
1. red bull gives you wings

Author’s Note:
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    Rosaria is awake long before Ragnvindr has the window open. Now, given a choice, she would still be asleep. She can just barely make out the time from Alberich’s microwave, the letters glowing green in the dark of the rest of his small apartment. It’s barely three in the morning. Rosaria crashed on Alberich’s couch after dumping the man himself in his own bedroom, a mere hour ago. She has to be up in another hour to sneak back into the church’s dormitories.

Since, apparently, the entire fucking world is conspiring against her — the bar running out of her preferred brand of alcohol (which has to be some kind of joke because what kind of bar runs out of alcohol?), Alberich falling asleep on her on the walk back to his apartment forcing her to half drag and half carry him back, the nosy old woman on the first floor threatening to call the church for Rosaria having a worldly affair for the tenth time in as many months — Rosaria does not get a choice.

She watches the shadows on the ceiling shifting as Ragnvindr works the window open and then slides inside. And then just stands there.

She slowly moves her eyes from the ceiling to the man himself.

Ragnvindr is standing in front of the open window, perfectly still, and staring back at her.

She puts a hand over her eyes and groans. She recognizes that look. Sure, the man’s got a complete dead face going for himself, but there’s a degree of unhinged crazy anyone gets when they’ve been awake for longer than thirty six hours and Diluc’s version of it is somehow distinct in that you can feel it in the teeth just by looking at him.

“Wait here,” Rosaria says. As though he’s going to do anything else. She gets up and rummages around Alberich’s cabinets until she finds a large plastic bowl. She sets it in the kitchen sink and flicks the water on, waiting for the bowl to fill up.

The entire time Ragnvindr stands perfectly still, not moving; probably not even blinking because he’s a fucking weirdo with more issues than Rosaria has scars. And Rosaria has plenty of scars.

“Open that door,” Rosaria commands as she hefts the bowl of water up in both hands. Call it a mixture of signature upper class chivalry, a healthy respect for Rosaria, and probably the fact that the man is half out of his skull, but he moves to obey her instantly. She likes that in a man. Sadly, Ragnvindr’s only other redeeming features are that he has money and he runs a bar.

Rosaria stalks past him towards the bed and immediately upturns the bowl of frigid water onto Alberich’s oblivious little head.

The man sits up instantly, sputtering and gasping.

“Your brother came in through the window,” Rosaria says, grabbing him by the shoulder and hauling him off the bed. “Your problem. Not mine.”

“What?” Alberich immediately looks wide awake and like his mind is spinning out at least two dozen worst case scenarios, each one worse than the last. Bless this pessimistic little tactician.

“I think he’s had Red Bull,” Rosaria says, out of the goodness of her heart. And she hopes he understands that. She wants him awake to deal with Diluc Ragnvindr on an insomnia-Red-Bull binge, not awake and having a miniature panic attack about hypotheticals. 

Alberich’s expresion morphs into one of annoyance. “Who keeps selling him Red Bull?”

“Don’t know. Don’t care. Bye.”

She shoves him towards the still open door and face plants on the not-wet side of his bed.

-

Kaeya takes one look at Diluc and knows. He knows it like he knows the sound of Klee’s footsteps in the hall and how he knows what Rosaria sounds like when she’s about to puke.

He tugs his brother’s sleeve and drags him towards the couch, immediately flopping down and slouching. Diluc follows after him, sitting down stiffly. He maintains textbook perfect posture: back ramrod straight, hands on his knees, gaze straight ahead.

“Diluc,” Keaya says, pushing sopping wet hair out of his face, “Diluc, we can’t keep doing this. I gave you a key. It’s a fifth story apartment. When did you last sleep?”

Diluc shoots Kaeya a dry glance out of the corner of his eye. “Kaeya. Your security is abysmal.”

“No one is going to climb in through my window to rob me. The only one who does that is you, you weirdo. Come in through the door next time. And stop drinking energy drinks — what’s with you? I have to go to work in — some amount of time.”

Diluc turns to look at him with his entire upper body. It’s very mechanical. One body part moving at a time. That’s how Kaeya knows Diluc is really out of it. When most people get hyper they twitch, they jerk, they almost seem to be unable to stop moving. When Diluc gets hyper it’s like his body can’t decide what it wants to do. Go left, go right, go up, go down. And because it can’t figure out which of those opposing directives it wants to follow, it does none of them at all. Any actual movement is a direct application of Diluc’s bull-headedness to forcing his body into overriding any other conflicting instincts.

“Does ketchup count as a smoothie?” Diluc asks.

Kaeya stares at him. “Oh, you’re fucking with me now. This is because I said you farted in the elevator, isn’t it? When we were in there with Jean and that reporter. Come on. That was a whole two weeks ago. Also I’m humanizing you. Taking you down from that stupid pedestal people have put you on for no reason at all.”

“Kaeya.”

“This couldn’t wait for morning?”

“It is morning,” Diluc says. “Three am. Three ante meridiem. Meaning — “

“I know what ante meridiem means.” If Kaeya doesn’t cut Diluc off now then they’ll be here talking latin all damn — rest of the morning. “Am I supposed to thank you for not coming in directly at the stroke of midnight?”

“You weren’t here,” Diluc says. “So I waited on your roof and came back.”

“And you had to ask me this very specific question?”

“You have more diplomas and degrees than I do.”

Kaeya just stares at his brother. Of course, to sleep-deprived and hyped up on energy drinks Diluc this is a reasonable train of logic. 

And now, because Kaeya doesn’t want to stick his foot in it — it, being their incredibly fragile and still in the process of being rebuilt brotherhood — he doesn’t say what immediately comes to mind. Which is that Diluc would have just as many degrees and diplomas as Kaeya does if he didn’t go and fuck off to parts unknown for several years doing gods know what.

Kaeya swallows that comment down and breathes out slowly.

“Why do you need to know if ketchup is a smoothie?”

“Diona asked me three days ago,” Diluc answers. “I told her I’d think about it and she’s coming back today.”

If this were a more reasonable hour of the day, and if Kaeya wasn’t currently fighting what’s going to be a truly astounding headache, he would engage in some sort of discussion. He’d ask Diluc what he thought, what train of logic and reasoning he’s already explored. He’d ask Diluc what his current gut-instinct answer is.

But it is not a reasonable hour of the day and Kaeya can feel a throbbing start to kick up at the back of his head.

“Klee would say it is,” Kaeya tells his brother.

Diluc sits there, completely still, and unblinking. Kaeya blinks slowly and purposefully. Moments later Diluc also blinks. God he loves this dunce.

“If Klee says it is then Diona would disagree.” Diluc slowly nods. Kaeya doesn’t know Diona that well, not as well as Diluc does, but he does know that she and Klee are fucking hilarious to watch talking. It’s like they’re not even speaking the same language as the rest of them. Diluc suddenly reaches out and puts a hand on Kaeya’s shoulder. He looks dead serious. “Don’t go to the Cat’s Tail for the next month.”

And then he’s up and basically vaulting out of Kaeya’s window like he’s some kind of track and field star. Well. He was. Back in high school.

Kaeya follows after at a much more sedate pace and closes the window.

He can’t believe that he’s the one who got labelled as the eccentric.

  



2. Halloween

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I can’t believe you’re their favorite,” Kaeya says. “You give out raisins on Halloween and give literal hour long lectures on food safety, and you’re somehow the favorite. Unbelievable.”

          


    
    “Why,” Kaeya says as soon as he throws himself out of his car, “Why, why, why, Rosie - “

“Call me Rosie again,” Rosaria says, blowing cigarette smoke out of the corner of her mouth before dropping the cigarette and crushing the ember under the heel of her boot, “See what I do to you.”

“ — would you take the kids to the winery for Halloween? Are there not a dozen better places that have actual candy in Mondstadt proper? You had to haul them out — how did you — you don’t have a car, Rosaria. How the fuck did you— “

“Are you going to ask unimportant questions or are you going to stop your brother in the middle of his,” Rosaria pauses to check her watch, “so far thirty minute long lecture on checking candy bars for razor blades?”

Kaeya doesn’t bother to answer her. He runs past her, up the stairs to the mansion doors — still open — and throws them open further. It’s Halloween. If tonight isn’t a time for theatrics then there’s no time ever.

Diluc is still in the foyer, surrounded by children. He has a power point projected onto one of the walls — he’s taken down that ancient portrait of his great-great-grandmother or something and propped it on the floor against a potted plant. One of Diluc’s ancestors, possibly several, are rolling in their graves with laughter.

“Okay, break it up, break it up,” Kaeya interrupts a no doubt riveting and salient point about how the world is full of people who are malicious and have nothing better to do. “Come on kids, off we go. Thank Diluc for his time and I’m driving you all back to Mondstadt for actual Halloween things.”

Diluc scowls at him. “This is actual Halloween — “

Kaeya tips the deep bowl sitting on one of the several hallway tables to the side. It’s full of raisins.

“You are,” Kaeya says, “The absolute worst person I’ve ever had the displeasure of being related to.”

“Last year it was apples,” Diona says, “I liked those better.”

Diluc nods at her, like he’s taking notes. “The boxed raisins seemed more sanitary. Do you want a green apple or a red one?”

“Red! And covered in caramel,” Klee declares.

“I like green ones,” Razor says.

“I don’t like either raisins or apples, but both are better than toothpaste,” Fischl decides. “And if I had to choose an apple it would be a Golden Delicious.”

“There’s nothing wrong with toothpaste,” Bennett declares, “But if we were choosing between all three I’d pick an apple also.”

“Noted.”

“No, not noted you absolute dunce,” Kaeya says, turning the projector off and signaling for one of the maids who was lingering in the shadows to turn on the lights. Everyone in this house is nuts. “Candy. Give out real candy.”

“I am not giving out anything that doesn’t have a safety seal of some sort,” Diluc replies firmly. “The raisins are made with my own produce. They’re packaged by my own employees. I can secure their safety.”

“Diluc, no one is actually going out and taking the time, effort, and resources to stick razor blades in chocolate bars. And no one is buying edibles to give them to little kids. That’s money, Diluc. Not everyone has it,” Kaeya says. “Who’s getting drugged by candy?”

“I was,” Diluc says. “It happened to me.”

Kaeya can’t believe they’re talking about this.

“That’s because it was from Albedo! And I can’t believe — I warned you! I told you flat out. If Albedo offers you something and tells you to eat it, don’t eat it! But what did you? What did you do, you big dummy?”

“Why,” Diluc says flatly, “Why, Kaeya, do you think I’d listen to anything you’d say?”

Kaeya gapes at him. “That’s why you did it? Because I told you not to? You’d rather listen to my ex-boyfriend rather than me?”

Diluc blinks, looking surprised. “When did you two split up?”

“After he gave you edibles, stupid!” Kaeya throws his arms up in exasperation.

(After making sure that Diluc was safe and no longer on a truly incredibly bad for everyone involved trip, Kaeya had immediately gone to Albedo to ask him what the fuck he’d given his brother in the five seconds Kaeya wasn’t looking.

“I told you my brother can’t even touch latex and you gave him edibles. I can’t believe you,” Kaeya snapped at the shorter man. “You didn’t even give him your edibles! You gave him mine!”

Albedo gave him a confused look. “Kaeya, your edibles are my edibles. I make them.”

Betrayal after betrayal. “And you’ve been charging me retail pricing for them? I can’t fucking believe this.”)

“This isn’t the time to talk about that! Kids!”

Kaeya turns to the kids, and then towards the door, where Rosaria has conveniently already disappeared into the night. Kaeya has no idea how she does it. She doesn’t have a car. She has boots with heels that could put a hole in someone’s flesh if she stepped on them. How does she get places without anyone noticing her and how does she do it so damn fast?

“I’m not going back to Mondstadt,” Diona declares imperiously, hands on her hips. “I’m staying right here.”

Klee looks at Diona and then at Diluc and then copies Diona’s stance. “It seems more fun here. Klee is staying too!”

Razor holds his hand up, like he does with Lisa, “Razor wants to stay. It’s not as loud here. Much nicer just with friends. No strangers.”

“If Razor’s staying I’m staying,” Bennett says. “And my parents already said it was okay.”

“Well, I’m not going to be the only one leaving,” Fischl decides. “Besides, this is cooler than whatever we could do in Mondstadt. Diluc said that we could smash pumpkins in the field.”

Kaeya stares at Diluc. Diluc stares back.

“I can’t believe you’re their favorite,” Kaeya says. “You give out raisins on Halloween and give literal hour long lectures on food safety, and you’re somehow the favorite. Unbelievable.”

  



3. Singles

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I have so many questions,” Kaeya sits at his desk, rubbing his temples. “Why did you have a hundred mora in singles?”

“I don’t trust credit cards,” Diluc replies instantly. 

God. Gods. Kaeya can’t believe they’re related. Well. Not by blood. But by all the other stuff that actually counts.

          


    
    Kaeya looks up in time to see Diluc hand Klee a wad of cash. He does not get up in time to stop Klee from running off with said wad of cash.

“What did you just do?” Kaeya demands as Diluc straightens up.

“I need to talk to you,” Diluc says instead of answering, walking past Kaeya to let himself into Kaeya’s office. Kaeya is torn between leaving Diluc or going after Klee. But Klee’s much faster than he is on any given day, even without a wad of cash in her hands to spend and no supervision to hinder her. He turns to the much more stationary target sitting in his office.

“And apparently I need to talk to you, too. How much money did you just give Klee?”

“A hundred mora in singles,” Diluc answers immediately.

Kaeya just stares at him some more. And then he closes the door to his office. If they start yelling it wont do any good, but pretenses have to be made.

“What the actual fuck? Why did you give Klee — is this why you’re Diona’s favorite? You bribed her?”

Diluc pulls a face. “I didn’t bribe Diona. It was only a hundred mora. You know I’m incapable of handling Klee. She has too much energy.”

Kaeya valiantly refrains from pointing out that Klee is basically what Diluc was like when they were younger and this is just karma giving him fair turn around.

“So you have her a hundred mora in singles and told her to go play? Are you insane?”

“You have no right to judge me,” Diluc snaps, “I saw you give Diona a switch blade.”

“That’s different,” Kaeya protests. He doesn’t normally go around giving seven year olds bladed weapons. He’s not an irresponsible adult. “I know Diona can handle a switch blade.”

He’s seen Diona carve a block of ice into a fucking swan. He’s seen her cut a pineapple into a frighteningly good approximation of Diluc’s stupid head. Diona is probably more proficient with a sharp edge than Kaeya is.

“I have so many questions,” Kaeya sits at his desk, rubbing his temples. “Why did you have a hundred mora in singles?”

“I don’t trust credit cards,” Diluc replies instantly.

God. Gods. Kaeya can’t believe they’re related. Well. Not by blood. But by all the other stuff that actually counts.

“Do I dare ask you why?”

“They can track you with them,” Diluc says.

“They?” Kaeya repeats dumbly. “Who is they?”

Diluc looks at Kaeya like Kaeya is the one being deliberately obtuse here. As though Kaeya is the one who’s crazy for not knowing.

Diluc gestures around them. Vaguely. It’s just a vague wave of his arm to the general vicinity around them.

“They,” Diluc repeats.

“I need you to be so much more specific right now, Diluc,” Kaeya says. “Don’t make me beg.”

Diluc scowls. “I used to track people with credit cards. It wasn’t hard, Kaeya. I could do that before my coffee was brewed.”

“You don’t drink coffee.”

“Anymore,” Diluc amends. “Not since the Fontaine incident.”

“I have so many fucking questions,” Kaeya digs the heels of his hands into his eyes. “If I keep talking to you I feel like I’m never going to get an answer. It’s just going to be a whole damn clown car of absurdity. One after another. Just. Forever and ever. I don’t know why everyone thinks you’re the responsible, reasonable one between us. They’ve clearly never actually talked to you.”

No, apparently the knowledge of Diluc’s extreme everything is for Kaeya only. Some things can only be suffered by family, apparently.

And Kaeya does, eventually, need to figure out what exactly the Fontaine incident was. If it got Diluc to quit coffee then maybe he needs to recreate it to get Diluc off of Red Bull. Which, now that he thinks about it, Diluc probably started drinking because he quit the coffee.

“What did you actually come here for?” Kaeya asks. “It wasn’t to hand out hundreds of mora to little kids. I hope.”

“Singular hundred,” Diluc corrects. “I don’t have that much room for mora in my jacket pocket.”

“It wasn’t even in a wallet? A money clip?”

“What money clip can hold one hundred mora in singles? Of course it wasn’t in a wallet. I keep two hundred mora in various denominations in the wallet. The hundreds in singles is the left jacket pocket.”

Kaeya can’t believe Diluc has the audacity to take that patronizing tone with him right now. As though Kaeya should know this as a matter of fact, as though this is common sense.

“Oh, so sorry,” Kaeya replies, “My mistake. I though you kept the fifty mora bills in the left jacket pocket.”

“That’s the right boot compartment.”

“Every time you open your mouth I wish you wouldn’t.” Kaeya presses his palms against his desk. “Now for the sake of my own sanity, what was it you wanted to talk about?”

“I don’t know,” Diluc says, looking entirely nonplussed. And also bored. “Jean told me to come here today.”

Kaeya just barely resists the urge to hit his head against his desk.

“I assume it was because of something you did. I see no reason for me to be called in for police affairs otherwise,” Diluc sneers. “How understaffed are you to be calling me?”

“I’m a police officer of Mondstadt, not a third grader who needs their guardian called in,” Kaeya says. “And for all we know you’re being called in because you did something. What have you done lately, aside from give Klee too much money?”

“What is the worst she can do?”

Kaeya shudders. “Don’t ask me. I don’t want to think about it. I really don’t. That’s a problem for future Kaeya.”

Future Kaeya who is hopefully not also dealing with future-Diluc. Kaeya can only handle so much at once. A little chaos is good for a person, but Klee and Diluc at the same time are definitely way over that healthy amount and are straight in the red-zone territory of pure sanity-shattering destruction.

  



4. seventeen in one


    
    “You disgust me,” Kaeya says for the tenth time that hour. Kaeya is counting because he knows there’s only so many times he can say it before Diluc’s Cain instinct activates, despite Diluc’s much improved self control, and Kaeya is forced to run for it. “Are you done rinsing?”

“I was done rinsing ten minutes ago,” Diluc replies, glaring at Kaeya in the mirror. The sight of Diluc Ragnvindr, the wealthiest man in the country and probably the most beloved, with his facing dripping wet and his thick red bangs clipped back from his face with the most obnoxious hair clip Kaeya could find — obnoxious, but still durable. Diluc’s hair is so thick that Kaeya’s stuck pieces of uncooked pasta in it to see if they’d stick and they did. It’s so t hick that Diluc has broken the teeth off of several combs. He’s broken teeth out of hair brushes — is absolutely hilarious. Kaeya should be entertained by this.

He most certainly isn’t.

“No, you missed lather by your cheek.”

“I’ve been rinsing for ten minutes, how could I miss lather on my cheek?” Diluc retorts, but ducks his head back down to resume rinsing his face.

“Because you’re shit at personal hygiene,” Kaeya snaps. “I can’t believe we’re brothers. You’re an embarrassment. You’re the worst rich person I know. The worst rich person in existence. You take public transit. You have a second hand motorcycle. You don’t use credit cards. You have a seventeen in one body wash. Why the fuck do you use a seventeen in one, Diluc?”

“In case I need to go,” Diluc says. He straightens up fully this time. “I don’t care if there’s lather stuck somewhere anymore. You’ve made me wash my face for ten fucking minutes. I’m done here.”

“No you aren’t, you animal. You can’t just exfoliate and go.” Kaeya jabs a finger towards a bottle. “Toner next. Gods. We’ve been doing this once a week for two months and you still haven’t learned.”

“It doesn’t matter, Kaeya,” Diluc protests. “It’s just a ploy for the beauty industry.”

“No. Shut up. I’m not listening to this. No brother of mine is going to have a white boy skin care routine of using a seventeen in one body wash. Seventeen. What the fuck is in it, Diluc?”

“I am a white boy,” Diluc says. Diluc feigns ignorance on the actual steps of the skin care routine that Kaeya lovingly bought for him, and then later made Diluc reimburse him for. But Diluc applies toner like a pro. “And you’ve seen the bottle.”

“Don’t remind me.”

“Of what?”

“Both of those things.” Kaeya scowls towards Diluc’s shower. The offending bottle is sitting there, all by its terrible lonesome. Like a criminal in solitary confinement. “Diluc, that thing can double as WD40, bleach, and insecticide. Why would you think it’s a good thing to put that on your body?”

“It’s efficient.”

“You’re rich, you don’t need to be efficient.”

Diluc glares at Kaeya as though Kaeya is the one percent oppressing the ninety nine and being flagrantly terrible about it, not the other way around.

“Listen. There’s a time and place for austerity and pragmatism.” Kaeya, himself, has a emergency go bag in the trunk of his car, in his front hall closet, under his bed, and another under his sink. It’s filled with medicine, cash, mini skin-care products, make up, and a small gun. Kaeya gets it. You need to be prepared to grab and go at any moment and being utilitarian about the things in that bag is a must. If something can double, triple up, then all the better. “But once you hit the point of one item being seventeen different things at once you know you’ve gone awry. Seriously. If something can act as an insecticide it has not business going on your skin. I shouldn’t have to explain that to you. Where are you going that you need a seventeen in one body wash, you heathen?”

Diluc rolls his eyes and starts to tap serum into his skin. Kaeya didn’t even have to teach him that part. There’s something innate about Diluc that just knows. It’s terrible. Seventeen in one. A seventeen in one body wash. Kaeya can see the black and neon green bottle out of the corner of his eye. It’s mocking him.

Worst of all, Diluc comes out of it with hair like that. Kaeya has three different products he uses on his hair. Five on days when the weather is terrible and makes it frizz. Seven when he needs to be fancy. Diluc uses one bottle — seventeen in one! Seventeen in one! Fucking disgusting! — and he comes out of it with hair and skin like that. It’s criminal. It’s disgusting. It’s unfair. It’s unjust.

Kaeya is jealous as fuck.

“Places,” Diluc answers. 

“What places? Where are you going that you can’t reasonably bring with you soap, shampoo, and moisturizer? Why do they have to be one thing? And why do they also need to be insecticide and burn treatment? Do you understand how paradoxical that is? For your soap to also be literal poison but also medicine for minor burns? Diluc you understand that’s ridiculous, right?”

“It’s efficient. I’m not dragging around a whole kit like you are,” Diluc says. 

“Forgive me for not wanting my sunscreen to be able to kill small animals with its vapors,” Kaeya replies. He watches as Diluc spreads moisturizer over his cheeks. “I hate you. You disgust me.”

Diluc’s cheek twitches. Kaeya is approaching his limit for the day, apparently.

“If I need to I’ll bribe the maids,” Kaeya says. “I’ll go to every store and post carrier in Mondstadt.”

“How’d that work when you tried to get me off of Red Bull?”

Diluc has a mini-fridge in his bedroom filled with those damn things. Kaeya hates it. He hates how Diluc bought a damn mini-fridge for Red Bull but uses a seventeen in one body wash. Diluc should’ve been the one living in a one bedroom apartment in the middle of Mondstadt working a nine to five, not Kaeya. 

“What do you even do with all of your money?” Kaeya asks, exasperated as he waves the tube of eye cream under Diluc’s nose. For whatever reason, Diluc keeps purposefully skipping that one.

Diluc snatches it from Kaeya’s hand and scowls at it, as though it were the seventeen in one body wash here. But he unscrews the top and taps three little dots of cream underneath each eye and gently uses his ring finger to tap and smooth it over the thin skin there.

“I buy Red Bull,” Diluc answers. “Obviously.”

  



5. mutually assured destruction

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Approve?” Kaeya gaped some more. Diluc looked, unfairly, smug. “Why do I need your approval?”

“Why would I give you away to someone I don’t like? I’m not letting trash bring down the Ragnvindr name” Diluc replied. This made no sense on several levels, but at the time Kaeya’s brain had been overtaken with what it perceived to be a glove thrown, a challenge issued, a bet to be won. “Work on finding someone who’ll date you first.”

“Ha,” Kaeya said. Like an absolute fucking idiot. “Get your best suit ready. And tissues. I’m planning on a spring wedding when your allergies are at their worst.”

          


    
    It started with Jean’s wedding, but it didn’t end there. Kaeya watched Jean get walked down the aisle by Barbara and felt something sharp and sour and too hot pierce underneath the lower section of his ribs. It traveled up, like a liquid. It scraped like a solid. It suffused through his entire torso like a gas.

If Kaeya were to put words to it, it would be desire. It would be envy. It would be resignation.

Diluc, standing next to him, didn’t fail to miss it, even though Kaeya was entirely certain that nothing had been showing on his face.

“What?” Diluc murmured to him. 

“Nothing,” Kaeya lied, “Be quiet. Jean will kill us if we make a scene today.”

Jean would not have killed them so much as her disappointment would have made them wish she did.

Diluc, like a dog with a bone, did not let the matter drop. He was quiet for the rest of the ceremony and most of the reception. But Kaeya could tell. Diluc, the bloodhound, had scented something amiss and would do whatever it takes to unearth it.

Sure enough, towards the end of the reception, Diluc asked again.

“What?” That time it was not a murmur. Diluc had pulled out the chair next to Kaeya, sat down, and refused to let Kaeya look away from him. “What’s the matter with you?”

“Nothing.” It was somewhat true. “Weddings just make me feel weird. Don’t you?”

“No.” Diluc has no capacity for feeling weird. Kaeya doesn’t know why he had asked that. “What is it?”

“I just thought it was nice seeing Barbara and Jean,” Kaeya admitted. And then, half-joking (to spare his hopes) and half-serious (to let Diluc know that there were hopes to be spared), he asked, “If I ever get married would you walk me down the aisle?”

Diluc stared at him. Diluc stared at Kaeya so long that Kaeya had been sure his brain had entered a 404 blue screen error. Complete with a screeching noise of several applications crashing at once.

But then Diluc blinked once. Slowly.

“You’d have to find someone willing to marry you first,” Diluc said. Kaeya gaped. 

“I’ll have you know there’s plenty of people who’d love to date me.”

“Marry you, not date you,” Diluc corrected. 

“I go into all of my relationships with an endgame of marriage, what do you think I am?” Kaeya sniped. This was, of course, a lie. Not even a very good one. 

“And I’d have to approve.”

“Approve?” Kaeya gaped some more. Diluc looked, unfairly, smug. “Why do I need your approval?”

“Why would I give you away to someone I don’t like? I’m not letting trash bring down the Ragnvindr name” Diluc replied. This made no sense on several levels, but at the time Kaeya’s brain had been overtaken with what it perceived to be a glove thrown, a challenge issued, a bet to be won. “Work on finding someone who’ll date you first.”

“Ha,” Kaeya said. Like an absolute fucking idiot. “Get your best suit ready. And tissues. I’m planning on a spring wedding when your allergies are at their worst.”

-

Albedo would’ve been a good choice. Diluc would definitely approve of Albedo. Diluc has, in the past, already approved of Albedo. But they split up for good reason and Kaeya’s not about to bribe Albedo into an engagement slash legitimate legally binding marriage to prove a point to his stupid brother.

Albedo would have been Kaeya’s starting point. But he’s off the table, so…no.

Rosaria would have also been a good choice. Because Kaeya could probably bribe her or give her blackmail material and she’d go along. Also because if it’s to mess with Diluc she’d definitely throw in. And Diluc would probably approve of Rosaria because they’re both weird in the same general direction. 

Except Kaeya had brought this up with Rosaria and she’d laughed and told him good luck, sounding very much like Diluc so she’s out.

And so Kaeya was forced to pick from among the rest of the singles pool of Mondstadt.

It shouldn’t be that hard.

-

“You’re not going to approve of anyone are you?” Rosaria says to Diluc as they watch Kaeya and Jean dancing.

“Of course not,” Diluc said, passing Rosaria his untouched glass of champagne. “We’re both going to be miserable and single until we die.”

Rosaria rolled her eyes. “You both are beyond help.”

Diluc nodded. “But we’re having fun. And he started it.”

