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a gentle horror written in honor of my fatui friends’ birthdays this week :3c please accept this humble meal

contains spoilers for arlecchino’s quest and chara story 4 lore, which actually makes this 90% canon compliant and calls into question whether her curse is literally responsible for most of what she sees or if it’s like, ghostly manifestations as allegory for guilt/grief/mental illness/etc etc arlecchino is neat and i like her!! ( •̀ ω •́ ) (the other 10% is poetic license in turning the House into a literal house rather than a nebulous organization just bc I can)

general content warning: house of the hearth typical violence means references to child neglect/abuse/death!





 


The House of the Hearth has long held darkness within its walls. 



Whispers from the past still echo down its corridors, finding forgotten, dusty corners to curl up in, patiently waiting to draw in a lonely listener like a spider dangling at the center of a meticulous web. Beneath the crisp citrus of Bulle fruit plucked from the trees in the backyard, peeled and split to share, its shadow looms like storm clouds gathering overhead. 



The House always remembers. 



From the chilly, dripping scales of the fish, thrashing as it struggles futilely against Peruere’s bare hands – 



To the warring scents of antiseptic iodine and wet copper in her nostrils, staining the growing pile of cotton balls at Clervie’s feet – 



To the cascade of broken glass raining down on Peruere like so many glittering diamonds, her bitter triumph witnessed by none – 



The House will never let Arlecchino forget.



Those rendered as ash by her ancestral flames stay with her for as long as she outlives them. It has always been so. 


 


 

Lynette hugs the cardboard box to her chest as she directs her stubborn glare at everyone gathered in the dormitory. Her cheeks are flushed pink from arguing with the other children. Her feline ears are angled backward, and her tail is visibly puffed and lashing to and fro in frustration.

Arlecchino sighs. It’s rare to see the normally-calm Lynette squabble with her siblings, but not unheard of. She’s still young.

“Show me,” is her only command.

Arlecchino leans over the proffered box to examine its contents more closely. Several small shapes huddle together and mewl in plaintive distress. The litter of kittens left in the back alley are scarcely a month old – their wide, frightened eyes still infant-blue, downy fuzz growing out into proper fur – and will require a significant investment of time and effort to raise.

They may not even be fully weaned yet. If that’s the case, Arlecchino doesn’t know if they can survive. Nature does not favor orphans.

“Father, please,” Lynette asks, bowing her head respectfully. “They won’t be any trouble to you. I swear it.”

“I’ll help, too,” Lyney chimes in too quickly, stepping between Lynette and Arlecchino. “We’ll all pitch in, won’t we? Foltz, that means you too!”

The younger boy mumbles a halfhearted agreement, looking surly at having been singled out for his history with household pets. Filliol mutters something to Nanteuil that makes Lynette’s ear flick in annoyance. Freminet stammers something about programming a mechanical device to feed the cats automatically, then shrinks back into Lyney’s shadow, staring down at his shoes.

“I will take full responsibility,” Lynette announces, casting a side-eye at the less supportive members of the House. “They’re mine.”

Arlecchino raises an eyebrow.

Lynette was never one for completing her chores. More often than not, she’d be caught napping instead of cleaning, or else invent some vague excuse to slip off by herself and leave the housework to the more diligent Freminet. Arlecchino isn’t particularly concerned with that evasive, unreliable habit of hers, as Lynette always takes her missions and her stage magic seriously.

If all she needs is space to breathe in between assignments, Arlecchino sees no need to force Lynette into a role that doesn’t suit her personality. Lives, however, cannot be neglected as cavalierly as dishwashing and laundry.

If Lynette gets bored and foists the kittens on other people to raise for her, forgets to feed them, or procrastinates tending to their socialization, they will surely suffer consequences through no fault of their own. Arlecchino’s clawed fingers twitch, reminded of the countless children who fall victim to that same carelessness. Indifference can, at times, be even more cruel than purposeful exploitation.

But that is a lesson Lynette knows already. Arlecchino nods in acquiescence.

“…Do it well. And if you have not taught them how to follow the rules by the end of winter, get rid of them yourselves.”

