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    It is true that insects cannot be kept as pets, domesticated and made tame in the way that a dog, a bird, or a horse can. In this way, they cannot be used as tools or weapons to guard the home. They cannot be bought or won over, there is no emotion in them to engender and appeal to. There is no instinct that can be manipulated or gradually adjusted. There is no trust to win or lose, only instinct to activate. 

One single line to cross moving an interloper from object to be ignored, or threat to be dealt with, and no in between.

In the Knave’s opinion, this makes them interesting creatures to live alongside.

Insects are primitive in nature. For all that there is such a great variety of them, there has been little to no change or evolution in them among the vast kingdom and phyla they can be sorted into. They are as they were centuries ago, and will continue to be so for centuries more. They’ve found their niche and acquired their tools and know how to use them.

For the most part, with few exceptions, insects do not teach these tools to their children, nor do they rear them with the strategies they’ve honed. 

Instead these children come out fully formed, already equipped with all the weapons and tools they’ll need to survive. They place their trust in their genetics not to fail them, and that what they have is exactly what is needed as long as they apply their inborn talents and skills appropriately. 

The law of large numbers dictates that one of them will survive to carry on to the next generation.

They must trust that they are equipped to survive a hostile world. 

Or rather—it is not about trust. Trust would imply the possibility and capability to doubt. The insect does not doubt. The insect moves into the world with the inborn certainty that they are exactly as they should be.

There is respect owed to the insect. They are creatures that will never be at the top of the chain, constantly existing in every moment as both the prey and predator. They are constantly in danger from everything around them. Insects are fragile, delicate—easily influenced by their environment and the beings they share it with. 

The Knave finds this ongoing management of dual natures fascinating.

On the one hand, an insect can be killed by the actions of a creature who won’t even realize what they’ve done. Wiped out by a careless foot, the kick of a heel, the wave of a hand. 

An entire colony of insects might be obliterated by a single rainfall, or a spark catching. A tree being felled by a woodsman can decimate an entire population. A single rock blocking and diverting a stream might drown some oblivious and hapless insect burrowed beneath the soil well and away from what was once the riverbed.

And yet, a single bite from one of those insects can have one of those giant, hulking creatures several times their size and weight foaming at the mouth, clawing at their own skin within breaths. Or slipping into unconsciousness, already gone. A single sting can cause a limb to rot off the body, punishing the interloper who crossed the line with a slow and feverish death.

Adding onto this duality is the difference in how the various insects of the world are perceived. On one hand, the feared and reviled spiders, roaches, slugs, regarded as pests for all that they play such crucial roles to their ecosystems. On the other hand, the butterflies and the ladybirds and the bees, with their beautiful colors and softer natures.

But you can’t assume the level of danger based on the divide between the beautiful and the not.

Under the right conditions, the beautiful butterfly can cause as much harm as the reviled spider.

Years ago, when the Knave was a girl, not yet molted of the name Peruere, a girl named Clervie walked through the sun. She stood at the edge of shadow, looking down that the unmelted Peruere, who knelt in the cold dirt, over the grave of an uncaring spider, feeling a form of disappointment that might have carried notes of remorse.

The girl in the sun smiled. From that angle, her face was shadowed and blinding all at once.

Mother sent me, the girl in the sun confessed, holding out a plate of confectionery fit to rot the teeth and spoil the gut. Do you want some cake?

The not-yet-molted-Peruere might have recognized it on instinct alone, then: the danger. But she did not truly recognize the exact nature of the danger until it was too late. And by the time it was too late, Peruere didn’t mind the truth of the snare enough to strike back.

Spiders don’t eat cake, Peruere said as the girl in the sun crossed the line to enter the shadows and kneel on the cold dirt. But Peruere reached out and took the cake in hand, icing and sugar smearing across the fingers, getting underneath the nails, adhering to gums.

You cannot domesticate an insect. But you can live alongside them. In the same way that the guard dog, the hunting bird, and the work horse provide utility, so too can the spider and wasp you let alone to build and work provide.

Independent sentinels and wards. Honest in the way the design of instinct can never lie, and will never betray you, until the exact moment they do.

And when they did…well. Who would you blame? The insect for acting upon its nature or the one arrogant enough to think they had bested nature itself?

-

The previous Mother of the House of the Hearth was a woman of many hats, as the saying goes. The Knave will admit that the woman called Mother had very few flaws—personality aside. 

She was intelligent. She was charming. She was beautiful. She was resourceful.

Her only flaw was that she was, overall, weaker than the thing she applied all of her intelligence, charm, beauty and resources into raising. And that in the process of raising she failed to properly tame and bring to heel that creature she was making to match the vision she had made for it to exist in.

In any case, Mother was a woman of few flaws. This was something she endeavored to hammer out of all of the children under her hand: flaws.

Flaws were not befitting of that which she was trying to raise out of the House of the Hearth.

Kings—or at least, Mother’s vision of a King—did not have flaws. Kings were the pinnacle of strength, of perfection. The King that would rise out of the Mother’s hearth, hammered out of imperfection and flaw, would be the epitome of Mother’s work, her years of efforts. The fruit of her labors.

And thus, while the King must be strong, this strength could not be measured solely through brute force and physical capability. There must be an element of strategy, of intelligence, involved in order to make the brutal hand, the vicious hand, the most efficient one too. Only in this way could they become perfect—without flaw, without weakness.

Therefore, all of they-who-could-be-King were put through the harshest, most thorough of educations. 

Languages. History. Mathematics. Economics. Medicine. Psychology. Philosophy. Politics.

All of these subjects were requisite whetstones to hone the blades of their minds. The future King must be unassailable from every angle.

It was not enough to study the art of war in just one language. You had to know the philosophies of war in all of them. One never knows where inspiration to shape a battlefield might come from. 

And to understand the philosophies of war, one must understand the minds of the men who waged those wars. To understand the minds of man, one had to understand where and when they came from, and the things that shaped them.

One had to learn to build in order to destroy at the most efficient, symbolic level.

Mother raised her could-be-Kings by the beasts’ rule of the strongest, but she wanted her beasts to be refined ones, too. Apex predators. The best of the best. 

And in order to raise the best, one had to understand the material they were working with.

Mother held several one-on-one meetings with her could-be-Kings in order to understand how to best hone them. Based on these meetings Mother would change the tools being used, and the shape of the mold—the difference between a hammer and a lathe, the cold trench and the heat of the forge. 

The soft palm. The back of the hand.

Clervie had these sessions with Mother often. Some of the other children thought this might be because Clervie and Mother were connected in blood, and this was Mother’s way of softening the blow of throwing Clervie in with the rest of the beasts, even though she was so clearly ill-suited for it. Some sign of softness from a mother to her daughter.

Those children were wrong, but the Knave cannot fault them for making this assumption. In truth, Clervie was no different from the rest of them in Mother’s eye’s. 

Clervie knew it. Peruere knew it. And Mother knew that they knew it, but knew how to play the perception of the situation the other children adopted to fit her purpose. This, too, was part of her design.

When Clervie had these one-on-one’s with Mother they fought. They fought about everything. Ideology, child rearing, nurture versus nature, the ethics of the controlled pruning and shaping of a life. 

Everything that they learned in philosophy, psychology, history—everything that Mother gave to them—Clervie returned unto her in these fights. Of course Clervie never won. Not there. Not then.

If Clervie won during those one-on-one’s it would be Peruere here, not the Knave.

For all that Clervie rebelled against Mother, Mother allowed it. Encouraged it. 

After all, she continued to hold those one-on-one fights of ideology and philosophy and ambition with Clervie behind closed doors. There were gains to be found in hearing the disagreements and displeasure from someone with such a drastically different point of view. 

Mother never reprimanded Clervie for her disobedience and open disagreement. She simply challenged Clervie to become strong enough to impose her will and wish over her own. Only winners had a seat at the table to discuss the handling of the losers.

Besides, Clervie’s disobedience and rebellion had other uses to Mother and her honing of the rest of the House of the Hearth.

Peruere did not often have those one-on-one sessions with Mother. When they did have those sessions, they were mostly done in mutual silence. 

After all, even then the unmolted-Knave, Peruere, understood Mother and was understood in turn without words needed. Like understands—and is reluctantly repulsed, and fascinated by— like, after all. 

All they needed was to look at each other to gauge where they each stood in each other’s estimations and adjust accordingly from there.

These one-on-one sessions between Mother and Peruere were conducted mainly over private meals. 

These meals consisted primarily of organ meats. 

Furthermore, these meals were shared only between the two of them because of the scarcity of the meat being served, and the exclusive right Mother had granted to those who would be allowed to eat it.

Mother gave the right to eat this meat to the person who killed the being the meat came from.

The meat itself was scarce because child’s liver, kidneys, lungs, heart, and various other viscera were usually fairly small. And in all fairness, when Peruere was done with one of her opponents not much of that meat was salvageable for proper consumption.

This was, admittedly, by Peruere’s design.

Mother has her reasons for making the victor eat the loser. This, too, was part of her design for creating the perfect King.

Peruere did not agree with these reasons or this vision. But most of Peruere’s refusal of this right and resistance towards this reason boiled down to Peruere getting some measure of satisfaction in pulling the other end of the leash whenever she could. Peruere would obey, for now. But the obedience would not be given without some measure of challenge.

And she made it a point to make that clear—spitting out whatever part she was made to cut and put into her mouth as soon as she could, or vomiting it up later. Mother would allow the victor to exercise some show of pride, to an extent. Such is the right that the victor wins: to spit upon, or spit out, the loser.

Mother, in turn, made it a point to acknowledge Peruere’s refusal in public, then to measuredly rectify it in private, by serving the meat up as anyway. That time as Peruere’s only food for the day. Peruere, even then, was not so foolish as to throw away her only resource of food to prove a point. 

This, too, was a form of the winner exercising and enforcing their right over the loser—except it was Peruere on the losing end of those small, private, more civilized battles.

During their smaller test matches Mother would have the victor cut off a piece of the loser and eat it. A flap of skin, a small divot of muscle or fat, usually. If the victor was particularly vindictive and open to carnage, maybe a finger. An ear. 

The Knave recalls that a victor of a match once took the loser’s eye. Mother allowed such damage to one of her could-be-Kings because it was a particularly well earned win.

But the point was to take the loser into them. The ancient right of kings and conquers was to take, to dominate, to possess. To make everything of the loser their own and subservient to them. 

Victory strengthens the winner. Might makes right. Exercising power is the key to harnessing it. 

There is power in consumption. 

You are what you eat—taking in all of the best of them to strengthen you further. You are dominant over what you eat. The power to eat something is the power to establish yourself in a hierarchical chain. Only those above can target and make prey of those below. Such is the natural order of both beasts and men. Such is the right of a King; to make food out of the mouth of the peasant.

And it would also give the loser—should they survive—motivation to seize what was taken from them and pay it back.

Mother was nothing if not efficient in her many ways of utilizing the tools at her disposal, and the malleability of their pride, emotions, and instincts to hone them upon each other.

Later, after someone was permanently eliminated from the House of the Hearth during a more formal rank-match, they were eaten entirely by the victor.

The House of the Hearth was, and remains, well funded. But Mother did not tolerate waste, because waste was a mark of inefficiency, and therefore a flaw. 

Even in death the ashes of the hearth could be of use to further sharpen, reinforce, hone, and strengthen the surviving sparks.

That said, no one ever ate Peruere’s flesh. Not that Peruere did not lose. Peruere did lose, just not enough to die.

When Peruere did lose, the victor did not want to partake of their right, of Mother’s offered up prize of another’s flesh. Peruere’s flesh, the Knave’s flesh, is poison. To partake in the spoils of that particular victory is to invite permanent loss.

In the same way that a bee’s final sting could fell or wound the creature who struck the mortal blow to it, Peruere’s flesh and blood would burn any who dared to try and consume it.

Instead Peruere’s opponents would be forced to cut parts of her hair—the only part of her without risk of being poisoned—and choke it down. Their victory was irreversibly spoilt by the knowledge of the victory in the form of Peruere’s eyes watching them as they choked that hair down. 

Their victory would never be a true victory by the laws of Mother’s arena. They would never be able to truly prove their dominance over Peruere, unable to make her part of their own flesh.

And in this way, it could be said that Peruere gained more draws than outright losses.

In any case, Peruere would end up the victor anyway, however many rounds later, with the loser who once choked on her hair would be served to her on fine porcelain plates with gold-trim and painted flowers.

Le salads périgourdine. Civet de mou de veau. La fromage de tête. Le gelée. Endless platters of pâté.

Mother would acknowledge that Peruere had made her point. But this, too, was Mother’s own point given return in order to correct her from where Peruere had deviated from Mother’s design. 

Here was a different kind of battle that until the very, very end Peruere could not win.

