.

A fifth.

A sixth.

A seventh.

An eighth.

And a ninth.

Finally, the shrieking fades, and all is silent for good.

(Nine) swallows, ears jerking and swiveling as they search the air for the sounds of metal. She doesn’t so much as twitch…until it registers.

Her debt is next. She is next, but she doesn’t want to die. Not that way…jerking, shrieking, begging, bleeding beneath steel…

(Nine) lurches forward and throws herself to the floor. She scrambles beneath the seat, flattens against the cold tile, and draws her legs inward. The door reopens, followed by pings of metal against tile, approaching step by deliberate step.

The lady is coming. Death is coming.

(Nine)’s hands dart to her face, then move up to her ears. She squeezes shut her eyes and grips, until she can hear little beyond the metal tinks and the inner surges of her own blood.

The steps stop, right where they’d stopped before – the center of the doorway, and (Nine) could sob.

Don’t.

Don’t.

Don’t.

She doesn’t want to die.

“Hiding does you no favors, child.”

Death is not speaking to her, because Death cannot see her.

“Come out.” Yes she can. “The man who harmed you is dead.”

Death can see, so as always, there isn’t a choice. 

Slowly, (Nine) moves her hands to the floor. She crawls from beneath the seat, letting her gaze trail up Death’s long, phantom-white frame. Her eyes meet two pitch-black pits, unblinking, and crossed over in a now dull crimson. For a beat, Death observes her, searches her…

Then, she steps to (Nine) and lowers herself to the floor in front of her. She reaches for her flattened ears, closes them into her icy fingers, brings them forward…

“These are good ears,” she says, straightening them with her thumbs. “Use them. Learn how to truly listen.”

She takes (Nine) by the shoulders and raises her to her feet. After a look to the hallways, her gaze returns.

“There are others trapped here, much like you. Show me where they are.”







Ten figures approach the house’s entrance, their shoe soles wet with still-warm red. Just before they reach the front doors, Death stops.

“When these doors open, keep your eyes to the horizon.” She turns her head, letting the crimson in her eyes pulse as she glances to each of them. “Do not look at the ground.”

They nod, she turns back, and the doors open.

Red, its scent, so heavy in the air outside that it invades (Nine)’s entire head. She locks her gaze forward, and only allows herself to be slightly aware of the thin pool she treads through – of the scattered feet no longer attached to legs, and the legs no longer attached to a torso. The hands no longer attached to arms, no longer attached to shoulders, no longer attached to a neck with a head and a still-shrieking face.

She keeps her eyes to the horizon, away from the fact that people really do have so much red in their bodies, and that it frightens her more than anything else ever has.

Death is stopping. They’re all stopping, looking ahead.

Someone is in their path. A boy, trembling, clothes streaked in his own red. He trains his eyes on Death, bares his teeth, and raises a sharp twig.

“Let her go.”

Who is he, and why is he now looking at her? She doesn’t know this boy. She is (Nine), and (Nine) is no one. Seen by no one. Loved by no one.

Death eyes the boy, then after a while, she steps toward him. The boy grips his twig and steps back, violet eyes steeling.

“No,” he hisses, aiming the twig at Death’s chest. “Let her go!”

Raising a stick to a phantom. Holding it there, even as it shakes in his grip. What a strange, strange boy. Reminds her of another strange boy…

Death doesn’t seem to mind. She keeps moving. She closes the distance. She raises a hand, and as the strange boy tightens his trembling grasp and points the twig further, she

kneels, and rests the raised hand on the boy’s red-smeared shoulder.

“Come with me,” she says to him, wiping a stain of soil from his cheek. “Let me take you to a new home, where you will never be controlled, and you will never be betrayed.”

Nothing. 

The boy looks, bright irises shifting along Death’s calm, pale features. The twig in his grip shakes, twitches, falters…

…and falls, along with every bit of defiance in his eyes.

Death stands and turns, setting her gaze on (Nine).

“Your sister needs you. Keep her close.”

Sister?

That doesn’t sound correct, but it must be correct, because the boy is running, and throwing his arms around (Nine?), and something deep in her chest is welling and…

Oh.

She is Lynette. 

Lynette is her name, and this boy holding on to her is Lyney. Lyney is her brother, who came so far and raised a weapon for her because despite how rotten she is, he loves her. He loves her. He loves her.

And even though she doesn’t say it when she should, she loves him too, so she holds on to him, and keeps him close as they walk with eight other silent sets of steps, following Death to the horizon.