As she finishes speaking, her gaze sweeping over every relieved, hopeful, attentive face in the small audience, Arlecchino notices the shadow of Clervie is watching her.

As is her way, Clervie stares through her without really seeing her. Her little body is seated cross-legged on the floor near the dormitory window, twirling a finger restlessly in her long, auburn hair. Snatches of voices, young and old, ebb in and out around Clervie’s indistinct edges.

She’s smiling, but in that hollow, unconvincing way that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. The sunlight doesn’t reach her eyes, either.

“Their mother abandoned them,” Clervie whispers to her, like a secret. “Now they’ll die here. No one can get out of the House alive.” 

Perhaps so. From the smallest insect to the most powerful Harbinger, death will come for them all. It’s only a matter of time.

In life, however, Clervie would have been the one in Lynette’s place, fighting valiantly to save those who cannot save themselves.

With a melancholy sigh, Clervie fades out of sight. A single window pane cracks, and then shatters, admitting a frigid gust of wind that whips the curtains wide. The liquid fire in Arlecchino’s veins pulses in response, searing the blackened tips of her fingers and toes. The buzz of startled voices shouting over each other, children scrambling to plug the hole, swells in her ears.

A sharp, clutching sensation seizes in Arlecchino’s chest, like a vengeful fist closing around her heart. This is an old, familiar ache, and one she endures without complaint. Arlecchino silently turns her back on the spectacle and slips out of the dormitory.

Her children can handle it. She’s taught them not to need her.

 


 


Arlecchino learned from an early age to test what exists in the present, and what is mere echoes of the past, afterimages only she can see or hear. Emotions must be strictly controlled, the same as her reactions and expressions. She must not waver or doubt. She must not give in to impulse or fear, and inadvertently reveal that her senses betray her. 



Especially in this den of vipers they call the Harbingers. 



Arlecchino moves through the somber great hall in measured paces to reach her newly designated seat, schooling her face to remain carefully blank. She bites her tongue to remain silent. The heavy fur-lined greatcoat that serves as proof of her rank sweeps the floor in her wake, the only noise she makes. 


“I suppose I should be thanking you for blowing up Crucabena,” S██████████ calls loudly as she passes his chair. He cocks his head at an arrogant, challenging angle, his mouth twisting into an ugly sneer. “I can’t stand weaklings. Especially ones who spend so much of their time sucking up to Dottore. Good riddance.” 


“Yes, that’s a position reserved for you, isn’t it?” Signora leans forward to settle the point of her chin into her palm with an air of bored disdain. “You’ll throw a tantrum if you’re not The Doctor’s favorite little lab rat. Emphasis on the ‘little’.” 


“Mind that tongue of yours before I make you choke on it, witch,” S██████████ snaps, whirling on Signora with barely-contained vitriol. Sparks crackle and snap as purple static fizzles between his fingers. “I enjoy nothing more than stamping worthless things out of existence. Don’t tempt me to erase you.” 

“You’re fortunate your creator wasn’t as judgmental as you, aren’t you, puppet?” Signora chuckles. She’s examining her cuticles instead of looking up, but the temperature around her plummets below freezing, instantly crystallizing her exhalation into ice. “You would have been left in the scrap bin where you belong.” 


As the pair of Harbingers descend into petty bickering, another voice slides smoothly underneath theirs, cloyingly sweet and dripping with venom. 


“You killed me,” Crucabena croons into her ear. “I’m so proud of you, my chosen daughter.” 


Phantom fingernails dig into Arlecchino’s shoulder. She does not look at where the disembodied hand should be, though her spine straightens subconsciously, a remnant from a lifetime of lessons drilled into the hardened lines of her body. 


“I took you in when no one else would,” the loathsome voice purrs. “I forged you into the weapon you are today. You would be nothing without me. And this is how you repaid me – by stealing my title, my seat, my rightful place. A masterful betrayal worthy of The Knave.” 

Arlecchino folds her claws in her lap and stares dully at the wall. It’s too noisy.  S██████████ is spitting some caustic remark to bait her again, but she tunes out all of the voices in the room, not trusting her blurring sense of reality to distinguish between them.  Best to reveal nothing at all.