(This practice was one of the first things that they, as the newly emerged Father, abolished. Not out of any particular moral or ethical qualms, but because it felt pleasing to erase something so pivotal to Mother’s beliefs.

There are not many in the new iteration of the House of the Hearth who would remember what it was like to sit at Mother’s table and feast.

That said, protein is an important contributor to the growth of children. It is more or less true that people generally grow well with red meat as part of their diet. And the children do enjoy a good barbecue. 

Father likes to believe that the children’s self-run cook-outs over charcoal grills and fire-pits are a more pleasant experience. Even without the porcelain, gold-trim, and dishes with names longer than some of the children’s.)

“Peruere.” 

Mother had a way of saying Peruere’s name as though she were saying something else, as though the name were an inside-joke that Peruere was entirely aware of. 

Except Peruere was only aware that there was a joke, and not the details of it. To this day, even when the Knave combs through every memory they have of Peruere and Mother, they cannot find the referent moment or detail that creates the joke. This is something Mother took with her to the grave, a victory not even Peruere on the verge of Becoming the Knave could pry out of that woman’s curdled and carbonized hands.

“Peruere,” Mother would begin during the odd occasion in which there was a subject she wanted to test, examine, or otherwise entertain herself with by running it through one of the twisted mirrors of herself that was Peruere, instead of Clervie.

These one-on-one’s were productive in multiple ways. Even as Mother was examining her potential candidates for King to learn of them and their flaws and the corrections they might need, she was also learning about things to adjust with herself. 

The two of them—Clervie and Peruere—functioned as mirrors and sounding boards for Mother to fine-tune herself to as needed, correcting and trying on different ways of wearing different parts of personhood in order to create the perfect Mother that would create the perfect King.

Clervie was useful because Clervie was so opposite Mother, despite being born of her flesh and having been molded by her since the very beginning. 

Peruere was useful in her similarity to Mother in temperament and nature, but turned just enough on some unlabeled axis as to make them both be fundamentally incompatible and entirely disagreeable to one another’s personal sensibilities.

“Why do you think I give Clervie the softer touch, compared to you and so many of your siblings?” Mother once asked during one of their one-on-one sessions. “What purpose do you think I have in indulging her and her little outbursts of rebellion, compared to how strict I am with all the others—with you?”

“You have no reason to give her the harsher hand because that would acknowledge her as a threat to be eliminated, controlled, or otherwise corrected,” Peruere answered. “The softer hand that dismisses and coddles hurts her more, and diminishes her in the eyes of others. Especially when she continues to provide middling results.”

This was not honesty or insight worth recognizing. Mother had given them the tools to recognize the tactic and rise above it, if they were strong enough to reign in their own baser natures and adjust their perception with a clear mind.

This was something Clervie, herself, knew and rankled against, which just proved that the tactic was working despite Clervie’s rational, educated mind trying to control the instincts of the wounded animal.

Mother’s design for Clervie required a softer hand to shape her, mold her, direct the torch of her resistance in order to magnify and make useful. 

Like a butterfly mounted upon the web, wings splayed, her struggle was visible for all to see and learn from. And also like a butterfly struggling against the spider’s web, Clervie’s actions and their ripple-effects were already accounted for with the force of them dispersed through the reinforced web to be rendered null.

“Clervie has potential, the raw material is there. But it is flawed, and limited in how far it can go,” Mother said, eyes boring into Peruere’s as Peruere cut meat with a knife then cut it with incisor, and melted it down in the acid of the stomach. “The material she is made of is not suitable to be molded into a King. Too fragile. Do you disagree?”

Peruere then—and the Knave now—did not disagree.

Clervie aimed high, and it was unquestionable that Clervie was in the singular possession of the kind of temerity and tenacity that turned coal into diamonds. Clervie did not enjoy pressure, but she did thrive in it.

Clervie had the fortune of inheriting her mother’s beauty, but the misfortune of having that beauty showcased in a setting of said mother’s design and purpose, which was through struggle and frustration.

No matter how many hurdles Clervie managed to clear, Clervie was always lagging slightly behind the best of the best. Middling and average in the range of talents and skills the could-be-Kings of the House of the Hearth cultivated.

Clervie was beautiful in her struggle.

“This is not a wasteful house,” Mother continued, voicing Peruere’s understanding to the table so that they were both unequivocally clear on the status quo and what they were digesting together. “There is use in that child and that brittle, fragile material, yet, even if it is not suitable to be placed on any throne. With the correct handling, the correct touch, even soft Clervie can be made to benefit this house and those within it. Do you understand the design?”

Because Clervie was beautiful in her struggle, because Clervie was like a diamond in the coal dust, a piece of gold in the mud, a butterfly in the web, she drew attention, which Mother could use like the bait at the end of a hook to guide the gaping schools.

Clervie was useful to keep around in many ways, despite her attempts to free herself of that use, to rip herself off of the hook—bloody gauged out hole in her and all.

To some, Clervie was a rallying figure. An angel, a beacon, the lighthouse on the shore assuring all those looking that shore was in sight, although dangers may lie ahead. Struggle and fight, for you are not alone, and there is someone else watching and suffering with you. Clervie was a rallying point to hold onto in the dark while you nursed the bite marks and the bruises and the pitted flesh that marked your losses. Clervie was the beauty some aspired to hold and posses and become.

And to others, Clervie was someone to grind into the dirt. Mother, but a reachable, hurt-able, conquerable version of her. The symbol of all of their fears made small and diminutive, easy to overpower—and even better still, be rewarded for doing so. 

Clervie was an outlet to take the anger of the frightening, all encompassing Mother out on.

And to even more, Clervie was pathetic. A symbol of all things weak, all of the things Mother was teaching them not to be. And this, too, was its own source of comfort. If one could prove themselves superior to Clervie, if one could overpower Clervie, then they were assuring themselves of their superiority and adherence to Mother’s design for them. All would be well.

In any case, Clervie was a sharp contrast to Peruere at the other end of the spectrum—Mother’s favorite contender for the throne, who bore that favoritism with every knife in the house turned onto her back. 

It was good to be favored by Mother, but no one ever wanted to be the favorite, or have anything to do with the favorite. Everyone knew that, too. And thus avoided Peruere and whatever feelings they had for her and her poison and how she reflected Mother to themselves.

Clervie at one end of the spectrum of the House of the Hearth’s many offerings, and Peruere at the other, and yet the both of them stood side-by-side. Full circle, with Mother waiting in the center of the neat and tidy loop.

Yes, Peruere knew and understood design. It was not a hard one to recognize.

Mother smiled over her plate of offal and her glass of wine, beautiful and proud like the madonnas depicted in paintings and tenderly carved over gravestones.

“Tell me, Peruere, daughter of my hearth if not my blood, if I were to extend that same soft hand to you, what would you do? Would you succeed in rising above the instinct, the bait, and escape the web as Clervie continues to fail to? How do you think your nature would react to my design if I were to put you in her position?”

Peruere met Mother’s eyes, stomach warm and full with meat freshly butchered and tenderized by Peruere’s own hand, as befitting Peruere’s own nature and design.

“I would bite the hand.”

Mother smiled, pleased and satisfied like a beast, settling back into the shadows of the evening. Content to be right.

“And as you are, you would lose. Do you understand, Peruere?”

Peruere, not yet ready to become the Knave and not realizing that this is what she was going to become, nodded, settling back into her own shadows. Not content. But slowly beginning to grasp the shape of the design needed to get there.

“Very good. Finish everything. Mine is not a house that tolerates waste.”

-

There are parts of the Knave—Peruere, growing in the molt, and the larval creature that came before even her—that the Knave is content to lie, mostly ignored to gather at the bottom of the pool of memory. They are useless things, interesting or overall harmless to keep, but otherwise irrelevant to the life they currently lead as the Knave of the Fatui Harbingers.

However, most of the things they learned—or were purposefully not taught, and were therefore made to understand due to their absence—by the previous Mother of the House of the Hearth are not part of those things, even if they are unpalatable and overall burdensome.

In the same way that Mother invited Clervie’s rebelliousness and Peruere’s general disdain to use as barometers to gauge her work, her experiment in motherhood and king-crafting, the Knave keeps Peruere’s memory of Mother around as a general guideline to inform their actions as the new Father of the new, improved House of the Hearth.

Mostly, the Knave keeps the memories around for guidelines on what not to do. 

Mother did have success in forming the King she wanted: the Knave. 

But in this sense Mother was simply fortunate to find the right person for the role, and have the exact right amount of resources, and the exactly right resource, at her disposal in order to shape Peruere into a being that would become the Knave. A significant portion of her success could be attributed to circumstance.

The statistical likelihood of the circumstance in which the Knave encounters another child like the one they used to be, and deciding to raise them up into something similar to what Mother dreamed of is unlikely. And it is also something the Knave has no intention of doing at this time, should they ever happen to just stumble upon a child like that or have on deposited at their doorstep.

There is no need for another King at this juncture, and if the Knave’s design proves itself, then there will never be a need for one to take their place.

Besides, most of the children who are brought into their house are going to be ones like Clervie. Normal, aside from the desperation of circumstance and whatever bitter sting or mournful bruise it leaves upon the impressionable psyche.

Therefore the Knave turns towards Peruere’s memories of Mother’s reactions and observations towards Clervie. And Clervie’s reactions and observations of Mother. And between the two sets of memories of those two, it is easy enough to tailor themselves as Father and adjust accordingly as they interact with the new children of the hearth.

It’s in the smaller affectations, gestures, really. Those are the ones that help ease the children the most rather than adjusting the overall design of the Knave. It’s not everything that needs changing. 

Understanding the balance between when to offer the softer palm and the firmer back of it is critical to child-rearing. Child-shaping. The firm hand is still necessary, although the Knave employs a different type of firm hand than the one Mother did. A more distant, professional hand. This is the Knave’s preference for how to treat the children, when a hands-on approach is required of them.

And there are some things that can only be taught with an experienced hand. Among those who can claim the ashes of the first House of the Hearth, there is none more experienced than the Father raised by the original Mother out of the original daughter.

This is after all, still the House of the Hearth, even if it is in a new form. The children who come here may be normal or common, but the house itself is not, and neither is the Father who leads it.

Clervie, were she the one to take Mother’s place, would have done terribly as Mother or Father for this house. Clervie was, as Mother once said, too fragile. Too soft. Not the right material. 

She would turn this place into a regular well-fare house and actually adopt out these children after vetting the potential guardians, or tearfully bid the children farewell after attempting to set them up with vocations or long-term studies and the like.

That won’t do.

The house needs to get their funding in order to raise these children well. And their support has to come from somewhere. It certainly is not the state of Fontaine.

The house stylized after the hearth enjoys itself because of the greater, larger, property it’s been attached to. And there are uses to the Fatui banner, especially for young children lacking in the backing of surnames from the past and prospects for the future.

In any case, the Knave still carries memories of Mother and of being Peruere close at hand, ready to be called upon as needed in order to work through any of the problems that the current children under Father’s care need.

Sometimes Mother’s actions and practices, themselves, prove themselves to be useful. She did get her intended results for the most part, after all. And managing children is no easy feat, even for Kings who were made to study how to unravel the mind of a man.

For example: the one-on-one sessions.

The Knave originally did away with the one-on-one’s. It intimidated too many children, especially in the beginning when so many remember Peruere being one of them and couldn’t quite wrap their minds around the Knave who had taken Peruere’s place. But the Knave has taken to calling upon the children in smaller groups when their schedule permits to have light-hearted meals or activities in order to check-in on their progress and assess their overall wellbeing in person. 

It also helps the Knave to check and see how close the new children are to each other, and what their dynamics are like as they form their own miniature hierarchies.

(There is something quite fascinating, and entertaining, about the rumors, stories, and various cliques, groups, and clusters the children make for themselves, complete with unspoken rules, guidelines, and expectations. All without the Knave’s interference, even though the Knave knows that they are somehow, in some way, accounted for as these groups are subconsciously formed and strengthened.

And these groups develop so quickly, changing and evolving, fluid in nature despite the rigidity of their unspoken ins-and-outs, in the way only groups formed by children can be. Sometimes these groups even have their entire highs and lows, dissolving like sugar in water, before the Knave can even observe them in action, themselves.)

Sometimes, though, the children do ask to be singled out, to be the only one in their Father’s eyes for just a moment and gain benefit from the weight of scrutiny and judgement. Or they show signs that they require a tailored, individual touch to anchor them back to a more stable—if not as precisely defined as Mother would want—course. 

As their Father, the Knave doesn’t mind giving that singular attention as needed. The Knave privately commends the children who are self-aware enough to call the attention upon themselves before the Knave has to step in.