-

“Listen, tell me now if you’re willing to try and convince my brother that you’re marriage material.” This is the fifth blind date Kaeya’s gone on. The third suggested from Lisa, who — at this point — is probably fucking with him. The dates are hot but they’re also glaringly…not up to any sort of standard Diluc would even consider. This one’s got beautiful eyes and well done hair and works a blessedly simple, stable job in finance.

But he also looks like the type of person who’d immediately cry if he got within Diluc’s line of sight.

“Marriage? Isn’t that — I thought this was just a date,” the guy says.

“And I’m going into this with marriage in mind. What, you thought I was going to put out just like that?” Kaeya frowns. “Seriously?”

“Your brother has to approve of your dates?” The guy asks, “And he immediately jumps to if your partner is marriage material?”

“Diluc Ragnvindr is not a man who does things by halves,” Kaeya says. This shouldn’t need to be said, frankly. But people who haven’t met his brother, or been in the same five to six foot radius of him, usually don’t understand the extreme depths of Diluc’s…everything. “And if I’m being honest, neither am I. So. If I brought you to my brother right now do you think you’d be able to convince him you’re worth our time?”

“Am I dating you or your brother?”

Valid question. “It’s a package deal, frankly.”

“I — I mean. Can’t we take things slow?”

That’s a no.

Kaeya slaps down enough money to cover the table, his food, and a tip — but not the entrees because this guy ordered a freaking salad at a burger joint and Kaeya isn’t going to support that kind of stupid.

-

Date number twelve and Kaeya is reaching the end of his patience.

“I’m not getting any younger,” he says to Amber as she passes him the contact information for the guy she’s setting him up with. “I need serious applicants.”

“Is this a job or a date?” Amber replied. “What are you in a rush for?”

“I’m trying to prove a point.”

“To who?”

“Who else?”

-

“I need you to be straight with me,” Kaeya says as soon as the taxi carrying his twentieth date and fourth actual introduction to his brother is no longer in view, “What’s your criteria exactly?”

“You can’t guess?” Diluc asks.

“I’m assuming you have some kind of criteria,” Kaeya says. “And that you aren’t arbitrarily changing it every time. In the interest of fairness.”

“Stable job, no criminal record, the ability to look me in the eye when they talk, basic culinary skills, expertise in something they do regardless of whether it pertains to their job or not, good with children, and within ten years of your age,” Diluc rattles off. “And the more idiots you bring me the longer the list gets. The one you brought before this one had no personality. It was like talking to drywall.”

Diluc shoots Kaeya a look of absolute disdain.

“I can’t believe you brought that into the house.”

“Every time you talk you make me feel like I need to dunk your head in a toilet,” Kaeya replies. “Fine. I’ll find someone who meets those standards.”

-

“Real talk,” Diluc says as soon as Zhongli is distracted by Diona and Klee.

“What?”

Diluc pulls on Kaeya’s elbow. “Real talk. You and me. Right now. No jokes. Actual honesty. Please.”

Well. He said please.

“Alright,” Kaeya says, lowering his voice and bowing his head close to Diluc’s. “Real talk. No jokes. Full on serious. What is it?”

Diluc casts a glance towards the side, where Zhongli is currently looking at Diona and Klee’s lizard tail collection.

“You can’t disapprove,” Kaeya whispers. “He meets all your criteria.  And look. He’s gotten Diona and Klee to calm down and chill out. I don’t know any adults who can get Klee to talk in an anything resembling an indoor voice. He’s probably the only one in existence. Also you’re kind of friends. So I know that you know he’s wicked smart and has an excellent reputation. Didn’t he help you out when you were working on getting a business license in Liyue?”

“No. Yes. Wait. He’s — listen,” Diluc frowns, thick brows pressing downwards. “He’s nice. Zhongli is a good man. I’m not going to argue that. All of Teyvat knows that. But — do you remember when we were younger and dad would go on those long trips to Liyue? And he said he was doing business but.” Diluc pauses. “When I took over we had no records of business dealing in Liyue, Kaeya.”

“I know.”

“So if dad wasn’t going to Liyue for actual business, then he was going for something else. And he was going a lot, Kaeya. He was going for weeks at a time. And he always came back… cheerful.”

“Shut up.” Kaeya’s brain is starting to put something together. Something he doesn’t want to acknowledge. “Diluc, shut the fuck up right now.”

“And I remember I found some letters in dad’s personal belongings after he died — “

“Diluc Ragnvindr,” Kaeya hisses, shaking Diluc by the elbow, “You are not saying that our dad had an affair with Zhongli. Zhongli isn’t that old and dad — “

Kaeya’s voice cracks.

“Dad didn’t fuck. Dad did not date. He did not meet anyone new. He did not go out. Diluc, I’m telling you this. I am telling you this. Don’t you say anything. Shut up. Shut up. Shut up. Okay. Fuck. I hate you. My brain acknowledges it and I can’t bury that information with any amount of repression. And I’ve buried a ton of shit, Diluc. You know how much shit I’m capable of repressing. It’s like a black hole in my head. A dense, ever constricting mass of things you can’t even comprehend. I can’t repress this.” 

-

“That one,” Kaeya says, pointing to a tall, slim, blonde woman chatting with Lisa by the table of appetizers.

“No,” Diluc says, sounding thoroughly bored. He keeps checking his watch, as though he has somewhere else to be or something else to be doing. 

“That one.” Kaeya points across the room towards a short brunette with glasses and buck teeth. They’re currently having an animated conversation with several of forensic scientists employed by the Favonius police. 

“No.”

“Are you even looking?”

Diluc makes a show of slowly dragging his eyes over to look at the brunette, and then turning to look at Kaeya, and then taking a slow, slow, sip of now flat, previously sparkling, apple cider.

“No.”

“Are you saying no because you’re lazy or did you think it over? At least try.”

Diluc nods, face entirely serious. He looks back at the brunette. And he stares, unblinking, for a full two minutes. And then he turns back to Kaeya.

“Still no.”

Kaeya groans and starts scanning the crowd again.

“I thought you had a whole line of people willing to date you,” Diluc says, “Why are you picking people out randomly from a crowd?”

“Because your criteria drastically shortened the list of people,” Kaeya answers. “And because I said it was a line of people willing to date me. Not get their entire lives and psyches scrutinized and held up under a microscope for examination and dissection by Diluc Ragnvindr. That list is shockingly shorter and harder to get people to sign up for. You ass.”

“If they’re not even willing to meet me then how can they be worth the effort?” Diluc replies. 

He’s got a point, but Kaeya isn’t going to verbally acknowledge it.

“Alright, how about that one?”

Diluc doesn’t even look. “That one is a double agent from Sumeru with a controversial research history that goes against several internationally agreed upon scientific research regulations in regards to genetic tampering.”

“What the fuck, Diluc.”

“Short answer is no.”

“Again, what the fuck, Diluc.”

“I hear things.” Diluc shrugs.

“From where?”

“People.”

“What people? Diluc, what people are you talking to that they’re giving you that kind of intel? Why are you talking to people who give you that kind of — how did you even recognize the guy on sight? I have so many questions for you.”

“You can ask your questions if you want.”

“Every time you’re open with information with that I know it’s preceding a wormhole of more answers that just make me want to ask more questions. Besides. You aren’t going to trick me. I’m here to find a fiancé, not get disturbed by your everything. Alright. What about that one?”

-

“If I asked you to get back together with me so I could prove a point to my brother would you do it?” Kaeya asks Albedo as soon as he opens the door to the man’s little used offices. It’s been about a solid eight months since Albedo’s come back to headquarters and the piles of paperwork he has to finish before he leaves for his next research expedition seem to have reached critical levels. Albedo, himself, doesn’t look stressed about it, but his hair is slightly messy and his lab coat is lost somewhere in the flurry of documents.

Albedo glances up at Kaeya, already knowing the exact situation that Kaeya is in without having talked to him about it. It’s either Lisa, Sucrose, Klee, or all three at once. It doesn’t matter how Albedo knows as long as he knows. It saves Kaeya time and embarrassment.

“If I did get back together with you so you could prove a point to your brother, would you do it?” Albedo repeats back at him.

Kaeya stands there, hand on the door that he’s still holding open, halfway through the threshold, and with half of Albedo’s research division behind him, eavesdropping shamelessly.

“Hm. Yeah. Nope. You’re right,” Kaeya says. “Not worth it. You’d both be nightmares to deal with at the same time and I’d end up trying to kill one of you. Thanks for talking me out of it. Nice job on your last paper. I understood maybe a quarter of it, but it was very impressive. I’m going to ask your little apprentice, intern, student, whatever he is, if he’ll want to date me. And by date me I mean face my brother one on one.”

-

Kaeya hasn’t brought Diluc a potential fiancé in about two months. It’s their twice a month brunch at the winery. Kaeya is trying to figure out if the apple jam is home made or not, because if it’s home made chances are Diluc is experimenting new product on him and historically that hasn’t gone well. Diluc’s new products, when they haven’t been run by someone with common sense first, tend to be very much out there. And Kaeya doesn’t count any of the kids, or Rosaria, to give his brother actual constructive advice regarding products.

Diona once convinced Diluc that lizard tails would be a cute wine bottle stopper. And the weirdo actually listened to her and had molds made and ready for production before Kaeya was able to argue him out of it. He still gets headaches thinking about it.

“Have you given up?” Diluc asks him, voice quiet and calm as he butters toast.

“Of course not,” Kaeya replies, deciding to risk it and dips the tip of his spoon into the jam to take out the smallest amount possible. “Good things take time. And my future wedding will be nothing if not excellent. Consider everyone else before now practice runs.”

“Hm. Right.” Diluc flicks open the newspaper one of the maids had set on the table next to him earlier. “As an aside I forgot to mention something else.”

“What?”

“You can’t get married until I do,” Diluc says. “It’s only proper.”

“You aren’t dating anyone.”

“No.”

“You have no interest in ever dating anyone.”

“No, I do not.”

“Are you getting into an arranged marriage?” It’s old fashioned, but Kaeya knows those still happen now and again. Especially among the rich. And Diluc is probably the richest man in Mondstadt. Maybe one of the richest in all of Teyvat. He hasn’t checked the rankings in a while. 

Diluc scoffs, clicking his pen as he starts to fill in the crossword. “Ridiculous. No.”

The apple jam is very sweet with a strange tart undercurrent. The texture is also off. It’s homemade. He pushes the jar to the side and pulls the butter towards himself instead.

“So what you’re saying is I’m going to die alone.”

“I thought you had people lining up to date you.” 

“No one is going to wait as my perpetual fiancé for my idiot of an older brother to discover a romantic bone in his body, some kind of libido, or a previously unknown and unidentified sense of brotherly compassion that would allow him to concede to our powerful and true love,” Kaeya drawls. “Or are you feeling any inkling of shame for bullying your one and only brother like this, and are willing to concede?”

Diluc laughs. The man has the worst laugh. Kaeya’s cheek spasms.

“You just want someone to be single and miserable with you,” Kaeya whines. “I should tell on you at Dad’s grave, but he’d probably be laughing too.”

-

“You’ve brought me a Fatui harbringer,” Diluc says. “Are you bringing me ones you know I’ll hate on purpose just so the next ones look better in comparison?”

“Now the little egghead is getting it,” Kaeya says. “But you have to admit. He does hit most of your criteria.”

“I shouldn’t have to say having no criminal record and not having warrants for arrest and extradition are the critical and non-negotiable parts of the list. That should have been unspoken.” Diluc scowls so deeply Kaeya could stick his finger into the divots the corners of Diluc’s mouth make. “Some things should be intuitive, Kaeya.”

“Duly noted,” Kaeya says. “Should I also assume that Childe is a no?”

Diluc reaches out to twist Kaeya’s ear. Kaeya ducks out of the way and lands a sharp kick on Diluc’s ankle. Diluc retaliates by hooking his leg around Kaeya’s and bringing them both down onto the floor and pulling them into an impromptu grappling match.

“What the fuck do you think, Kaeya?” Diluc seethes, trying to get Kaeya into a headlock. “Do you even think, you absolute brat of a brother? Or do all your thoughts go to how you can best make me want to punt you into the sun?”

Kaeya twists out of Diluc’s grip and manages to get one of Diluc’s arms trapped behind Diluc’s back.

“It’s called brinksmanship, my dear favorite and also worst brother,” Kaeya answers sweetly, in a tone of voice that has Diluc rolling his eyes and gagging. “Look it up. You want me to be miserable? Fine. I’m locking us both in it together. If you’re so intent on making me stay single then I’m going to stick to you like fucking glue. We’re going to be miserable together, you bastard. We’re going to be in this until we die. See if I back off now.”

-

Kaeya is scraping the bottom of the fucking barrel here. But Diluc is never going to approve of anyone anyway — Kaeya spent way too much effort to come to that realization. And when he told Rosaria about it she just laughed at him until she started choking on her cigarette. And then once she was done choking she just laughed at him some more and then called Lisa to tell her about it. And at this point Kaeya introducing Diluc to people he’s dating is kind of like a little game. Kaeya expects nothing. Diluc expects nothing.

That said —

Diluc takes one look at Arataki Itto, and his already flat, unreadable expression goes from dead-face to walking dead. He turns his eyes to Kaeya. Kaeya can visibly see something in Diluc’s brain switch off. It could be conscious thought. It could be his ability to speak. It could be Diluc forcing himself to enter anger management exercises. It could be any number of things.

Kaeya will lump all of those things under a label of “fucking hilarious, the best shit to ever did happen”.

Kaeya smiles. 

Itto’s a fun guy. He’s nice and he’s kind and he’s very passionate. He’s funny. He’s great with kids because he’s basically a giant child himself. He has a way of taking your mind off of your troubles by creating bigger, but simpler troubles. He’s also very handsome. 

Kaeya absolutely would not want to get married to him. He wouldn’t even want to move in with the guy. At most, Kaeya would be down to make out with him. They haven’t gotten to that point yet. Kaeya doubts if they ever will. Mostly, Kaeya saw Itto and thought about how hilarious it would be to unleash him on Diluc.

Itto opens by calling Diluc “onii-san” and they’re off to the races.

Itto drags Diluc and Kaeya around the entire winery with the energy of Klee hopped up on sugar during summer vacation with no homework and the promise off her best frenemy Diona waiting for her with something new and ill advised to try. Kaeya feels exhausted and he can visibly see Diluc’s patience, ability to interact with other people, and capacity for rational thought being whittled down to a sharp sliver of a shiv.

Salvation for them both comes in the form of Klee and Diona actually showing up after school — Kaeya still hasn’t figured out how the kids are making the long ass trek out from Mondstadt to the countryside every damn day. They whisk Itto away for a real tour of the winery, because apparently they know the place better than Kaeya and Diluc do. Starting with an interesting looking spider web by the bushes.

Diluc drops down onto a stone bench on the patio to the side of the mansion. Kaeya sits next to him, feeling exhausted but pleasantly satisfied with a day’s work well done.

Diluc slowly turns to him. Kaeya wants to call him out. He wants to say — had enough?

But then Diluc smiles. And when he speaks, his voice is pitched louder than it needs to be — loud enough to carry to the trio a few yards away.

“I approve,” Diluc says, the corners of his eyes crinkling as he smiles. His dimples actually appear. Kaeya hasn’t seen Diluc smile enough to show his dimples in literal years. Possibly since their father died. “Kaeya, I’m so happy for you. Itto will be a wonderful addition to the family.”

Kaeya stares at him. “What the fuck are you doing? No. What? You dick. What?”

Itto cheers, a loud sound that seems to physically impact him as Kaeya’s entire body sags in shock.

“What the fuck?”

Diluc leans in, putting his hand over Kaeya’s in what probably looks like a show of brotherly affection but feels more like Diluc pouring a bag of salt over a gaping wound.

“It’s called mutual destruction. Look it up,” Diluc says, so saccharine sweet that it makes Kaeya’s teeth hurt and stomach roil, “We’re in this until we die. Your move.”

  



6. Hamtaro

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Sibling relationship ended,” Diluc deadpans, “Cain instinct activated.”

Kaeya dives out of the barstool at the same time Diluc throws himself over the counter.

          


    
    Kaeya has been quiet. This is, usually for Diluc, not necessarily the blessing it could be. Kaeya being quiet preludes Kaeya about to drop something on Diluc like a pipe bomb and running before the fall out can catchup to him, or Kaeya so lost in his head he might as well invert his face. Neither is good for anyone. Especially not when alcohol is involved.

Diluc’s been directing Charles to be a little slower on refilling Kaeya’s drinks. Normally by now Kaeya would have called him out on that. It’s just a sign of how out of it Kaeya is, or deep in his own thoughts, that he hasn’t. Diluc is tempted to switch Kaeya’s next drink for water just to see what will happen.

So far Kaeya’s sat at the far end of the bar by himself. Sometimes he looks at his phone. Earlier Jean was in to talk with him for a little. And then Lisa. He seemed fine then. But once he was alone again he went back to introspection. 

And staring. Kaeya’s been staring at him all night. It’s uncanny. It makes the remaining hair that still grows on the back of Diluc’s arm raise. It makes his skin crawl. It makes him want to do something stupid like stare back. When they were younger Kaeya would always win their staring contests. Diluc would find his eyes watering and his expression ready to crack. Kaeya wouldn’t even have to do or say anything; sometimes he would pull a face or start to smile and that would all it take, but more often than not he’d just stare back.

But things change. People change. Now Kaeya is always the one who looks away first, blinking or turning his eye away. 

And now, Diluc is the one who stays awake long into the early hours of the morning, insomnia nipping at his heels, rather than Kaeya.

Kaeya sips from his drink, not realizing it’s already empty. He looks surprised. As though he hasn’t spent the past three hours sitting at the end of the bar being weird.

Best to cut this off now before it possibly gets worse.

Diluc should call Rosaria. Rosaria would be able to handle this without losing her temper. Of all the people in the world, Diluc would’ve never guessed that Kaeya would become best friends with a nun. But Rosaria is hardly what anyone would expect from a nun. Even a nun who worships at the altar of Barbatos.

Well. Rosaria probably would still lose her temper. She isn’t a model for patience, either. But between Rosaria and Diluc, Diluc is fairly sure that Rosaria’s tolerance and overall relationship with Kaeya is the one on steadier ground. Strides towards advancement in civility aside, there’s a difference between friends and brothers that can’t really be crossed.

He should call Rosaria. He doesn’t.

Instead he goes over to Kaeya and pulls the glass out of his hand and replaces it with water.

“Are you cutting me off?” Kaeya asks, but he still drinks it anyway.

“You’re worse than the people who come in here thinking they can use our WiFi after ordering one beer,” Diluc says. “You’ve been attempting to drink from an empty glass for twenty minutes now. What’s the matter with you?”

Kaeya hums and just stares at him. Diluc, valiantly, holds back on the urge to reach out and pinch Kaeya’s nose until begs for mercy. Most of the crowd has passed through for the evening. But it still wouldn’t look good for Diluc to kick up a fuss at his own bar. Even if Kaeya’s really asking for it by being annoying.

“What?” Diluc rubs his hand over his cheeks. As expected, his hand comes away clean. He’d already checked the mirror in the back room twice to see if maybe there was something stuck to his hair or his face. He even called Charles in back to check the back of his clothes. Maybe he’d worn something inside out, or maybe there was a rip or a stain. Nothing. “You’re up to something, aren’t you? Just spit it out.”

“You’ll be mad if I do.”

Diluc feels his knuckle crack as he squeezes his hand into a fist.

“What did you do?”

“I haven’t done anything,” Kaeya scowls. “See, this is why I don’t want to tell you. You immediately jump to the conclusion that I’ve done something.”

“Why would you open with telling me I’d be mad and then get upset when I think you’ve done something wrong? Why else would I get mad?”

“Because you might not like what I say.”

“Since when did I like the things you say anyway? That’s never stopped you before.”

“Is this how you treat everyone who comes here? You’ve got to work on your customer service, Diluc. I’m telling you. It’s not enough that you’re famous. If you keep acting like a horse’s ass and telling people off for sitting at your bar and spending money they’ll just go to the Cat’s Tail.”

“I don’t tell people off for sitting at my bar, I tell you — specifically you — off for sitting at my bar,” Diluc replies. “You think I’m like this to everybody? Spit it out. The longer you keep quiet about it the worse it’s going to be. I know it. Just say it.”

Kaeya straightens up in his seat, pushing the half empty glass of water to the side. Diluc would feel pleased about that if Kaeya had even drunk enough to need sobering up to start with. As it is, he’s just annoyed that Kaeya’s been staring at him for literally three hours.

“You have to promise me you won’t get mad,” Kaeya says. “I didn’t do anything. And I’m not planning on doing anything.”

“That’s a promise you know I can’t make,” Diluc replies. “I promise not to ban you from the Angel’s Share, though.”

It’s a minor concession. Diluc hasn’t ever gone through with any of his threats to ban Kaeya from the Angel’s Share, even if he’s issued the threat multiple times per month for years now.

Kaeya’s eyes meet his.

“You look like Hamtaro.”

Diluc feels something inside of himself snap. The vestiges of self control quickly wrap around his flaring temper, keeping him from throwing a punch right at Kaeya’s face. They’ve come a long way from that stage. And in interest of keeping things on track for future civility, Diluc forces himself to breathe and put words to what he’s feeling.

“Sibling relationship ended,” Diluc deadpans, “Cain instinct activated.”

Kaeya dives out of the barstool at the same time Diluc throws himself over the counter.

 

  



7. mocktails

Summary for the Chapter:
            “ — and I am not worried about my financial security because I’ve invested my starting funds in a safe — “

“Holy shit,” Kaeya says, much closer than Diluc remembers him being. He turns and Kaeya has taken the seat on the other side of Lisa. “I cannot believe you’re the favorite. I need to get these kids away from you. Safe stock options? Can’t you teach them something fun?”

          


    
    “I can’t believe Diluc is the favorite,” Kaeya says. He’s said this ten times so far. Diluc has given Jean advanced warning that he can’t be held responsible for anything that happens to Kaeya today. He has enough he’s trying to work with, without the additional strain of attempting to tamp down on the near herculean feat of maintaining a cool composure when Kaeya is actively pushing to get under his skin.

Today is for Diona. This is a mantra he repeats to himself, and to literally any adult present as often as he feels necessary. This is not a day where everyone looks at Diluc like a performing monkey. This is not the day for anyone to be trying his already thin patience.

Diona asked him to teach her to make mocktails. Diluc reasonably asked her why she wanted to learn to make mocktails. Diona, unreasonably to Diluc, bristled with the affronted fury of a ten year old and told him it was none of his business.

And since it was none of his business Diluc said no.

Diona called him stingy. Diluc agreed readily; it’s true and he’s been called worse things than that. Upset that her stellar bargaining tactics weren’t working as she hoped, Diona conceded that he was stingy but he was also very generous when he wanted to be. And he was her absolute favorite adult. So wouldn’t he do her this favor just once, please?

Diluc, again, asked her what for.

“I want to make drinks for my friends on my birthday,” Diona says, “And I’m going to teach them to be responsible and that they don’t have to drink alcohol to have fun.”

This was an impressive goal for a ten year old. One Diluc could readily get behind. Just because he owns a winery and a bar doesn’t mean he actually likes drinking. If Diluc could he would turn the business around into something else, but every time he’s attempted to he’s been confronted with literal petitions. 

Diluc, finally, agreed. And because Diluc’s fortunes in life are destined to take any single one of his many well-intentioned decisions and run over them and turn them into catastrophes and headaches of the worst degree, he is now teaching five children ranging from ten — now eleven — to sixteen how to make virgin mocktails. And he’s hosting Diona’s birthday party at his house. 

He is, at once, the host, the entertainments he person footing the bill, and also — apparently — Diona’s slave for the day.

“You are such a soft touch,” Lisa says as he observes Fischl and Razor egging Bennet on into drinking something Klee made. Diluc had been watching Klee make it the entire time, but he did blink once and in that split second the color of the drink turned from a tinted clear-blue to an opaque white. Diluc isn’t sure what she did but none of the ingredients he’d put out for the kids to use would mix to result in anything truly harmful. 

That’s a different story if Klee or Diona pulled something out of their pockets and dumped that in — in that split second when he blinked. This is why Diluc doesn’t blink, frankly. Every time he closes his eyes, even for just a moment, something terrible happens. 

“You’re one to talk,” Diluc replies. He slides her a drink. 

Lisa raises her eyebrows, and does an impressive and over the top show of looking around the Diluc’s in home bar area.

“It’s non-alcoholic. This is a child’s birthday party,” Diluc says, “Not an open bar.”

“The children are otherwise occupied,” Lisa points out. And then, shamelessly, leans over to reach over the bar and riffle around. Diluc had the foresight to have all the bottles under the counter moved elsewhere. The only things under the bar counter right now are glasses and bottles of water. Lisa pouts at him when she realizes this, settling back down on the other side. “Has anyone told you that you’re too straight laced for your own good?”

“No. You’re the first one ever. This is an absolute shock to me,” Diluc deadpans. “Can’t you tell by my face that I’m appalled and currently re-evaluating my entire life?”

“No need to take that attitude.” Lisa clicks her tongue. “I’m starting to see where Diona is getting it from.”

“Getting what from?”

Before Lisa can answer Klee clambers onto the bar stool next to Lisa. And then, very seriously, Klee says to Diluc, “I need money.”

Diluc is, on instinct, reaching for his pocket before rational thought takes over. Or more like, Lisa’s lips stretch into a fiendish smile and Diluc scowls at her. He feels as though he’s possibly doing something that he’ll be teased for later. But he can’t quite tell what it is.

“What for?”

“Diona says that she has a savings account and she’s invested her money into stocks,” Klee says, “And that you gave her the money for it.”

Diluc and Lisa both turn in the direction of the other kids. Bennett has been convinced to drink — whatever it turned out to be. He’s not choking or vomiting. Diluc takes that as a good sign. Fischl is snapping pictures of the other concoctions that the kids have made. Razor is nodding, brows furrowed in concentration as he listens to something Diona is telling him. Albedo and Jean have come over to listen as well. Albedo looks like he wants to take notes.

“ — and I am not worried about my financial security because I’ve invested my starting funds in a safe — “

“Holy shit,” Kaeya says, much closer than Diluc remembers him being. He turns and Kaeya has taken the seat on the other side of Lisa. “I cannot believe you’re the favorite. I need to get these kids away from you. Safe stock options? Can’t you teach them something fun?”

“I’m teaching them responsibility,” Diluc says. “And how to make virgin mocktails. Both of these things are very fun.”

“One of those is,” Lisa says. “And I’ll give you two guesses as to which one it is.”

“So can I have some money?” Klee asks. Her hand is already outstretched towards him.

Kaeya and Lisa both reach out to bar Diluc from handing over the mora he’s already pulled out of his wallet.

“You can’t say you’re teaching kids responsibility and then hand them wads of cash,” Kaeya groans. “Don’t answer that. Don’t say anything. I can see you’re about to say something that’s going to make me want to do something terrible to you. Like take out one page from your notebook at random and have you struggle to figure out which one it is.”

  



8. turtleneck

Summary for the Chapter:
            “It’s a turtleneck! What’s the matter with — Jean. Jean. Jean. Talk these two out of this.”

Jean, stares at the three of them. Rosaria and Diluc both attempting to pull Kaeya’s collar down and Kaeya in the middle of fending them off. Jean sighs, pinching the bridge of her nose.

“How do you have time to pick up one night stands?” Jean asks, “I barely even see you take breaks to eat.”

          


    
    Kaeya glances up and sees Diluc staring at him from behind the bar. Diluc is currently in the process of moving an entire keg, but he’s staring at him with something Kaeya can’t quite put words to. The closest Kaeya can get to describing it would be likening it to the feeling he’s gotten since they were little kids and Diluc was about to spring something terrible on him. Or, maybe more recently, when Klee tells him she’s had a brilliant idea that she’s got to test right now, in secret, no Kaeya really can’t oversee it.

Kaeya turns to Rosaria. He’s not sure what she’d do, really. And Kaeya opening his mouth to say something like, “We should go. I think Diluc is about to do something that’s going to give me either a migraine, mental trauma, or a stress ulcer. Oh? I can tell just by looking at him. Can’t you?” would not go over well in the sense Rosaria would insist on staying to make sure Kaeya’s observation comes true.