“You didn’t feel any remorse when you killed her, either,” Crucabena’s afterimage smiles. “You bled her like a sacrificial lamb. If innocence and kindness won’t stay your blade, nothing will. You’ll make a wonderful Mother.” 


Perhaps it is the Snezhnayan winter that has seeped into her very bones, chilling her into this apathetic numbness. 



Arlecchino chews the inside of her cheek until she tastes copper, but she doesn’t feel much of anything. 


 


 

Arlecchino steps out of the sickbay and quietly closes the door behind her.

Her collected, indifferent countenance does not falter, even as dazzling colors smear across her unreliable vision like oil paint daubed over a canvas already painted upon. She pauses until the momentary flare-up fades, long enough to make out the outline of the miserable figure curled on the hallway floor.

Freminet is waiting the way she left him, head bowed, bare knees hugged to his chest. His breathing sounds ragged from inside the darkness of his diving helmet. Pers, the clockwork automaton he’s never without, marches in vigilant circles nearby.

Whenever Freminet is overwhelmed but cannot retreat to the Sea of Fontaine, he chooses isolation inside that helmet, to imagine himself anywhere but here.

Arlecchino sinks into a crouching position and settles a hand on Freminet’s bony shoulder, her grip gentle but firm. It may be cold of her not to offer sympathy, but the only thing Arlecchino knows how to do for Freminet is to keep pushing him forward.

As Father, Arlecchino built this home for those strong enough to survive loss. She teaches them how to stand up again and fight back against the unfair world that wronged them. The rusty, bloodied pendant Arlecchino retrieved as a memento of Freminet’s actual mother was intended to light that fire in him, although bafflingly, she’s still yet to locate that spark.

At her unexpected touch, Freminet flinches violently, back hitting the wall with a dull thud. Arlecchino does not let go.

“Ah, sorry, Father! Wait, is Chapleau-?!” Freminet stammers, removing his helmet. Beneath his disheveled bangs, his exhausted face is blanched as white as bone, making his freckles more prominent. “Is he… Will he…?”

“His breathing has stabilized, and the activated charcoal was administered just in time,” Arlecchino says coolly. “Heloir is still mixing her antitoxins, but she’s cautiously optimistic about his chances of recovery.”

Freminet sags in relief. Pers whirrs and clicks, bumping insistently against his side. He scoops Pers into a tight hug, blinking back tears of gratitude. Somehow cold metal brings him more comfort than a stuffed animal or a security blanket ever could.

“How did you know that Chapleau was poisoned?” Arlecchino presses. “Was there a signal? One of Lyney’s magic birds, perhaps?”

Freminet shakes his head slowly.

“I don’t know, Father,” he says truthfully, though his voice squeaks with uncertainty. “I just… had a gut feeling. Like… a voice in my head, telling me it was an emergency. Do… do you not believe me?”

Arlecchino purses her lips in contemplation. Freminet’s not the only member of the House who operates by feeling more than logic, and his instincts are more often than not correct. She can’t always predict or understand emotionally driven people, despite Freminet staying with her longer than everyone else, long enough to have known Mother.

Had she not trusted him tonight, however, Chapleau would have died. Her faith speaks for itself.

“Intuition isn’t unbelievable,” Arlecchino says matter-of-factly, squeezing his shoulder. “It’s simply unconscious perception and pattern recognition. For Chapleau’s sake, I’m grateful you acted on your feelings. You did well.”

Freminet’s eyes go round at the rare praise. He ducks his head shyly and mumbles his thanks, hiding underneath the curtain of his hair.

Arlecchino studies his reaction through the haze of colored lights that dance across her vision like the aurora above Zapolyarny Palace. Freminet is noticeably more sensitive than the other orphans, and must frequently withdraw from the world of sound to immerse himself in silence underwater. There is something of Clervie’s younger self in his empathy, his aversion to conflict.

For one moment of quiet consideration, Arlecchino wonders if Freminet can hear the things she hears.