Lyney is one of the rare children who makes a somewhat frequent habit of requesting the Knave’s time to himself. Although not even Lyney is entirely immune to the discomfort and general unease that most others have when facing the Knave alone. He maintains an excellent facade, even if he sometimes allows his mouth to reveal more than necessary.

A bold one, Lyney. Although that boldness is sometimes used to misdirect from his siblings flaws, or his own short-comings. When this is in the form of harmless mischief, the Knave allows it. 

Boys and older brothers will be what they are. It’s a trait in him that the Knave is content to foster, let the nature within him run its course.

But there have been times when he has attempted to use his boldness, his pattern of behavior, to try and cast his tricks and smoke-screens before the Knave’s eyes to hide something that he has no right to hide. Not from the Father of the House of the Hearth. 

The Knave is still thinking of how to best correct this. It depends on the final result they want, which they are still undecided on.

During one of these one-on-one sessions, Lyney asks them: “Father, what are the tools you are giving us for?”

The question could have almost come around as off-hand, borne out of idle curiosity and a desire to fill what most others would consider a creeping, unsettling silence.

But Lyney reveals how much this question has actually been bothering him—burrowing into his thoughts, weaving nerves into delicate, gauze-like drapery to seal it and all of its buzzing inside—through the way he can’t look into their eyes. Instead, Lyney looks at the exact spot on the Knave’s face where the sweep of their white hair touches against the highest arch of the brow.

His hands are, also, unusually still. He thinks he disguises it by fiddling with a deck of cards. But his motions are too stiff. And all he’s doing is moving the same card around and around. Top to middle to bottom and back again. The cards are whisper-silent and kept entirely straight, revealing the depth of the disruption, the unease in the mind with their orderliness. 

There is another example of something that the Knave keeps of the memories of Peruere and Mother and Clervie, still present enough to take in the hand and hold like these cards.

Mother would often tell them that parents mold their children partially into their own image in order to most effectively fit into the parent’s design, their vision. This is because in order for a parent’s children to fit the design, the vision, it is the parent’s responsibility and duty to give those children the tools requisite in order to accomplish that.

And thus, Mother would say, I give to you my patience, my understanding. I give to you all my experience. I remove from your path the obstacles of distractions, of unnecessary hardship. For you, my children, my princes among men, I build and maintain for you a house where you will want for nothing.

Is it too much to ask, Mother would say with her sweet, measured voice that was designed for asking, for you to become someone suitable of this house? It it too much for me to ask of you to become a King worthy of it? 

And then, much simpler—like the cut of an incisor instead of the grind of the molar, the single sting of the wasp when the web of the spider was taking too long—


  Is it too much for you?


The Knave, now that they are the Father of the House of the Hearth and have a greater control over its design and the vision it is meant to fulfill, disagrees with a great many of Mother’s philosophies for how the house was to be run, and the purpose of a Mother or a Father would have over the children in it.

As Peruere, while she disagreed with Mother over a great many things, most of it was admittedly entirely personal. 

Clervie was the one thinking ahead about hypothetical and philosophical quandaries of how and why and to what end. 

Peruere was mainly focused on the singular task of overcoming Mother and what it would take to rid Clervie and Peruere of the woman permanently.

In any case, as the Knave they find that while they continue to find Mother and most things related to her—with a singular exception—disagreeable and distasteful, there are parts of her design for the children of the House of the Hearth that the Knave has adapted to their own vision for the new house. 

The Knave will readily, with some amount of sharp humor, admit to a natural fondness for Lyney. The boy possesses a valuable and natural charm, and has been carefully honing that natural and inborn ability into a practiced talent to use and manipulate at will. Mostly without the Knave’s prompting, guidance, or intervention.

Mother would have adored him.

A capable combatant, a promising strategist, a qualm-less saboteur, an easy actor, and a natural leader. All of those wonderful qualities that a King should possess and wield as though it were natural right instead of a conquered one.

And best of all, if they were to continue to examine Lyney through Mother’s keen, tactical eyes: he has so many soft parts. As many soft parts as there are names attached to the House of the Hearth, ever growing, ever deepening. So easy to reach out and grasp one of those soft parts like a scruff. A leash.

No effort needed on Mother’s part to graft that softness on, to make that vulnerable hand-hold as she had to with so many of the other children—with Peruere.

Through the Knave’s eyes, this is neither a good thing—this softness—nor a bad one. For Lyney or for themselves and their own purposes.

After all, the Knave has no desire to hold onto those soft parts. As Lyney’s Father it is unnecessary.

As the Father for all of the children who have come to close ranks around the flame of their hearth, they have no desire to hold any particular leash or collar over any of them. It is unnecessary, and runs counter to their much more efficient design.

The new hearth remains under the Tsaritsa’s command to gather the vulnerable and lonely moths to its flame, raising them up into Fatui to fill the ranks and shadows. Father remains dutiful in ensuring that the House of the Hearth produces only the best quality of soldier, spy, and saboteur.

But the Knave is not like Mother. They have no desire to overlay, to graft, to insert their image into these children. 

These children are raised as spies and hunters alike. Predators out of prey.

But they do not spy and hunt each other. Not anymore. 

At least…not to the same degree. Some amount of competition is healthy, after all. Especially among the growing. 

Besides, the Knave has to weed out the dross somehow. There’s only so much the Knave can do with desperation and a need to please. Some element of natural inclination is required for the kind of work the children of the house will need to develop a taste for. 

The vicious and natural selection that the children put each other through is usually enough to highlight those who need to be removed to some other house where they can find their worth copying numbers or the like.

But the Knave has not given them a taste for their own kind between the teeth, and has not raised in them the competitive instinct to eliminate like-to-like. They have made sure not to instill the kind of hunger in them that would cause them to put mouth to flesh and rend. Instead the Knave has given them other tools to undercut and sharpen themselves on each other.

And most importantly the children’s fangs and eyes and hunger is turned outwards, towards the rest of the hostile world that pushed them to the house to begin with. United together, despite their little games and squabbles, against a greater enemy—swarmed together like a hive, a colony, to protect and feed the hearth. As it should be.

This is the Knave’s design.

While they will admit that their morals and general outlook are not as clear, as pure, as standard as most others, they will affix themselves to this one stance: their children are their children.

Fear is something children have sleeping in them for their parents—as is the nature of anything dependent of the thing they are dependent upon—but the Father of the House of the Hearth knows that respect and a desire to please will bring you much farther than banal fear.

Fear makes a creature run lean, spare. It’s inefficient. It takes up so much energy. It drives towards inefficient extremes.

Respect and desire whet the appetite, and stoke greed. Under those conditions is the potential to thrive.

The Knave observes Lyney’s still hands, letting them sit in silence as he shuffles his single card round, and around the deck. The longer the Knave spins the silence, the harder he concentrates on keeping the rhythm of the card’s movements even. His eyes slip away from the Knave, skipping around the office as he pretends to roll his shoulders and to stymie his unease.

Lyney is a natural leader in the way that Clervie might have once been, if she were able to free herself of the binding of Mother’s design. And if she had the ability to act upon her large ambitions. Her ambitions were not proportionate to her capability or her situation.

That is not so with Lyney.

It is simply that he lacks the initiative. The push. He has too much softness, too much loyalty. He’s afraid of upsetting the deck by doubting the hand he’s been dealt. Scattering the cards by overstepping beyond his routine. He’s afraid to fumble and find the wrong card in hand.

This is what holds Lyney to his father, to the House of the Hearth, without the Knave actively having to hold anything in return. This is what has Lyney sitting in the Knave’s office, offering up this question shyly, coyly, instead of working through the shadows to pry the answers out of the brick and mortar of the house they had built.

No need for leashes or collars when they come back to your door, offerings in hand, eager to appease and please. No need to scruff when they always look over their shoulder for your approval, your permission, wary of your judgement and your disappointment even when you’ve said nothing and haven’t looked in their direction.

This is the type of house that the Knave rose from the ashes of the fire they set. This is their design.

As even Lyney’s natural ability to act and conceal and improvise stretches to the end, while the silence remains capable of going further the Knave answers.

“It is up to the hand that wields the tool to decide how to best use it.”

Lyney calls to the mind the feeling of a creature close to molting. 

Something just beginning to feel the stretch, the itch, the discomfort, of a skin not feeling quite right. Too tight in some places, and loose and sagging in others. Muscle not moving and splaying out under the skin as it once did, the joints bending in changed ways, the sensations of the gut inverting themselves and rebelling against undisclosed insults. 

Some kind of unspeakable urge to gorge oneself and then hide away, sealed in the dark and the quiet away from all eyes, in some safe self-made womb to transform.

All of this combined with the fear of not knowing what they would transform into. A morbid, fascinated fear. 

The trembling fear of something covered in caul, all at once too aware but without the words for it. Oblivion into everything.

A mind at the precipice of enlightenment, chased there by some hidden nature just now rearing itself to demand change. An unconscious being at the brink of sapience and just barely becoming capable of realizing the irreversible transition it is about to be put through—the malleable and fresh mind seeing for the first time the gossamer connection between shadow and flame.

“I understand, Father,” Lyney breathes out. Capable creature that he is, his voice remains level, his expression remains cavalier, and the cards continue to shuffle.

But the Knave smiles at him, turning the cross-hairs of their attention onto him as he had asked for when he knocked upon their door and took a seat at their table.

Lyney calls the creature to mind, but he is not that creature yet. Not quite.

Children, they have found upon donning the mantle as Father of the new and vastly improved House of the Hearth, are terrible at keeping schedules. It is not by any real fault of their own, but simply due to the nature of being children. Malleable, easily changed, quickly changing creatures.

But the Knave is a skilled hand at managing the malleable, and has had harder challenges than managing a time-table that thrashes like a fly in the net.

The Knave bears down their full, fond and bemused attention on Lyney, pressing until just before the point where Lyney’s admirable mask begins to shake. It is somewhat like testing the ripeness of a fruit.

“No, you do not,” the Knave corrects, exposing a glimpse of the fuller depth of themselves, releasing out a fraction of a fraction of the spool that they carry in their hands in honor and acknowledgement of Lyney’s efforts. Even if he does not understand, just quite yet, the path those efforts are putting him on. “You cannot understand because I have not yet given you the tools to understand. As you are, you are not in a position to see the design in order to understand it beyond the knowledge that there is something to understand.”

The larva is incapable of knowing its true self until it has finished the transition—fully remade, melted down and restructured at a fundamental level, like something in a crucible.

The Knave has yet to decide when to fire this particular mold, this molt.

But they acknowledge that it should be soon, before Lyney breaks out of that mold and molt in a way that the Knave can’t utilize or control. If Lyney is already aware enough to realize that there is a larger design to question, and has become strong enough to voice a shade of that question, then it should be soon.

However there are other, more important schedules to keep at the present. Schedules that keep the entire House of the Hearth open, the Knave at the helm of it, and the rest of the designs being spread by themselves and their fellow Harbingers at the Tsaritsa’s command laying smooth. 

Thus, the Knave smothers this flicker back into an uneasy ember in the ash, as though putting a child to sleep. It will keep. The flame can be rekindled later, when it suits both the House of the Hearth and the Knave’s design better.

As it did under the previous Mother’s hand, the new House of the Hearth remains an efficient one under the Father’s touch.

The Knave stands, crossing the room in fast, smooth, movements that Lyney cannot track. He startles when they appear before him, looming and shadowed, larger than any threat he’s ever sharpened his teeth on and ever will—unless he somehow picks up an appetite for poison when the Knave is not watching. In which case, it will be the last thing he ever tastes.

It is not part of the Knave’s intentional design for the children in their house to fear them. But there is no entirely smothering survival instinct. And they will not deny that instinct’s usefulness in situations such as these. Fear, like competition, is healthy in controlled doses.

Lyney is well trained, and so he reigns in the instinctual animal fright with the calculated skills that the Knave did give him. Capable, capable boy. Depending on what he becomes, he will go far in life. 

Now and again, the Knave entertains themself in quiet hours musing on what direction he will go far in, and if it will ever be far enough to fully leave their grasp, in the way that not even the Knave has fully left the shadow of Mother’s. Children are generally meant to succeed over their parents, as the Knave once did, after all.

The Knave reaches out towards Lyney’s steady hands and pulls Lynette’s green ace straight from the center of the deck.

“But,” the Knave concedes out of fondness for this growing boy, and the trouble they know he will bring to their design when it finally becomes time for him to shed the shape of a boy, “it would behoove you to continue to pretend to think that you do.”

-

As both Peruere and as the Knave, they do not refer to Mother as Crucabena. Not in their mind. Whenever they think on that person, the referent is Mother.

However, to the outside world that was not privy to the horrors of the hearth, creatures called things like the Knave, Arlecchino, Father, are not creatures who have mothers. They are beings that are fully formed as they are, and thus it is not fitting of their image to refer to another being by a title that inherently and intimately implies some form of power over them.