Sure enough, Diluc blinks once, points at Kaeya — holding an entire keg with just one arm — and mouths, “Stay”. Like Kaeya is a dog. But what both impresses and annoys Kaeya is the fact that Diluc’s face somehow doesn’t change. He wishes Diluc would listen to him when he says that the man could try his hand as a professional gambler. He would rake in so much money. Not that he needs it. What Diluc needs is an actual hobby. Brooding in dark corners, being a pain in Kaeya’s ass, and being the weird favorite adult of all the teens and children of Mondstadt doesn’t count.

“What did you do?” Rosaria asks, noticing Diluc noticing him.

“Nothing he should know about,” Kaeya replies.

Rosaria rolls her eyes, hiding her mouth behind the rim of her wine glass as she says something he can’t quite pick up over the sounds of the rest of the bar.

Minutes later Diluc strides over, drags a chair from another table over, and sits down right in front of Kaeya.

“What did you do?” Diluc says immediately.

“Hello Diluc. Nice night we’re having. It’s snowing,” Kaeya replies. “Klee’s very excited to start making snowmen. Apparently she and Diona are going to have a contest on who can make the coolest one. How are you?”

Diluc stares at him blankly.

“That was an example for how to talk to people,” Kaeya continues. “You know. Politely.”

Diluc turns towards Rosaria and gestures at Kaeya. Rosaria shrugs. “I don’t know why he’s like this, either.”

Kaeya frowns at both of them. 

“You’re wearing a turtleneck,” Diluc says. “In our almost thirty years of knowing each other, you have only ever worn a turtleneck under one specific occasion.”

Kaeya squints. “Thirty years of knowing each other is a weird way of saying we’ve both been alive for thirty years. You know. As brothers. And did you not hear me say the part about where it’s snowing? Here, look. There’s a window. You can see it now. I’m cold.”

Diluc turns, again, towards Rosaria.

“Yeah, I think it’s weird, too,” Rosaria answers whatever unspoken comment she’s picked up from Diluc. “I wasn’t going to say anything because, frankly, I have better things to occupy myself with. But if you want to pull on this thread then by all means.”

Diluc turns back to Kaeya. “Whore.”

Kaeya gapes. “What the fuck?”

“You had a one night stand, that’s the only reason you’d be wearing a turtleneck,” Diluc says. “Obviously.”

“No, not obviously. Rosaria’s covered up too and I don’t see you slandering her good name.”

Diluc, impossibly, sits up even straighter. And he adopts the sternest most affronted expression Kaeya thinks Diluc is capable of emoting with.

“Rosaria is a sister of the Church of Barbatos,” Diluc says. Entirely serious. “I would never accuse her of unsavory or otherwise impure actions and intentions.”

Kaeya’s head turns towards Rosaria so fast he feels something strain.

Rosaria preens.

“That’s right, Kaeya. I’m a sister of the cloth. I’m as chaste and pure as the snow falling outside this very moment.”

“It’ll be a muddy slurry in about ten minutes,” Kaeya says, “Are you both joking with me right now? Is there a sign on my back that says ‘Fuck with Kaeya’? Is there a person standing in my blind spot with a giant placard? It’s a turtleneck. It’s winter. You are both reading too much into this.”

Diluc and Rosaria look at each other and the nod before they both reach for Kaeya. Kaeya slaps their hands away.

“What are you doing?”

“If you’re innocent then there’s nothing to hide,” Rosaria says. “Show us your neck.”

“Are you both insane?”

“No. Prove your innocence.”

“The phrase is innocent until proven guilty.”

“The turtleneck is proof of your guilt.”

“It’s a turtleneck! What’s the matter with — Jean. Jean. Jean. Talk these two out of this.”

Jean, stares at the three of them. Rosaria and Diluc both attempting to pull Kaeya’s collar down and Kaeya in the middle of fending them off. Jean sighs, pinching the bridge of her nose.

“How do you have time to pick up one night stands?” Jean asks, “I barely even see you take breaks to eat.”

Diluc stops attempting to pull Kaeya’s collar down and instead grabs him by the scruff of the neck and hauls him up to standing.

“You’re skipping meals?” Diluc demands and begins to drag Kaeya against Kaeya’s attempts to stop him. “What could you possibly be doing that’s so important that you’re missing meals?”

Diluc drags Kaeya behind the bar. Jean takes Kaeya’s empty seat and starts chatting with Rosaria. Kaeya has been betrayed. No one in the Angel’s Share is even staring at them. It’s like they expect this to happen. Diluc pulls Kaeya into the employee break room and drops him into one of the chairs.

“Work,” Kaeya says, “You know. The thing most people do in order to earn money to afford to live. You should be familiar with this. It was your job back in the day, when you were still pretending to be a reasonable person.”

Diluc ignores him and pulls open the refrigerator. 

“What are you doing now?”

“Making you a real dinner,” Diluc replies. “You have twenty minutes to explain why you’re wearing a turtleneck if not because you were picking up guys. Or girls.”

“What part of the words ‘it’s winter’ are literally none of you understanding?”

“I’ve seen you go through blizzards in less than what you’re wearing now. That excuse doesn’t work. Twenty minutes.”

  



9. loans

Summary for the Chapter:
            “What for?” Diluc asks.

Klee hums and then he hears her moving away from the receiver, calling out, “Kaeya, he’s asking what it’s for!”

          


    
    Diluc approaches the phone with some measure of trepidation. Historically speaking, noting good has ever come from someone calling the mansion’s landline. Usually someone is dead, dying, or has done something that might cause them to die. If someone isn’t calling Diluc on his cell phone (business, burner, or otherwise) then chances are that it can only be something he doesn’t care to hear.

The people who know the manor’s landline are few on the ground — Diluc’s trained most of them to know better than to call by now — but there’s always the odd incredibly thorough and determined reporter or such that manages to get through. Though he has to say that Adeline is normally very good at fielding those calls before they get to him.

Moco holds the phone out to him expectantly.

Diluc sighs before taking it with the resignation of someone who’s about to willingly subject themselves to a spam call.

“Hamtaro! Is that you? What’s taking you so long! Hello? Hello!”

Diluc doesn’t squeeze the phone until the case cracks. If he does Adeline is just going to give him that look of hers and probably replace it with a child’s toy phone in the most obnoxious colors she can find. And Diluc isn’t going to waste any of his time fixing this phone before Adeline can find out.

“Klee.”

“There you are!” Klee sighs, sounding very put upon, “How big is your house that it took this long for someone to find you? Don’t you have another phone near you?”

He doesn’t. There’s only three phones in the entire mansion. One in the kitchens, one in the main living room, one near the front door, and one in Diluc’s office that he’s purposefully unplugged. 

“What can I help you with, Klee?” Diluc asks instead, hoping to get this over with sooner rather than later. Klee is a very special sort of energetic that Diluc, even on his best days, struggles to handle. He doesn’t know how Kaeya does it. Diluc would consider Diona a handful as well, but she reminds him an awful lot like Kaeya when Kaeya was young and that helps somewhat when it doesn’t scrape against the bones in his chest. Sometimes seeing Diona and Klee play together makes his teeth hurt, his jaw too, from how hard he has to bite down on the nostalgia.

“Oh, right. Can I borrow three hundred fifty mora?” Klee asks.

Diluc’s hand, at the word borrow, had already gone towards a memo pad where he was already noting down the amount he would have Adeline wire over, pauses.

He remembers the last time he gave Klee money, no questions asked. Not because of the ensuing argument he had with Kaeya, but because of the mess Klee caused much, much later and how Jean had strong armed Diluc into funding the repairs. The repairs were a significant amount more than the money he had given Klee to start with. Diluc, to this day, thinks that the bill was inflated and he could have done the repair work himself for half the price. Jean, and maybe Kaeya, probably increased the price on purpose to prove a point to him. Diluc isn’t sure what that point is.

“What for?” Diluc asks.

Klee hums and then he hears her moving away from the receiver, calling out, “Kaeya, he’s asking what it’s for!”

Diluc presses his thumb to the divot he knows is forming between his brows. He listens to Kaeya and Klee whispering in the background, then the phone changes hands.

“Alright, not my smoothest operation,” Kaeya says, “But anyway. I know you’ve got the mora. Also, I’m glad you’ve learned your lesson about giving large amounts of money to children with no questions asked. This is growth. I’m very proud of you.”

“What do you need the mora for?” Diluc asks. Kaeya’s surprisingly frugal, frequent trips to the Angel’s Share aside. He knows that Kaeya’s very clever with his money and he’s never fallen behind before. The Favonius Knights pay very well, and even without that Kaeya receives an allowance from the estate once a month. It’s a sizable allowance too. More than enough for Kaeya to move out of his fifth story one bedroom apartment with its terrible security and get a townhouse or a condo. Diluc doesn’t actually know, or care to know, what Kaeya does with all of that money. He just knows that Kaeya isn’t spending it.

“Not me, Klee,” Kaeya stresses.

“If Klee really needs the mora why is she asking you what it’s for?”

“Because I’m the one who tabulated the total cost,” Kaeya replies. “It’s for a tree house.”

“For what tree?” Klee lives with Albedo. Albedo, last Diluc had heard, has a flat close to the Knights of Favonius headquarters that most certainly does not include yard space.

“You remember that big oak tree down by the river?”

“What river?”

“The one running through the grounds. You remember? You pushed me in when we were like, seven. I almost drowned.”

“Are you referring to the river that’s only one foot deep? The river that’s basically a brook?”

“There’s only the one river, Diluc. And it’s much deeper than one foot. Depending on where you are.”

“At seven years old you expect me to believe I pushed you so hard that you went flying into the actual deep parts of the river instead of the shallow embankments that go out for almost two yards?”

“Diluc you are focusing on the wrong details here.”

“Why is Klee building a tree house on my property?”

“Where else would she build a tree house? No one we know has an actual yard except you.”

Diluc sighs. “Who is building this, exactly? Not you and Klee.”

“The other kids are pitching in, too.”

“You and a bunch of teenagers are going to build a tree house on my property. And when someone gets hurt building said tree house, or just sitting in it, I’ll be the one who gets the lawsuit.”

“You’re jumping, immediately, to the worst and most extreme conclusion. As usual. You paranoid bastard.”

“It’s not paranoia when I’m right. Do you, at least, have some general plans for the building of this tree house?”

“We’re getting the budget down first. Which is you. You’re the budget.”

“I’m also, apparently, the architect and the person who’s going to build this thing,” Diluc replies dryly. “Send me what you have. I’ll let you know what time I have available.”

“You are the best big brother,” Kaeya replies. “I knew I could count on you. An all in one wallet-planner-manual-labor. Moments like these prove that you gallivanting around Teyvat wasn’t a waste of time after all.”

 

 

  



10. my brother said no

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Diluc,” Kaeya calls out to him, piercing through Diluc’s fog of concentration. Diluc grunts. “Diluc.”

Kaeya repeats his name in earnest, with just enough of a whining, wheedling, edge to it that Diluc feels his eyelid twitch.

“No. Whatever it is, no,” Diluc snaps, mourning his loss of focus. “Shut up.”

“There. See, he said no. We can’t date anymore.”

          


    
    Diluc isn’t sure why Kaeya’s here. It’s not their mandatory — mandatory as imposed by Jean, Lisa, all of the senior staff from the winery and mansion that were here before their father died — brunch.  Nothing bad has happened that Diluc can recall. Nor is there anything particularly worrisome coming up in the future. Diluc’s checked. Twice. He has no appointments scheduled that would point towards anything disastrous in the making. He’s had no previous appointments that raised any red flags. Kaeya hasn’t had anything truly serious come up at work. This Diluc knows not because he wants to know it, but because Jean is a very persistent texter and she’ll text him about her day, Kaeya’s day, Klee’s day, work at the office, various rumors she’s heard, her concerns for his health, and anything in between with or without him responding back. Everything Diluc knows about the personal lives of half of the people he’s met is involuntary and if he could he’d purge it from his brain without any hesitations.

If Diluc wanted to know something about someone he’d figure it out on his own. He’s not going to waste the time and efforts of his informants on something as trivial as figuring out what Kaeya’s latest half-assed attempt at a hobby is. Though, frankly, that kind of information is going to drop itself on his doorstep whether he likes it or not. And he doesn’t.

Of course, Diluc still reads all of the things Jean texts him. He’s not a complete asshole. He’ll read her texts. He just won’t respond to them, unless one of them is a direct question to which he can provide a straight answer that won’t get him into trouble. 

Maybe he should read back through her texts to see if there’s anything he’s missed. The last thing he remembers from her texts was a picture of a very strange looking sculpture made out of mashed potatoes, peas, and carrots. It was, probably, Klee’s doing. Hopefully Klee’s doing. Diluc isn’t sure what his comment is supposed to be if this was actually Jean’s doing herself. He’d probably just send her some money and book her a vacation if that’s the sort of thing she’s been reduced to for stress relief. Of course, Jean wouldn’t take the money or the vacation. She’d probably pass it on to Lisa, or maybe Albedo and Klee. But it’s the thought that counts. Or so he’s been repeatedly told.

Diluc eyes Kaeya warily. Kaeya let himself in about an hour and a half ago and has been unobtrusively hanging around Diluc ever since. He hasn’t given Diluc a clear reason to tell him off, yet, so Diluc’s been mostly ignoring him.

Diluc started the morning by checking on his falcon. Kaeya, who’s always though of Diluc’s falconry as an incredibly eccentric hobby, lingered outside of the large custom built aviary Diluc had built near the courtyard. Then he went to check on the horses — a hobby that Kaeya and he are both mutually fond of — but Kaeya lingered outside of the stables rather than coming in.

After that was an early lunch, to which Kaeya helped himself and made small talk. By which, Diluc means, they got into an argument over the fact that Diluc still hasn’t replaced the manor’s day to day cutlery.

(“This is older than the both of us combined. I think it came from the time when mercury was a cute tonic you’d give people for fun,” Kaeya said. “Spend some money already. I don’t care if it’s bought by the dozen at a dollar store or if it’s gold plated with your ugly face stamped onto it. Just change from these ones. Send them to a museum or get them melted down and buried in the back yard under some layers of concrete.”

“Have some respect. It has history.”

“And the both of us are probably going to get lead poisoning.”

“No one’s telling you to use this specific cutlery.”

“I’m not like you. I’m not going to bring my own utensils. The fact that you have a knife, spork, and a collapsible straw on your person at all times alarms and repulses me.”

“You never know when you need one.”)

After that Kaeya still didn’t leave but he also hasn’t asked Diluc to do anything, told Diluc about any trouble he’s in, or otherwise done anything that wasn’t linger at the edges of Diluc’s peripheral vision like a particularly stubborn blue spot that Diluc can’t blink away.

Diluc has run backwards and forwards through his mental calendar. It isn’t the day their father died. It isn’t the day Diluc’s mother died — which happened before he and Kaeya became brothers, but a day that Kaeya still approached with a strange reserved politeness anyway. It isn’t the day that Kaeya was found at the edges of the property. It isn’t the anniversary of any deaths that he knows of, or any other important events. It isn’t a holiday. It’s no one’s birthday — at least, not a birthday for anyone important.

He’s about to ask Kaeya if he’s dying when Kaeya starts to tap at his phone in earnest. Diluc watches him for a moment but Kaeya’s face betrays nothing. Nor does his body languages. Kaeya is an excellent liar but Diluc really can’t tell if there’s anything here for Kaeya to lie about.

He looks away and goes back to his own self-assigned task for the afternoon. Diona’s father had broken an old cuckoo clock that had been in their house for ages. It was, apparently, a wedding gift from Diona’s maternal grandparents. Diona was particularly upset by this, and did not have the money or knowledge of how and where to get an old fashioned clock like this one fixed.

Diluc is no horologist, but he does have experience with taking things apart and putting them back together. When all is said and done, a cuckoo clock can’t be harder to fix than disassembling a bomb. At least the clock wont explode on him if he gets something wrong. He’d gone into this warning Diona that he made no promises as to whether he would be successful or not. Diona stared at him flatly before saying, “Of course you’re going to fix it. You’re Diluc.”

He’s not sure what that means but he’s slightly flattered by her high opinion of him, however undeserved and unfounded.

Diluc lets his focus narrow down to the pieces in front of him and the movements of his hands. The sounds of the old house around them fades away. Kaeya and whatever he’s doing is muted from his mind and his senses. It’s just Diluc and gears and little screws and pieces of wood and metal. It’s Diluc and his hands doing something and solving a puzzle one little step at a time.

“Diluc,” Kaeya calls out to him, piercing through Diluc’s fog of concentration. Diluc grunts. “Diluc.”

Kaeya repeats his name in earnest, with just enough of a whining, wheedling, edge to it that Diluc feels his eyelid twitch.

“No. Whatever it is, no,” Diluc snaps, mourning his loss of focus. “Shut up.”

“There. See, he said no. We can’t date anymore.”

Diluc blinks, head raising as he turns to tare at his brother. He can feel the muscles in his neck and shoulders aching as he moves, his joints stiff from leaning over the clock for so long.

“What?”

Kaeya’s talking on his phone now, examining his nails as he listens to whoever is on the other side. Kaeya rolls his eyes, gives Diluc a look that seems to invite him to share in some kind of exasperation with him but Diluc doesn’t understand what the context for this would be. Diluc carefully puts the tools and fine, delicate clockwork pieces in his hands down. He pushes away from his desk and lays his palms flat on the wooden surface, well away from the gutted clock as he stares at his brother.

“No. I mean it. Diluc says no. I can’t date you. I know, I know. He’s so protective. But what can I do? I’m not going to make him mad. What? Are you nuts? I’m not going to cross Diluc Ragnvindr. Yeah. This is it. No, you probably shouldn’t. Mhm. I’m sorry too.”

Diluc continues to stare at his brother as Kaeya weasels, worms, and wiggles his way out of whatever kind of conversation he’s currently having. A one sided break up, it sounds like.

Kaeya hangs up and immediately sighs, beaming. “Ah. That’s a load off. Fucking finally. Some people just don’t know when to quit, you know?”

“Did you hang around me all day on the off chance that whatever unfortunate bastard you’ve conned into dating you would call so you could have me in the room as an excuse to break up?” 

“Obviously, what else are you good for?” Kaeya rolls his eye. “This is the one situation where you and your notorious everything is able to do something that benefits me.”

  



11. cold hands warm heart

Summary for the Chapter:
            “If you throw me in I’m taking you with me, stupid. Now start walking. God your hair is so stupidly fluffy. At least it smells nice. You’re welcome for that by the way.”

          


    
    Diluc feels as though he shouldn’t be blamed for reacting to Kaeya approaching him with apprehension, suspicion, and outright resignation to some sort of inevitable trouble. Diluc does not yet know what shape or form this trouble will be, but he knows it’s coming for him specifically and it’s going to be annoying.

But Diluc, mindful of the fact that they’re attempting to be civil with each other and have thus far maintained a new record setting streak of four months, isn’t going to be the one to fuck this up first. Not without significant and undeniable provocation. So Diluc sees his doom approacing him and handles it like an adult. He stands perfectly still, and glares, but he doesn’t move away or otherwise do anything to put Kaeya off.

“The strategy of look big and menacing only works on bears,” Kaeya says, sounding on the verge of laughter. “And it only works if you succeed. You look like an angry hamster. It’s the hair that does it. How do you get so much volume when the weather is like this? Don’t answer that. I know every single product that you own. Unless you’ve been deviating from the set list I’ve given you. In which case I’m really going to have to up my game when it comes to bribing the staff.”

“Stop bribing my staff,” Diluc says.

“Stop making it so easy. All I have to do is swing by with some donuts or coffee and they’re tripping over themselves to tell me what sort of stupid bullshit you’ve pulled. I don’t even have to get anything good. I could just be buying them like…a box of grocery store powdered donuts from the on sale rack and they’d spill your secrets.”

Diluc scowls. “If you’re going to bribe someone do it right. And if you’r going to bribe my staff you ought to bribe them with something actually decent. Get a real job so you can pay for some real bribes.”

“I don’t know where to start with all of that,” Kaeya gestures to all of Diluc, “So I’m not going to. And this is what is called, according to others who are in a better position to recognize it than me, character growth. Diluc, tell me, have you ever considered trying it?”

“Sounds like more effort than it’s worth.”

“A very Diluc answer. Now. Tell me, brother dearest — “

Diluc gags. Kaeya kicks his ankle. Diluc, in an attempt at this character growth thing, doesn’t retaliate the way he normally would by kicking back. Instead he shoves his shoulder against Kaeya’s. Kaeya stumbles a bit, but grabs Diluc’s collar to stay standing. Kaeya sticks his tongue out. Diluc makes a grab for it. Kaeya immediately lets go and darts back, hands covering his mouth.

“That’s so gross,” Kaeya says. “Why do you always do that?”

“Why do you always stick your tongue out at me if you know I’m going to do that?” Diluc retorts. “Don’t stick your tongue out at someone unless you’re prepared for the consequences of someone grabbing it to yank it out of your head.”

“No one does that!”

“Dad did that.” How else would have Diluc learned it?

“Not to me, I was his favorite. Also, you were — are — an absolute brat so of course Dad would do that to you.”

“If he did it to me then it’s because he was teaching me a life lesson. So clearly I was the favorite, not you,” Diluc argues, “He did it because he cares.”

“Are you saying you do it because you care?”

“Kaeya.”

“Diluc.”

“Consider that question again very carefully,” Diluc meets Kaeya’s gaze. Kaeya’s expression is rapidly turning stiff. “Because we both know the answer that that one and if I say it out loud it might make us both throw up.”

The answer is obviously yes, Diluc cares. Diluc’s tried very, very hard not to care but failed at that spectacularly. Diluc cares very, very, very much. Kaeya knows this and often exploits it for his own benefit. But if Diluc actually says it out loud something inside of himself that balks at the idea of being known might die and take him along with it. And Kaeya, who would rather take out the other eye than acknowledge personal feelings of any depth and substance, would probably expire along with him.

“Uh. Right,” Kaeya clears his throat, eye flicking away from Diluc’s face. “Scratch that last remark from record.”

“What last remark?”

“Exactly so. Anyway, dearest brother of mine, worst brother of mine, regrettably only brother of mine — “

“As if you could handle more than one brother — “

“Same goes right back to you. Shut up. I’m trying to ask you a question.”

“I’m not stopping you.”

“Stop interrupting me and let me get to it already.”

“Stop prefacing it with prattling nonsense.”

“What are you doing standing at the edge of the frozen river staring out into the distance like some trash romance novel protagonist?”

“I live here. I can stand and stare at whatever I want.”

“Yeah, I’m not questioning the legality of it. I’m asking why the fuck would you want to,” Kaeya rolls his eye. “Dawn Winery in the middle of winter isn’t exactly the most scenic of things. Also you look like you’ve finally cracked.”

Diluc holds resolutely still as Kaeya shuffles closer to him again, arms shoved under his armpits as he hunches his shoulders.

“Tell me you’ve cracked so I can get you tossed into some padded cell where I wouldn’t have to be the one to deal with you.”

Diluc rolls his eyes. “I wanted fresh air.”

“You have a perfectly serviceable veranda. A  nice driveway. A beautifully manicured garden. You had to trudge through the fields all the way down to the river for fresh air?” Kaeya sneezes. “You didn’t even wear a scarf. Though I suppose with that amount of hair you’re practically suffocating anyway. Makes you easy to spot. It looks like a very fat rabbit has sat on top of a goth mannequin.”

“Did you come all the way here to annoy me?”

“No, that’s just a side benefit. I got sent out here to drag your sorry self back to the manor before you catch your death. I mean. I know you were frail when we were kids but look at you now. Diseases are scared of your face. Me? I’m the same as I always was. No worse no better. But I’m still stuck out here chasing after you. Don’t you feel sorry for me?”

“No.” Diluc turns to head back anyway though. “Dress warmer if you’re going to complain about it.”

“No need for that. I have something better,” Kaeya says and Diluc’s instincts tell him to either start running or start throwing fists. But Kaeya’s weight slams into him from behind. Kaeya’s arms circle around his neck and Kaeya’s freezing hands slide around Diluc’s neck, legs around Diluc’s waist. Diluc screams in outrage. “Who needs gloves or heat packs when their own brother is a walking furnace?”

Diluc wobbles, trying to escape Kaeya’s frigid hands, but manages to stay upright.

“Get off me!” Diluc yells, “I’m going to throw you in the fucking river, you little — “

Kaeya cackles over Diluc’s yelling, palms and fingers pressed flat against Diluc’s skin.

“If you throw me in I’m taking you with me, stupid. Now start walking. God your hair is so stupidly fluffy. At least it smells nice. You’re welcome for that by the way.”

Diluc gets his arms under Kaeya’s legs, hefting Kaeya further up his back.

“Lean forward,” Diluc demands, his jaw wants to clench shut. How the fuck are Kaeya’s hands so damn cold? What’s the point of his gloves? Diluc saw him wearing them. “You’re strangling me with your deadweight. Make some effort.”

“Make some effort he says,” Kaeya parrots back, putting a frigid hand on Diluc’s cheek. Then he seems to change his mind and he pinches Diluc’s cheek near his mouth and starts stretching it. “I’m the one who had to slog their way all the way through the mud and grass and winter slurry to get to you. Come on. How were you better at carrying me places when we were little and you were weak and scrawny? You’ve got stupid muscles now. This should be nothing to you!”

  



12. elderberry jam


    
    “This might actually kill me, you know?” Kaeya says. He sounds too cheerful for someone who’s facing down their own death, in Diluc’s opinion. But no one ever asks for Diluc’s opinion.

“It’s preserves,” Diluc says, though he’s equally as unsure as Kaeya is as to the edibility of the dusty, still sealed jar of elderberry jam on the table between them. “How can preserves go bad? They’re supposed to be preserved.”

“Surely there’s a shelf life for even that.” Kaeya holds the jar up to the light. He frowns. Then he snatches Diluc’s napkin from him and uses it to wipe a generous layer of dust off of the jar. Both Diluc and Kaeya look at the now blackened napkin, which Kaeya gingerly deposits on the far side of the table. Kaeya resumes trying to hold it up to the light. “Diluc, this thing is so dense that I think it could give your hair and skull a run for it. I don’t think this counts as jelly or jam anymore. Where did you get this from and why would you have anyone serving it?”

“Jean,” Diluc says. He watches Kaeya struggle to open it before he grabs it out of his brother’s hands. He twists the cap open with a grunt, both of them going still when the jar lid audibly pops. Diluc immediately sets the jar on the table between them, hands retreating underneath the table as he leans as far away back from it as possible.

Kaeya slowly takes the jar and tilts it so he can look inside.

“Diluc.”

“What?”

“It’s like. Black. Pitch black. Are you sure this is elderberry jam and not tar?”

“That’s what the label and the note said it was.”

“And it’s from Jean? Our Jean?”

“I don’t know anyone else named Jean.”

Kaeya’s gaze moves from the jar to Diluc and back again.

“Alright. I’ll bite. What did you do to piss her off this badly that she’s trying to poison you with breakfast?”

“Me?” Diluc scowls. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Ha! A chronic problem for white men.”

Diluc resists the urge to kick Kaeya under the table. If he does it one more time there’s a real risk of Adelinde switching the table they eat at to one of the big ones so they can’t reach each other. It happened often enough when they were children that Diluc knows exactly where said table and its extensions are stored. Adelinde would make Diluc and Kaeya bring out the table and set it up themselves, after all.

“I didn’t do anything I wasn’t supposed to do,” Diluc grudgingly corrects. Kaeya, unfortunately, does have a valid point. “You’re the one who works with her every day, what did you do to piss her off? I’m sure there’s something.”

“I’ll have you know I’m an exemplary employee,” Kaeya scowls. “And nothing I’ve ever done would warrant whatever death in a jar she’s had sent to you. Besides, if I did something wrong why would she try to kill you? How is that a punishment to me? Don’t answer that. We haven’t even had coffee — well I haven’t had coffee. You’re banned. We can’t be talking about our actual, legitimate, sincere emotions and hang ups without food in us first.”