Surely not, though. No one else reports witnessing Clervie stalk the midnight halls in her fluttering nightgown, or hears the shouts of dying men loud enough to rouse her from her broken, restless sleep, or feels the eager flames of the hearth licking at her fingers and toes, devouring her body for kindling from the inside-out. Arlecchino’s curse, and all its hallucinations, is hers to bear alone.

 


 


Arlecchino finds Dottore perched on the House’s doorstep like a hungry crow on the trail of carrion, smiling ingratiatingly and spreading his palms open in proposal. She remembers witnessing the devil in her youth, coming to collect those children who lost duels or simply lost Mother’s favor. She never saw them again. 



The shadows in Arlecchino’s wake shiver and shriek as they swirl around The Doctor, their tortured voices drowning out her cold rejection. The darkest, deepest corners of the House are his to haunt no more.


 


 


Signora cuts a proud figure when she descends upon the House, towering over even the older children like a redwood among oaks as she doles out armfuls of lavish, expensive gifts. Perhaps she would have adopted in a kinder lifetime, one where she was never parted from her beloved, and stricken with that white-hot grief that transformed her.



Death is the inevitable conclusion for them all. The funeral comes and goes all too quickly, the final notes of The Damselette’s requiem lost to the Snezhnayan winds.


 


 


When Tartaglia comes to Fontaine, he plays games with the younger children, carries them on his shoulders, and regales them with stories of Tonia and Teucer and the snowy town they hail from. He spars with the older ones, especially Lyney, who springs at any chance to prove himself. 



Even Clervie seems attached to Tartaglia, tagging along at his heels to listen to his epic tales of great battles in faraway lands. 



Only Arlecchino never lets him out of her sight. Brotherly though he may be, she knows the abyssal darkness yawning behind those lightless eyes can never be sated, no matter whose blood he spills. 



She knows the shape of that empty void herself.


 


 

“Father, I’ve finished decoding the correspondence from our agents. Lyudochka’s upcoming assignment will station her in Inazuma. Trofin and Orest are being deployed to Sumeru.”

Lyney bows deeply to her, top hat clasped tightly between crisp black-and-white gloves. Moonlight filters through the broken window behind him, outlining his svelte figure with a halo of softly-glowing silver. Arlecchino doesn’t look up, full attention directed elsewhere. She’s kneeling in the broken glass scattered across the dusty office floor beside a nobleman’s corpse, using the moon’s wan illumination to inspect the bullet hole more closely.

It’s not one of her kills, but it’s still fresh, too fresh for bloat and rot to disguise its identity.

“What of Katarina and Nikolay?” Arlecchino voices impassively. The crimson-stained tip of her fingernail taps on the nobleman’s topmost jacket button. “Will they be with Lyudochka?”

“No, Father. They did write to say they’re in the same company now, but they’ve yet to receive orders.”

“Good. At least they’ll be able to look out for each other, like you and Lynette do. I don’t like how orders from the top keep separating everyone.”

Arlecchino rocks back on her heels, eyes flicking from the dead body to sweep over Lyney. His new Pyro Vision is now proudly affixed to the bow he wears on his lower back.

Even though a Vision will undoubtedly draw the unwanted attention of Regrator and The Rooster, a muted sense of satisfaction settles over Arlecchino at the long-awaited sight. After months of increasing bitterness and desperation as his twin outpaced him, Lyney has finally been recognized by the Seven as worthy of their favor as well – and by the same god that bore witness to Arlecchino, no less.

Truly, Pyro is a fitting emblem for her future successor.

“It does seem to be deliberate,” Lyney agrees softly, his brilliant gaze going dark. He nudges a shard of broken glass with the toe of his boot. “These are key roles, behind enemy lines, with little to no support possible from the Fatui. It’s more like…”

Arlecchino smiles grimly. He’s quick to piece it together. She expects nothing less.

“They don’t want me amassing intelligence-gathering and power outside of their own, yes. The more Snezhevnas and Snezheviches they can siphon off into foreign nations and get killed, the less tools I’ll have at my disposal should I turn on them.”