On the rare occasion the Knave must reference Mother to people of the outside world from beyond the original House of the Hearth, the Knave calls Mother Crucabena and only barely means it. It’s like purposefully having to address a Bulle fruit as a pear. This is not out of any particular sentiment or feeling of attachment, but simply because that’s what she was.

There is a fundamental disconnect between the two personas. This was part of Mother’s design of the title of Mother which was distinct from Crucabena and whatever other hats, personas, identities, and the like that Mother wielded.

It is very much the same as how Peruere is not the Knave. It is similar to how the Knave directs the hand of the Father of the House of the Hearth, but does not carry around the mindset and the priorities of the Father of the House of the Hearth consistently. Peruere and Father are too small for the Knave, although they are both suitable selves for the tasks required of them.

Neither Mother nor the Knave are special in this shaping of selves. All creatures do it. All creatures shape themselves into what their lives and situations require.

A person’s identity, their shape, is partially informed by their surroundings and those they expect to interact with said shape.

As Peruere, and now as the Knave, they have picked at their observations of both Crucabena and Mother to find where the two share seams and overlap with one another. They have studied how one face was stitched into the other, and how the creature behind both was able to move between the two of them.

It was a very tidy series of stitches, near seamless.

Except for how both Clervie and Peruere were able to find the seams and rip them up, to expose and irritate the being that was behind those faces.

The unknowable depth that was concealed by those faces always seemed shocked and endlessly exasperated that a creature like Clervie had been shaped out of their own flesh and yet was still so diametrically opposed to them, and dead-set on undoing them. 

Similarly, they were likewise annoyed by Peruere being so close to being a creature of similar-same-stuff, but refusing to align her own edges and seams to match Mother’s design, and instead using that similar-same-stuff to work against her.

The three of them—Mother, Clervie, Peruere—looked at one another and recognized the truth of what was under their names, their faces. But were unable to find steady agreement or alignment in that truth.

There is a certain kind of madness in understanding something, but being able to implement that understanding in any significant way. There is a frustration in the futility of holding a concept in hand, but being unable to speak it, wield it, utilize it in any way that matters. It is the same frustration of seeing where all the hairline fractures of something would align in order to create one whole, but being unable to actually put those fragmented pieces together.

Perpetually so close to completion, towards success, but eternally barred from it. 

It reminds the Knave of the classic mythologies they studied as Peruere—stories of men condemned to fall short of their pinnacles and return to the bottom to start all over without reprieve. Stories of men who suffer and fall into a rut of it, glimpsing only the briefest moments of respite that refresh them for the suffering to repeat its cycle.

In truth, between the three of them, Clervie had the advantage in prying up the seams. Through her normalcy, her averageness, she had the easiest time of spotting where something wasn’t right, wasn’t normal. She could see where both Mother and Peruere were imitating something else, emulating and pulling wool over themselves as ill-fitting and synthetic skins. Clervie could look at people and understand if they were acting in truth or simply acting.

Mother and Peruere had to study that and hone those studies in order to understand how to apply it to themselves. 

Although their takeaways and applications of that knowledge differed greatly. After all, Mother and Peruere had very different things they wanted to accomplish by blending in and smoothing down the edges of their costumes.

Mother’s face of Mother was designed for the purpose of fostering her perfect creation. If she had survived creating it, the Knave is certain that the costume of Mother would have been discarded or scrapped to be used for some other new persona for a different venture. 

Meanwhile, Peruere simply wanted to survive—regardless of the degree perfection, creation, and destruction required along the way.

The Knave remembers that there was one session between Mother and Peruere—one of the first ones. The early ones. It was from before Mother began to graft Clervie and Peruere into each other as foils, as her end-markers for the hearth, her mirrors.

It was possibly one of the first times that Mother called Peruere to eat at her table. 

It was not, then, offal in such a direct form up on the plate. They were working up to that, still.

Later, Mother would present to Peruere roasted hearts with caramelized onions and wild mushrooms, lungs flattened out and fried with batter, and tongues upon beds of lettuce and thickened sauce. 

But for now, Mother was a little more subtle in enforcing her design onto a reluctant Peruere.

Mother was still getting her measure of Peruere and how to best handle the girl, who did not care to impress, was strong enough to survive, and clearly had some sort of potential use if only Mother could figure out the best and most efficient way to apply it.

During this one-on-one they were out on Mother’s terrace. It was evening.

But Mother had them served a meal of sausage, egg, grilled tomato. Breakfast.

A joke for Peruere, who had not been given anything substantial to eat since she spat out a mouthful of a boy she had defeated a full day and a half ago.

This was not to imply that Mother starved them. Mother made sure that there were sugary snacks left all over the House of the Hearth for any of the children to partake in as they please. This was a lesson designed to leave you hungrier, weaker, than if you had just fasted.

Now the dead and still-warm boy Peruere had spat out and refused to accept into her body sat before her, made pretty as little glistening sausage links, cozied up to fluffy golden eggs, and glittering, watering tomato. Hotter than a body, as hot as the cast iron.

“Peruere,” Mother said in that singular way she always said Peruere’s name, even up to that last moment.

“What do you think it means, to consume? The act of feeding is an act of love. Therefore, what is consumption but acceptance of it?”

Peruere remained silent. Peruere was not the kind of being that thought of things like love, even in terms of utility. 

Asking Peruere what her opinions on acts of love were was rather like asking a spider what it thought of the laws of thermodynamics, or concepts of astrophysics. What did any of these things have to do with the spider, the web, and the hopes it had placed on its threads into catching a key component of immediate survival?

“As your Mother I put great care into your meals. I make sure that your food is nutritionally balanced. I try to make it aesthetically pleasing. It is fresh, abundant, and cooked with utmost care towards appropriate temperature, texture, and taste. It is a parent’s greatest pleasure to look upon her children and see them fell, fed of her hand,” Mother continued. “This is especially true for a mother.”

Mother watched, pointedly waiting for Peruere to take up the fork, the knife, and bring the boy she had refused days ago to her mouth. Peruere watched back, pointedly continuing to refuse.

“When I put one of you through a longer training session, I include a greater portion carbohydrates and protein in your meals in order to ensure that you have adequate energy to make it through the training. When I serve you heavy portions of proteins I make sure to balance it out with an appropriate level of fiber. For your younger siblings, still growing and still delicate, I ensure calcium and the vitamins required for growing and strengthening bones is worked into their meals. When the weather is cold and draining I put bowls of warm, heavy stews in front of you to last you between mealtimes. When the season is hot and stifling I make the table heavy with fruit. When one of your siblings is ill I give them only what their stomach is able to handle, and gradually bring them back to heavier, heartier fares. And I do this, Peruere, all without any of you asking. Because I already know what you need. Because I am your Mother.”

A glimpse of the being that wielded the identity of Mother peered out through a carefully constructed opening in Mother’s seams for the purpose of looking.

“Tell me, Peruere, what do you think it means when I put this dish before you? What need am I making sure to fulfill for you? What do you think it is that I have seen in you?”

The being that looked at them all through the face of Mother leaned forward through Mother’s eyes, slipping loose one small fraction of itself to impress upon Peruere the gravity of this conversation that it would deign to grace the table with its honest self. Or maybe, this was part of the being’s experimenting in how to best tailor Mother’s touch to match Peruere’s temperament.

“How does one hunger or find themselves in need of something that did not exist?” Peruere replied.

“It is said that man is made in the image of god, therefore the hunger of the gods exists within you. It simply waits for opportunity to be awakened,” Mother answered, reaching over to pull Peruere’s plate over towards the middle of the table. 

The woman took up silver knife and fork and began to cut. Soundless. As though the flesh on the table had already given up all resistance, and even as compacted ground meat it was unable to act as a solid capable of adhering to a shape.

“There remain records and stories through the formation myths from all across Teyvat that reference the continued acts of consumption and evolution. God swallows the sun in order to create a refuge within their belly for infant mortals. Gods swallow other gods to give them safe harbor or preserve them from fading away entirely, stitching them into their skin in order to graft themselves into one being. The divine feast upon the divine, raising one another ever higher.”

“Records and stories are not written or told by gods,” Peruere pointed out. 

“Clever creature,” Mother said fondly. “Records and stories, too, are consumption. It is the right of the victor, the survivor, to dictate and determine how the scraps of the defeated are used and best utilized in order to suit their future goals. The winner takes the parts of the loser they find pleasing and shapes them into something that suits their vision. 

“So too do the religions and histories of the world take from the defeated their prize, and remake them in more palatable images to feed to their children. A god of fertility and fecundity in one empire is subsumed into the god of riches and beauty in another. A god is scrubbed clean of the unpleasant and anything tying them to the defeated, and is given a new name, a new origin, a new temple and flock under the victor’s hand. And in this way, man consumes gods, as gods once consumed gods.”

“And is this still love?” Peruere asked as Mother cut weeping tomato into wedges, using the fork and knife to guide golden egg to match bite-sized sausage, in patterns of bites around the plate. “Is it not a sin to twist the truth? Is it not a sin to consume the flesh of one’s ‘siblings’?”

“Who determines the sin? Who dictates the law? The victor. The one closest to god. Do gods sin? How could it be a sin to follow in the action of god? Is it a sin to survive, to find succor and satisfaction? There is honor in surviving and aiding in survival by surrendering oneself to, or accepting another into yourself.”

Tell that to the boy, Peruere thought. The boy was very clearly not thinking of sacrifice or of honor when she crushed his throat with her bare hands. He was thinking of trying to claw her hands off of his and her body, both. 

If bodies left spirits behind, Peruere had her doubts that the boy’s spirit would be appeased by seeing its mortal shell presented to Peruere as breakfast for dinner.

“To consume, to reshape, and to utterly remake is a form of love that was handed down to us by god. God shapes man, man shapes god,” Mother said. “Divine right, and rightfully divine. A King rules through divine right, divine might, emulating and taking from the example that gods set. And in this mother’s eyes, all of you have the potential to be King. Therefore, each of you has the potential to be divine. And it is my responsibility to feed and nourish that potential in you through your education, your manner of comportment, your diet. You are what you eat. You emulate what you aspire to be. 

“To eat as the divine, to be eaten as the divine—to love as the divine do. That is what I give you the chance to do. This is what your siblings give you the chance to do. That is how I love you. This is how we all love you in the House of the Hearth. Now, if you were to turn this love away, if you were to spurn this chance given to you…that would be different. The death and sacrifice would be senseless—without purpose, without gain, entirely in vain. That would be a sin. Even worse, it would be a waste.

“Peruere. Is this a house that tolerates waste?”

Mother smoothly pushed the plate back over to Peruere, the first bite positioned on the fork balanced upon the edge. Sausage. Egg. Tomato.

Peruere took the fork in hand. Bite and all, balanced on the precipice of understanding, and glimpsing the larger picture. But just short of it and the ability to act upon it in a way that suited her own taste.

Mother spun a beautiful and almost air-tight argument for cannibalism. But that did not mean that Peruere had to succumb to actually believing it.

There is another story that is often repeated with different variations around Teyvat and its various folklores, tales, and mythologies. Stories of throwing monsters in an enclosed space together and waiting to see what would come out.

And that had nothing to do with divinity, and everything to do with mundane curiosity and greed.

This—in Peruere and the Knave’s mind—seems a much more plausible reason that enforced Mother’s design and provided the foundations for the previous House of the Hearth.

But much like how it was rather pointless to ask the spider about its thoughts on theology and philosophies of how identity is informed by cultural context, it was also rather pointless for Peruere to point this much more plausible reason out at the table.

Peruere and the spider from the original simile, after all, are much more interested in the immediate action needed in order to ensure they could have the opportunity to have a future to act on.

Thus Peruere let Mother’s explanation sit at the surface of the brain without penetrating it, but also compromised by bringing the loaded fork to the mouth, chewing, swallowing, and repeating until the plate was cleared.

Mother’s point had been proven. This was as far as Mother would tolerate Peruere pushing back.

There is a memory that goes deeper, further back than even Peruere. This memory is made somewhere in between Peruere, the Knave, and the Father. It adds interesting perspective to Peruere’s past actions, and offers interesting outlooks that might be utilized with current opportunities.

The Knave keeps this memory quietly folded and tucked away in a distant archive of the mind. It is a irrelevant memory that informs nothing of their current actions. But it is an interesting one.

Their blood and the poisonous flame within it can be traced to a godless land. A self-made peoples. An empire that swallowed itself. Or so they are told.

The Knave sometimes remembers that little tidbit, that little bite-sized piece of information. This little fact has tied itself to the memory they keep of tearing down Mother and the previous shape of the House of the Hearth in order to remake themselves into Father and rebuild the House of the Hearth into one that suits their own design.