“And who’s fault is it that there’s no coffee to be found on the grounds?” Diluc says. “Stop interfering with my diet.”

“If I don’t interfere with your diet then who would? Aside from Jean who’s apparently out to get you for undisclosed, but certainly well earned, reasons. And again. Why would this be for me? I don’t live here.”

“She’s the one who forces us to have these breakfasts,” Diluc reminds him. “Of course she knows you’d be here.”

Truthfully Jean used to force them in the beginning. She’d force Kaeya into her car and drive him all the way to the winery just as dawn was breaking and drop him off, half asleep, on the steps.

And if Diluc didn’t answer the door she’d march in — the staff more than willing to let her do as she wished — and drag him to the front door by the hair. Sometimes it seems like everyone in Mondstadt is fooled. They think Jean is nice, polite, and limitless in patience and grace. These people did not grow up with her and are being hoodwinked. Diluc’s been dragged around by his hair enough times to know that. 

Diluc has a feeling that if Kaeya resisted Jean’s initial efforts he was also being dragged in by the hair, or by the ear.

Now, Kaeya comes on his own and Diluc is — well. He’s already awake. He doesn’t really sleep much anymore. So he’s awake and presentable and mostly ready for whatever will unfold during these breakfasts, by the time Kaeya’s walking in through the front door. While Jean’s direct hand is no longer involved, it remains an invisible threat should either of them do anything to jeopardize their own progress at repairing their relationship.

“Maybe it’s for you and she’s trusting me to be smart enough not to fall for this obvious trap.”

“Or maybe it’s for you and she’s trusting my stronger constitution to withstand this.”

“Stronger consti — ?” Kaeya stares at him in pure disbelief. “In what world is your constitution stronger than mine? Not this one. You’d get nosebleeds if you stood up too fast when we were children.”

“That was then. This is now.” Diluc takes the bottle and with the grim determination of a soldier facing certain failure and demise, uses a knife to literally slice out a piece of preserves and put it onto his toast. Diluc then holds the jar out to Kaeya. “Either way, if I’m doing it, so are you.”

“Maybe you should eat it first, and then we’ll wait about an hour and then I’ll follow after if things look alright,” Kaeya suggests. But he’s also already cutting jam out of the jar and watching it plop onto his piece of toast.

It somehow looks blacker outside of the jar than in.

“Are you sure this won’t kill us?” Kaeya repeats.

“Even if it does kill us, it’s fine because we have — “

“Life insurance? A living trust? A will?”

“ — plots ready in the family columbarium.”

  



13. off the grid

Summary for the Chapter:
            “What’s this one?” The app icon looks shady as fuck. Kaeya turns the phone towards Diluc and points. “Did you get malware? On purpose? Again?”

“Web browser,” Diluc says, glancing over at him before returning to the carcass of chicken wire, wood, and electronics on his work table. “I built it. I haven’t decided on the image for the app yet.”

          


    
    Kaeya opens his mouth to ask “what are you doing” and at the last moment thinks better of it. He can clearly see what Diluc is doing. He’s watched enough DIY and ultra-specific tutorial videos just hopping through different subtopics on YouTube to know. This says something about Kaeya, but whatever it’s saying about him is completely different than the fact that Diluc has not only seen these videos but is going through with completing the projects outlined in them.

“Why are you doing this?” That’s what leaves Kaeya’s mouth instead. Kaeya’s brain, unfortunately, had gotten stuck on fending off the “what” and let the “why” slip past.

Diluc grunts at him like a caveman.

“I don’t think this is what Father wanted for you,” Kaeya continues. “I mean. I’ll admit there’s a lot of shit you’ve done that Father would’ve found absolutely hilarious and would have encouraged just to see what would happen. Parent of the Year award, great job there. But this? This I think is a step too far. He probably would’ve told you to walk it back.”

“Well Father isn’t here,” Diluc replies. Half of Kaeya is quietly touched by the fact that Diluc didn’t say “well Father is dead” or something worse, something cutting, something piercing. Something blunt and cruel. The other half of Kaeya is trying to figure out a way out of this situation without being pulled further into the spiraling gyre of Diluc’s insanity. If Diluc didn’t acknowledge him Kaeya could’ve just left and pretended the never walked in here in the first place.

“Again, why?” Kaeya asks, dragging over a wooden stool to sit just out of Diluc’s reach. He doesn’t dare lean on the table. Diluc is so…persnickety. A word one doesn’t often get to use in this day and age. But Diluc is a man out of time. Somehow both incredibly dated, backward, old fashioned, and mired in tradition like some bulwark against progress as well as someone who seems to exist beyond the current social strata in a future he’s seen only for himself and found to be incredibly, hopelessly, pathetically lacking to his opaque standards.

Example: Diluc, until very, very, very recently, used a flip phone. And not one of the fancy new flip phones with that seamless touch screen. A flip phone with a keyboard and little nubby antenna.

But right now, for all intents and purposes, it looks like Diluc is building his own internet network and router using chicken wire.

“Just in case,” Diluc shrugs.

Frankly, Kaeya thinks that this is Diluc’s unaddressed ADHD at work. But if Kaeya even hints at that Diluc’s going to throw it back at him by pointing out that Kaeya should probably address his own anxiety issues. 

“Just in case of what?” Kaeya, apparently, is a glutton for punishment. He should really stop asking Diluc questions.

“Anything,” Diluc replies. “Government shut down or collapse, natural disaster, war — “

“You’re building your own internet network and router. Because of the slim chance that there’s a freak disaster that wipes out current infrastructure.” Kaeya thrusts his hand out. “Give me your phone. I want to check your watch history. Bet it’s nothing but zombie apocalypse movies.”

Diluc is the only person on this planet that Kaeya knows who, upon being told to surrender their phone for a search, lobs it like one would throw anything that doesn’t cost an arm and a leg and is basically the lynchpin of modern society.

For a man so obsessed with security, privacy, and identity protection, Diluc is also very predictable. He doesn’t use face ID, but his numerical passcodes are all the same. There’s really only, like, five six digit numbers he uses. They’re al birthdates that are cycled through a series of permutations. Kaeya knows this because he uses the exact same patterns as Diluc does on his phone.

Kaeya gets the first two wrong, but following the logical progression of the numbers and the last time Kaeya had used Diluc’s phone, he gets it on the third try.

It’s the date Kaeya got formally adopted in the format of year, month, two letter abbreviation for day of the week, pushed forward to the same year that Diluc came back from wherever it was he went. Kaeya always gets tripped up on if Diluc is using TH or TR for Thursday.

Kaeya pauses just before he goes to open one of the streaming applications on Diluc’s phone.

Diluc doesn’t have very many apps, frankly. No games, only one social media app that Kaeya made him download and sign up for and he never posts or likes anything on it, and he’s uninstalled half of the default programs on the phone.

“What’s this one?” The app icon looks shady as fuck. Kaeya turns the phone towards Diluc and points. “Did you get malware? On purpose? Again?”

“Web browser,” Diluc says, glancing over at him before returning to the carcass of chicken wire, wood, and electronics on his work table. “I built it. I haven’t decided on the image for the app yet.”

“There are dozens of internet browsing platforms in existence. And you made your own.”

“I don’t trust them.”

“Look. I don’t trust them either. I’ve got a VPN on basically everything. I have at least five extensions that purposefully fuck with search algorithms and website trackers. I taught myself to read code so I could understand what’s going on on every webpage if I popped open a script reader. But that’s that and this is something else entirely. You built your own internet browser.”

“You want to use it? I can install in on your phone or your computer if you want.”

“No, I don’t want to use it.” Kaeya does sort of want to use it. Just to see what it’s like. “I can’t believe people think you’re hot.”

Diluc’s hands freeze in place as he loudly and angrily gags. “You promised never to remind me of that.” He glares at Kaeya. “You promised me on Father’s grave that you’d never remind me that I have a physical body that can be observed and found as sexually desirable. If you’re going to sit there and traumatize me then make yourself useful and help me build my own internet infrastructure.”

  



14. uppers

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Your presence is requested at headquarters, sir.”

“Don’t call me ‘sir’; I’m retired and no longer affiliated with you,” Diluc says. He used to say something a lot more biting, a lot harsher, but even he’s learned how to dull his own edges after so many backfired cuts to his own hands. “Requested or required? By who?”

“Erm. Required. It’s Captain Kaeya — “

Diluc pivots on his heel in the direction of the Knights of Favonius. These things would go a lot faster if people would lead with that.

          


    
    Diluc is stopped outside the back door to the Angel’s Share by two patrol officers he vaguely recognizes from his own time in the Knights of Favonius. He thinks he recalls them from basic training, but isn’t so sure. He doesn’t remember a lot from that time very accurately. It’s all a messed up jumble in his mind that hurts to take apart. Sometimes he tries, but so far most attempts lead him back to a specific series of disconnected memories that make his jaw ache with tension.

“What?” Diluc asks, pocketing his keys and leaning against the door. The bar won’t be open for another two hours for the night shift and Diluc was planning on checking in at the Cat’s Tail with Diona since he hasn’t heard from her in a while. 

The officers share looks that can only mean trouble for him, as they elbow each other like they’re trying to signal the other one to start talking.

“I have business to do,” Diluc says, gesturing for them to make way, “Walk and talk.”

They fall into step behind him, hesitating for only a few more seconds before one of them — Diluc doesn’t turn back to check which one, it wouldn’t matter anyway because he doesn’t even remember, if he had ever known, what names to call them by — speaks.

“Your presence is requested at headquarters, sir.”

“Don’t call me ‘sir’; I’m retired and no longer affiliated with you,” Diluc says. He used to say something a lot more biting, a lot harsher, but even he’s learned how to dull his own edges after so many backfired cuts to his own hands. “Requested or required? By who?”

“Erm. Required. It’s Captain Kaeya — “

Diluc pivots on his heel in the direction of the Knights of Favonius. These things would go a lot faster if people would lead with that.

“What’s he done now?” He asks, but doesn’t bother to wait for a response. Diluc’s mind spreads like fire through dry undergrowth, flickering through pathways of what-if’s-then-this scenarios. He hasn’t been checking in on Kaeya’s work as much as he used to. Mostly because Kaeya’s current job duties haven’t been particularly worrisome in the past few months. Most of his assignments are within the city. This is what happens when Diluc lets up on his control for even a little bit. It’s not paranoia when you’re right, and it’s not being obsessive when it’s a necessary task.

“It’s not — “ Diluc hears in the rapidly fading distance as he allows his stride and pace to lengthen, quicken, falling into the less respectable, less polite pace he prefers when he’s by himself. 

As children Diluc was always scolded for going too fast, his feet carrying him with too much momentum for stopping and causing him to rush into things and get carried away. Learning to slow down was a process that Diluc still has to concentrate on to this day.

There are comments that Diluc needs to write down and formally address with Jean when he sees her next in regards to the fact that he can just walk into the headquarters of the Knights of Favonius and make his way to the back offices without anyone stopping him or him requiring to flash some sort of ID badge. He even gets a few “hello sirs” thrown his way. Noelle actually falls into step with him to tell him that Kaeya is in Jean’s office waiting for him.

The security here is fucking abysmal. The security at the winery is tighter than this.

Diluc doesn’t bother knocking and throws open the door to Jean’s office. Just in time to see, but not stop, Kaeya from raising his hand and slapping Jean across the face.

Diluc doesn’t break stride, but he does quickly close the door behind him and lock it.

“Don’t fall asleep,” Kaeya says to Jean, now shaking her head between his hands and stretching her cheeks like he sometimes does with Klee or Razor. “Jean. Jean don’t you dare fall asleep on me. You’ve got captain reports in two hours.”

“This would be fixed,” Lisa says, leaning back and picking at her nails in one of the chairs by Jean’s window, “If you would just give her another shot.”

“I have something that might help,” Albedo says reaching into his pocket.

“You’ve done enough helping,” Kaeya snaps at him before rounding on Diluc. “You. You’re the cause of this.”

Diluc sits next to Lisa, folding his arms across his chest. “You have ten seconds to explain why you just slapped Jean before I pull you out of here by your hair and take you to Adelinde for a lecture.”

“She’s coming off a Red Bull crash,” Albedo explains, “Hello Diluc.”

“Albedo. And that’s it? I got called here for that? I thought it was something actually important.” Diluc stands up to leave, “Just give her another Red Bull or Monster, whatever she was using. I’m leaving.”

“No, you aren’t. Lisa, keep Jean awake. If she crashes now we’ll have to tape her eyes open and tie her to a chair to make her look like she’s present for the meeting later.” 

“I’m awake,” Jean protests, “I’m awake. Don’t slap me again. I don’t think it helps. I can’t really feel it. Albedo, did the coffee machine in the break room get fixed? Do we have any espresso left?”

“I know the repairman was scheduled to come in this morning but I’m not sure if they actually came. I have my own coffee maker in my office. I can send Sucrose to check,” Albedo replies. “Monster Jaegerbomb?”

“Monster Jaegerbomb,” Jean nods solemnly.

“Oh, get me one too,” Lisa says.

“No! No monster jeagerbombs for anyone!”

“Boo!” Lisa frowns, “Way to ruin a good mood, Kaeya. When did you become such a bore?”

Kaeya jabs his finger at Diluc. “This is you. This is all your shit influence. When the hell did you get Jean on energy drinks?”

“Jean is a grown woman with functional knowledge of the world around her, why do you assume I’m the one who got her on energy drinks?” Diluc is absolutely the one who got her on energy drinks but he hates that Kaeya automatically assumes it was him first. “Also, what’s the problem with it? Coffee wasn’t working for her anymore.”

“It really wasn’t,” Lisa says, gently tapping Jean’s face with her palm. “I gave her the strongest brews I had and it was barely giving her a jump to her pulse.”

Jean groans and presses the heels of her hands into her eyes. “Kaeya, you’re making a big deal out of nothing. I’ll be fine. Just let me have another can and I can crash after work today. It’s a long weekend. I’ll be recovered by Monday. Probably.”

“Didn’t you also try the caffeine patches?” Albedo asks.

“Why are you here?” Diluc turns to the shorter man.

“Jean started to crash, Kaeya realized she was on energy drinks and he turned to Lisa. Lisa only deals in straight coffee so he turned to me. I only deal in pot and hemp now, so that only leaves you,” Albedo explains. “So now I’m sticking around to see how it plays out. I have to say that I’m impressed that Jean’s managed to hold out this long. She’s got one powerful strength of will to hold off a crash this overdue.”

Diluc reaches into his inner jacket pocket to pull out the flask of Five Hour Energy he keeps in there.

“I’ve got two doses of Emergen-C,” Diluc says, “Take that with some of this and you’ll be fine.”

Kaeya slaps Diluc’s wrist so hard it goes numb.

“Are you clinically insane? You’re carrying a plastic baggie of Emergen-C like it’s heroin? And you put energy drinks in a flask? And Jean was about to — all of you were about to go with this? All of you won’t get off my case about me having a bottle or two of wine after work and you’re fine with this?”

“There’s a difference,” Lisa says, “Ours are uppers. Yours are downers. The fact that alcohol is classified as a downer should explain he difference clearly. It even sounds bad.”

“There. Is. Still. A. Crash,” Kaeya grinds out. He throws Diluc’s bag of Emergen-C into the trash. And then pours out the flask. “You are all fucked up in major ways. Albedo, Lisa, I expect this kind of enabler behavior from the two of you. Jean, I’m disappointed in you for falling into this trap after you’ve seen the kind of shit Diluc does while on it. And you, dearest brother of mine, you I don’t even know where to start with. You’re a fucking menace to society. I’ll start there.”

“And you’re a downer,” Diluc retorts, reaching out to give Jean’s shoulder a firm shake when her eyes start to glaze over.

“No, you’re the downer!” Kaeya’s voice cracks, “Now. What are we going to do about Jean? We can’t let her go into the meeting like this! Jean, don’t you dare say you’re fine. You can’t even write your name on a straight line.”

  



15. downers

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Oh, so this is just one shared torture session then, is it?” Kaeya copies Jean by putting his head into his hands. “And you’re counting on us being in public with kids to stop from cracking and possibly going for each other’s throats?”

“It’s more of a gamble than I would normally like,” Albedo concedes. “But it’s going well so far. Though I am worried about how your brother keeps grinding ice in his mouth.”

“No, that’s normal. That pre-dates the caffeine dependency.” It’s actually a habit they both share, but you don’t drink wine with ice and Kaeya’s never been inclined to chew on a giant ball of whiskey coated ice before. Kaeya normally chews ice at home — which he’d be doing right now, preferably with his TV running the cheesiest absolute trashiest reality dating TV show or house remodeling series he could turn his brain off to. “And you’re right. All misery accounted for and considered, this is going well.”

          


    
    The scene could not be any more public-TV-station prime-time multi-season sit-com feel-good family show if they got actual producers, set designers, and focus groups to pitch in on this. It’s a Friday night. They’re seated in a family fast-casual restaurant. Their party is big enough that they’ve got the outdoor seating to themselves. Tall metal heat lamps crackle and give out waves of warmth from the sides. Strings of cliched light bulbs hang from wires from the restaurant’s main wall to the tall pseudo back-yard fencing that remarks the perimeter of the restaurant’s outdoor dining area. The glass door to the restaurant is in an open locked position, allowing staff in their bright red polos and black aprons to come in and out bearing trays of appetizers, entrees, and deserts with inexplicable decorations of lit sparklers. Kaeya can hear a group of definitely under-paid servers singing happy birthday to someone in the bowels of the restaurant itself.

“This is hell,” Kaeya says, trying to get his eye to unfocus so he can mentally detach himself from what’s happening to him. He can probably force an out of body experience if he tries hard enough and pretend that this is a dream. A nightmare. “I’ve died and gone to hell and I probably did something to deserve a little bit of it, but this seems like over kill.”

“It’s six thirty pm on a Friday and we’re getting sliders,” Albedo says, reaching over to pinch Kaeya’s wrist, effectively dragging Kaeya’s tortured soul back to the physical nightmare he’s going through. “Well. Jean’s getting sliders and if she can’t manage to get that down I’m getting sliders.”

“Appetizers are a waste of time and money,” Diluc says.

“No one asked you,” Kaeya snaps, leg bouncing up and down underneath the table. Kaeya’s glad that they’re seated outside because every time he thinks about food his intestines seem to curdle. Outside he doesn’t have to smell anything. Or hear the sounds of happy, hungry families doing whatever it is that happy families do.

Also, since they’re the only ones out here, he can talk as much shit as he wants to Diluc without someone being scandalized about the favorite of Mondstadt getting trash talked. How is Diluc the favorite? Seriously. Just because he’s rich doesn’t mean he’s good.

Not that he isn’t good. But there are better people out there to somehow and without any official discussion, declare the favorite of an entire nation. If Kaeya got a vote he’d say Jean.

“I hate all of you,” Kaeya goes on to say, “You’re all terrible people.”

“Can you hate all of us a little quieter?” Lisa asks, pinching the bridge of her nose. “If you could take the volume down just a little, dear, that would be absolutely brilliant of you. It would be most appreciated.”

“That’s a you problem,” Kaeya snaps, “Who asked you menaces to quit caffeine cold turkey the same week I quit drinking?”

“It’s solidarity,” Jean says, face in her hands. Barbara is standing behind Jean’s chair and carefully carding her fingers through Jean’s hair. She’d pulled Jean’s hair out of its ponytail earlier and started massaging Jean’s temples. “None of us are heavy drinkers. The only thing left to quit was caffeine. And you wanted us off of that anyway.”

“Your timing could not be worse if you actively planned this with malice in your heart.”

“It could be,” Diluc says. He hasn’t blinked in five minutes. 

“Shut up.” Kaeya cuts Diluc off before the lunatic can go down a tangent of every messed up scenario he has in his head.

“I think you’re scaring the kids,” Sucrose says, “Diluc, can you throw in a blink every…say…um. Twenty seconds?”

Diluc blinks once, purposefully. It’s a slow reptilian blink.

“Hm.” Albedo frowns, squinting at the man. “That might actually be worse. Can you blink faster than that and maybe on an interval of twenty-ten-fifteen?”

Diluc grunts and does another, faster blink.

“Let’s do a test run of that for a few minutes,” Albedo says, “For you that seems baseline natural. We’ll reconvene to confirm. Sucrose?”

Sucrose also frowns, watching Diluc as he enters this weird automated cycle of blinking. “Better. I think. I’ll observe the children. They’re much better benchmarks for this sort of thing. They’re much closer to him than I am.”

The children are seated at a different, adjacent table to theirs. The wait-staff had offered to push the tables together but Fischl and Diona declared that they were going to have a separate table. They had their own business to be conducting. Or something. Kaeya turns over his shoulder to look at them. Bennett and Fischl’s heads are bowed together locked in some kind of one-sided discussion. One sided in that Fischl is doing the talking and Bennett is nodding along and looking like he’s trying to understand instructions to defusing a nuclear bomb given to him in a different language. Diona and Klee are standing on either side of Razor’s chair and seem to be either bossing him around into drawing something for them with the crayons the waitress gave them or showing him what they’ve drawn themselves. Noelle, who decided to sit with the children along with Barbara — and was, for whatever reason, accepted whole heartedly by said children who had originally wanted to be separate from the adults table — meets his gaze and gives him a reassuring nod.

Kaeya turns back to his own table and listlessly sucks at the dregs of his soda. It’s mostly just ice now. It’s entirely disappointing. He eyes the cocktail menu, a single long rectangular sheet that’s stuck between the napkin holder and the little condiment tray. 

“Water is enough for you.” The back of Diluc’s scarred hand blocks the menu from Kaeya’s line of sight as he plucks it out, twisting around to toss it onto another table. 

“Says you; a flat soda makes you get hiccups, you delicate hot-house flower,” Kaeya snipes without any real heat. “I’m suffering here. Do you feel nothing?”

“I’m a walking burn scar,” Diluc replies. It’s the sort of thing that makes Fischl think Diluc is someone to look up to and take notes on. It’s the sort of thing that makes Kaeya think Diluc should be submitted to some isolated research lab in the mountains for further study. “I feel nothing.” 

Diluc pauses, eyebrows furrowing together as his eyes flicker closed on the exact second mark. Diluc’s unerring accuracy is making Albedo and Sucrose both look like they want to join that isolated research lab in this hypothetical study. Kaeya can practically trace Diluc’s thought process with a finger as Diluc arrives to what should have been the obvious conclusion. Diluc still asks anyway. “Did you mean emotionally?”

Jean raises her head from her hands to share a commiserating glance with Lisa and Kaeya. Barbara sighs, shaking her head and mumbling something like a prayer under her breath.

“Yes, Diluc, you brick on legs, I meant emotionally. Don’t even bother to answer anymore. There is no way you can answer that wouldn’t make me want to grab one of the pies from the display case and shove your face into it. Why are we all here?”

“Solidarity,” Jean repeats.

“By dragging me to a giant group dinner with kids at an overly cheerful chain restaurant on a Friday night? I could be at home right now. I could be miserable in the comfort of sweatpants with bad reality TV on.”

“Bad idea,” Albedo replies, “Too many opportunities to break.”

“Who do you think I am? If I decide I’m going cold turkey I’m going to follow through,” Kaeya scowls. “I’ll be miserable, but I’d be miserable on my own terms.”

“For them,” Albedo corrects. “Lisa’s only going along with his because Jean and Diluc are. Jean would be able to hold on until she gives herself too much anxiety and starts piling on the weekend guilt as she ramps up for Monday. Diluc would probably be fine out of sheer competitive spirit, but his jumps in logic and reasoning have always escaped me. And I made no such promise of standing in solidarity with either of your groups, though I am sympathetic to both causes.”

“Oh, so this is just one shared torture session then, is it?” Kaeya copies Jean by putting his head into his hands. “And you’re counting on us being in public with kids to stop from cracking and possibly going for each other’s throats?”

“It’s more of a gamble than I would normally like,” Albedo concedes. “But it’s going well so far. Though I am worried about how your brother keeps grinding ice in his mouth.”

“No, that’s normal. That pre-dates the caffeine dependency.” It’s actually a habit they both share, but you don’t drink wine with ice and Kaeya’s never been inclined to chew on a giant ball of whiskey coated ice before. Kaeya normally chews ice at home — which he’d be doing right now, preferably with his TV running the cheesiest absolute trashiest reality dating TV show or house remodeling series he could turn his brain off to. “And you’re right. All misery accounted for and considered, this is going well.”

Which is, of course, when several servers come out bearing trays of food. The smell of the grease makes Kaeya’s stomach attempt to punch its way up through the roof of his mouth, and judging by the pallor he sees on his companion’s faces they’re feeling very much the same.

Jean’s chair pushes back with a sharp screech and she hunches her shoulders to put her head between her knees. Diluc pulls a worn out brown paper bag from his pocket and hands it to Barbara who immediately kneels and holds it to Jean’s mouth, one hand rubbing between Jean’s shoulders.

“Kaeya’s a sympathetic vomiter,” he says to her, “If you start he’ll go off and I don’t know what will happen next.”

“I’ll have you know I have more self control than that,” Kaeya says, eye watering in protest as he stomach makes another valiant attempt to invert itself. 

“Try saying that without gagging,” Lisa says, eyes closed. She looks like she’s about to meditate her way into a trance. “Someone bring me back when the rest of the food arrives. Or if we’re leaving. I don’t think it really matters at this point.”

  



16. sunscreen

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Jean, you’re hearing what I’m hearing. I’m clearly not starting whatever is about to unfold here. Whatever I say or do is self defense.”

          


    
    The scene is so eerily domestic and serene that Kaeya keeps pinching his thigh underneath the table.

Diona and Klee are currently in the middle of some extremely elaborate game with rules so complex that Kaeya wouldn’t know where to even begin with explaining the mere concept of the goals. Actually, Kaeya isn’t sure if there’s a goal to the game. It could be one very intricate game of pretend. It could be on prolonged and infinite game of tag. It could be several things at once. The important part is that they’re having fun. And also, whatever they’re playing Barbara understands it and she’s overseeing with Noelle.

That leaves Kaeya, Diluc, and Jean, to sit quietly at the sidelines and relax.

Well. Jean’s relaxed. She’s leaned back in the lounge chair that Kaeya’s never seen on the grounds before, her hands crossed over her stomach, eyes closed as she hums along to the sound of the radio floating out the veranda doors.

Diluc has never relaxed once in his entire damn life. He’s currently sharing the same table as Kaeya. He’s sketching in one of his notebooks. Every time Kaeya glances over to see what he’s sketching, Diluc moves his hand just enough to obscure it. And in the process reveal — in the most upsettingly uniform handwriting Kaeya’s ever seen, and this include’s Albedo’s — the words “mind your own business, Kaeya” written at the very edge of the page.

Kaeya has an ebook on his phone that he gave up on. The free sample he got was pretty good and the reviews were alright. Then he got past the free sample part and it took a rapid downhill dive into some murky waters. 

The fact that Kaeya was reading an ebook on his phone was almost enough to start up some arguments earlier. Because Diluc, as Diluc is, doesn’t like ebooks.

(“I thought you’d approve. It’s portable knowledge. Compact. Easy to access,” Kaeya said as Diluc scowled at his phone. Kaeya held his phone to his chest, turning away a little. He wouldn’t have put it past Diluc to grab for it and then chuck it like a baseball.

“But it’s not real.”

“Jean, you’re hearing what I’m hearing. I’m clearly not starting whatever is about to unfold here. Whatever I say or do is self defense.”

“It’s not real,” Diluc insisted. “You don’t have the tangible copy. You don’t own that book. You own a license to access the digital copy which can be removed at any time. That book can be pulled from whatever proprietary archive you bought it from. It can be edited. Changed. Deleted entirely.”

“Diluc, what are the chances though? What are the chances?”

Diluc squinted at him. For once, some kind of something going off in his thick head to suggest that maybe he shouldn’t say what immediately comes to mind.

“Do you want me to tell you? I did work out the math,” Diluc finally said.

“Diluc,” Jean finally cut it in, “does have a point.”

Kaeya just can’t win here.)