She returns her attention to the corrupt nobleman, peeling back his suit jacket and unbuttoning his bloodied shirt to inspect the flesh surrounding the fatal wound. Insects aid in the decomposition of carcasses, but they also can give clues to the location and time of death. Flies typically lay eggs in a corpse within the first few hours. It doesn’t appear that their maggots had enough time to hatch and develop. That narrows the window significantly.

“Based on the time frame, this could be Horrer’s work. He doesn’t clean up after himself,” Arlecchino murmurs, mostly to herself. “If I could find this, so could the Maison Gardiennage. The last thing we need are Mélusines with their eyes on our operations.”

“Perrie… If the Tsaritsa told you to execute Lyney, you’d do it, wouldn’t you?” Clervie’s shadow muses, touching her finger to her lips. “It would be easy for you. He wouldn’t fight back. Like me.”

With a snap of Arlecchino’s fingers, the body ignites into flames. Within seconds, it disintegrates into a fine, white ash that gets caught in the drafty air seeping through gaps in the broken glass. Lyney watches the powder scatter on the breeze without batting an eye.

Clervie, sitting on the edge of the nobleman’s desk beside a burnt out candelabra, kicks her legs playfully back and forth.

“Instead of dragging it out like this, they could just order you to execute everyone in the House. Maybe that’s the part that actually disturbs you – that you feel so little for anyone, everyone, you would do it. You’re just as ruthless as Mother.” 

“Lyney,” Arlecchino says flatly, making his head snap up to attention. “If I ordered you to kill Lynette and Freminet to spare them from an otherwise endless suffering, would you do it?”

Lyney gapes at her for a moment, visibly startled. He shakes off his surprise quickly, ever the actor – tempering his sharp expression into one of bland pleasantness, while he mentally composes a carefully worded reply.

“…I would accept whatever punishment I’m due for failure,” Lyney says warily. Clearly he expects some kind of admonishment before he even finishes his rejection. “But… No, Father. I don’t think I could live with myself after if I… followed through. The remorse, the grief… I think it would be too much weight for me to bear alone. As long as they are still alive, there is still hope.”

He swallows around a guilty lump in his throat, troubled gaze averted. In life, the real Clervie said much the same when they agreed to abandon their plans of matricide.

Lyney’s concept of family mirrors Clervie’s after all.

“Kindness will stay your hand, despite everything.” Arlecchino touches the small of his back in reassurance, just above the frozen flames of his Vision. It is a relief to know Lyney has no chance of following in her unfeeling footsteps. “That is why I know you will make a better king than I.”

 


 

“Do you think the Fatui will ever order Tartaglia to kill his family to prove his loyalty?” 


Clervie poses the question with an innocence that contradicts her jaded, knowing words. Together, they watch Tartaglia climb the Bulle tree in the backyard. He calls out names as he tosses orange fruits down into waiting hands. He already memorized them all. Children’s laughter drifts on the breeze, audible in swells any time the fruits are fumbled or dropped in the grass. 



Arlecchino pointedly does not answer her shadow. Her protective hand never strays far from the pole of her scythe. 


“They should just give the order to you,” Clervie decides, her bitter voice darkening like gathering storm clouds over the sea. Or could today’s shadow be a younger Crucabena? Sometimes their ageless, familial features blur together, and Arlecchino can no longer remember their faces clearly enough to tell them apart. “You’ll make sure it’s done humanely, so Teucer and Tonia don’t suffer. You’re good at that.” 


The real Clervie would never entertain such morbid fantasies. She believed there was mercy to be found in everyone, even in someone like Peruere. 



Whatever furnace these ashes were incinerated within, her shadow knows her too well to believe that lie.


 


 

The House of the Hearth does not typically celebrate calendar holidays, Fontainian or Snezhnayan, but their own private celebrations are a welcome change of ambiance.

The kitchen is a flurry of activity on barbecue day. Foltz and Heloir sit on stools at the counter, dutifully washing and peeling fruits and vegetables. Filliol and Nanteuil contribute by slicing baguettes from the neighborhood boulangerie and coating them liberally in garlic butter. Chapleau, Freminet, and Lyney take charge of carving and seasoning the marbled slabs of beef, ham, and lamb purchased on the bone from the boucherie. They make sure a generous salmon fillet is reserved specifically for Lynette.