Did the gods, the Knave would point out to Mother if they were to sit across from each other, the Knave on their self-made throne and Mother in the ashes of her ruined and buried one, also not grow fearful and suspicious of mortals and that hunger they had unknowingly transferred onto them? Did the gods not soon recognize and begin to fear the unique capability and disproportionate ambition that man cultivated from that hunger, thus casting them into the dark and hoping they would never find their way out? 


  Did man not emerge from the dark when the gods least expected it to use that hunger for the divine to conquer the land of gods and beasts, until the gods were forced to parcel out their gifts for safe passage through time? Is that not why it is man who dictates sin, bestows gods their names, and chooses the forms of their temples?


The Knave would let loose the creature that rests inside of them, the creature that shed the skin of Peruere and took up the weapon of the Knave and established the house of the Father so that they and that which was Mother and Crucabena might speak honestly and efficiently. 

The Knave would allow the glimmer of that creature that was born of beings that survived both not choosing heaven and being singled out by heaven for the snub to peer out through the crosshairs of their eyes and the smoke of their blood.

That creature would say: There is a story of a man who took the fire of the gods and made it his own. And thus rendered the gods redundant and small, removing them from the equation of things necessary for ongoing survival. Man took themselves into their own hands to great success, effectively cutting the need for gods as middle-men out from the process as unnecessary waste. 


  Tell me. Is this a house that tolerates waste?


Hypothetical conversations between victors and losers aside, the Knave may be of a godless people, but it was hardly a hardship to adapt to the practices of a god-littered land in order to survive—which was Peruere’s main goal at the time the first, actual conversation happened.

It cost Peruere nothing to stitch herself a costume of something that could pretend to give a care about god, apotheosis, and the like. She didn’t have to actually believe it in order to go along with it. 

You can eat sausage and egg without caring about the symbolism of how it got to you and how it was presented to you. You could be hungry without having an entire thesis on theology gurgling about the gut.

In the same way that the being that stitched a costume of Mother to wear while working on raising a singular King out of the ash, the being that sat in the skin of Peruere stitched herself a skin that would survive baking in that ash until it was ready to rise.

It’s all just costuming.

The Knave is reminded of all of this when Lynette knocks upon their office door, waiting to be given permission to enter, before coming to stand right before the Knave’s desk. The young girl stands like a soldier, although she’s dressed in lace, a tightly-shaped bodice, stockings, and patterned ribbons. Even with the desk between them, a window open, and a fire roaring in their personal fire place, the Knave’s sharp senses can pick up the faint, sweet and powdery scent of roses from her.

Lynette is all immaculately brushed hair, silken tail and ears, and appears before the Knave with the outward appearance of someone who should be as soft as her twin.

This is a lot of things to be reminded of. But the Knave is accompanied by reminders in the forms of sparks trailing at their heels and dark ash creeping up their limbs.

Between experience being a stern teacher and their own nature, the Knave is a creature capable of many different threads of thought at once and keeping them orderly.

“Lynette,” the Knave says as Lynette’s eyes—so similar to Lyney’s, but having a certain kind of flint-like hardness to them that only sometimes flashes in her brother’s under duress—focus on a the same point on the Knave’s face that Lyney’s tends to focus on.

“Father,” Lynette begins without any preamble and without the attempt to maneuver them into the topic of what’s on her mind gently like her brother would. 

Lynette delivers her report of her problem in the way that the Knave would expect a post-operations report. Clearly and succinctly, with only the bare minimum details necessary.

The short of the short is that Lynette was pulled aside by an elderly man earlier that day when she was out putting up posters for her brother’s magic show. This elderly man—no doubt believing he was doing her a favor—lectured her about the revealing nature of her costume, and how it was unbecoming of a young girl to be dressed so indecently. Regardless of her profession. It reflected quite poorly upon her and those who raised her.

The Knave’s eyebrows rise when Lynette finishes her recounting of the context of her problem, waiting for Lynette to plainly state the issue. There are some children in the House of the Hearth who are sensitive about their looks and about how they must look towards others. And there are some children who bristle and bruise easily whenever their lack of parents aside from the Father of the House of the Hearth is pushed into their faces. 

Those children are not Lynette. Lynette is not a girl who would even bother to remember something like this. She is not a self-conscious girl, although she is admirably self-aware. And Lynette is clever enough to allow implied and overt insults towards her parentage and origins of to move past her as irrelevant. 

The pride of coming from the House of the Hearth, even in the face of the rest of Teyvat glancing at them out of the corner of the eye like an unwanted wasp hive they can’t smoke out, is well developed and steady in her. In this way, she and Lyney carry the same kind of loyalty—the leash in their own teeth.

“As a magician’s assistant, my costume is meant to draw and hold attention,” Lynette finishes, hands loosely folded behind her back, brow beginning to furrow as she reveals the snag that’s been bothering her. “But I do not need it drawing that kind of attention.”

The kind of attention that would have someone sniffing around her, pulling at the threads to see what they tie to and conceal, and therefore possibly glimpsing something they are not meant to glimpse past the curtain and into the embers of the hearth.

“You want to control the eyes on you, what they see and how they see it.”

Lynette nods, some tension in her settling in the presence of the Father who knows all and knows the answer to all.

“That is what a stage assistant does, but I need to be able to do it without the stage. Always.”

The Knave gathers the papers they had been working on before Lynette arrived together, sliding them into leather folios and underneath envelopes in need of addressing.

“Then you will learn to make the world your stage, and to be the director, the set designer, the costumer, the script writer, the cast manager, and advertiser all in one.”

An obvious question rises on Lynette’s face, but she does not voice it.

“It is not that you must learn how to act.” Lynette is already quite skilled in that. “It is that you must learn how to anticipate and control how other people act. Come.”

The Knave takes Lynette into the large boudoir filled with accessories, clothing, perfume, and the like that several of the older girls share whenever the House of the Hearth requires them to venture out. Lynette has been in here before, helping and being helped by the other girls as they transform into different people based on dossiers and pre-written scripts for their missions.

The Knave has Lynette sit at one of the large mirrors. 

“You already know how to tailor your appearance and use it as a tool,” the Knave says, laying out brushes and bringing out compacts and little tins of make up. “But thus far you have learned how to use this tool in order to erase yourself into another identity. You have learned through observation and through your own trial and error how to enhance or mute certain parts of yourself in order to achieve certain effects. But you have not learned how to blend in by standing out. It is a complex skill to master, but one that would benefit you greatly.”

Lynette looks puzzled as she starts to wipe off the make up that she had already been wearing, eyes fixed on the Knave’s reflection as the Knave moves to stand behind her, hands on her slim shoulders.

“There is a type of beauty so beautiful that it becomes forgettable,” the Knave tells Lynette. “A beauty that can be used to beguile and beget, or otherwise obfuscate and render another oblivious. Beauty is a tool often used to attract the gaze and manipulate it, but it does not always have to be used in order to draw attention. Sometimes the more beautiful something is, the more plain and more forgettable it becomes. Observe.”

This is something that most mothers will teach their daughters, either overtly as the Knave does now or through example. This is something that the Knave has taught several of their children because there is no Mother in the House of the Hearth, but the Father of the house will not deny their children the necessary tools required of them in order for them to succeed in their tasks—although they will temporarily delay giving it to them, depending on the situation.

Every time the Knave has taught this lesson they are reminded of sausages, talk of the divine, and what it means to dictate what becomes one thing and what is the other.

This was something that Mother purposefully chose to deny teaching to Clervie and Peruere. She did not want them modifying themselves in this way—the raw and natural presentation of either of them being tainted by any hand. If they were to tailor and alter themselves it would be through their own clumsy work at learning manipulation, cause-and-effect, mesmerism, and illusion all on their own.

To give Clervie or Peruere this crucial life-tool would be to rid herself of two useful mirrors which she used in order to alter and tailor her costume of Mother.

Clervie was as beautiful as her mother, but that beauty carried a vulnerability she just couldn’t cover up. There was something brittle in her beauty—something fragile but not in the way that Peruere and Mother agreed Clervie was fragile and therefore of unfit material to ascend to the throne of Mother’s design. No. This was the much more common fragility of a child. 

This was the kind of beautiful that all children must be born with before experience begins to wear it off like the touching of many hands. The kind of beautiful children have when they look towards stars and talk about auroras they read in books, and holds out small little flower-painted plates with a little triangle of cake in the center.

Unlike Lyney, Lynette does not remind the Knave of Clervie. Not a single part of her. In fact, Lynette is almost similar to Peruere. But the resemblance is only superficial, and comes about through Lynette’s adaptable and unflappable nature. The anemo Vision clearly suits her well.

Peruere and Lynette might exist sharing a similar axis on some sort of graph, but clearly trend in different directions in the same way that Mother and Peruere also did.

As the Knave instructs Lynette on how to look at her own face, at how to bring forward freckles or soften the turn of the cheek, round the eyes in a certain way, and arrange her features in a pleasant, inoffensive, and utterly unremarkable way, the Knave imagines how Peruere might have once been taught these things at Mother’s hand. If Mother had not been so fascinated with using Peruere’s raw state as a mirror for her own purposes, of course.

No, it wouldn’t have been Mother who taught Peruere this. Clervie would have taught herself, if she had the chance. And she would have taught Peruere, because all things between Clervie and Peruere were shared, regardless of the other’s interest in what was being shared.

Cakes saturated with sugar; picture books on auroras; stories about princesses that end in happily ever after; spiders named Bambi; dreams of fire and descending moons; strategies for the next round of Marelle.

Clervie would have taught these things to herself through trial and error and sat Peruere down in front of a mirror like this. Clervie would have put her hands on Peruere’s shoulders and brought the brush, the pencil, the rouge and the powder to Peruere’s skin and laughed as she chattered away with all of the things she’d learned for them both. She would have done so knowing full well that Peruere was only playing along for Clervie’s benefit, and Clervie would be grateful for the indulgence.

Here, the fantasy of a Clervie on the cusp of shedding the skin of a girl to molt into a woman says, guiding the Knave’s hand as they instruct Lynette on how to emphasize stray dark spots into charm-points, but somehow still make them seem like something the eye can’t quite hang onto. Here is how the common man makes himself a crown out of straw and gears. Here is how the queen of the country rises from the farmlands and fisheries. Here is how people like us stand shoulder-to-shoulder with things like them.

Here is how to be invisible while being in clear view, a knife out in the open like a prop in a play, Clervie says. Here is how a tool can be dangerous without being marked as a danger. 


  Here is how you eat your fill at a table you weren’t invited to, without anyone thinking to comment.


-

During one of the rare sessions in which neither Mother nor Peruere are eating, but are instead sitting and staring at one another in calculated silence, Mother breaks said silence by tipping them into one of her strange little lectures.

Mother only ever calls on Peruere to have her eat or to deliver one of these strange not-monologues which are more for Mother’s benefit than Peruere’s. Clervie used to fret over Peruere being called to attend to Mother when Peruere hadn’t killed someone, but after Peruere said they mostly just sit in silence for half an hour Clervie relaxed about it.

(“I think she does that to make me anxious about you,” Clervie admitted. “Sorry, Perrie.”

There was nothing to apologize for, because Mother did the same with Clervie to annoy Peruere. And even with the both of them aware of the multiple degrees of manipulation being pushed onto them, there was nothing to be done short of reaching into themselves and carving out their own survival instinct.)

That day Mother broke the tableau by asking: “What do you think of the name given to the order of the mantodea?”

Sometimes when Peruere refused to sleep because the dreams would exhaust her more than just staying awake, and Clervie was unable to sleep, they would lay together. They would lay together, bruised and bloodied, in the same narrow bed that once seemed luxurious to the children they were, but was growing too small for the people they were developing into.

Sometimes they would talk about Mother, laughing at her in ways they couldn’t during the daylight hours. They would muse to one another that maybe Mother just needed someone to hear her talk.

All of these grand speeches and carefully written monologues, but no suitable audience around to hear them. How pitiful. What a waste. And of course, Mother could never tolerate waste in this house.

So the burden of making sure there was no waste fell upon the two of them. After all, who else could Mother give these speeches to?

The young children who didn’t know what half the words meant even if they were sweet enough to sit still and try to pay attention? The other children who weren’t sharp enough to understand the many complex layers of metaphor, figurative language, motifs, and double-entendre Mother had pieced together like lace? The others who were struck dumb and insensate with fear and anxiety just being in Mother’s presence, capable of only understanding simple and direct orders through that haze of fear? The sycophants who would hang onto every word without absorbing their meaning because they were simply just so pleased to be in Mother’s presence?

Clervie and Peruere might not agree with half of what Mother says, but at least they were aware enough to understand what she was saying.