But it wasn’t quite a fight, not really, so much as it was a disagreement and now here they are. It’s a little like when they were kids. It’s very uncanny. It makes Kaeya want to burst out into hives. Actually, he thinks he is — 

“Stop that,” Diluc and Jean say at the same time. Kaeya scowls, not sure who to direct his gaze at.

Neither of them have looked at him. Diluc is still sketching. Jean’s eyes are still closed.

“What?”

“Don’t scratch it,” Jean says, “You’ll make it worse.”

“Don’t slap it either,” Diluc adds on, “you always use that as an excuse to drag your nails over it.”

“What are you talking about?”

Diluc taps his own wrist, leaving a faint smudge of charcoal on the pink-scarred skin. Kaeya looks down at his own hand and sees that there’s a tell-tale bump of a bug bite beginning to form.

“Oh great, just want I need,” Kaeya scowls. “How come they don’t ever bite any of you?”

The corner of Diluc’s lip twitches up into an almost smirk and Kaeya kicks him under the table. Diluc doesn’t even flinch.

“Don’t you dare give credit to that seventeen-in-one toxin,” Kaeya snaps. “Besides, that’s just you. What about Jean?”

He turns to look at her. She holds her arm up and waves it at him.

“Bug repelling bracelet,” she says. “Barbara has one too. I’m surprised you don’t.”

“You do know that technology has advanced since we were children, right?” Diluc says. Kaeya rounds on him in time for Diluc to turn a page in his sketch book. He immediately copies onto the edge closest to Kaeya “mind your own business, pest”.

“I don’t know why I ever come here,” Kaeya declares. “Nothing good ever comes of it.”

“Diona and Klee seem to be having a good time,” Jean points out.

“At the cost of my suffering.”

“A low cost, in your mind,” Diluc says. It’s, unfortunately, true.

Kaeya slouches in the garden chair, searching out over the fields for the girls. He can sort of hear them, but not very well.

It’s not just his suffering, really. He knows Jean and Diluc have complicated feelings towards this as well. Towards them. It’s just so much like — it’s just so much like before. And so different at the same time. 

Jean, Barbara, Diluc, Kaeya. 

Barbara might have been a little too young to remember much of their little games and children’s adventures very clearly. But she probably remembers the fall-out.

Now, watching Barbara with Klee and Diona makes something sour scrape and peel at Kaeya’s intestines. Is it longing? Jealousy? Envy? Bitter spite?

Kaeya catches a glimpse of Noelle’s pale hair as she runs past one of the rows of trellises, closely followed by Barbara.

He turns towards Jean again.

“Hey, did you remember to bring sunscreen?”

Jean opens her eyes and sits up, looking at Diluc. “Did you remember to bring sunscreen?”

Diluc grunts and jerks his thumb over his shoulder at the house. “I’ve got the spray on, gel, and the lotion kind; organic or chemical; scented and unscented; SPF’s fifteen through one hundred.”

“There’s an SPF one hundred?”

  



17. bedside manner v1


    
    “Do you know what your problem is?” Kaeya asks. But his nose is blocked so he’s also breathing through his mouth and every word out of it sounds like someone squeezing a thirty year old chew toy that’s been vigorously enjoyed by several dogs. 

“I do.” Diluc is, despite what many people may say about him, acutely aware of his own short comings; he’s stubborn, often biased, predisposed towards suspicion and doubt towards others, mostly tactless, lacks empathy, and has the arrogance that can only come from being a white man with a family history that actually involves real world-relevant history in a good way and possessing the material wealth one would associate with such a reputation.

“Not what you think your problems are. I want to know if you know your actual problems,” Kaeya replies. He sniffles miserably, looking like the exact picture of a petulant child. 

Diluc eyes the door. Rosaria was supposed to show up half an hour ago to help him overpower Kaeya and drag him back to Dawn Winery. Diluc could, in theory, just pick Kaeya up and take him there himself. But Kaeya would be throwing a fit the entire way and would probably make himself feel sicker which would mean Diluc would have to keep a closer eye on him for even longer. It would be a perpetual feedback cycle. 

Diluc, in the privacy of his own heart and soul, doesn’t mind taking care of Kaeya. Kaeya can be an annoying, spoiled, insufferable brat about being sick and being forced to listen to Diluc but Diluc honestly doesn’t care. He’d rather take care of Kaeya from afar, in short bursts, though, rather than the sustained watchfulness one would take with someone who’s actively sick and doing the absolute worst possible job of handling that.

If Rosaria were here, they could team up. Kaeya can’t be focused on challenging them both at the same time. For all that he and Rosaria find each other off-putting, they make an excellent team when it comes to putting Kaeya on the back foot and getting their way. Diluc could do the proverbial and literal heavy lifting of physically carrying Kaeya out of this apartment and to the waiting car downstairs. Rosaria would do the much more entertaining work of distracting Kaeya with any number of jabs, insults, taunts, and embarrassing stories.

But Rosaria isn’t here. She’s late or she’s changed her mind last minute to let Diluc suffer through this on his own.

Honestly, Diluc could just stay in Kaeya’s apartment to take care of him. He’s done it before. But Kaeya’s room needs a deep clean and his kitchen isn’t in a useable state. There’s pots and pans soaking in the sink, stale food in the refrigerator, and his garbage can has a persisting and troubling smell Diluc can’t place. Kaeya ordinarily is a clean person. Not as meticulous as Diluc no, but he keeps his space orderly. This mess is the result of Kaeya biting off more than he can chew at work and letting other tasks slip and fall behind.

And now he’s sick and all of that is catching up to him.

“I know my actual problems,” Diluc repeats, turning his gaze back down towards his brother. Diluc would open the windows to get some fresh air in the apartment, but the city of wind is living up to its name today. If he opened the window he isn’t sure what would come blowing in. He’s considering opening it just a crack he’s not sure if Kaeya’s windows will be able to handle one of the stronger gusts before slamming shut on itself. “But I have a feeling you’re going to tell me what you think my problems are anyway.”

“That’s right.” Kaeya’s face twists up, lip curling lopsidedly and nose scrunching up as his entire body tenses.

“It’s worse if you hold it in,” Diluc says, waving the tissue box at Kaeya. Kaeya makes no move to take it. He just continues to attempt to hold in the sneeze. Diluc takes Kaeya’s hand and shoves it into the tissue box. 

Moments later Kaeya’s entire body fights itself as the sneeze works its way out despite his best efforts.

“I’m not a barbarian like you,” Kaeya says, pulling several tissues out and throwing them at Diluc’s face. None of them make it, they all flutter onto the bed in little pathetic heaps. “You let your sneezes loose like they’re gunshots. It’s embarrassing. You’ve got an old-man-dad-sneeze.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Diluc says. He picks up one of the unused tissues and holds it up to Kaeya’s nose, firmly pinching the bridge of it. “Blow.”

Kaeya blows his nose and somehow makes it sound like he’s being bullied. It’s the saddest nose-blowing sound Diluc’s ever heard.

“It’s one of your many problems,” Kaeya continues. “I can forgive it. You’re welcome. One of your major problems is that you’re nosy. You’re so nosy. You can’t leave shit alone.”

I can’t leave you alone, Diluc corrects in his head. Diluc can ignore plenty of people and things. Just not Kaeya. 

“I’m fine by myself,” Kaeya says. “It’s just a cold.”

“You don’t have medicine.”

“I can get it delivered. Or ask someone to bring me some.”

“You don’t have water.”

“I just need to refill the purifier.”

“You don’t have food.”

“If you open the freezer you will see that I have plenty of food.”

“Real food. Not whatever that is.”

“They’re called microwaveable dinners, Diluc. They’re for people who get very busy or very lazy after a long day of doing work for the wonderful society we live in. You might try it someday.”

“Those are just chemicals in boxes,” Diluc sneers. “You won’t shut up about my body wash, but you’d consume some of those things?”

“You’re not just comparing apples and oranges, you’re now comparing apples and race cars.”

“You don’t have any sense,” Diluc says. “I’m going to give you ten minutes to change your clothes into something you haven’t sweat through twice, and then I’m going to take you back to the manor. Whether this is done with you on your own two feet is up to you.”

“I’m going to tell Adelinde that you bullied me while I was sick and recovering.”

“Try it. I’m going to tell Adelinde that you were eating corn out of a can and hadn’t done laundry in two weeks. We’ll see who wins that argument.”

  



18. bedside manner v2


    
    The thing about Diluc is that — well. There are several things about Diluc.

“Do you know what your problem is?” Kaeya asks, scowling down at his prone sibling. Diluc’s hair spread out over the pillow like a particularly lurid dye stain, thick and bright, and curling at the ends. Diluc, himself, is somewhat glassy eyed and staring at the ceiling in complete silence as though he can ride this out through sheer force of will.

“I know you’re about to tell me,” Diluc says slowly. He then, clumsily as though he doesn’t know how his body works, throws an arm over his face. Skin slaps against skin and Diluc’s burn scars are particularly inflamed looking in contrast to Diluc’s rather ashen pallor. 

“Good, at least you know that much. Your problem is you think that if you put your head to it you can accomplish anything.” Kaeya reaches over and gently pulls Diluc’s arm off of his face, grimacing at the high heat he can feel on Diluc’s skin. He reaches over and half-heartedly throws the cold compress Adelinde made him bring up here onto Diluc’s face instead. It slaps half over Diluc’s forehead and over one of his eyes. Diluc makes no move to adjust its position so Kaeya sighs and sits down on Diluc’s stupidly large bed so he can scoot over enough to reach it. He pushes Diluc’s thick bangs off of his stupidly large and burning up forehead and plops the compress on. Diluc doesn’t even flinch from the impact.

Then again, they’ve gone through this song and dance enough times that Diluc probably doesn’t notice it.

“Just because you’ve gone through worse when were kids doesn’t mean you can treat it the same way,” Kaeya says. Since he’s on the bed he might as well make himself comfortable. But first, he shoves an arm underneath Diluc’s shoulders and back, grunting as he tries to lever his much denser — in every application of the word — sibling into sitting somewhat upright. Diluc might as well be asleep for all that he’s helpful in this regard. “Come on, help me out a little here.”

Diluc concedes to drawing his knees up and letting Kaeya pretty much throw Diluc’s torso onto them so that Diluc is hunched over. His breathing, predictably, instantly improves.

Kaeya busies himself with setting up a pile of pillows before Diluc can decide to flop back onto his back. And because he’s being extra considerate, he flips over the pillow Diluc had been lying down on to start with so he can get the cool side.

“Alright,” Kaeya says, barely moving out of the way in time for Diluc to immediately throw himself back into lying down. Diluc grunts when he doesn’t quite hit a full supine position. He scowls at Kaeya. “Elevate your head and chest, you stupid brick. It’s sick person basics.”

“I don’t like sitting up,” Diluc says. 

That’s sick-Diluc basics. If Diluc could help it, he’d curl up into a little ball of curly red hair and burrow into a corner of his giant bed like the hamster he resembles. Which would, predictably, ruin his sinuses and do absolute wonders for his temperature. For Diluc’s own sake, he cannot help it and has one of his ankles and one of his wrists tied to opposite bedposts. There’s enough slack that he can move around, but if he tries to huddle up in a corner they’d stop him from being to curl up entirely. It also stops him from flipping over onto his stomach to try and smother himself.

“Yeah, well I don’t like being stuck with you when you’re sick but here we are.” Kaeya swats at Diluc’s shoulder until he lifts his body just the barest amount for Kaeya to draw the waves of his hair out from underneath him. Kaeya starts to comb through them, careful with any snarls and tangles. Diluc’s eyes slide closed but Kaeya knows he wont sleep. Diluc doesn’t really sleep when he’s sick so much as he drifts in and out of lucidity. 

“Adelinde shouldn’t have called you,” Diluc says as Kaeya works his way through Diluc’s hair. “Don’t you have work?”

“I have plenty of time off,” Kaeya replies. “I never go on vacation. Frankly, HR was starting to get worried. Jean told me that they asked her to ask me to take some time off before I hit my PTO cap.”

“Scared you’ll cash out?”

“Definitely. But how could I go on vacation anyway? There’s nowhere I can go right now. Inazuma’s still in the middle of recovering post-civil-war. Fontaine’s too expensive. Sumeru isn’t fun unless you go with a group. I go to Liyue so often it wouldn’t even feel like a vacation.” Kaeya shakes his head. “Not worth it. Might as well work.”

Diluc breathes out loudly through his mouth. It’s not exactly the same as a sigh. 

Kaeya quickly braids Diluc’s hair in a mostly neat but definitely uneven braid that he ties off using one of the dozens of black hair bands Diluc keeps in his nightstand. He lets the thick braid flop onto the bed between them as Kaeya leans back against the headboard.

“This is why I told you to get a TV in your room,” Kaeya says. “You wouldn’t be bored if you had some quality TV to watch.”

“Daytime TV is trash.”

“Sometimes you need a little trash. Besides, what else are you going to do? Talk to me? Ha. I’m here to make sure you took your medicine on time and haven’t chewed the ties off. Hamster.”

“Are you here to help me recover or make me actively feel worse?”

“I can do both. I’m talented like that.” Kaeya presses the back of his hand to Diluc’s cheek. “You want me to ask them to refresh your water? Get you some ice chips?”

Diluc is quiet for a minute before he answers, “Small ones.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know the kind of ice chips you like. You’re the only person I know who gets picky over what is essentially water in funny shapes. Keep your flat ass in bed while I get you some of your special ice. Don’t try to pull anything stupid because it’s somehow going to be my fault.”

  



19. the care and minding of diluc ragnvindr


    
    “I cannot be the best person for this,” Albedo says as he leafs through the book Jean and Kaeya have slapped down onto his desk. Even Barbara is here. Albedo feels like he’s being indoctrinated into some kind of secret club that he didn’t actually want any part of. But now that he knows it exists he’s absolutely fascinated and he would watch a docuseries about how it started, how it got to be this way, and how it will — someday — crumble in the messiest, most catastrophic way possible. He would risk a virus to torrent that series.

“I know,” Jean says.

“Oh, trust us, we all know,” Kaeya looks like he’s been forced to drink grape juice. Not wine. Regular grape juice. “But you’re the only one left. Barbara’s going for a charity concert in Liyue to help with disaster relief. Rosaria’s going with her — not that she’d be of any help in this situation at all.”

“I have to go to Inazuma to help talk about new extradition laws and the possibility of Mondstadt nationals finally being able to return home or apply for dual citizenship. Kaeya’s coming with me.”

“There’s Noelle,” Albedo says. But even as he says it, he knows the answer.

“Do you see a world in which Noelle is able to out-stubborn Diluc Ragnvindr? Have some pity on the poor woman. She’s already basically everyone’s assistant. It wouldn’t be right to add this on top of that.”

“Sucrose?”

“I don’t think Sucrose can keep up with Diluc. And he’d probably just ignore her if she tried to tell him what to do.”

“And you think I can tell him what to do? I’m flattered. You’re delusional though.”

Kaeya’s face turns even more sour. “Diluc likes you. He’d probably listen to you. When he found out we broke up he gave me a two hour long power point lecture on why it was the worst decision I’d ever made in my entire life.”

“Did you remind him that I gave him weed that caused him to have a really, really bad trip?”

“Of course I did. The power point lecture came after I reminded him of that.” Kaeya’s scowl is so deep it’s now coming off as a pout. It is, frankly, adorable.

Barbara claps her hands together, “I think we’re getting a little off topic right now. Albedo, I’ll be back in two days. You just need to make sure Diluc is looked after for two days.”

“Does he not have staff for this?” Albedo pauses mid-way through the book. It’s seventy pages — not including the index and footnotes section — double sided, single spaced, size ten font, with reduced margins. It’s laminated. There are color coded sections. There are charts — linear and graphic. There are ratio tables. This is probably one of the best put together studies of a person he’s ever had his hands on that he hasn’t written himself. “This seems excessive.”

“Welcome to one of the best well kept secrets of Mondstadt,” Kaeya says dryly. “Diluc Ragnvindr is actually a mistake of nature and is one accident away from death at all times. The fact that he somehow managed to hit number one on the Fatui’s most wanted list is astounding. There are extinct animals that had better chances of survival than Diluc.”

“This feels like a violation of his medical privacy,” Albedo says as he glances over the brief summary of Ragnvindr’s, apparently, numerous and near comical amount of medical issues. “He’s been vaccinated and he’s still been sick this many times? Fascinating. Although, I feel as though some of these I could have guessed. Why is the ADHD part in quotations?”

“He refuses to get diagnosed,” Jean replies. From her tone of voice, this sounds like he’s touching on a very controversial topic. Controversial in the sense that those assembled here see it clear as day and the man himself has closed his eyes and stuck his head into some cement so he wouldn’t have to. 

“He’s a master of ignoring what he doesn’t want to hear,” Kaeya says. “Does it surprise you in the least that he’d do anything to dodge a medical professional trying to give him less than average news?”

“Has he ever had an allergy test?”

“Page twenty four,” Barbara replies. “He had one when we were children, but allergies can change and develop over time. He hasn’t had one recently. Most of what we know of how his allergies have developed is extremely cautious trial and error.”

“You’re playing trial and error with a man who’s so allergic to latex he shouldn’t eat a banana?” Albedo, reluctantly, finds himself impressed. “That’s a level of scientific detachment I wouldn’t have expected from you.”

“Oh, trust me, if we had any control over that part he’d have his ass in a doctor’s office right now where there’s medical professionals available. This is all based on observation and what intel we can get out of the mansion’s staff.”

“And tell me why his staff aren’t the ones handling this?”

“Oh, they are. They do. But they can’t follow him around to make sure he sticks to what’s good for him.”

“Diluc does not care if eating a pineapple will make his throat close up, he’d pick it off and ignore it but wouldn’t pay any mind to the fact that he’ll eat the thing the pineapple was on,” Jean says. “He does not care if a bee sting will be instant death for him, he will walk through a field of wildflowers in the middle of spring for a short cut.”

Albedo pauses over a section in the manual. “Really? Texture aversion to this many things as well as the allergies? How does he eat? What does he eat?”

Albedo is fairly sure that he’s seen Diluc eat before. He’s seen Diluc eat several things on this list of examples of textures. Sure, he’s never heard Diluc praise a dish with his actual words. But Diluc so rarely praises anything. And the man has a dead face that could put world class champion gamblers to shame.

“He’s trained himself not to have gag reflex.” Kaeya rolls his eye, scoffing. “Sure, when I train myself out of a gag reflex I’m being a whore. When he does it it’s perfectly fine and acceptable because it’s what helps him actual eat real people food. Whatever.”

“This explains why he eats his steaks so…thoroughly cooked.”

“He doesn’t taste things, he just…feels the texture of them. Mostly,” Jean explains. “It’s part of the conditioning he put himself through so he wouldn’t throw up.”

“That seems dangerous.”

“Food poisoning is not quite a possibility so much as it is an inevitability.”

Barbara shakes her head, “I feel like he was much easier to handle when we were kids.”

“He was. At least then he was so weak and feeble we could gang up on him,” Kaeya huffs. “Now, he’s had the nerve to bulk up like a freight truck.”

“Again. What do you want me to do about this? Klee aside, I’m not the most nurturing person out there. And frankly, I don’t think I would be of much use here even if I was.”

“Oh, no. No one’s able to actually get Diluc to do what’s best for himself,” Jean says. “You just need to be on the look out for when he does something.”

“Something?”

“Anything,” Barbara corrects. “Just…keep the facts in this handy informational guide in mind. So if paramedics arrive you can give them a helpful tip on why he’s…what ever fate he’s walked himself into that time.”

“To be fair to the paramedics, if they’ve been working in Mondstadt long enough, they probably know already.”

Jean frowns. “No. How could they guess? There’s too many things for them to guess from.”

“Ok, yeah. You’re right. But at least they aren’t having wild swings in the dark.”

Barbara puts her hands on Albedo’s shoulders. “You just need to keep an eye out for him for two days. Two days and then I’ll be back. We’ve planned this as carefully as we can. We expect him to be at the winery for most of those two days with maybe about two or three hours in the city. Please say you can do this. There’s no one else.”

“I’ll do it out of scientific interest, but I doubt I’ll be able to do much of anything if he actually has some kind of incident,” Albedo finally says. “Does he know about all of you doing this?”

“He knows. He thinks it’s unnecessary and that we’re being overdramatic,” Jean answers. She rolls her eyes towards the ceiling, tipping her head back as she presses her thumb to the divot between her eyebrows. “He called us all — what was it again?”

“Busybodies with nothing better to do and no priorities,” Kaeya recites. “He doesn’t realize he isn’t a kid anymore. He just isn’t going to bounce back like he used to.”

“Everything changed after that fourth run in with chicken pox,” Barbara sighs. “He just doesn’t create antibodies like he used to.”

 

  



20. nicknames

Summary for the Chapter:
            “On topic,” Diluc snaps his fingers under Kaeya’s nose. Kaeya snaps his teeth at Diluc’s hand. “Don’t you call me enough names?”

“I call you plenty of things, but those are like. Terms of endearment. But the opposite. Rosaria, what’s the opposite of a term of endearment? Not insult.”

          


    
    Kaeya hums, one eye trained on Diluc in the same way cats stare at objects of their, usually, unwanted affection. This look reminds Diluc too much of Diona when she has a particularly obnoxious request in mind for him. Request is too lax of a word. More like demand.



“He tell you anything?” Diluc asks Jean, who looks just as wary of Kaeya’s silent observations of Diluc as Diluc is.



“No,” Jean says slowly. “Rosaria?”



“We don’t talk,” Rosaria answers immediately, tapping on her phone.



“I thought you’re his best friend,” Barbara says, sounding incredibly disappointed in her fellow sister. She turns towards Kaeya. “Kaeya, you’re making everyone nervous.”



“I’m having thoughts,” Kaeya tells her.



“I’m out,” Rosaria and Diluc say at the same time. Jean grabs Diluc by the back of his belt. Barbara grabs Rosaria by the collar. The two redheads share looks of commiserate disappointment with each other as they’re forced to hold still, at the mercy of whatever Kaeya says next.



“What do you think of DiDi as a nickname?” Kaeya asks.



Diluc turns around and gags so hard that he doubles over. Barbara immediately thumps him on the back. Rosaria also gags, but that’s because she inhaled her drink at the wrong time, down the wrong tube. And now she’s attempting to gag, laugh, and choke at the same time. Jean snorts, liquid visibly coming out of her nose as she turns around to start coughing into her elbow, eyes watering.



“That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?” Barbara chides him. “It’s cute!”



“What’s the matter with you?” Diluc asks as soon as he’s recovered and capable of speech.



“I feel like you probably need a nickname. The only nicknames there are for you are stupid ones,” Kaeya says. “And it’s like. Barbara has a nickname.”



“You do?” Diluc turns to Barbara.



“We call her Babs. Or Barbie, sometimes,” Kaeya says.



“Since when?” Diluc squints at Kaeya. “I’ve never called her either of those things in my life. And I’ve known her since she was born.”



“You don’t, the rest of us do,” Jean says. “Sometimes.”



“Give Jean a nickname. I don’t need one.”



“Her name is one syllable. What am I supposed to shorten that to?”



“Mine is barely two,” Diluc argues. “How lazy can you get to shorten that further? It’s not like saying — that thing you just called me saves any time or effort.”



“It’s fun.”



“It’s stupid.”



“It’s the best thing I’ve heard in the past month,” Rosaria declares, finally able to draw in enough breath to speak. “This is better than when I heard that Aether’s called the ‘blonde booty call’ in Liyue.”



“He’s what?” Barbara sounds appalled. Kaeya sounds delighted.



“On topic,” Diluc snaps his fingers under Kaeya’s nose. Kaeya snaps his teeth at Diluc’s hand. “Don’t you call me enough names?”



“I call you plenty of things, but those are like. Terms of endearment. But the opposite. Rosaria, what’s the opposite of a term of endearment? Not insult.”



“You called me a red hamster on a goth mannequin. How is that not an insult?”



Rosaria, immediately, is rendered incoherent as she tries to reign in her laughter, pounding the table with her fist. Jean bites her lip so hard that her mouth goes white and she visibly shakes in her seat while trying to hold in her own laugh. Barbara lets out a quick giggle before she claps her hand over her mouth. Her eyes, above her hand, are visibly curved in laughter.



“Because it’s true,” Kaeya rolls his eye. “That’s just a descriptor of you. Anyway, I’m not talking about name calling or whatever. I’m talking about an actual, legit, nickname. You need one.”



“I don’t.”



“You do.”



“Says who?”



“Says me.”



“I’m so glad I decided to come out tonight,” Rosaria says to Jean. “This is the most serotonin I’ve had in my system in literal weeks.”



“Lisa is going to be so sorry she missed this,” Jean says.



Diluc and Kaeya, meanwhile, look like they’re one breath away from lunging over the table to grapple each other.



“I missed being like this with you all,” Barbara declares, “It makes me think of when we were young. Plus Rosaria, now, which is just the more the merrier to share our joys with.”



“You still are young,” Rosaria points out.



“What, do you want me to call you KayKay?” Diluc fires off, sounding like the word is physically stripping a layer off of his tongue and then coating it in salt.



Kaeya’s skin turns ashen as he audibly vomits into his mouth, clapping a hand to it. His eye waters as he swallows it back down —



“Now who’s the dramatic one?” Jean rolls her eyes.



“God you disgust me. Don’t talk to me, DeeDee, you walking trash fire,” Kaeya says as soon as he has himself back under control.



“I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure both of these stick,” Rosaria declares.



“DeeDee is the cuter of the two options,” Barbara says, quickly leaning back as Diluc reaches past her to grab at Kaeya. “Careful!”



“You know what this reminds me of?” Jean asks Barbara as Rosaria holds up her phone to film the two brothers. Said brothers are in the middle of pulling each other’s hair and yelling bloody murder at each other.



Barbara watches the two brothers for a moment in silent contemplation. “Is it that time where they were arguing over whether Diluc’s rescued falcon chick was just a glorified parrot or not?”



“No. Well. A little bit. But I was thinking more along the lines of when the four of us were playing tea party with your dolls and they got into a fight over whether or not Benjamin the bunny was still friends with Dotty.”



Barbara closes her eyes, pressing her thumb between her brows as she tries to remember.



“Was this before or after Benjamin the bunny didn’t show up for Dotty’s party even though he promised to and that he would bring a carrot cake so her party had no cake and was missing one person to even out the numbers?”



“After.”



“Ah. Right. It’s like things never changed,” Barbara sighs. “Do you think Diluc would get mad at me if I did call him DeeDee? It’s really cute.”



“Do it,” Rosaria says, now crouching on the ground and holding her phone out at arms length to get the perfect angle on the brothers. Kaeya has Diluc in a triangle leg lock. But Diluc’s hand is firmly tangled into the end of Kaeya’s ponytail and is pulling his head back at a harsh angle. “Call him DeeDee in public and I’ll attend service on time without complaint and I’ll even sing for at least a month and a half.”



“Deal,” Barbara answers immediately.



“Witnessed,” Jean says. “Diluc, let go of Kaeya’s hair. He’s not going to let you out of the lock before you rip his scalp off. No! Don’t bite him!”

  



21. a broken engagement

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I left you my brain cell,” Diluc says.

“You left me Kaeya!” Jean snaps —

“Glad to have that acknowledged. Definitely not how I expected this acknowledgement to ever come around, but I’m not complaining, like. At all.”

          


    
    “Look, there isn’t even anyone else here. If I need to talk with my one and only remaining family on this entire planet left, you aren’t going to lose face because someone saw you being a good sibling for once in your miserable life.” Kaeya drapes himself over the bar counter, ignoring it when Diluc pointedly punches his fist into Kaeya’s ribs while trying to clean the counter down. It doesn’t even hurt that much. Softie. “Rosie abandoned me in my time of need. I need to talk to someone about how miserable I am. And misery loves company so I might as well talk to my problems with you, because it’ll make you miserable by default.”

“We’re closed,” Diluc says. “I don’t want to hear about your sex problems. You are the last person I would ever talk about sex with ever.”

“You aren’t closed. Well to the public you are. But I’m not the public. And Jean and Albedo are right there. Also, is there anyone you’d talk about sex with?” Kaeya turns his head to rest his cheek on the pristine countertop. Diluc’s polished the damn thing to a near mirror shine. Kaeya doesn’t know why Diluc even bothers working out, the amount of time he spends cleaning the Angel’s Share is enough on its own.