Lynette is her name. Lyney is his. She is his sister, and he is her home.


 



Part Two: Home

End








Notes for the Chapter:
And this nightmare marks the end of Part Two. Thankfully, it gets better from this point, but there’s unfortunately still pain to be felt…

*~ This Chapter ~*

* Lyney went through a whole lot of hell before he set off to find Lynette. Can’t wait to get into that with his fic, which I’m currently outlining. <3

* “You owe a debt to justice, one nine years overdue. You will pay it with your blood” was inspired by the in-game elemental skill passive “Blood Debt Directive”.

* For people who like the darker stuff, the nine severs in order: Hand, hand, foot, foot, arm, arm, leg, leg, head. The kill at first was written as a quick one, but I think it fits more with her characterization to draw it out, especially for the worst of humanity.

*~ This Arc ~*

*Unused Concepts*

* Ciel as the house enforcer: The first plan for this arc would’ve seen Lyney and Lynette having to survive a teenage, brainwashed Ciel along with Lysander. It was cut because while I did like the concept, it just strayed too far from where I wanted to keep the story going. Instead, Ciel was aged down and moved into the role he took: foreshadowing Lynette’s fate and leaving his impact as the twins’ first friend.

* Lysander as an emotionally unstable drug user: This was scrapped along with Ciel’s first concept and worked more into Everett’s personality. As I redrafted him into the cold, two-faced manipulator, his name also underwent a change from Owen to the present one. I wanted to challenge myself to write *psychological* abuse, the kind that intimidates with carefully-chosen words, subtle but deliberate actions, and sheer presence, and doesn’t need to use any kind of physical force to make someone do exactly what they want. There are, of course…exceptional cases…but I’ll save that for later.

*Misc*

* On the topic of Lysander’s manipulation, this started waaaay back in Part One, the first instance being when he called over an entire crowd just to put Lyney and Lynette on the spot in Chapter 9. He wanted to expose the trick, and he wanted *everyone* to see him do it. Lyney and Lynette came out on top from that exchange, which is why he became so fascinated with them to begin with. He initiated a little “game” and…what? They actually beat him? How interesting. What else can they do?

* The second instance occurs in Chapter 11, when he pressures Lyney into accepting his offer for a shopping trip by stepping forward, locking eyes with him, and prompting him with “Well?”. A smaller occasion, but still relevant.

* I think the most impactful act of manipulation would of course be the scene from Chapter 18 – that standoff of sorts between him and Blythe. He could have just ordered Lynette to go with him. She would’ve done it because at that point she would’ve done anything he told her to, but he didn’t go that route. He *had* to make Lynette seal her own fate just for the satisfaction of sticking it to the person who dared to challenge him. Blythe’s appeal would never in a million years have worked, but he entertained it just to enjoy shutting it down.

* Now that I’m thinking about it, I guess I could ask if he ever actually felt anything toward Lyney and Lynette. The answer would be…yes-ish. Not love, of course – real, unconditional love? Oh hell no, not even close. More like pride in his vision of what they could be and what they could help him accomplish, a self-centered enjoyment of looking at two small extensions of his ambitions. Lyney acted (emphasis on “acted”) more in line with the vision he saw for the household, hence why he was the favored child. Have I convinced you that he deserves Dad of the Year?

What if I added that despite him being the controlling, heartless person he is, Ciel was still grateful to him, and did genuinely love him deeply? If Lyney is home to Lynette, then Lysander was home to Ciel, and that’s why he was so shaken the moment his home’s attention started drifting elsewhere. He wasn’t being entirely truthful when he told Lyney and Lynette that he wasn’t upset with them. They’re taking his father. Why wouldn’t he be upset?

* I hate that I even have anything to say about this freak, so let’s keep it brief. The substance Everett was preparing to drug Lynette with was sinthe. I thought that would be interesting to work in since drugs and trafficking often go hand-in-hand in real life, and in Checks and Cats (Lynette’s hangout event) the Lefeveres are involved in a secret sinthe scandal (a knockoff of it, but still).

And I believe that’s all for notes. Thank you so much to everyone who’s kept reading despite the painfully slow pacing sometimes. I take my time with things because I’m obsessive with details and making sure everything major makes sense and happens for a reason. The next parts will cover a larger span of time, so things will speed up.

Take care, my dear audience. Until Part Three, au revoir. 💖