Once, Clervie and Peruere were laying in bed together, squeezed in close in order to fit.

Clervie, the Knave remembers, was laying on her belly, cheek pillowed on her folded arms. Clerive’s long, beautiful hair—so much like Mother’s—billowed out in natural curls around her face and arms. Her hair framed her coyly, as though Clervie were the main subject in some pastoral painting of some town-boy’s sweet-heart that he kept in his breast-pocket.

As long as one didn’t look down, of course. If one were to look down, if the painting were to be extended further, the pastoral image would be turned into one of gore. Clervie’s legs all the way  from her thighs down to her ankles were covered in bruises and still healing wounds from the switch.

Peruere was squeezed in next to Clervie, laying on her side. Her hair was short—no one was strong enough to defeat Peruere in a match to cut off locks of hair to choke down anymore. But Peruere continued to cut her hair short just in case. It was annoying to have choppy hair.

And one ever knew who would suddenly rise up through the ranks in the House of the Hearth.

After all, no one—not even Mother and Peruere—expected Clervie to get this far.

Peruere was laying on her side next to Clervie, half-healed wounds and burns on her back weeping and glaring into the night through the layers of bandages and packing strips that tried to keep them closed.

Peruere had just finished telling Clervie about the lecture Mother had given her years ago, about divinity, about love, about consumption. 

Or rather, Peruere had started to tell Clervie about it, intending to ask Clervie what she did when she received that talk from Mother. Because even Clervie—pastoral, fragile, sweet-heart Clervie—had been around long enough at that point to have eaten a few of their siblings to prove her worth in the house.

But Clervie interrupted before Peruere could get far enough to ask, snorting and rolling her eyes with the embarrassment typical of teenagers when confronted with the existence of their parents. 

It was such a girlish, normal, Clervie thing that Peruere near-instantly forgave the abrupt interruption. Even as the jostle of Clervie’s interruption caused the thicker wounds on the backs of her thighs to well up with fluid, Peruere was already reaching out to brush some of Clervie’s hair out of her face, tucking it behind the scarred ear, tracing the lines where flesh was coaxed to close.

“What did you say to her?” Peruere asked when Clervie was finished chortling to herself.

Clervie rested her cheek on her arm, eyes wet with laughter, face rosy despite all of the blood that was coating her legs. Sanguine.

“Well,” Clervie said, mischievous in a way the House of the Hearth and its horrors couldn’t beat out of her. “I asked her, how do we know man was made in the image of god? That’s just what man says. For all we know ants are made in the image of god. I mean, there’s thousands of them compared to us. Should god have made it fit to create life, wouldn’t they mold that life into the one that is most prolific upon this earth? Maybe the ants tell each other that god is theirs and that they’re the ones with divine right, with us as the interlopers. 

“Besides, all sorts of things eat humans. Wouldn’t that mean that the vultures, the maggots, the vishaps, and the occasional confused whale are gods too? What about mold growing on corpses? So that doesn’t really make anyone special at all, now does it?”

As Clervie went on Peruere started to smile, and then laugh. 

Peruere imagined Mother sitting there in stunned silence as Clervie cut her grand speech out right from under her with her child-pure, child-blunt questions dismantling all of her well-written and well-studied arguments of theology and philosophy with simple, layman’s practicality.

Truly, how unfortunate for Mother that she only had Clervie—who would disagree with everything Mother said as a matter of principle—and Peruere—who might have actually agreed with some of what Mother said and found humor in the rest, if only she didn’t find the person saying the words to be so fundamentally distasteful.

When the Knave is reminded of that small bed, the smell of blood and antiseptic, and the beautiful, pastoral girl who would never bloom to be anyone’s sweet-heart, the Knave also thinks of this conversation with Mother.

The two strands of thoughts and memories are forever linked together, tied with one another, providing a sound base for the series of memories that spin out from them next.

“Do you think that the mantodea have the ability to understand the existence of god? The ability to look beyond themselves and their immediate need to hunt and breed to see the design of a higher power and greater picture surrounding them? If they were capable of sapience, would they immediately see the humor in the name given to them, or mentally find reason by switching the act of prayer for the practice of predation?”

Peruere remained silent, listening to Mother’s monologue. Despite the questions said they were not questions being asked, and thus no answer was wanted. An answer would ruin the flow. And Peruere did want to get out of there as soon as possible. No need to prolong this.

“When the female mantis devours her mate, do you think she looks into her mate’s eyes and recognizes the sacrifice being made? Does the male mantis understand that through his death he is becoming part of something larger, greater? Something longer lasting than his fleeting life?”

This memory of Clervie and Peruere, snickering and giggling to themselves in the bloody dark, and the memory of Mother questioning the ability of the praying mantis to understand symbolism, spin together, round and around until they became one single thread, with every single fiber of them bound so tightly they will not fray or escape one another.

And this thread, if the Knave were to follow it, ties itself immediately into the the core of another memory, pulling it in and braiding that other memory into itself.

When Peruere kills Clervie—the un-bloomed, un-molted, un-crowned Clervie—Clervie looks up at them with clear eyes going bright and brighter still with the euphoria of understanding, of release. 

Clervie’s eyes light up with victory, with satisfaction, with regret and vindication. 

It is the look of someone who has reached the precipice and crossed the threshold of understanding, finally putting together and seeing the answer of several fragments of a puzzle that has eluded their grasp and efforts for years. It is the look of someone who has finally surmounted all the struggle and strife placed in their way, but just as quickly recognizes that there’s nowhere to go from this victory.

Clervie runs herself onto Peruere’s sword and smiles with pink teeth as she runs right up to the hilt, flesh spilling over to caress Peruere’s blood-soaked hands. She looks directly at Peruere—one of the few who could stand looking directly at Peruere without losing herself. 

And then she looks through Peruere in a way that has Peruere wanting to severe the muscles of Clervie’s eyes so she doesn’t look anywhere else.

Clervie looks through Peruere and understanding fills Clervie’s entire body. Clervie, in the moment of her death becomes something in the same way that Peruere was just beginning to become what would later be called the Knave. 

Clervie, in the act of offering herself up to what-would-become-the-Knave’s web and throne, becomes something beyond Clervie.

It’s simply that whatever that something Clervie became was of such a limited shelf-life that it never got a name. It was over just as it had started.

The entire cycle was complete.

Mother gave Clervie to Peruere—sent Clervie to Peruere like a gift. But in the end, it was Clervie who won over all of them, returning the gesture by turning a Clervie-molded-Peruere onto Mother, and becoming the catalyst for transforming the entire House of the Hearth.

God eats god. God makes man. Man eats god.

Mother creates Clervie. Clervie is given to Peruere. Clervie creates that which would become the Knave. The Knave turns on Mother.

In this way, the delicate and beautiful butterfly’s wing rips through the spider’s web, and brings forth the ripple that begins the storm that levels the entire country.

There and then, as Clervie finished her becoming, Peruere felt her own begin to start. She felt the press of muscle and bone against too-tight skin, the overflow of Clervie’s transformation pushing the seams of Peruere’s shape to bursting. 

The shape of Peruere no longer fit quite right for the combined mixture of Clervie and Peruere and the energy released by all of their particles colliding.

Something inside of her began to wake up. Hungry. Ravenous. And furious with the insult of being without.

There and then as one transformation triggered another—before an enraptured audience of one; before Clervie’s last breath could finish flying out of her thus leaving Peruere behind forever—Peruere dug her teeth into the throat to catch that breath on the way out. She bore down with all the strength of the jaw, using all of her teeth to keep Clervie bound to her.

Skin. Muscle. Fat. Tendon. Cartilage. 

Peruere ate Clervie right down to the bone.

-

Memory pulls upon memory. Cause triggers its effect.

Still ongoing.

-

Humans are not as efficient cannibals as insects and other beasts are. And if it is true that gods also fed upon each other as beasts do, then they clearly did not pass on the iron gut required for such acts of carnage to the mortals they supposedly shaped.

Peruere got very, very sick after eating Clervie raw.

In the fever haze that unfolds in the aftermath of gorging herself on every part of Clervie she could get her hands on, Peruere dreams of Clervie.

Peruere dreams of a butterfly that flies through the sun, delicate scales and feathers and fur set ablaze as she leaves the light to enter the darkness. As she passes through the boundary between light and dark, carrying the fire of the sun with her, she sets every long established web that had found safety in the dark and was meticulously placed and planned there ablaze.

With every twitch of her dissolving, burning wings she scatters bright red embers to catch and grow and spread. Chasing darkness. Chasing shadow. Rooting out everything that hides there and turning it to ash.

The butterfly’s wings burn like the paper in the kite frame, leaving behind a skeletal outline that resemble the outstretched arms of a spider. Darkness looks through the burning feather and scale of the wing like eyes.

There is a vision that sears itself into Peruere’s mind, into the foundation of the Knave, of a butterfly with those skeletal wings spread out and blazing, caught mid-motion right in the center of the meticulous web as though she were the spider herself—the real spider caught up in the butterfly’s burning embrace. 

It is impossible to tell what is what, where one begins and the other ends. The butterfly in the center of the web, connected to every strand as though she had spun it herself. The spider with burning wings, haplessly entangled in the flame.

The silken web turns to light—rainbow embers showering down like the mist catching morning at just the right angle—as the butterfly holds the spider in the web close.

In honor of this butterfly and her beautiful ruin, the spider will bring down the entire web of the House of the Hearth.

It has to be you, Clervie had once told Peruere. I don’t know how far I’ll be able to go. But it must be you at my end, and no other.

They both knew that the road they were on would slowly, then rapidly and violently, narrow to only allow one to pass. They both knew that it would not be Clervie who would walk that road.

No matter how hard Clervie thrashed against the design placed upon them both, she would not be the one to see the end.

But Peruere’s victory was not necessarily Clervie’s defeat.

This was Clervie’s design.

It has to be you, and only you, Clervie insisted. There is no other I want it to be, Peruere. Only you can make the best use of me and all that she made me into. For you. For us. 

Clervie, in the fever, burns in a wreathe of flames like gold, like copper, like bronze. Like metal that’s been hammered into sheets of foil and thrown to catch on whatever can hold them.

The waves of her soft hair spread out in the air as though caught on invisible hooks. A halo that spreads out into a cloud. An invisible web made visible through Clervie’s dying light. Her hair spreads out along the visible, burning webs like wings, like arms into the darkness.

Clervie’s eyes are brighter than the fever that courses through Peruere’s body. So bright that her face becomes shadow. Her voice booms to shake the darkness from the walls, to rain down the ash of burnt up web from the ceiling, and create rippling waves of it upon the ground.


  I am her flesh. Through me, prime your tongue for the satisfaction of conquest. Despite all my resistance and all my conscious choices, I am made in Her image. 


They are across from each other in the darkness, separated by a table laden with glittering, glistening platters with golden rims. The first and the last supper to be savored.

Clervie pushes a plate of uncut meat towards Peruere. 

Peruere takes it into her hands, bringing flesh to the mouth and digging in with teeth in the way beasts are meant to. As the way the gods must have, according to the stories of the men who ate them and made them their own.

She sucks blood and marrow and melted down fat from her fingers, digging her teeth into flesh and drinking it down as it melts in the mouth. Blood-blackened and ash-coated fingers crack bones open and wriggle into every crevice to scrape and strip them clean. Fat dissolves on her tongue, and meat is made soft and ground down to slide down the gullet.


  To partake of me is to feast upon her, too. To eat the Daughter is to snag your teeth upon the Mother. And now, the Daughter and the Mother alike are part of you. Forever.


Rounds of softened cheek. Sweet heart. Lungs flayed. Intestines glistening. Muscle pull-apart-tender. Savory skin. Seared flank. Slide-off-the-bone short-rib. Cartilage quivering even as it melts.

Who needed any of the epicurean trappings when the raw, natural material was already perfect as it was? Why ruin the experience with salt or pepper, sauces or seasonings?

Peruere makes it last.

This fever-dream is first time Peruere understands what it is to be hungry. 

The last time, too. This is the only meal that will ever matter. She will never eat this well again. She won’t have to. Clervie will never let Peruere go without. The benediction granted by the grace of Clervie’s flesh upon Peruere’s tongue will be enough to last her all the way until she becomes the Knave and beyond.


  This, too, is a form of love and worship.


Clervie, from the center of the burning darkness raises her hands up. A torch. A supplicant. Peruere cannot look away from her. She has become the center of the fire, the hearth. Of everything.


  This is my gift, my sacrifice, my offering to you. This is the opportunity that our flesh gives you.



  Tell me, Peruere, what does victory taste of?


Echoing from the darkness, through Peruere, from somewhere deep beyond flesh and bone, from something that had been sleeping and waiting to be awoken: an answer.