Diluc pauses. And the giant doofus seems to actually be legitimately considering Kaeya’s question. Kaeya can literally see Diluc going down a mental list of names in his little hamster head.

“Fuck, we’re going to be here forever,” Kaeya groans. Knowing Diluc this list goes all the way down to the seasonal workers on the winery’s payroll. “Can’t I just talk to you for lack of anyone else to talk to without you giving me any weird comments or judgement?”

“Jean.”

“Yes?”

“No, I mean. Jean. You,” Diluc clarifies. “If I absolutely had to talk about sex with anyone it would be with Jean.” Diluc pauses. “I would not have sex with Jean. But I would talk to Jean about the abstract topic.”

Kaeya squints at his brother. “You would talk to the woman you were technically engaged to about sex.”

“I trust her.”

Jean looks flattered. Albedo looks like he wants to examine a core sample of Diluc’s brain under a microscope.

“Speaking of former engagements,” Jean says, “Do you have a copy of the contract annulment? I was reviewing my personal records and I can’t seem to find my copy so I’ll need to make a new one.”

Diluc blinks once. Slowly. Ominously.

“You remembered to file that right?” Jean asks, expression growing serious. “Diluc. It was just a formality with the heritage registry — they all know we’d never have gone through with it, no matter what our parents thought. You remembered to file it. Right?”

“I thought you filed it.”

There’s a loud crack. Albedo jumps out of his seat, looking down at his pants which are now covered in beer. Jean’s squeezed her beer can so hard that the poor thing exploded. Jean slowly pries her fingers open one by one, the near flattened piece of metal tipping over as she presses both her hands down flat on the counter top.

“I’m going to dissolve you in acid,” Jean says, expression so terrifyingly blank it looks like someone copy pasted Diluc’s face over hers. 

“I was out of the country for almost four years,” Diluc argues, clearly tensing to run.

“Wait, wait,” Kaeya fumbles for his phone, “Don’t start yet, I need to get Rosie and Lisa on a Group FaceTime. Albedo, Albedo, get your phone out and start recording.”

“You had four years of no responsibilities,” Jean snarls, shoulders tensing. Kaeya is watching in real time as Jean and Diluc go through some incredibly fast paced mental labyrinth of trying to predict each other’s next moves based on micro expressions and experience. “You had four fucking  years to do this.”

“I left you my brain cell,” Diluc says.

“You left me Kaeya!” Jean snaps —

“Glad to have that acknowledged. Definitely not how I expected this acknowledgement to ever come around, but I’m not complaining, like. At all.”

Albedo and Kaeya both lurch forward at the same time Jean lunges to try and grab Diluc by the hair. 

“It’s not worth it,” Albedo says, as they try to haul her back, “It’s not worth it, Jean. Breathe. Remember your exercises. If you kill him you’re responsible for all of the things he’s got going.”

“This is so much better than what I have going on, I no longer feel terrible about anything at all,” Kaeya says. “Jean, if I let you go and convince Albedo to do the same can you promise that you’ll keep it under control until I have a recording set up ready? Please? I want to be able to look back on this moment whenever I feel sad.”

Jean jabs her finger at Diluc. “Four fucking years! Four fucking years of you having literally nothing better to do and you couldn’t file one piece of paper? It wasn’t even an official document! It literally could’ve been a piece of hotel room scrap paper saying that the verbal agreement between our parents was null and void. The heritage offices would’ve taken a fucking voicemail! I’ve been here slaving away to drag the Knights of Favonius into some working order while looking after your brother and making sure your estate didn’t fall to pieces and you couldn’t pick up a damn pen? I’m going to rip your hands off! I’ll finish the job the Fatui couldn’t! I can’t believe I have to do literally everything around here. The Ragvindr name ends tonight!”

“You should probably run,” Albedo says to Diluc.

“Where would I go?” Diluc replies, “Just let her go.”

Kaeya doesn’t need to be told twice. He and Albedo release Jean — Kaeya, quickly bringing his phone back up to start recording — as she lunges over the counter with a truly impressive roar and gets her hands around Diluc’s neck.

Albedo climbs on top of the counter to look over the other side, rummaging around until he finds a bottle. He holds it up towards Kaeya.

“I feel like tonight we will be needing libations,” Albedo says. “I don’t know what for, exactly. But this is definitely a night for it.”

“You’ve read my mind,” Kaeya says, eye torn between watching his phone’s screen and the fight in real time. “Get him Jean, do it for me. Do it for all of us. Crack him like a glow stick.”

“You’ve spent this entire time in the headquarters of paperwork for the entire nation!” Diluc protests as Jean does her absolute best to pull him into a choke hold by the hair. “The Department of Justice is literally one building over from you.”

“It doesn’t matter how many documents I submit, you thick headed shitehawk — “

“Oh shit, she’s mad-mad,” Kaeya gasps, hitting Albedo’s arm. “Tell me you’re recording this.”

Albedo is, indeed holding up his phone. “I’m recording it, I’m recording it. I can’t believe it, but I am recording it so I suppose I have to believe it.”

“ — you have to send something on your side that collaborates what I’m saying. You don’t just cancel an engagement between two of the longest running families in our nation’s history by having one person say ‘actually, thought it over now that I’m a consenting adult, decided no thank you’.”

“You can if the document nullifying the agreement between the houses is signed by a representative for both houses,” Diluc argues, managing to escape Jean’s attempt at a choke but is still being held back by her fist in his hair. Diluc twists to duck under her arm — 

“Careful with your back,” Kaeya says.

And gets around her to try and pin her to the counter, his hair coming undone and practically covering his entire face like he’s a really bad red haired version of that one Inazuman ghost.

“And I gave you temporary control over the Ragvindr estate while I was away,” Diluc continues.

“You what?” Kaeya and Jean exclaim at the same time. Albedo switches from filming Jean and Diluc to filming Kaeya. “What the fuck?”

“When did you do that?” Jean asks, so shocked by this bit of news that she lets go of Diluc’s hair.  Diluc flips it out of his face.

“I sent a letter to my solicitor to contact yours,” Diluc says, “It was only until Kaeya came of age, but you had plenty of time to submit the documents with both of our authorities behind it.”

Jean finds her fury again and jerks her head back to headbutt him.

“Oh, so you found the time to send that letter but not anything else?” Jean visibly finds new fury in her as she struggles out of her coat, throwing it Albedo. Jean rolls her shoulders and cracks her knuckles. “Diluc Ragvindr, you dull minded basic tool. What the fuck is the point of you having that head on your shoulders if you aren’t going to use it? Get over here. You sent a note to your solicitor granting me temporary guardianship over your brother and authority over your damn estate but you couldn’t write one sentence to send to the registrar? That’s was the most important document you fucking — “

“Obviously the letter that grants you control over my only family and all of my material assets is the important one — “

“And you didn’t even let me know that happened — “

“Uh, excuse me. I think I should be able to throw in here and get a say about how apparently  Jean was my legal guardian — ” Kaeya attempts to interrupt, but Albedo lurches up to slap a hand over his mouth.

Diluc and Jean have moved out from behind the bar and are practically having a slug fest in the middle of the empty Angel’s Share.

“Do you seriously want to get in the middle of that?” Albedo asks Kaeya when the man glares at him. “I mean. If you’re sure I’m not going to stop you. But I’m also not taking any of you to the hospital afterwards.”

Kaeya’s glare falters.

“Okay, fair point.”

“Stop dodging you malingering chancer,” Jean snarls, “You’re as thick as manure and half as useful, I can’t believe you. No, you don’t get to pull that face with me, blockhead. You owe me this. The unbelievable garbage I dealt with when you were away — and I’m not just talking about the Knights of Favonius — you owe me this Diluc Ragvindr. Don’t be a coward and take this fucking punch.”

“Jean, if I take a punch from you I won’t be taking anything else ever,” Diluc says. “Because I won’t be around for it.”

“Should’ve thought about that before you fucked off huh? I’m going to finish what the Fatui attempted. Don’t you dare dodge this. You’ve dodged enough in this lifetime.”

  



22. shrunken heads

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Well alright,” Kaeya sighs, “But don’t say I didn’t warn you when you turn out like Diluc, alright?”

He lets go of the refrigerator handle, but Klee’s eyes are fixed on him with wide eyed curiosity. Kaeya sets the glass of water down on the kitchen counter next to her.

“Wait, what about him? The weird guy that Diona calls when she needs money? What do you mean turn out like him? Rich with big hair?”

          


    
    “No juice,” Kaeya says, firmly holding out the glass of water towards Klee. “You’ve had enough juice already. You need actual water.”

“But there’s water in juice,” Klee protests, trying to pull the refrigerator door open. Kaeya has a firm hold on the handle though. This thing isn’t opening without his say so. “I don’t want water.”

“I’m doing this for your own benefit you know. Water is good for you. There’s too much sugar in the juice. Too many chemicals and stuff. It’ll make you turn out funny if you drink too much of it.”

“Not this juice,” Klee says. “Diona and I made it ourselves. We know exactly what’s in it.”

All the more reason for Kaeya to worry, frankly.

“Albedo helped us!”

Again, even more reason for Kaeya to worry. Kaeya looks across the flat to where Albedo is using Klee’s distraction to tidy up the living room and ignoring them with the practice of a man who routinely works with scientists who’s idea of a success is only having to evacuate an entire building wing once a week instead of not at all. If Albedo got bothered by something as small as his adopted sister and ex-boyfriend arguing about water intake in his kitchen he’d never get anything done.

“Well alright,” Kaeya sighs, “But don’t say I didn’t warn you when you turn out like Diluc, alright?”

He lets go of the refrigerator handle, but Klee’s eyes are fixed on him with wide eyed curiosity. Kaeya sets the glass of water down on the kitchen counter next to her.

“Wait, what about him? The weird guy that Diona calls when she needs money? What do you mean turn out like him? Rich with big hair?”

Bless Klee’s precious little heart. Kaeya wishes he was constantly wearing a wire just so he could have clips of her to save and replay whenever he needs a pick-me-up or Diluc needs a put down.

“Yup. You know why I call him Hamham sometimes?” 

From the living room Kaeya hears Albedo wheeze, attempting to smother a laugh.

“Because he looks like Hamtaro?” 

“Bingo!”

Klee squints her eyes at him. It makes her look like Jean whenever Kaeya tries to sneak something in on a budget report that isn’t strictly up to code, but also isn’t against regulation either. It’s like she’s trying to catch him out on something because she knows something is clearly wrong but she can’t quite figure out the tree from the forest.

“Not drinking water made him look like a hamster drawn out of red crayon?”

“Well Klee, if you had to explain to someone who’d never seen Diluc before why he looks like a hamster, how would you do it?”

“Well. He’s got a lot of fluffy hair. And his face is round. And little.”

“Exactly. His face is really little! Most of it is forehead which he covers up with his bangs. But his face is still little. All tiny. It’s because his face stopped growing with the rest of him when we were kids.”

“What? No!”

“It’s true, it’s true. Look at pictures of Diluc as a kid and you’ll see it. Exact same face. It’s because his head is all shrunken and shriveled up from not drinking enough water,” Kaeya explains with an air of mock dismay. He glances over towards Albedo. “Back me up here.”

Albedo is sitting on the couch, one hand gripping the arm of it so hard it looks like the fabric might rip. The other hand is jammed against his mouth as Albedo chokes down on the full body laugh that threatens to shake itself out of him and ruin the whole bit.

By the time Klee turns around Albedo has somehow managed to get it under control and is as stony faced as ever.

“The scientific theory behind it is sound. But I have only come to know Diluc as an adult,” Albedo says, “So I cannot confirm or deny this. But we do have an excellent reference on hand to collaborate this story. We should ask Jean.”

Brilliant. Absolutely brilliant.

“We’ll ask Jean later,” Kaeya says, “But for now take my word on it. Diluc didn’t drink enough water when we were kids so his head got tiny while his body grew. He’s trying to make up for it by letting his hair make up the size but no one has the heart to tell him it doesn’t work.”

Kaeya covers his mouth with a hand, faking surprise. “Oh. Probably shouldn’t have told you that part. Keep that a secret for me, alright? He’s very, very sensitive about it.”

“Is that why he looks so unhappy all the time?” Klee asks, eyes wide as she reaches for the glass of water Kaeya had set aside. She gulps half of it down immediately and holds it out for more. Kaeya opens the refrigerator to pull out Albedo’s water purifier. “Hey, wait. Does Diona tie her hair up like that so she doesn’t look like him?”

“I don’t know about that part. Maybe.” Kaeya’s always wondered why Diona does her hair the way she does. It’s cute, if a little unusual. “She doesn’t look like him anyway. Diona drinks her water.”

Diona has a comically large water bottle that she hauls around everywhere and takes long, pointed pulls from. Like if she drinks enough water in eyesight of adults they’ll take a hint and also drink some. Teaching by example or something. 

“So. How much water do I have to drink to avoid turning out like that?”

“Oh, I don’t know about that part. Lets ask Albedo. Hey. Albedo, how much water do you think Klee needs to avoid the fate of looking like my poor brother? A lot, right, since shes got a lot to make up for?”

“She has been drinking a lot of juice,” Albedo concedes, eyebrows drawn together in what could be serious contemplation but really is him trying not to laugh. It makes him look like he’s holding back a powerful sneeze. “We shall have to find out. But better to start now rather than later, hm?”

  



23. best in show

Summary for the Chapter:
            “How am I spoiled?” Kaeya waves Diluc over. “Come on, come on. Whatever you’re doing can wait.”

“I’m reviewing taxes.”

“Tax season isn’t for another five months.”

“You can never be too prepared.”

“Archons above, Diluc. Just come over here so I can take this picture of your stupid face and your face double.”

          


    
    “Look, it’s you.”



Diluc turns against his better judgement. Nothing good has ever come from Kaeya telling him to look at something. But there’s always the slim chance that whatever it is is something he’d actually find either useful at the best or mildly annoying at the worst.



So Diluc turns. He looks. In the time it’s taken Diluc to mentally brace himself for anything between disappointment to fury, Kaeya has paused whatever it was that he was watching on the TV, stood up and walked up to the screen to point directly at what he wants Diluc to see.



And Diluc does see.



Kaeya has his shit eating smirk on.



“Look, Lulu — “



“Not happening.”



“ — it’s you. They’ve got your weird creepy eyes and your little squashed up face and everything.”



Diluc scowls at the screen, and then at Kaeya. “That’s a cat.”



Diluc likes to think of himself as kind when it comes to opinions on how people look, or don’t look, in the sense that he thinks everyone is as equally unattractive as they are aesthetically pleasing. Diluc can’t tell one way or another. People just look like…people. It’s different when it comes to animals. Diluc has strong opinions on the appearance of animals, especially domesticated breeds. Kaeya damn well knows this.



“It’s you,” Kaeya insists.



“It’s a genetic disaster.”



“I know. Like I’ve been saying. It’s you. I didn’t know what I would get out of watching a cat show — do they even do tricks like in dog shows? But now I know. I don’t even know what this cat is entered for. I hope they win so I can say that an award winning cat is my brother’s face double.”



“It doesn’t look anything like me.”



“Its face is squashed into like, one third of its face. Its eyes look like its seen god take a hot wet shit. And its got enough hair to clog an entire sewer system for a week. It’s exactly like you. Who are you kidding?”



Diluc feels his knuckles crack when he squeezes his fist. Kaeya just hoots to himself as he turns back to the screen.



“Hey, come stand next to the screen I want to take a picture. I’m making this your new contact photo.”



“I don’t know why everyone says I’m the mean sibling. They don’t have to listen to you being an absolute brat and get away with it because you’re spoiled rotten.”



“I’m not spoiled.”



“Are too.”



“How am I spoiled?” Kaeya waves Diluc over. “Come on, come on. Whatever you’re doing can wait.”



“I’m reviewing taxes.”



“Tax season isn’t for another five months.”



“You can never be too prepared.”



“Archons above, Diluc. Just come over here so I can take this picture of your stupid face and your face double.”



“That cat doesn’t look like me.”



“It’s so ugly it comes around as fascinating. Of course it’s you. Stop arguing. You have a weird kind of face blindness where you can tell me exactly how many freckles Amber has but you couldn’t tell me if a person is aesthetically pleasing.”



“I told you, it depends on what standard of beauty a person is following. Are we going with Liyue standards pre or post war? Mondstadt during or after the financial crisis? Are we looking at it from the lens of the wealthy or the commons? It affects the formula.”



“You are the only person with a formula for calculating aesthetic appearance.”



“Everyone has a formula. I’m just one of the few who’s managed to write out the rules for it.”



“I love you,” Kaeya says, staring Diluc straight in the eye. “I love you so much. You’re the only family in this world I have left. You’re my brother and sometimes my worst enemy and sometimes my friend. But I swear to god that existing around you is like being slowly stripped of all logic and sanity one brain cell at a time. I can feel my rationality mutating as we speak. Get over here and take this picture because I’m asking nicely before I go over there and drag you by your stupid hair.”



Diluc pointedly flattens both his fists out, palms against the table as he slowly stands up. Kaeya’s eyelid twitches as Diluc takes his time straightening out the ledgers he was spot checking. Then Diluc straightens out his shirt, rolling and unrolling his sleeves until he’s got them at the prefect length for shielding the worst of his more sensitive burn scars. Once that’s done he takes a long, long drink of water from the glass Adelinde made him take earlier. Then he refills it from the giant pitcher she firmly set down on the desk and stared him down into verbally agreeing to finish.



“You are,” Kaeya says with a note of resignation, “the worst sibling in the history of siblings.”



“How would you know?” Diluc retorts, walking over, “You don’t have any other siblings.”



“I don’t see Jean doing this to Barbara,” Kaeya says, grabbing Diluc’s shoulder and starting to position him next to the TV.



“I bet Jean doesn’t tell Barbara she looks like a mistake of genetics.”



“Hey. I never said that about the cat. It was heavily implied, but I didn’t actually say it. Fine. You’re the worst brother.”



“Again, based on what comparison? Take your picture already.”



“Yeah, yeah. I’m taking it, I’m taking it.” The shutter on Kaeya’s phone snaps a few times. “There. Was that so hard, huh?”



Diluc rolls his eyes, slinging an arm across Kaeya’s chest and shoulders, pushing him away from the TV.



“You’ll ruin the one eye you’ve got if you watch so close to the screen,” he says. “And pick one. You’re either on your phone or watching the TV. Why are you watching a cat show?”



“The other thing I was watching was on a commercial. I was flipping channels until I found the cat show and your face double. I’ll flip back to the movie after I find out if this cat wins or not.”



“Don’t you have a TV in your apartment?”



“You’ve got more channels.”



“You signed me up for cable and didn’t tell me until the installers were ringing my doorbell.”



“Yeah, but you’re paying for it. I can’t afford this amount of channels on my civil servant’s salary. It’s a different thing entirely. It’s like how I put all those magazine subscriptions under your name. I want to read the unrealistic gossip and clip stupid looking recipes to make fun of, I don’t want to be on a million call lists. I reap the rewards, you barely notice an inconvenience because you’re rich.”



“You are also rich.”



“It just hits different because it’s you. Stop arguing about it and go do your taxes, killjoy.”







  



24. disproportionate response

Summary for the Chapter:
            Albedo trails off there, unsure with what words he would need to describe Diluc being a little less Diluc and a little more Diluc.

“You got me so high that I was trying to scale the Grand Cathedral,” Diluc says. “You can say it. I don’t care. Kaeya’s the one who made a big deal out of it. It’s nothing I haven’t done while completely sober.”

          


    
    “I was wondering if you might indulge me in answering a question.”

“Do I appear to be an indulging sort of person?” Diluc asks, more to the universe than to Albedo. “Don’t answer that.”

Diluc’s done all that he can to make himself appear and come off as someone who is not at all indulgent, in fact quite the opposite. And if Kaeya and Jean are to be believed, his default expression — even without him putting in any effort — comes across as deeply displeased about everything and tired of it. Short of wrapping himself in an electrified barbed wire fence, Diluc doesn’t know if there is anything else he can do to make people think of him as less approachable and amenable to small talk.

“What’s the question?”

“I’ve always wondered why you don’t retort when Kaeya is being particularly creative in his rudeness.” Albedo and Diluc both look over towards where Kaeya and Lisa are happily chatting  away; attention split between each other and watching the game on the television. Neither Albedo nor Diluc are under the illusion that the other pair actually knows what’s going on. They’re most likely watching it to commentate on how stupid something looks or how wildly irrational a certain play appears to be from their layman’s perspective. “I doubt it’s because you aren’t equally as imaginative in language and wit. Unlike most others, I feel as though I can say that I’ve had the privilege of seeing you slightly less…”

Albedo trails off there, unsure with what words he would need to describe Diluc being a little less Diluc and a little more Diluc.

“You got me so high that I was trying to scale the Grand Cathedral,” Diluc says. “You can say it. I don’t care. Kaeya’s the one who made a big deal out of it. It’s nothing I haven’t done while completely sober.”

“There’s that, yes.” Albedo mostly meant that the Diluc that interacts with most people is not the same sort of Diluc that interacts with Kaeya, Jean, and Barbara. Diluc treats most everyone the same, but the shared history between that quartet  seems to allow Diluc a little more freedom in choice when he feels the temptation to act like an eight year old with a point to prove. 

“It’s because he’s a brat who can’t take an equal hit,” Diluc answers, leaning on the bar counter as he twists his neck to also view the screen. Albedo sincerely doubts that Diluc cares about sports, but at the least he probably knows the rules of the game that’s currently being played and has a semi-solid understanding of any kind of sports rivalry going on. 

“Are we talking about the same Kaeya?”

Diluc hums low in his throat before amending, “He can’t take a hit from me.”

Albedo isn’t sure what kind of expression he’s making, only that he’s making one.

“It’s because he’s spoiled,” Diluc insists. “If I fire back at him he’ll start whining and complaining and threaten to tell on me to anyone he perceives as some kind of threat to me. He’s usually wrong about it. And if that doesn’t work he gets all flustered and hits back with a wildly disproportionate response.”

Albedo can’t believe he’s about to say his next word to Diluc of all people.

“Bet.”

Diluc hits the bar once with his open palm, face dead serious when he replies, “Natch.”

This is, frankly, the most surreal experience Albedo has ever had in his entire life. And he’s including the time he was hallucinating vivid pools of blood and body parts during a very bad post operation experience. And that time he was stuck in what had to be the world’s slowest elevator with a Fatui agent, Kaeya, Noelle, and — strangely enough, the Tianquan of Liyue.

Diluc moves to stand closer to the end of the bar where Lisa and Kaeya are. Of course, this brings him into talking range. Say what you want about the brothers, but at the very least they haven’t devolved into shouting their grievances at each other in an enclosed space. That’s only for when they see each other out on the streets from several blocks away.

Within moments of Diluc just existing in Kaeya’s general proximity, Kaeya’s already begun some light hearted teasing of his elder sibling. His attention remains split between the TV, Lisa, and Diluc though. Albedo hears Lisa interjecting now and again, but most of her commentary remains in reference to the TV. Albedo doesn’t put that much effort into listening in, allowing his attention to drift to his phone. He’s certain that once things head into the territory of insults he’ll hear it through tone of voice alone. 

Sure enough, it doesn’t take very long for Albedo to hear Kaeya’s voice tilt into the hotly edged sharpness of when he’s getting invested in riling someone up.

“You shouldn’t pout like that, Diluc, your little hamster face already looks so squishy. You’re going to have to start carding yourself at this rate. Besides, I’m not saying anything that isn’t true.”

“You’re just jealous because I cook with flavors,” Diluc says. “And I mean I can actually cook with a stove and an oven, not an open fire and meat stuck on a stick.”

Albedo looks over in time to see Kaeya stuck gaping like a fish before visibly bristling. There’s a momentary gap in which Kaeya is clearly attempting to rally himself but is too flustered to pick a direction to retort in. And Diluc has certainly left him plenty of openings. Kaeya could choose to point out that Diluc’s main flavor of food is too-well-done, or that Diluc mostly just throws things in a cast iron and waits for them to stop bleeding. Kaeya could also go with the part that Diluc does actually grill and barbecue quite often. 

Instead Kaeya flounders. It’s actually a rather on the nose remark, an observation worded and given in a brusque manner. Kaeya can cook, Albedo knows. He has an extensive spice collection and is very knowledgeable on picking out good produce. He just…doesn’t.

“Well maybe I’d know how to cook if I wasn’t abandoned by literally everyone in my life from my birth parents to my only brother, huh?” Kaeya finally says. “Ever think of that, mister know-it-all? Huh? Ever think of your poor little brother floundering at home and not knowing how to cook while you were out in parts unknown galavanting around like some rich fop?”

Diluc leans his elbow on the bar. Albedo can’t see the expression on his face but he doesn’t look anymore tense and rigidly held than usual.

“So you want to talk about that? Now?”

“No!” Kaeya exclaims. Lisa shushes him. “Lisa, I’m being attacked. I can’t just sit here and let this happen.”

“I know, dear, and it’s very entertaining but the commercial is over and they’re doing a mid-game interview with one of the only people in this match who looks good and seems to have some kind of personality. Go take your spat to the other end of the bar. Albedo can mediate for you.”

“Albedo would be on my side,” Diluc points out. “He’s eaten your sad cooking.”

“No, Albedo is on my side. He knows abandonment issues like the back of his hand.”

“Kaeya, the man is so frequently stoned I don’t think he knows that his hand has a back.”

“These are fair points that you are making very, very loudly,” Albedo says as Diluc and Kaeya drift over to his side. Albedo pulls some bills out of his pocket and puts it on the counter. Diluc sweeps them up without counting and shoves them into his own pocket. It’s not much of a loss. The money will inevitably find its way back to Albedo in some form, whether that’s Diluc handing it back to him to get Kaeya a cab later tonight, or when Klee and Diona come back from one of their semi-regular excursions to the winery. “Kaeya, he said a factual statement about your cooking and you hit back with abandonment issues.”

“You’re always on Diluc’s side,” Kaeya scowls, now firmly in his sulking mode. “You’re my ex, not his.”

“I broke up with you,” Albedo points out, “That has no impact on whether Diluc and I are or aren’t friends.”

Kaeya squints at him. “Are you friends?”

Diluc and Albedo make eye contact. In this brief moment Albedo feels a strong connection to the taller man that he’s never felt before. It’s one part elder siblings feeling an opening for teasing a sulking younger sibling, one part mutual understanding of people who’ve dealt with Kaeya when he’s having an attitude, and one part just them.

“Yes,” they both answer. “Now let’s talk about abandonment issues.”

“Absolutely the fuck not, you unholy alliance. I should call Barbara to exorcise you or whatever.”

“Not Rosaria?”

“You don’t fight a fire by pouring oil on it. I know which side she’d be on here and I don’t need a full chorus trailing me around to pester me about shit.”

  



25. younger sibling behaviors

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Kaeya,” Diluc joins Albedo in leaning on the bar. “I want you to mentally put yourself back to when we were ten.”

“Terrible, okay. I’m there.”

“And instead of having me for a brother you had someone exactly like you.”

“Sounds fabulous, I don’t know what your problem is.”

          


    
    “I’m banning Klee from you,” Albedo says.

“It’s so rare that we ever go out together anymore and the first thing you do is say that I’m being banned from seeing the best thing about knowing you. And you say that right in front of my own brother.”

“You’re a bad influence,” Albedo continues as though Kaeya hadn’t said anything at all. 

“You’re also banned from Diona,” Diluc says, already in the middle of working on a drink for Albedo. “I’d try to ban Diona from you but you can’t ban that kid from anything.”

“Ah, it’s a two pronged attack then is it? You have no idea how much it tickles the mind that my ex and my brother get along so swimmingly well.”

“You’re a bad influence. You’re turning them both into brats. They got into a fight the other day and any attempts at confronting them about it turn into disasters.” Albedo accepts his drink from Diluc who pointedly puts down a bottle of unopened water in front of Kaeya.

“I don’t even know why I come here.” Kaeya cracks the bottle open. “The customer service is terrible, the interior design is boring, and the company to be found is really, really lacking. So the ten year old girls are acting like ten year old girls, how am I to blame for it?”