Friendly chatter and smiles make the atmosphere lively with anticipation. Their family of resident cats wind endless loops around everyone’s ankles, some purring sweetly, some yowling their litany of complaints, coming from every angle to convince the children that raised them to drop their scraps on the floor. The older children handle the manual labor of hauling tables and chairs out to the yard, whilst the younger children arrange tablecloths and place settings.

Wreathed in the curling scent of wood smoke, tangy marcotte glaze, and sizzling animal fat, Arlecchino stoically tends the meat roasting on the backyard grill. She’s seated casually on a makeshift structure composed of her own blade-like balefire, an ominous crimson throne that smolders quietly on the lawn. 

She is never alone. The thing calling itself Clervie winds her arms tightly around Arlecchino’s neck and presses a whisper of a kiss to her cheek. She can’t interact directly with the sunlight, so she lurks only in the shadows Arlecchino’s fiery seat casts over the grass.

Arlecchino’s affectless expression does not waver at Clervie’s phantom touch. She calmly turns over a searing rack of ribs with her claws, contemplating the iron grate positioned above the fire. 

Long ago, this fire pit was dug for a different purpose, a cruel game invented by Crucabena to ‘separate the wheat from the chaff’, as she phrased it. Freminet helped to remove the harsh spikes that lined the bottom and sides, and engineered a metal covering that could withstand her flames. Now the young ones don’t even know the backyard was historically used for anything more dangerous than a cookout.

They need never learn such bleak truths. The House, however, will never let Arlecchino forget.

She turns to survey the long tables with her cool, detached gaze, and finds the wooden chairs are already filled, long gone echoes from her youth seated up and down the rows. The familiar ache in her chest is as sudden as it is intense, heart seizing as hallucinations populate her vision. She would not call these shades by their names now, but she remembers who they were in life.

The pale-faced girl with her throat slashed open in a losing duel, that was once Lapouyade. Jeambel was the teenager beside her, holding a pile of his entrails coiled like rope in his lap. There’s Mathilde and Guillaume, Aimée and Bellamy, scores of dead children with hollow, placid eyes staring through her, all those whose remains were once cremated in the ancestral fire that runs through her cursed veins. The ones Peruere could not set free, she carries with her, always.

What remains of Clervie slips down from Arlecchino’s shoulders and stands at her side, smiling brightly. She wraps her tiny, noncorporeal hand around Arlecchino’s finger, and for one brief moment, Arlecchino almost feels something. Then a ray of sunlight falls against her back, and Clervie vanishes into thin air. 

Arlecchino’s unconcerned eyes dart back toward the living, where a cheerful Lyney organizes the line of hungry children filing into the backyard, heads bowed and empty plates outstretched. The cooking is finished. As each child shuffles up to her in turn, Arlecchino serves them their healthy portion of bloody meat, rich in iron and protein to keep their bellies full and their bodies strong. They move obediently to their seats, though Lyney alone lingers.

A vague flicker of concern is present in Lyney’s observant gaze, though it’s extinguished as swiftly as it appears. He’s learned to control his emotions quite convincingly, even when he’s worried. He’s grown well.

“Father,” Lyney says carefully, sweeping off his hat and kneeling before her seat. He grasps her clawed hand and presses a respectful kiss of fealty against numb, charred-black knuckles. “The side dishes are prepared, and the children have taken their seats. Will you do us all the honor of dining at our table?”

It’s deliberate cleverness on his part, using touch to redirect her attention away from afterimages only she can see. How like Lyney to pick up on subtle details of her curse without her needing to inform him. 

(And he, too, will undoubtedly die a violent and early death, like all those who call her House a home, but until his luck runs out, Arlecchino will give Lyney his best chance to dethrone her and ascend as a fair and benevolent king. She welcomes that future more than any other.) 

“Very well,” Arlecchino acquiesces, a small smile playing on her lips as she rises to her feet. “Lead the way.”


Notes for the Chapter:- more genshin fics by magepaw -

…grill dad.