DIVINE.

The girl who was once Peruere emerges from the fever like metal from the heat of the forge, like clay from the kiln: transformed.

The future Knave comes awake, alive, all at once, drinking in cool, stale air, seeing the world for the first time with such utter clarity it is as though they had been blind all their life before.

They remember that it felt as though a crack had formed in a shell they had not been aware they were inside of, allowing light to come through. Consciousness. Awareness.

They felt focused. Stronger. Better. Sharper.

Even the colors of the world seem to have shifted in their new eyes. Light got lighter. Darkness became deeper. Colors were richer. 

Years later, they can still taste the white of the bedsheets at the back of the throat, the beige of the ceiling at the soft, sensitive roof of the palate. They can see through the colors, into spectrums that man was supposed to be barred from seeing.

They can see Clervie inside of themselves, feel her. A spark tucked into a soft bed of ash, waiting. Sheltered. 

Peruere’s Clervie, tucked away in her where she can’t be taken away, can’t be used, can’t be bothered or pestered any longer. Peruere’s Clervie, fused and melded into her bones, captured at the pinnacle of her brightest, incandescent moment. 

The Knave’s raw and bloody heart. Never blooming. Never withering.

They felt powerful. Glorious.

This was how the beasts that came out of those pits of carnage felt when there was no one left. When they stood over the mangled corpses of all the others they had bested and turned their gaze upon the waiting audience at the door of their prisons.

This was how the gods felt when they carried their siblings and children in their guts; when they swallowed the sun and the stars and the moon; when they stitched their lovers into the layers of their muscle and fat, right up against vein.

“Tell me, Peruere,” Mother asked from the distant foot of the bed, amused and curious and breathless, tasting the name Peruere in her mouth as though it were the first time and she was just beginning to recognize the inside joke of it. 

For the first time, Mother kept her distance, watching that-which-would-become-the-Knave as though she didn’t know where the line to avoid is. As though she didn’t know what they are.

As though they were some feral, previously un-encountered creature that she’s just stumbled upon after hearing rumors of, and not the creature she has been trying to bring to heel for the past several years.

Mother’s voice trembled with fascination, with curiosity, with morbidity. Anticipation.

“What did it feel like, to eat my daughter?”

“Righteous”, they answered as they licked at the taste of Clervie still lingering in the pockets of the gums, adhering to the crevices between the teeth. 

Scabs of her blood remained caked underneath their blackened nails, flaking off of skin in black-rust powder that smeared over pale white sheets. It crept up the backs of their hands and wrists, like ash, like the remnants of a back-draft. The smell of her hair lingered in their nose like smoke.


  Like love.


-

The Knave has worked hard to bring themselves and all of their webs and embers to this point. They are not above indulging in laying back and closing their eyes for a moment or two, to gather their thoughts on options for the future to explore, or to wander through more aimless and idle ideas and memories that provide nothing, and also cost nothing.

Guarded by the embers of their own blood—memories and echoes that are too lively to sleep in the ash but too spent to rekindle into flame—the Knave lets their body relax into the soft, worn-in cushions of the couch in their office. 

It is a pleasant day by all accounts, but they keep the fire in their hearth going. It would be unbearably hot if they were not the most enduring flame in the room at any given time.

They are not entirely asleep—true sleep is something that the Knave maintains a complex, professional relationship with—but they are not fully awake, either.

Memories like embers flicker across the black of the eyelids, transforming darkness into red and then back into darkness. The whispers of the embers crackling as they leap in and out of the sea of darkness for their attention falls to the back of the mind in the way the babble of water or the whistle of wind would.

The Knave shifts through sleeping memories tucked into the soft, safety of the ashes in the way that the children flip through records for the gramophone, or idly trace their hands back and forth over various old and colorful spines in the library. But this, too, is an idle amusement of its own. A quiet luxury that the Knave finds themselves fortunate to posses.

With part of their consciousness shifting through the ashes of their hearth as the embers play, they feel settled into their body. So settled that when they hear the door to their office open after a timid knock they do not immediately rise to meet the intruder and correct the trespass.

They already know who it is, and their interest is roused by this person being so bold.

Freminet has always made it a point to avoid being alone with them as much as possible. The Knave has—occasionally, when the mood and opportunity happened to align—indulged this whim by calling upon him when one or two of the various other children available to accompany him. 

It is an admittedly unusual thing for them to do, they are fully aware of it.

But they are also aware that Freminet is deeply, deeply afraid of them.

It is not of any personal act that the Knave has done onto the boy. 

It is the instinctual fear of a simple creature towards a predator much higher up on the food chain than they would normally be able to conceive of that they have the misfortune of sharing space with. And is therefore entirely unsure if that larger predator will turn on them, despite the multiple allowances and indulgences the predator has granted them, and the predator’s general lack of interest.

In truth, the Knave thinks very little of not just Freminet, but his little trio as a whole. Each of them have their own unique potentials and flaws, and each provide their own utility to the House of the Hearth to round out the House’s collective shape, patching gaps and strengthening weak points. Outside of these strategic examinations and observations, there is no reason for them to think of the children at all.

Because the Knave rarely thinks of any of the children of the House of the Hearth outside of situations that directly involve said children, it would not be suitable to say that they consider any particular child in a higher or lower esteem over the other.

But out of all of the children in the House of the Hearth, on the occasions where the Knave needs to think on Freminet, they will admit that Freminet is the one they find closest to the still-warm sleeping embers of their hearth. And thus they indulge him slightly more than they would for any of his other siblings.

There is something about Freminet that inspires the half-whim of softer hands.

The Knave oscillates between wanting to stamp whatever that is out of Freminet so that it no longer distracts them, and leaving Freminet alone with it.

Freminet sometimes reminds the Knave of Clervie. It is because they are both plain creatures who have been pushed into surviving extreme circumstance. 

Freminet would have done well had he shown up in some other orphanage. With his wide eyes, silken hair, and button-nose, any couple would have been pleased to have him. Instead the previous Mother of the House of the Hearth snatched him up.

The Knave sometimes sees a glimpse of that boy who might have existed. Existed in the same way that the pastoral version of Clervie, somebody’s sweetheart with her sanguine cheeks and halo of hair, might have once existed if they had existed in any other circumstance and context. 

She sees that glimpse when she sees Freminet showing off a new modification to Pers. She sees it when he reads picture books with his mechanical penguin huddled close to his belly where no one can snatch it away. She sees it when he watches the twins showing off a new magic trick to him, or when his other siblings come to tell him stories and snatches of gossip that they heard when they were out and about.

But these flashes of joyful, sweetheart of a boy are fickle things, quickly smothered and dragged into some dark abyss of a fretful mind.

The boy is lacking in some essential endurance, brightness—some verve—and instead has an overabundance of solemn, cold, melancholy that runs deep into him as though it were a trench in the sea.

Although the Knave can recognize that Freminet has Clervie’s worrisome and concerning potential for self-sacrifice. As useful as that might someday be, given the right circumstances, The Knave would rather him develop a sense of security, first. 

Sacrifice only means something if it’s done at the right time, for the right people. Which means surviving long enough to reach that point.

They listen to the sound of Freminet quietly—even more quietly than his siblings skilled in the arts of spy and stage-craft alike—move into the room, clinging close to wall and shadow. All nerves. How curious it is that Freminet has come to them like this. They can practically taste his clammy palms, hear the fluttering leaflets of his heart, even as he gathers his courage and his reason to press forward.

Freminet, they know, respects them. Admires them. And he is a clever boy. He knows that as long as he doesn’t give Father a reason to, then Father will not raise their hand against him. The Father of the House of the Hearth only raises their hand to guide and to correct.

This correction—sometimes—means erasure. 

But Freminet is loyal to his siblings, to the House of the Hearth, and is unlikely to ever make the mistake that would cause Father to turn their hand onto him for that specific correction. And they both know it.

Thus Freminet’s reason tells him that he should not be afraid. But the animal in the chest beats wildly to run away and defend itself somewhere far, far away from the Knave.

They cannot find it in themselves to fault the boy for his anxiety, considering the essential fact that Freminet is possibly the last of the children from the previous matriarchal version of the House of the Hearth. And thus the Father now bears and makes do with the sins and trespasses of the Mother.

Whenever the Knave has to puzzle over Freminet and his deep-reaching insecurities, his frightened and uncertain silences, they ask themselves how much Freminet actually remembers of that first House of the Hearth. How much are they working against?

He was very, very young when the Knave returned, freshly named as such, to remake the house to fit their new image.

However young that was, though, was apparently still old enough to learn some of the lessons Mother endeavored to pass onto her children. Whether he actually learned them as was intended or if he only learned fragmented parts of them is unclear.

They do not recall if Freminet was even old enough to fight in the arena. But they have seen notes on his medical file that point to scars that prove the boy had lost a few rounds of Marelle and other teaching games. His flesh learned some form of bite, although he doesn’t seem to have gotten a chance to develop a taste for it. 

Whatever Freminet does remember from that distant time is enough to continue to inform and guide his actions in the current one. 

Does Freminet remember any good of the previous house? Because Mother was not just a firm hand. If she was, the children would have long found a way to escape or rebel, regardless of her iron grip. Mother was skilled at convincing the children to her side, to forgiving her and wanting to be forgiven by her all at once. 

She balanced them on knives with promises of sugary treats and story-time; she gave them toys along with the scars. 

The House of the Hearth, before the Knave tore it down and remade it, had many different faces. It still does, but it had even more then. The Knave has simplified it since. Not all things have to be complicated. 

Mother would throw them into this house like it was a crucible, and sort through the ashes for the best of the best once the fire had done its work. The victors would emerge from the ashes burned down to their essential selves, raw and ready for fine-adjustment in her hands.

It was a house of learning, a house of refinement. A house of transformation.

It was also a mass graveyard, a bloody arena, and a prison where all the prisoners were constantly at each other’s throats for the pleasure of the warden.

This was Mother’s neat, effective design of a factory to churn out the best, most refined product she could make out of the material available to her.

Clervie had her own vision for what the House of the Hearth might be. Clervie’s ambition—aside to be free of it, for a time—was to return to it and return it to its fundamental root.

The hearth is the center of the home, Clervie had said. It is the refuge for the weary, the core of all warmth. The life of the house. It was a sacred place. Even in the same foundation myths and shared folk tales. All of the gods, all of the men, gave the hearth and its keeper their due. This hearth could be that, again. Under the right hand.

Is that what Freminet sees now?

The current House of the Hearth has no specific design for a product it wants to put out into the world. The Knave equips the children who come for refuge at their hearth with what they need to protect both the hearth and themselves, no more and no less. What they end up doing and where they end up pointing those tools is up to them. The Knave will respond in kind.

They may be the Father of this house, but it is not out of any particular affection for the children or an inclination to make a profession out of child-rearing, creature-forming. Master of the hearth they are, but not the devoted tender and keeper of it that crops up in Clervie’s longing recollections.

Although they will readily admit to some measure of interest in seeing the many ways the children shape themselves and each other to become strange amalgamations of everything they touch. It’s an interesting diversion to see how these small little unpredictable changes effect the overall picture of their designs.

The Knave returned to raise this house primarily out of spite and vindictive pleasure against the dead Mother. It brought a near unprecedented delight to the ashes of their heart to erase the traces of Mother by covering her up with the echoes of the girl she failed to entirely mold into her image. The butterfly who escaped.

The Knave remains because this is the charge given to them for the supposed crime of matricide. According to the Tsaritsa, every void must be filled and the Knave would fill the one left by the Mother. How they would fill it, the Tsaritsa did not say, although she implied that she would still be expected similar or equal gains from the new house as the ones she received from the old.

These were reasonable to the Knave, and the Knave had very little in way of choice on how to proceed. Thinking of their immediate survival, the Knave agreed and began to stitch and weave themselves a supplementary shape to call Father.

Years later, the Knave acknowledges that they’ve grown comfortable with this supplementary shape. The Knave has decided that this is as good a place as any other to be, and as they have nothing else they aspire to do they might as well keep to it until something else catches their interest later. They have already achieved both Peruere and Clervie’s goals. 

There is little harm in remaining as Father in the same way there’s little harm in eating sausage made of dead boys felled by their own hand. It gets them by. It keeps the hands busy. And it keeps their ashes and embers alike settled.

They listen as Freminet creeps closer and closer on steady feet. He learned the lesson of silence better than most other children, as well as some of the best from Peruere’s generation. And he has used that silence to hold himself apart from most of the other, newer children to the House of the Hearth.

The Knave can tell that Freminet does not understand them. And that makes him uncomfortable, uncertain of how to best move among them without attracting the wrong kind of attention. There was safety in obscurity, but the same tactics to avoid harm in the previous house now draw too much attention in the new one.