“Klee said that Dodoco is her best friend. Diona took this as a very personal slight,” Diluc explains. “And upon confronting this the two of them can only do what I can describe as you.”

“What?”

“They did a you.”

“Again. What?”

“I don’t know how Diluc can be more clear about this,” Albedo says. “They did a you. They did a Kaeya.”

“What is that supposed to even mean? How does one do a Kaeya? I’m a highly unique individual you know. Not just anyone can copy me. And Diona’s too much like Diluc to come close. Have you seen that scowl? That little glare? That giant forehead? I mean. I’ve met her dad and obviously I know my own brother. But the resemblance is uncanny at times.”

Diluc and Albedo look at each other and carry some kind of entirely silent, expressionless exchange just with their eyes. It makes Kaeya a little jealous. It also makes him very suspicious. His ex boyfriend and his brother have no business getting along this well. Especially since the reason why Albedo is his ex is because he gave Diluc such a bad trip that Kaeya nearly had to call the fire department to get his brother down from the roof of the Grand Cathedral like he was a cat that got tree’d.

Kaeya leans forward and waves his hand between their faces.

“Enough with the telepathic bond weirdos. Just come out and say whatever it is. Neither of you two have been known for brain to mouth filters before, don’t start on me now.”

“You have this extremely hyper specific mode you get into,” Albedo says, eyes slowly moving away from Diluc’s. “And the only other descriptor I could possibly think for it is ‘spoiled baby sibling’ but dialed up by twenty. I would use that descriptor more except I’ve never seen another younger sibling act the way you do.”

“Have you seen the older sibling I had to deal with?”

“He’s saying that you’ve taught them how to be brats. High maintenance brats with attitudes,” Diluc says. “And it isn’t appreciated. At all.”

“They’re ten year olds. They’re supposed to have attitude. I think Diona was born with it. Klee’s just got an abundance of character.”

“Here’s the problem though,” Albedo leans his elbow on the counter. “Not everyone has a Diluc for a brother. Do you think that the acting like you is going to play out as well as it does for you when the other person is also acting like you? Imagine if you did a you against yourself.”

“That means nothing to me. Those words in that configuration mean less than nothing.”

“Kaeya,” Diluc joins Albedo in leaning on the bar. “I want you to mentally put yourself back to when we were ten.”

“Terrible, okay. I’m there.”

“And instead of having me for a brother you had someone exactly like you.”

“Sounds fabulous, I don’t know what your problem is.”

Diluc sighs, sounding very much aggrieved, bracing a hand on his hip as he shoots Kaeya a look that can only be described as fond, but annoyed at being fond.

“I can’t believe I’m about to ask you to do this. But role play this,” Diluc says. “Imagine you and your Kaeya sibling are arguing. You’re arguing over…something. A toy. A book. You both want it. What do you say?”

“Well clearly I should get it because I’m the younger one and dad always said that you have to be nicer to me because I’m younger.”

“And clearly you should cede to your Kaeya sibling because they’re older and the younger sibling should listen to the older one,” Albedo replies. “Now what?”

Kaeya blinks. “Isn’t that what all elder siblings say anyway? That’s not something special I would say. Diluc used to try that one all the time. Obviously the response is that the elder sibling has other things to do anyway, so I should get to use it now.”

“The sibling responds that since you’re the younger one you get more leeway, and you have a ton of other things to do and play with. So they should get to use it first.”

“Untrue, and now they’re just being stubborn. Surely they’re wasting time arguing over this. Isn’t this a waste of time? It’d be easier if they just let me use it.”

“They throw the argument right back at you. Now what?”

“Now I call them out on bullying their poor little brother.”

Diluc and Albedo’s eyes both flash in triumph, as though they’d been waiting for him to say that.

“And you should be so lucky,” Diluc and Albedo say together, “to have such a wonderful sibling to pay attention to you at all.”

Kaeya feels something in his cheek throb because he knows he’s definitely said that to Diluc within the past forty eight hours.

“Okay. You know what. I’m starting to get it,” Kaeya concedes. “I don’t like that I’m getting it. But I’m starting to get it.”

  



26. hung out to dry

Summary for the Chapter:
            “When I get down from here,” Kaeya’s visible eye begins to water, “I am going to kick your ass into the next century. Jean won’t be able to stop me.”

          


    
    Diluc stops, holding his arm out to block Jean and Albedo from going any further. He turns to them, holding a finger up to his lips.

“There’s someone in my office,” Diluc says.

To Albedo, it looks like they’re facing a closed door in an empty hallway. But the man surely knows his own home, so Albedo gestures for Diluc to take the lead. Jean looks dubious about the whole thing, but seems willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.

“It isn’t cleaning staff?” Jean asks.

“No,” Diluc shakes his head, “They knew I was expecting the both of you around now. I’ve told them to only clean my office if I’m not here. The only time I left today was when I went to check storm damage to one of the fences on the far side of the property. That was a few hours ago.”

They follow after Diluc as he slowly opens the thick wooden door, tension lining the man’s frame as he slowly enters the room. Jean follows in after, and then Albedo.

“About fucking time — is that Jean? Albedo?”

The three of them turn around to see Kaeya —

“Diluc,” Jean’s fist swings out and slams into Diluc’s ribs. Diluc grunts, not quite doubling over. Impressive, Albedo’s seen Jean send people flying with her hits. “I thought I told you to stop that. How long has he been there?”

“Hours,” Kaeya answers. “I’ve been in here for hours.”

Albedo isn’t sure if he’s choking or laughing.

The cavalry captain, by all appearances, seems to have been hung on a coat hanger by the back of his jacket. His arms are awkwardly stretched to his sides and his feet hang off the ground by several centimeters. Kaeya kicks a leg out to point at Diluc with his foot.

“Jean don’t kill him until he gets me down from here. You fucking ass, I can’t believe you stuck me up here and then left me. Unbelievable. I can’t even tell dad on you because he’s you know. Dead. And Adelinde won’t believe it unless she sees it and I’m not going to wait here while one of you calls her over to see visual evidence of me being bullied.”

Albedo doesn’t know where to look: Kaeya who appears to be gearing up to fake cry, Diluc who can’t bother to fake contrition, or Jean who looks ready to bash the brother’s heads together to try and concuss them into common rationality.

“I didn’t think you’d still be here,” Diluc scowls, hands on his hips as he glares at his sibling. “Do you still weigh so little that you can’t get down on your own?”

“I’m a grown man!” Kaeya exclaims, awkwardly flailing his arms and grimacing at the pull of fabric constricting them. “Your coat hangers are stupid. Why the hell did you put them so high up? And why are they so sturdy? I’ve been trying to get myself off of this thing but I can’t get any traction.”

In demonstration, Kaeya tries to plant his palms and feet to push up on the wall, but the soles just slide with a faint squeaking sound.

“Kaeya, they are the exact same hooks from when we were kids. Nothing changed including your terrible inability to get yourself down.”

“This is genius,” Albedo says, quickly snapping several pictures on his phone at once. “How come I never thought of this?”

Klee, in all honesty, would find it delightful.

“Hey!” Kaeya glares at him, “Delete those! That’s unauthorized! I don’t consent to this! Jean, make Albedo delete those.”

“Kaeya, I’ve seen you do backflips and cartwheels off of a moving horse, how are you still up there?”

“When I get down from here,” Kaeya’s visible eye begins to water, “I am going to kick your ass into the next century. Jean won’t be able to stop me.”

“Get him down!” Jean commands.

Diluc rolls his eyes and walks over to Kaeya, stoping just out of Kaeya’s leg reach.

“Kick me and I’ll leave you up there for another hour,” Diluc warns, “Not even Jean would be able to order me to get you down from there.”

Kaeya, to Albedo’s complete fascination, sniffles. Even knowing that Kaeya’s capable of crying on command and very rarely actually means it, Albedo can’t help but be a little impressed. And touched. He feels a pang of pity for the man that he quickly cuts off from the rest of his emotional landscape and boxes up to address later. Even with exposure he isn’t immune. He wonders how long you have to be in contact with Kaeya Alberich in order to develop immunity to his crocodile tears.

However long Diluc and Jean have been, probably, based on their non-reaction to them.

“Do you hear that, Jean? Are you going to let him get away with threatening your favorite captain?”

“Don’t kick him, then we won’t have any problem,” Jean points out, rubbing her forehead. “Don’t do anything else that’d make him feel like leaving you up there, either. Or putting you back once he gets you down.”

“Who’s side are you on?” Kaeya shoots her a betrayed look, and then directs a baleful one towards Albedo, “And you aren’t even helping at all.”

“I’m short,” Albedo says. “I couldn’t get you down if I felt so inclined. Also I’m thinking about how I could set this up for Klee.”

“Don’t follow this brute’s example,” Kaeya gapes, “I can’t believe you all told me off for being a bad influence on Klee and Diona but you both turn around and start exchanging the worst elder sibling notes. Hypocrites.”

“Klee would think it’s hilarious,” Albedo points out.

“He’s right, Klee would think it’s hilarious,” Jean says. 

“Klee could also get down on her own,” Diluc adds in. “Alright, I’m going in. Don’t kick.”

Diluc then strides forward and puts his hands on Kaeya’s hips and lifts him off of the hanger. Kaeya wears an expression of a deeply wronged cat that’s been dumped in a bath the entire time. As soon as he’s down he’s straightening out his clothes and visibly gearing up to throw a fit.

Diluc puts his hand over Kaeya’s mouth. “One word out of you and I’m putting you back up there. Now get out, I have business to discuss that doesn’t involve you.”

“What business could you possibly have with Jean and Albedo?” Kaeya asks as soon as Diluc lowers his hand.

“Business that doesn’t include you. Listen in at the door and I’ll hang you from the roof next time.” Diluc picks Kaeya up by the back of the coat and hauls him to the office door, tossing him out and closing the door behind him. The three of them wait until they’re absolutely sure Kaeya has left. He turns back to Albedo and Jean. “I can’t believe you want to plan a surprise party for that twat.”

  



27. personal boundaries

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You just never shut up,” Diluc replies. “Ever.”

Predictably, Kaeya bites him.

Also predictably, Diluc yanks his hair.

          


    
    Diluc’s door swings open, almost hitting against the wall, without any forewarning. That is, if Diluc were not paying attention for the sound of floorboards. And Diluc is always paying attention. Whether he actively does anything with the information he gathers from his observations or not is entirely up to him, and no, Kaeya, he isn’t obligated to say if he’s noticed that a certain someone is wearing a shirt inside out. That’s not his problem. And frankly, it shouldn’t be a problem in the first place. A shirt can complete its function no matter whether its tag faces outwards or not.

“You can’t possibly call me the rude one when you’re the one barging into people’s homes and into their bedrooms at indecent hours without any warning.”

“One,” Kaeya holds up his middle finger. Diluc is being flipped off in his own house. Kaeya flops onto Diluc’s bed, holding up his second hand with another middle finger. “Two.”

“Adelinde is literally one floor down from us,” Diluc says. “You really want to mess around and find out?”

Kaeya immediately lowers both hands, but proceeds onwards with making whatever salient points he thinks he’s making.

“Three: I don’t just go barging into people’s homes and bedrooms uninvited. I just barge into your home — because it’s also my home — and your bedroom. Four: you don’t have indecent hours because you’re an insomniac. Five: you can’t say that I’m coming in here without warning because you could hear me coming based on the sound of the floorboards. Don’t you dare try and tell me you didn’t hear them. I’ll call Adelinde and we’ll see who disappoints and annoys her more. Me for flipping you the bird or you for pretending you aren’t practicing the truly unhealthy lifestyle of constant vigilance.”

“You could have walked in on me doing something private.”

Kaeya laughs so hard that he nearly rolls off the end of the bed. Diluc scowls, walking over to pinch Kaeya’s ear.

“I could have,” he insists.

“What the hell could you be doing that was so private that you wouldn’t want me walking in but you wouldn’t lock and barricade your bedroom door?” Kaeya swats Diluc’s hand away from his head. “You never do anything in here that you wouldn’t be okay with someone walking in on. If you were really doing something you didn’t want anyone to see you’d be in like. One of your two dozen little bolt holes around the country. Wait, is this you trying to say you might have been giving yourself some self love? Ha! Come up with a better lie.”

Diluc, unfortunately, doesn’t actually have an argument against that because it’s true. If he really did have something private he didn’t want to risk anyone walking in on he wouldn’t be in this house doing it.

“What are you here for?” Diluc asks instead, kicking at Kaeya’s dangling legs until the man rolls over to give Diluc space to lie down next to him. Kaeya, that child, immediately starts kicking Diluc’s ankle the moment he lies down. “You missed dinner.”

“I already ate,” Kaeya replies. “Is it so strange that I just dropped by to see you because I could?”

Diluc turns towards Kaeya. Kaeya is already looking at him, eye bright and expression uncomfortably cheerful.

“Do you need a hug?” Diluc asks. He’s been told that he should probably start asking this more.

Kaeya sucks in a breath between his teeth, expression pained and for a moment a gut-punching mix of angry and afraid. But for as much as Diluc’s been lectured on actually expressing his willingness to offer physical comfort, Kaeya’s been lectured on being honest with what he actually wants and not brushing them off as things he can’t have. It is a work in progress for the both of them. Sometimes the progress moves backwards. Some days it can move forward, centimeter by crawling centimeter.

“Yeah,” Kaeya says slowly, eye flicking away from Diluc and back again in a restless repetitive motion that belies his unease. “Yeah, I do.”

Diluc waits for a moment as Kaeya seems to mentally brace himself. And then they both roll towards each other, knees knocking and hair getting in the way before they finally sorts themselves out. 

“It sucks that you give the literal best hugs in the entire world,” Kaeya says, voice muffled against Diluc’s shoulder. “You radiate heat like a furnace and you’re solid like a brick. You get minus points for smelling like cheap department store crap.”

Diluc reaches up and finds the back of Kaeya’s neck and gives him a tight squeeze there. Kaeya practically goes boneless.

“You just never shut up,” Diluc replies. “Ever.”

Predictably, Kaeya bites him.

Also predictably, Diluc yanks his hair.

“I’m going to tell Adelinde that I came to you feeling all sad and insecure and you reacted by being mean to me,” Kaeya says.

“I’m going to tell Adelinde that I accepted your emotional vulnerability, ready to make zero comments on it and just go with it, and then you started talking shit.”

“It wouldn’t absolve you. You’d still get that lecture.”

“But we’d go down together,” Diluc points out. “Which is how it should be.”

“Yeah,” Kaeya agrees after an uncomfortably long silence that had started to make Diluc wonder if he said the wrong thing after all. “Yeah. That is how it should be. You’ve got that right at least.”

Kaeya’s hand curls into a fist on Diluc’s back pulling the fabric of Diluc’s shirt tight and uncomfortable against his throat. But Diluc doesn’t let go and Kaeya doesn’t either. Diluc runs his hand in terse, firm circles between Kaeya’s shoulders. Kaeya alternates between tensing up at whatever stupid thought enters his head and relaxing under Diluc’s silence.

“Okay,” Kaeya says and they immediately roll away from each other. “Good talk. I’m fine now.”

“Alright,” Diluc says, sitting up. “Are you staying the night?”

“Hm. Maybe. Don’t feel like driving back to Mondstadt,” Kaeya says, putting his arms behind his head. “You think there’s any food left in the kitchen?”

Diluc rolls his eyes. “Does it matter when you’re going to pester me into cooking for you either way? Come on. Let’s go.”

  



28. gender presentation

Summary for the Chapter:
            “He spoiled you rotten when we were kids,” Jean points out.

“He was a dick.”

“Sure, but he still spoiled you like no one else. He let you get away with everything.”

Kaeya squints at her. “What alternate reality did you come from and how do I go there to switch? He let me get away with absolutely nothing. That fat headed hamster man was dedicated to being a tyrant of a sibling.”

          


    
    “Do you think Diluc ever wanted a sister instead of a brother?”

Jean glances up from the mess of colored pencils, construction paper, and glitter — which she certainly didn’t bring, and she knows Diluc has an almost comic aversion to it, so where did it come from? — to look at Kaeya. He’s paused in the middle of sweeping scraps of construction paper off the table and into a trash bag, eye focused into the distance where Jean can hear Klee and Diona loudly and cheerfully bossing Diluc around into moving pieces of wood here and there. Jean turns to look also. Say what you will about Diluc, when it comes to children he has an astounding amount of patience for their antics. He’s always been soft on those younger than him.

What she should say is — Diluc never considered the idea of having a sibling. Diluc’s world, back then, was himself, his father, and the then fading presence of his mother. There wasn’t enough room for him to grasp the concept of someone new. There was his own tumultuous health to consider, that was excitement enough for them back in the day. 

What she should point out is — Diluc loved Barbara the moment he lay eyes on her. He loved to hold her and he loved to make her laugh and he loved how soft her little cheeks were and he made fun of the corn-husk silk of her hair and the way her skin would turn blotchy pink when she giggled. But Diluc loves babies in general. He had the same expression of love on his face when the four of them rescued that baby falcon. And when he first helped a horse give birth. And whenever various staff members would bring their babies or young children to work. And kids love him back, no matter what’s changed about him that hasn’t. It’s a mutual love.

What she doesn’t say, and isn’t sure if it’s her place to say or not, is — it doesn’t matter if he ever wanted a sister or a brother. He got you. And he would pick you over any other alternative given to him now. He loves you more than he can bear and it’s the same for you. You two have gone through too much, together and apart, not to.

“No,” Jean says. “Why?”

“What do you mean why? Isn’t he obviously nicer to them than he was to me?” Kaeya says. “He’s just letting them boss him around, not even a hint of a protest. That might even be a sparkle of — dare I say it — satisfaction in his dead eyes.”

“He spoiled you rotten when we were kids,” Jean points out.

“He was a dick.”

“Sure, but he still spoiled you like no one else. He let you get away with everything.”

Kaeya squints at her. “What alternate reality did you come from and how do I go there to switch? He let me get away with absolutely nothing. That fat headed hamster man was dedicated to being a tyrant of a sibling.”

“Only when you were dedicated to being annoying,” Jean concedes. “But otherwise he took being your big brother very seriously. Trust me on this. Take it from someone who has an outside perspective on the situation. Why would I lie about this?”

“Lie about what?” Diluc walks over to them, brushing his bangs out of his face. “How are you  not done cleaning up yet? I’ve practically built half the frame of this tree house by myself. If you two were just going to watch why did you bother coming at all?”

“I can’t believe you expect Jean to build a treehouse.”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“Diluc, tell Kaeya that you don’t wish you had a sister instead.”

“I don’t wish I had a sister instead,” Diluc repeats and then blinks. “Why am I telling him this? Why am I telling you this?” Diluc pulls out one of the chairs to straddle it, eyes narrowing at Kaeya. “Is this you coming out to me?”

“What?” Kaeya stares at him.

Diluc turns towards Jean. “Is this him coming out to me? Them coming out to me?”

“What?” Jean repeats after Kaeya. This is not a turn she ever expected but she should know better by now with Diluc.

Diluc turns back to his brother. His expression is deadpan serious. “No matter what gender you are or aren’t you’ll still be Kaeya and I’ll still pound you into the ground when you’re being stupid. I’m proud of you for being honest with me though.”

“No. That is not what this is,” Kaeya throws his half empty trash bag back onto the table, quickly putting the jars of glitter over it so it doesn’t fly away. “What the fuck are you talking about? What am I supposed to be — you think I’m coming out to you. Right now. Like this. In public.”

“Why else would you lead with asking if I would prefer a sister or not?”

“Because I’m trying to figure out why you’re nicer to Barbara and Klee and Diona!”

“I’m not nicer to Jean.”

“For a younger sibling. You and Jean are basically the same age.”

“Your grasp of how time works worries me.”

“Your grasp on where this conversation is supposed to be going worries me!” Kaeya pinches the bridge of his nose. “I am not coming out to you as gender non-binary.”

“Are you sure?” Diluc tilts his head. “If it’s hard to talk about I have a PowerPoint we can walk through together.”

“I have so many questions for you.”

“I’m well researched in this topic. You can ask me and I will do my best to answer.”

Kaeya turns to Jean like she can somehow make sense of this.

“He’s your brother,” Jean says to him. “Your problem.”

“Why are you well researched on this topic?” Kaeya turns back to Diluc. “Are you trying to come out to me?”

Diluc blinks very slowly and then visibly shakes himself. “No.”

“That doesn’t look like a no.”

“I prefer not to think about it too hard,” Diluc replies. “It gets complicated. I have other things I’d rather worry about than my own masculinity and the societal definitions of what that’s supposed to be exactly. Straight white man is an easy label to use. I’ll stick with that.”

“Oh Diluc,” Jean sighs, “We all know you aren’t straight.”

“You aren’t anything.”

“I know that. You know that. But the hegemony doesn’t and I’m going to abuse that for as long as possible. So if no one is having a coming out talk can we get back to building this tree house?”

  



29. brother facts

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You have absolutely no shame,” Albedo observes.

“That’s not news,” Lisa replies.

“I felt that I should state it, again, just in case no one’s told you recently.”

          


    
    The thing about kids is that until they reach a certain age they’re never half as quiet as they think they are. Chances are that when they think they’re being sneaky and clever, they’re being more obvious and suspicious than they are when they act normally.

“Is Klee around?” Diona asks.

“Klee,” Albedo turns around to call into the apartment, “Diona is here for you.”

The thumps of Klee’s feet on the floorboards proceeds her into view as she comes to a beaming halt.

“Diona!” Klee grins, mouth a broad grin, “You didn’t say you were coming to play today. I thought you were busy?”

Diona shrugs. This is apparently all the invitation Diona needs to squeeze past Albedo into the apartment and going to follow Klee. Klee moves to the living room but Diona tugs on her arm and leans in to whisper in her ear.

Now, Albedo knows that he’s well above listening in on children whispering to each other. If it’s something he’s meant to know he’ll find out sooner or later — and knowing Klee, it’s going to be sooner no matter how much he wishes it was later, or perhaps never. But Lisa, on the other hand, is an entirely different story.

As soon as the girls disappear into Klee’s room, Lisa is rushing over to put her ear against the wall that Klee’s bedroom shares with the living room.

“You have absolutely no shame,” Albedo observes.

“That’s not news,” Lisa replies.

“I felt that I should state it, again, just in case no one’s told you recently.”

“Diona should be with Diluc today,” Lisa says, “I still don’t know how or why this arrangement came to pass with Diona’s father. But I do have to say, good for everyone all around.”

“You do know that it’s a two way street. You can listen in on them with your ear against the wall, but they can also probably hear you because you’re talking against a wall. And you mentioned Diona’s name.” Nothing gives a kid super, hyper keen senses like hearing any arrangement of sounds that could possibly be their name.

“Aren’t you curious?” Lisa asks. “Where’s that scientific mind of yours?”

“Science does not equate gossip,” Albedo says, “You, of all people, should know that.”

“I’m a researcher and a scholar, not a scientist. There’s a difference in attitude,” Lisa argues. “Why does the soundproofing in your apartment have to be so darn good? I can barely hear them.”

Albedo lives with Klee, that’s why it’s so good.

“She’s talking about you.”

“Which one?”

“Diona.”

Albedo goes to kneel on the couch and press his ear against the wall. Lisa smirks at him.

“If someone’s talking about me I should probably know about it,” Albedo points out before both of them fall quiet, straining to hear what’s being said on the other side. They could move to the hallway, closer to Klee’s door, but there’s one particularly sensitive area of floorboard there that would tip the girls off if they heard.

“But that’s Diluc,” Albedo thinks Klee says, “Kaeya says he’s always stinky and big. It’s because he does a lot of exercise.”

“No, no. I’m not talking about Diluc in general. I’m talking about Diluc’s coat. You know, that black one with all the pockets?”

“I don’t think he has another coat. I’ve never seen him wear another coat.”

“He’s rich, he has to have another coat.” 

Diona doesn’t sound too sure about that. Frankly, Albedo agrees with Klee. The man may be richer than gods, but he really only has the one coat. Or perhaps several coats that all look exactly the same. It could go either way.

Albedo glances over at Lisa, who’s face is spasming alarmingly with the effort she’s using to stop from bursting out into loud, stomach-cramping laughter.

“I wish I had a coat like that. The one I have now has five pockets but the fifth one is really little and the other two are up here and everyone can always tell exactly what I have in them.”

“You can sew in your own pockets. That’s what Diluc told me. He sewed on all of his.”

“Did he teach you how?”

“Um. No. I can ask though. Wait, you can ask. You’re always hanging around his brother. Wait, Klee, stop distracting me. I’m trying to ask you something!”

“Okay, okay, okay. But remember to ask for me, please? Wait, what were you asking?”

“Is it true?”

“That Diluc is big and stinky? You don’t need to ask me that, you hang out with that weird guy more than I do.”

“Not Diluc! His coat, Klee! His coat! I asked him why his coat is so stinky and heavy — “

“How do you know it’s heavy?”

“Oh, he took it off to help me wash ingredients. I tried to pick it up and it was so heavy. Like! Crazy heavy! Like you wouldn’t believe! And it smelled. So I asked him why it was so heavy and stinky and he said it’s because he’s an older brother.”

“Hm. Sounds fake.”

“That’s why I’m here to ask you. You’re the only other person I know with an older brother. It sounds fake but what if it’s true? It’s like when we all thought for sure that Fischl was talking to herself but it turned out that her bird really does talk and she was having conversations with him the entire time. So? Is it true?”

“Wait, I’m thinking.”

There is, in Albedo’s mind, a short pause — but to Diona and Klee probably felt like a long one — before Diona asks again. “Come on, is it?”

“Well. I don’t know! He’s weird!” Klee pauses. “Wait, no, it is. He’s right. Big brother Albedo’s coat is also really heavy and smells funny.”

Albedo glances at Lisa in time to see her looking at his coat closet. He can see the indecision in her eyes: stay and keep listening to Klee, or go investigate Albedo’s clothes.

Albedo moves away from the wall to get one of his coats. He’s a scientist with a little sister who’s fond of performing her own strange experiments. Of course his clothes have strange smells. And his pockets are always filled with a dozen different things.

“He’s right,” Albedo says, pulling one out. He’s got one coat that always smells burned, no matter how many times he’s washed it and tried to air it out. The smell has just sunk into the fabric. “It’s a big brother thing.”

Lisa comes over to investigate, taking Albedo’s coat, eyebrows raising.

“I have to make sure I have everything,” Albedo says, going through the pockets to pull out some of the everyday carry he just can’t be bothered with moving from clothing article to clothing article or risking leaving behind in his satchel when he thinks he’s on a quick outing. He’s learned that lesson early on. There are, of course, the expected band aids, hand sanitizer, and chewing gum. And there are also several plastic bags of varying sizes, gauze, compression bandages, tissues, soap sheets, antiseptic, stomach medicine, pain killers, hair ties and clips, and of course a pair of Klee’s socks. Albedo frowns as he continues patting down pockets on the coat. He’s missing batteries.

“Are you her brother or her parent?” Lisa asks.

“You try going around with a child as energetic as Klee is unprepared,” Albedo replies. “See how far you get before you’re running into a pharmacy or general store of some sort to buy an overpriced pack of items you only need one of. You have to learn to be prepared.”

“Fair enough, that explains you. But what about Diluc?”

Albedo raises his eyebrows at her. “Who do you think is more high maintenance, Klee or Kaeya?”

Lisa opens her mouth. Closes it. She hands back his coat.

“Fair enough. Asked and answered.”

  



30. impunity

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You two disgust me with how similar your brain waves are,” Alberich says. “It says something about me that my brother and my best friend are basically the same person but with like. Gender and sex differences.”

          


    
    “They’re right, you do spoil him,” Rosaria observes as Alberich, with the impunity and audacity only he can have, reaches into one of Ragnvindr’s many pockets and pulls out a very battered looking utility knife.

“You have your own,” Ragnvindr says, but doesn’t bother trying to stop his sibling or take the knife back. He frowns as Rosaria. “Who’s ‘they’?”

Rosaria waves her hand around them. “They.”