He was too young when he came to the House of the Hearth to remember what it was like to live as a normal child. He was too young when he learned the lessons that he did for the short time that he did, and the marks they left upon him are too old to completely fade.

Freminet looks at the other children who have been drawn to the promise of the hearth and cannot understand them. The Knave sympathizes.

What Freminet sees and can’t quite reconcile is no doubt different from what Lyney and Lynette, and all of the other children the new hearth has drawn to it. These children have never known Mother, and her games, her promises, her lessons, her lectures. They don’t know her explanation for love and how adept she was in the shaping of people to fit her designs. These children do not know what it is to look at each other and see opponents, stepping-stones, and food.

But the children know to look at each other, to study each other, to find where the problems and flaws are in order to fix them. And Freminet is not used the kind of attention that results in kindness. The boy gets stuck in whirlpools of desire, wanting to reach out and replicate the gestures but not knowing how, and the memory of how such acts might later be revealed to be just acts. Too many memories of handing over weakness and having it be returned to him in vicious reprise.

Poor Freminet, some half-creature stuck between two different shapes and instincts. Current context and experience tells him that this house and the people in it are safe, but the harsh memories that scored themselves into him continue to haunt and bite at every soft part of him.

Perhaps that is why the Knave lets themselves offer if not the softer hand, then the more relaxed hand to Freminet so frequently. Pity. Or some sister-shade of shallow sympathy. Maybe even a sense of responsibility for dropping him in this strange new environment, so vastly different from the old.

Deprived of Mother and her design, suddenly exposed in the open with a distant, but effective Father and reliable siblings that behave in ways he’s not used to outside of acting for reasons he can’t quite reconcile with his own instincts.

These softer children with their grabbable scruffs and their own leashes held between their teeth.

Is that what this new House of the Hearth produces from its ashes? Instead of Kings meant to conquer and make fists that seize lapels of gods, tame creatures that gently paw at the shadow for approval?

What does this new house make, now that it no longer seeks to awaken and draw out the unique and competitive taste for the divine?

When the Knave stood over Mother, victory in hand, they remember that Mother looked at them. Looked into their eyes.

Mother was one of the few capable of holding their gaze, but in defeat Mother buckled. Caved. Submitted. 

They remember standing over her body, broken and made brittle with burns, among the rubble of the House of the Hearth. They remember standing there, body burning, muscles and nerves taken to their limits, and the proud satisfaction coursing through their veins like fire. They remember standing over her, feeling like the sun itself and every single shadow to ever be cast.

They did not say anything. They did not need to. 

What was there to be said? Did the spider tell anything to the fly? Did the woodcutter say anything to the tree? 

Mother looked up at them like she was seeing for the first time. 

What she was seeing, the Knave doesn’t know, and isn’t bothered by not knowing. Just like the inside-joke of the way Mother said the name Peruere, she took what she saw to her death, too.

The Knave would like to think that she saw the ember of Clervie, brought to life once more to witness victor at last. 

The Knave hopes that clever, insightful Mother looked upon the Knave and the ember they had carried and been born from, and realized how efficiently she would be erased from memory through all of the lessons she had taught Peruere and the ember alike. The Knave hoped that Mother knew how thoroughly her loss would be seared into the consciousness of the world—until there was nothing left of her and everything of their victory.

The Knave stood over the Mother they had cast down, ripped from her web, into the flame. They stood over her, mouth and gums pooling and filling with the taste of the Daughter’s gift. The smell of her hair in their nose. The memory of her blood caked underneath their nails. The feeling of her adhering to gums and entrenching itself between the teeth.

The memory of Clervie, stoked back into a laughing flame in their chest, moved them to raise their hand and burn the last breath out of Mother before it could escape her, and them.

The Knave, freshly molted of the skin of Peruere, did not eat Mother. There was no point to it, and it was a suitable slight. 

They left the charcoal-brittle remains of the woman to scatter in the wind. Not even fit to be eaten by the carrion-creatures. Just waste to be swept up into some dust-bin. The remnants of dissolved impurity, the molted skin, left in the wake of the Knave’s awakening.

The Knave had already eaten and taken for their own the best and only desirable part of Mother years ago.

Freminet draws closer. Closer than he would normally ever dare without one of his siblings present to encourage him. The Knave is curious of how much closer he will get.

They find themselves truly, genuinely surprised when he comes up to them, so close that they can clearly smell the salt that permanently clings to his skin. They feel his shadow touch against theirs, nervous and as tentative as the touch of an insect’s leg upon the leaf.

He surprises them even further by actually reaching out to tap the cushion next to their leg, although he pulls back so quickly that they can also feel the displacement of air and the rustle of his clothes.

The Knave rewards Freminet’s experiment in courage by opening their eyes, purposefully not looking at him at all. Freminet does very poorly with eye contact, even when it is not the Knave’s eyes making the contact.

They wait, expectantly. Freminet hurries to answer, words alternating between coming so fast he stumbles over them, and over correcting and getting slow enough that his nerves catch up to him once more. 

The other children who had the day off have brought dinner home. The older children had gone to forage and hunt in the hills, and have been successful in snaring rabbits and quail. Some others went off to buy sweets at the patisserie, and even more had found success in gathering wild berries. 

They are setting up the fire pits in the small back garden, now, and working on bringing out all of the things needed for an impromptu picnic in the main hall. 

Although it was late to ask, they wanted to confirm if they had Father’s permission for the spontaneous little fete. And if Father would be joining them, which would be some form of tacit approval and forgiveness for the spontaneity.

Freminet volunteered to ask.

“Father,” Freminet calls to them softly, carefully. “Will you…will you come?”

The range of their peripheral vision is much broader than most would suspect. Freminet, however, is very skilled at finding the boundaries and pockets to hide in. The Knave has to turn their head slightly to bring him closer to the clearer parts of their field of vision.

They watch him fidget with his hands. But his shoulders are held straight, and he’s sneaking glances at the patterns on the collar of their coat, now and then raising his gaze as far as their chin.

They nod their agreement and approval, standing slowly to give Freminet time to skitter away. Then they give him the mercy of being the one to lead the way out of the office, allowing him to follow them at his own pace in the comfort of their long shadow.

As much as the Knave should eventually train Freminet out of such behaviors, there is time yet for the boy to grow and change and develop on his own pace.

The House of the Hearth under their guidance is more than strong enough to support and make up for individual weaknesses such as Freminet’s, covering and supporting such weaknesses through sheer numbers and a loyalty that eats better than any mouth.

Besides, Freminet’s docile and fretful nature is sometimes a boon during some of his assignments. He makes a very good distraction, and he’s excellent at getting a certain profile of person to let down their guard and loosen their tongue. 

The House of the Hearth can find use for even the meekest of creatures to crawl upon its hearth. And Freminet is far from being that.

Waste not, want not. This house remains efficient.

This new form of the House of the Hearth and its children are strong, the Knave is certain. It is a different kind of strength than the previous house.

It is true that not a single child here is as strong, individually, as the ones from Peruere’s generation. Even mediocre Clervie would stand head-and-shoulders above some of the best children of the current house in terms of individual ability.

But these children are loyal and close knit. They may squabble over the petty things children will disagree over, but they wouldn’t dare to actually strike at one another for their own gain. These children know that they are only as strong as their weakest link. 

And the children of this house know that they must be strong. They must be strong as a unified front.

The strength of the House of the Hearth is their strength. The House’s interest is their best interest. No need or want for rebellion here. Although the occasional deserter can’t be helped. Nor will they be helped.

Through Father’s teaching and influence, they have been tied together to each other and to the House of the Hearth as a whole. Even if one were to break and turn against the rest, they would not succeed in the way that Clervie and Peruere did. 

There is a type of insect that bites and burrows its way into the mind of its prey, becoming part of it. It is not quite a parasite, but it certainly isn’t not a parasite. It takes over the mind, the body, fusing them together from nerve to belly to blood. It transforms the body into a loving fortress. Protecting it and in turn being protected by it.

The children drawn to the new House of the Hearth, transformed and protected by it, turn outwards.

Us versus them, the age old classic root of all wars. Home versus everyone else. With that everyone else also including the Fatui themselves.

The Knave has woven the House of the Hearth into the very edge of every border. 

These children are not official members of the Fatui, but they keep the Fatui’s sponsorship and raise their flags with the future potential that they one day might choose to be one. These children are not the normal children who run and play and sometimes scrounge change up from the sewer gutters, who might someday become farmers or petty thieves or civil servants, but they can blend in among them when it suits them. 

They do not belong to any specific nation, but are free to come and go between all of them at will. They all claim the Knave as their father, but the Knave claims none of them in turn. They are children without parents, but they are not parentless.

The rest of the world sees them as Fatui children in a Fatui house, and hates and is suspicious of them for it. 

The Tsaritsa and the Fatui keep an eye on the house, knowing full well that the Knave is not loyal, but is simply aligned with them because if you leave a spider to its business it won’t bother you back.

The children know, even on a subconscious level, that should all else fail, so long as they remain loyal to the House of the Hearth and the Father at the door of it, there is safety and security to be had without question. The House of the Hearth’s doors are exclusively open for those who claim it, and closed against all who would threaten its design.

And it has many growing, multiplying, capable defenders.

The sounds of Freminet’s many siblings grow louder, escaping through the half opened heavy door that opens up in the large room that serves as dining hall and common gathering space. The Knave can hear the sound of children moving furniture. 

Someone has opened the windows—the smell of the barbecue pits in the small back courtyard area creeps into the house along with the smells of Fontaine’s damp, city smell. Many hands and many feet are moving. Many bodies breathe and chatter.

The Knave pauses, hand on the door, gesturing for Freminet to move on ahead of them. The boy rushes through the gap in the door gratefully, announcing Father’s arrival to a chorus of pleased, excited congratulations for a job well done.

They listen as the children try to hush themselves and bring themselves into some semblance of order. Once they have mostly settled, the Knave pushes the door open and enters to a sea of shining faces buzzing with excitement. A hive of squirming, many-limbed, well-coordinated creatures in different stages of growth.

They sweep their gaze over the room, noting the efficient stacking of furniture and the apparent system organized by the older children to put the smaller ones to work in setting up blankets, gathering cushions, and arranging a table with plates and cutlery, cups and pitchers of water and juice.

“Well done,” Father says, releasing them all with the two words to their bustle of activity.

Quantity over quality prevails in this case. With this many hands, many tasks would be made into short work. With this many fire-starters, it would be hard to completely smother any spark they choose to let catch.

There is a web of their design slowly stretching and spinning out across Teyvat. 

It is a fragile, delicate thing, made out of fragile, delicate things. 

But there is potential in each of them. Divine potential, as it was once called out of a more dramatic mouth. And if the Knave dutifully weaves and combines each of those little delicate strands together, they can make something more powerful than just a simple sum of parts. 

No need to just keep only the potential of the divine. No need to only feed that specific hunger. How wasteful. How inefficient. Why not keep the potential and hunger of man and the flesh, too? Why not keep the ants and the spiders and the butterflies along with all of the rest? After all, there’s more of them than there are of the divine.

There is a web that the Knave is weaving, spreading. 

It draws its silk from the shores of Inazuma and its children disillusioned by civil war. It plucks fibers from the pastures of Mondstadt where children roam free and wild, with Knights and Priests stretched thin with the absence of their Grandmaster and most of their cavalry. 

It spins itself out of the scattered floss from the gaps between tribes in Natlan, skims fibrous coils out of the sea of Fontaine, and washes them out of the mud of Liyue. It sorts the flax of the neglected and wayward dreamers out of Sumeru’s dreamless state and makes smooth the cold-bitten snow-melt from Snezhnaya.

Through the weakness and strengths of every country, they become no country and better for it. For this is the web that knows no end, no border, no limit. It suffers no slight. It tolerates no disruption. It distributes the weight of the entire world with little effort, and absorbs all that the world has to give with ease.

It is a web that reaches into the halls of the Fatui, all the way up to the throne of the Tsaritsa—should the Knave have any reason to turn their attention in that direction.

And someday, in the event that the spider should leave the web for any reason—or no reason at all—this web will continue to spread. Like a fire. All on its own. 

Until the very last spark of it is fully and permanently extinguished; after devouring all that it can reach.

Behold the design of the butterfly when she flew out of the sun to embrace the spider in the web. Behold the spark of the martyr upon the pyre. 

Behold, the reward the pyre and the spider bestowed upon the ashes left in the wake of being embraced.

This is how the victor consumes the loser, and rewrites past history and dictates the future. This is how consumption becomes devotion. This is how teeth cradle the soft. 

This is how the spider provides from their side of the boundary.

This is how the Father of the House of the Hearth buries the Mother, over and over and over again, under a blanket of ash made out of the Daughter.

This is their design.

  