“You two disgust me with how similar your brain waves are,” Alberich says. “It says something about me that my brother and my best friend are basically the same person but with like. Gender and sex differences.”

Ragnvindr and Rosaria exchange a look of mutual disagreement, knowing that if either of them speak said disagreement out loud Alberich will either take that as another point in favor of his argument, or he’ll start a whole spiel about why he’s right and they’re wrong and frankly no one ever wants to be around for one of Kaeya Alberich’s monologues. Personally, Rosaria likes Ragnvindr’s better because chances are his involve some kind of visual aide that she can make fun of or judge for the better or worse in the privacy of her mind. It gives her something to zone out on. She’s saving this little tidbit of information for when Alberich gets particularly annoying and she needs to throw him off his game.

“And yes, I do have my own knife, but yours is better. It always has everything I need on it. That’s why it’s so stupidly bulky. I keep mine simple. Knife, nail file, lock picks. Your has — corkscrew, bottle opener, wrench, screw driver, a fork, I don’t even know what this one is.”

“Kaeya get on with it,” Ragnvindr sighs, hitting the back of his head against the brick wall they’re standing next to. “Some of us have other things they want to do.”

“I’m the best night out either of you two miserable loners could hope for,” Alberich retorts. “Besides, what’s Rosaria going to do, go back to church? And you — sit in a dark room back at the manor and stare at your reflection in a window? Please. At least this way both of you are getting fresh air. Alright, alright. I think I’ve got it.”

Rosaria pulls her coat tighter around herself as she watches Alberich open the plastic packaging, basically sawing through it with a combination of the can opener, knife, and oddly enough the fork.

“Don’t lightbulbs normally come in boxes?” Rosaria asks.

“Sometimes, not always.”

“You had to get the one that came in the hard plastic?”

“I had a busted bulb at ten pm, you think general hardware stores are open right now? I take what I can get. I’m not going to shower in the complete dark like you two do.”

“You’re making assumptions.”

“Am I wrong?”

Rosaria does actually shower in the dark, but that’s because she has to, not because she wants to. She sneaks in after curfew so just turning on the water in the shared bathroom is enough of a risky move without the addition of lights.

“You spoil him,” Rosaria says to Ragnvindr. “And why are the both of us here to help you change your bathroom lightbulb?”

“Diluc was already with me, and you just followed after us thinking we were up to no good,” Alberich points out. “So you might as well follow me back. Besides, if Diluc’s with us then no one’s going to be talking shit about you. They’ll all be busy mentally fawning over how Diluc’s such a nice young man who escorts sisters of the church and his little brother around when it’s dark at night.”

“You’re a captain of the Knights of Favonius, why would you need an escort?”

“Because I’m a prime target for all sorts of terrible misdeeds?”

Ragnvindr snorts on muffling his laugh so hard that Rosaria’s surprised he doesn’t give himself a nosebleed. Kaeya kicks him. And then stuffs the mauled plastic packaging along with the now folded utility knife back into Ragnvindr’s pocket.

“Alright, looks like the right bulb,” Alberich says, comparing it to the bulb he’d brought from his apartment. “Let’s go. I’ve got day old take out that’s now just hitting the perfect levels of flavor. I suppose I can be convinced to share with you two miserable lumps.”

-

“Have you considered not spoiling him worse than he already is?” Lisa asks as she watches Kaeya reach into Diluc’s pockets, rummaging around until he finds whatever he’s looking for. The image is oddly reminiscent of Albedo and Klee. She’s starting to wonder if there’s something about being an elder brother that makes you fundamentally immune to breaches of personal space. That can’t be true, because Albedo and Diluc generally don’t let people get physically close with them. Well, they do to be polite but are clearly uncomfortable with it and escape at the first opportunity.

“Is it possible to get worse than this?” Diluc asks just as Kaeya makes a faint noise of triumph, pulling out a wad of cash which he immediately starts pulling bills from. Diluc watches this with the resigned patience of someone who’s fully expected this series of events to unfold, and has had it happen to them previously. “I thought you thought I was paranoid and irresponsible for carrying cash on my person.”

“No, you’re paranoid for not trusting credit cards,” Kaeya replies, “And you’re irresponsible for having this much amount of cash just hanging out in your jacket pocket — yes, yes, I know. Your jacket pocket, your boot, a little pocket you’ve sewn into the waistband of your pants, whatever. Anyway. Carrying a little cash isn’t so bad when you’re someplace that doesn’t take card.”

“He’s not going to pay you back,” Lisa points out as Kaeya leaves to settle the bill.

Diluc shrugs. “It’s what it is.”

“You’re remarkably laid back about this.”

“What am I supposed to do? Not carry the cash? Then what would we do?”

Lisa considers pointing out that Diluc could just stop Kaeya from going through his belongings and taking what he pleases. The cash thing is a whole different story that Lisa isn’t touching. Ultimately, Lisa decides that no — this isn’t worth it.

“What would we do indeed. You’re your own worst enemy, Diluc,” Lisa says, “Good for you.”

-

Albedo is seeing an alarming similarity between himself and Diluc, Klee and Kaeya, that he never thought he’d be seeing. It’s a foolish thing for him to be saying. At this point in his life, after all the things he’s seen and heard, he shouldn’t be surprised by anything.

Klee, without looking at him, expectantly holds out her dirty hands in his direction all the while still chatting with Kaeya. Albedo’s hands, without his conscious input, go through the motions of pulling out the plastic bag he carries in his pocket that he’s packed with wet wipes to clean Klee up. 

Kaeya, not looking at his brother, has reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a hair brush and is now fussing with Klee’s hair.

Diluc looks like he’s mentally checked himself out. It’s an expression Albedo realizes, upon some self-reflection, is one that he’s used himself. Usually when Klee and Diona have entered the stage of past weekday bedtime manic energy and Albedo’s mental presence isn’t needed or wanted.

“Why does your brother carry a hair brush?” Albedo asks Kaeya. Albedo does too, but his sister is ten and, while he wouldn’t call her accident prone, incident prone might be a better distinction.

“Do you see his hair? It might be as dense and heavy as a rock, but he needs to comb it out sometimes,” Kaeya says, adjusting Klee’s pigtail as Klee immediately dirties her hands again by lunging out of Kaeya’s grip to investigate a truly horrendous looking frog statue that’s been covered in stickers, graffiti, and bird poop. Klee laughs, pointing at a particularly inspired arrangement of stickers on the frog’s back. Mondstadt’s parks are always a wonder of nature and man colluding.

Albedo has never seen Diluc care about his appearance. From what he understands, the man’s opinion on his appearance is that he’s annoyed that he has one that people are capable of perceiving. 

Kaeya runs after Klee as she dashes off to explore more of the art installments.

“So what’s the real reason you carry a hairbrush with you?” Albedo asks Diluc.

“What do you think?” Diluc replies. 

“He’s a grown man, you know. You don’t have to carry all these things for him.”

Diluc turns and squints at Albedo like he can’t tell if Albedo is being serious or not.

“Do you know what kind of fit he’d throw if he reached into my pocket and didn’t find what he wanted?” Diluc asks, “I do. I’m not going through that bullshit again. I’m too old for this.”

Knowing Kaeya and the truly wide and varied types of things he could possibly find use for, Albedo finds himself a little concerned.

“What are you carrying for him exactly?”

“Everything,” Diluc replies, eyes going distant. “Sometimes I imagine what it would be like if I wasn’t carrying a fucking storage unit’s worth of garbage on my person at all times. I could probably go back to beating my dash times.”

Albedo cautiously reaches out and pinches bit of Diluc’s coat fabric between his fingers, giving it an experimental lift. It is horrifically heavy.

“You’re going to get back problems,” Albedo observes.

“Just add it to the list,” Diluc replies. “I’d rather have back problems than Kaeya problems. You can ignore back problems.”

-

“You cannot be blaming me for this right now,” Diluc snarls, “Can you just suck it up and deal with it for once?”

“No!” Kaeya exclaims. His leg jerks like he was about to stomp his foot and just barely remembered himself in time to stop the instinct. “How can you not be carrying mint gum? Cinnamon flavored gum? What are you, a sociopath? Don’t answer that. I don’t want to know about the rigorous psychological testing you put yourself through when no one was looking. No one wants to know. We know you’re messed up in the head. We don’t need to know what hyper specific flavor of messed up it is.”

Diluc’s eyebrow jumps.

“You specifically bought cinnamon flavored gum and stuck it in my pocket two days ago. This is your packet of gum. I’ve just been carrying it for you.”

“Why would I buy cinnamon flavored gum?”

“You wanted to chew it while drinking whiskey to see if it would be like a Fireball,” Diluc waves his hand in frustration, “I don’t know. I don’t care. You asked for gum and this is what you, yourself with your own hands and money, bought. You can’t be getting mad at me for holding onto your pack of gum.”

“I can and I will! I bet I was already tipsy when I did that. Why didn’t you stop me?”

“You left the bar and came back with it! Then you threw the packet at me and told me to take care of it.” 

“And you just kept the gum? Clearly I meant dispose of it! You always have mint gum, how could you not have mint gum right now?”

“You expect me to carry both mint gum and cinnamon? Do I look like a gum dispenser to you?”

“Well, now that you mention it — “

All the knuckles on Diluc’s hands crack simultaneously. “Jean told me I had to start giving you a head start because it’s unfair of me otherwise. You’ve got until the count of three.”

Kaeya’s already running by the time Diluc finished saying “Jean told me”.

Diluc counts until three and then bursts off in an explosive dash after his sibling.

“Never a dull moment with those two,” Lisa says. “Does this mean we’re stuck with the bill?”

Rosaria flashes a card up, “Pick pocketed Alberich’s Knights of Favonius card. We’re covered.”

  



31. sink or swim

Summary for the Chapter:
            Behind him, Jean roars, “Kaeya!”

At the same time Diluc bellows, “Kaeya!”

The combined volume from both of them sends literal birds in the distance scattering out of the trees en mass.

“What?” Kaeya turns to them. “That’s how you taught me to swim! It works!”

          


    
    “Think fast,” Kaeya says to the girls before throwing them into the water. Klee screams. Diona yowls.

Behind him, Jean roars, “Kaeya!”

At the same time Diluc bellows, “Kaeya!”

The combined volume from both of them sends literal birds in the distance scattering out of the trees en mass.

“What?” Kaeya turns to them. “That’s how you taught me to swim! It works!”

“It was not,” Diluc protests, stomping into the water after Kaeya. In a concession to today’s activities, Diluc has forgone his usual seven billion layers of clothing. He’s wearing a wetsuit and a long sleeved t-shirt. The t-shirt is, of course, black, and has the Angel’s Share logo emblazoned on the back. The shirt is also so old and stretched out and faded from repeated washes that the black doesn’t look black and the collar is a strange oval. The hems are frayed and there are little holes at the bottom edge and at the edges of the sleeves.

Even knowing why Diluc is covered from neck down entirely, Kaeya can’t help the gut reaction of wanting to roll his eyes at how pretentious Diluc looks. He looks like a surfing instructor gone wrong. 

Diluc, even while swimming on his family’s private property, is covered from neck to toe because — and this is no exaggeration — approximately eighty percent of his skin is scar tissue. This is a statistical fact that floats in and out of Kaeya’s conscious mind like a ghost, not content to simply haunt but to actively entice the imagination. Kaeya’s never seen the full extent of the healed scars. He’s seen portions of them when Diluc has allowed Kaeya past his physical and emotional barriers. But he’s never seen the full picture. He doesn’t think anyone except Diluc’s doctors have. It leaves much to Kaeya’s overactive and extremely pessimistic imagination and fears.

Kaeya grabs those thoughts by the throat and shoves them to the back of his mind with the spiteful tenacity of a man who’s lived almost his entire life in a vicious cycle of repression.

Diluc goes past Kaeya and scoops both girls out of the water. Klee, after recovering from the initial shock of being thrown, was delightedly splashing about. Diona, not having yet recovered, was doing her best to doggie paddle. Now safely ensconced in Diluc’s arms, Diona clings to any part of the man she can reach like he’s saving her from certain death. She shoots Kaeya a death glare that would have Fatui running for their money. Klee, on the other hand is yanking on Diluc’s already stretched out shirt —

“Again, again, again. You’re stronger than Kaeya, right? Throw me higher. Throw me way, way higher. That was amazing,” Klee chatters, laughing and giggling as she squirms in Diluc’s one armed grip. “I’m going to do a canon ball next.”

“Shoulders,” Diluc says and Diona is scrambling out of his other arm and onto his shoulders, hands fisting in his hair. Diluc then uses both hands to give Klee a few experimental tosses into the air, throwing her a little higher every time before catching her again. He makes it look like he’s tossing a stress ball. Klee’s shrieks of laughter get louder with the steadily increasing air time she gets before he finally tosses her for the last time. A gentle underhanded toss into a slightly deeper part of the shallow end.

“That was not how we taught you to swim,” Jean insists, grabbing Kaeya by the ear. Kaeya whines in protest. Jean’s grip is as terrifying as ever.

“You’re going to rip my ear off,” Kaeya swats at Jean’s hand. “And it was too.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Diluc says, back towards them as he keeps a vigilant watch over Klee as she swims with loud splashing waves of water in circles.

“You shoved me in! I almost died!”

“That’s because you were annoying me. That wasn’t when I taught you to swim,” Diluc says. “And it was one foot of water, you wouldn’t have died.”

Jean tugs Kaeya’s ear to get his attention again, as if she ever lost it with how Kaeya’s bending to prevent her from ripping it off of his poor head.

“It was one foot of water and you made such a fuss that Diluc got grounded for a month,” Jean recalls, tone flat. “After that Crepus took the four of us down to this part of the river to teach you how to swim.”

“Oh, right,” Kaeya pretends to just remember now. “In any case, it definitely worked. Isn’t that how we taught Barbara to swim?”

Diluc, without looking, and Jean, without letting him go, point in Barbara’s current direction.

When they first came down to this part of the river Barbara had done some stretches, a few slow strokes along the shallows, and then high tailed it off towards the deep part of the river with the waterfall. Currently, she’s doing incredibly fast laps around the river mouth like some kind of menacingly beautiful, and blonde, shark.

“No one taught Barbara to swim,” Diluc says. “The woman was born on land by accident.”

“Barbara, in some past life, was apparently a fish,” Jean adds on, finally letting Kaeya go.

The three of them pause, as if remembering the first time they brought Barbara into the water at the tender age of three.

Diluc and Jean were hovering like they were extremely fussy elder siblings — they are, no matter what they might argue otherwise, they definitely are — holding Barbara between them like she was either a nuclear bomb ready to blow or the secret to world peace that they’d sworn to protect with their lives. Barbara, age three, round and rosy cheeked, with her ridiculous silky curls, and her ginormous blue eyes, cooed up at them, slathered in sunscreen. And then proceeded to slip from their grasp like a bar of generously lathered soap to plop into the water between them.

Kaeya, Diluc, and Jean watched in shock as Barbara floated on the water’s surface, blinking up at them as she drifted in place. Barbara, uncaring and utterly unfazed by the fact that she technically shouldn’t have been in the water like that, wiggled a bit and then sighed happily. She floated on her back like an otter, unbothered, unhindered, free, and moisturized. Then, while Jean and Diluc were still staring at her completely dumbstruck, Barbara figured out that if she kicked or moved at all she’d do something that wasn’t drift and then she got into it. Minutes later, Jean and Diluc were chasing Barbara as Barbara made quick work of sliding through their arms like a sentient, happily babbling, bar of soap every time — a combined mix of sunscreen and water and being very little — and making horrifically fast headway towards the deeper ends of the river mouth. Kaeya, who had not yet learned how to swim, watched all of this unfolding from the river bank.

Dad, who in hindsight was doing a terrible job at watching over them, quickly intervened before things could get worse. He plucked Barbara out of the water like a bird snatching a fish and then proceeded to give Diluc and Jean such a thorough scolding that both of them looked like they were moments away from bursting into repentant tears.

“Alright, fine. But at one point I think Dad did just throw me into the water to teach me how to swim,” Kaeya says.

“After I taught you,” Diluc stresses, “That was after I taught you the basics. You were being chicken about going anywhere deeper than the shallows even though you knew you’d be fine so Dad threw you at me.”

“He knew Diluc would never let anything happen to you,” Jean says. “And then you went and punched Diluc in the neck.”

“I was drowning.”

“You were not drowning, you were panicking and I was trying to get you,” Diluc argues. “And you punched me in the neck.”

“It’s not like I was aiming,” Kaeya protests. “The point is, once you started drowning I definitely figured out how to swim on my own. So stop glaring at me like that and throw Diona.”

“Throw me and I’ll set your vineyard on fire,” Diona warns Diluc, “I’ll smear butter on all of your mirrors. I’ll put jelly on your door handles. I’ll sign you up for obnoxious magazines and telemarketer lists.”

“I am not throwing Diona, and that’s not because she’s currently threatening me with nuisances,” Diluc says. Reaching down he scoops Klee out of the water, holding her under his arm as he walks back towards Jean and Kaeya. He passes Klee to Kaeya. “Take her to go swim with Barbara. Jean and I will handle this one. Don’t do anything stupid. By which I mean, listen to whatever Barbara tells you to do.”

“I’m older than she is.”

“What does that have to do with anything? She’s still got more sense than you do. Off with you. Diona isn’t going to let go of my hair until you’re out of reach.”

  



32. space heater

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Very good,” Albedo says, “Go ahead of us with Rosaria.”

“Why?”

“Do you remember the three legged race you and Diona had at school?”

“Yes. Diona tripped.”

Diona’s head pops out from behind Diluc’s coat. “I did not trip. You tripped!”

“Well. We both tripped, but you definitely went down first.”

          


    
    “You wouldn’t be cold if you dressed properly,” Diluc says. He says that, but he holds perfectly still as Barbara, Diona, and Kaeya all attempt to glue themselves to him. Barbara’s claimed his right side, Diona his left, and Kaeya is standing as close to his back as possible. Kaeya throws Diluc’s hair over Diluc’s left shoulder to avoid getting hair up his mouth and nose. 

“It’s about looking good,” Kaeya says, “I can’t believe you have the gall to tell Barbara off for not dressing properly. She’s an idol, you know.”

“She’s also a sister of the church.” Diluc’s eyes flick down to Barbara and then back up to focusing on the line in front of them. 

“Not even Jean tells her off,” Kaeya grumbles. “And here you are acting like a disapproving mother hen.”

“I wouldn’t if you’d all dress properly.”

“It’ll be warmer inside,” Barbara says. “I didn’t think we’d be outside for this long.”

“And to be fair, I don’t tell her off because I normally don’t have to,” Jean says from where she’s sandwiched between Albedo, Lisa, and Sucrose. “Rosaria, you aren’t cold?”

“Unlike the rest of you I thought ahead,” Rosaria says, holding up something in her palm before tucking it back into her pocket. 

“Is that an electric hand warmer?” Sucrose asks, then turns to look at Albedo around Jean. “Albedo, why didn’t we think to make some of those? We’ve definitely got the spare parts to even make some chemical based ones back at the lab.”

“Do you want to run back to the labs to make them or wait it out here?” Albedo points out. “We’ve already waited this long.”

“Did you happen to give any of those to Klee?” Lisa asks, hooking her chin over Jean’s shoulder.

“She doesn’t need them. And I only have two.”

“Excellent, give me your spare.”

“I have two because I have two hands. There is no spare.” Rosaria looks between Jean and Diluc. “You two look stupid. I hope this ends up spread over some news tabloid.”

Jean blanches. Diluc’s expression remains unchanged but still somehow conveys just how deeply annoyed he is by the idea of anything about him winding up on any kind of news print.

“If I sense even one camera on me tonight I will release my lawyers on every publisher — digital or otherwise.”

“But what if they’re writing something good about you?” Diona asks, boldly pushing Diluc’s coat open and practically flattening herself against his side as she folds it around herself.

“Then there’s no reason why they can’t run the full article by me first to get my approval, is there? Kaeya, you’re pulling my hair.”

“I’m surprised you can even feel it. It keeps falling off your shoulder and into my face.”

“Take that as your sign that you should stop standing so close to me.”

“Barbara and Diona got the good spots. And you think I’m going to stand directly in front of you? Face to face? Like hell. I don’t need an up close view of your unhappy nightmare of a face.”

“Kaeya,” Barbara warns, “You’re even using him as a heat source. Be nice.”

“Diluc wouldn’t know what to do with me if I was being nice,” Kaeya points out. “He’d probably think I was plotting to murder him or something. He can’t handle sincerity.”

“Pot meet kettle,” Diluc retorts. “You’re so allergic to genuine emotional connection that the last time we attempted to talk something out you got a nosebleed and fainted.”

“That wasn’t because of the content of our words, you dummy, that’s because it was almost thirty nine Celsius with an all time humidity index low. I was dehydrated.”

“Your memory is going, because this happened in the middle of a thunderstorm.”

“What the hell did you hallucinate this time?”

Before the brothers can descend into further bickering, Klee waves the little disk that’s begun to light up and buzz.

“It’s finally our turn,” Klee says. Albedo catches her arm before she can either lose her grip on the disk and send it flying, or whack someone with it. 

“Very good,” Albedo says, “Go ahead of us with Rosaria.”

“Why?”

“Do you remember the three legged race you and Diona had at school?”

“Yes. Diona tripped.”

Diona’s head pops out from behind Diluc’s coat. “I did not trip. You tripped!”

“Well. We both tripped, but you definitely went down first.”

“The point is that aside from Rosaria, the rest of us are about to do one of those right now, but with more legs,” Albedo explains. “Also with a lot more arguing.”

Diluc is already moving, ushering the rest of them along.

“Hey, slow down, your legs are too long for Barbara to keep up with.” 

“No one said you all had to cling to me.” But Diluc does let Barbara loop her arm through his. Diona forgoes this entirely by just stepping up onto his boot and letting him do the work of moving for her. “Again. Dress better. Or at least think ahead like Rosaria.”

“Why bother when we know we’re going to have you around?” Kaeya points out. “And if not you, then Jean.”

“Have any of you considered that maybe I would also like to use our Diluc heat pack?” Jean asks as she slowly walks behind them with her own contingent of hangers on.

“We all want to use the Diluc heat pack,” Lisa says, “It’s just a matter of who called dibs first. Sadly, it wasn’t me this time. Is it possible to call dibs for next time?”

“Next time dress more appropriately,” Diluc rolls his eyes.

They must make quite a spectacle as they all practically frog march each other in like one gangly and ungainly behemoth into the restaurant. Kaeya almost wishes that some tabloid had the guts to take a picture of Diluc so he could get copies to save to his own phone. As it is, Kaeya will have to settle with bringing up the rear and trying not to get hit on the ass by the door when Diluc lets it fall closed unceremoniously behind him.

“Sure, of course women and children first but also what about your poor younger brother?” Kaeya complains when the door does clip him on the back of the boot.

“What’s poor about you?” Diluc retorts, twisting around to get his arm around Kaeya’s neck and shoulders and drag him forward. “Stop lurking behind me. This is why everyone thinks you’re always up to no good.”

“No one thinks that, only you do.”

“Agree to disagree,” Albedo says as he starts the thankless work of unwrapping Klee from her several layers while she attempts to squirm into the booth seating after Diona who’s already begun to call dibs on the good colored pencils.

“No one asked you.”

“No one had to.”

“Should I be asking for extra colored pencils with the way you two act?” Lisa asks, immediately picking up the drinks menu from the center of the table. “Is anyone going to be bold and order something new tonight or is it just us an all of our well worn habits? Don’t answer that. I don’t know why I asked in the first place. Just look at you all. Of course we’re going with what we’re comfortable with. The only adventurous one here is Sucrose but she’s also our designated driver.”

  



33. arrangement

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Oh good, you’re awake. I’ve been trying to fake your emails for the past hour and a half because they were getting a little out of control but I don’t think I have your tone down.”

          


    
    Jean wakes up feeling simultaneously like she’s been asleep too long or like she hasn’t slept at all. Her entire body feels like it’s been dipped in cough syrup. Her brain, too, for that matter. Her eyes feel gritty and her mouth tacky.

It feels like it takes monumental effort to place her palms flat on the bed to slowly leverage herself up. Gravity, it seems, has taken particular and spiteful notice of her actions and focuses its attentions on forcing her back down. By the time Jean is propped up on her elbows with her neck somewhat behaving like an actual neck instead of a half boiled noodle so she can look around what she recognizes to be her room at the Gunnhildr estate.

“Oh good, you’re awake. I’ve been trying to fake your emails for the past hour and a half because they were getting a little out of control but I don’t think I have your tone down.”

Jean drags her eyes towards the side of her room. She’s not exactly surprised to see who she sees, but she wasn’t really expecting it, either.

Diluc is sitting on the low backed arm chair that her parents insisted she keeps in the room. Someone has dragged the padded bench that’s normally at the foot of her bed around towards the chair. Probably Diluc, even though he’s not the one using it. Kaeya is sitting in front of Diluc on the floor, using the bench as a desk. He’s spread out several folders and he’s typing on a bulky looking laptop. Barbara has somehow squeezed her way onto the chair with Diluc. He’s got one arm around her to make sure she doesn’t fall, good thing too because Barbara looks dead asleep.

“Why didn’t you give Barbara the chair?” Jean asks.

“She wasn’t asleep when I sat down in it,” Diluc replies. “Are you lucid this time?”

“What?”

“Do you remember getting a nosebleed and fainting?” Kaeya asks.

Jean prods her memory. “I remember fainting. But not the nosebleed.”

She brings a hand up to her face — she doesn’t smell dried blood.

“Right, that was two days ago. Did you really think we’d throw you in bed with your face crusted in blood? Even Diluc isn’t that callous.”

“She might have choked on it.”

“Anyway. You got a nosebleed and fainted at work. It was stress, dehydration, a mild fever that turned into a not very mild fever, and also did I mention the stress?” Kaeya continues tapping away at the laptop. The keys sound strange. Jean squints at him.

“Why are you using Diluc’s laptop?” It can only be Diluc’s. The keys sound strange and the thing looks like it could take a beating. And by beating, Jean means being thrown underneath a train.

“There is no one in the world with a more secure set up than Diluc. I hate to say it. I really do. You got mad at me the last time I hacked your computer so I’m using Diluc’s to access your accounts to keep a handle on things. Did you know Diluc here has a Knights of Favonius system clone on this thing? It’s very good.”

Jean doesn’t even know where to start with that. So she doesn’t. After several years, decades, of growing up with these men she’s learned how to pick her battles. Jean can identify hills worth dying on with both eyes closed by intuition alone.

“Do I dare ask why you’re here?” Jean addresses Diluc, who appears to have been spending his time on Kaeya’s phone. It’s Kaeya’s phone because the machine doesn’t have a hinge. 

“Did you think I would leave Kaeya alone with my laptop?” Diluc says. “We did a trade. I keep his phone while he uses my laptop. And now I’m fixing his internet browser by closing his three hundred open tabs.”

If Jean wasn’t perfectly aware of how hyper specific Diluc is in regards to how many tabs a person should have open at any given time and in what order they should be for maximum efficiency his current expression would tell her everything she needs to know about that matter. It’s not that he’s wrong, exactly, which is the worst part. Jean’s been following Diluc’s method of tab organization since he taught it to her and she has to admit that it’s helped her move through things much faster than when she doesn’t use it.

“And to spite him for doing that I’m purposefully arranging the windows on screen in a way that’s surely making his little head want to get steam escaping from his ears,” Kaeya says. “You really should get a desk in here.”

“Having no desk in here is supposed to encourage me to relax and not work,” Jean says. Her strained elbows lose their fight against gravity and she flops back down. “You know I’m going to lecture you about hacking into my Knights of Favonius account, right?”

“Yup,” Kaeya sounds entirely too cheerful about it. “But you know who’s going to lecture you on taking care of your physical wellbeing?”

Jean groans.

“He’s been waiting for you to be lucid,” Kaeya continues. “Diluc, I think it’ll stick now. Time to shoot your shot.”

“I’ll wait until Barbara has given her the all clear,” Diluc says. “Also you should move that window over to the left hand side of your screen.”

“I know I should. But I won’t because as much as it inconveniences me, it’s driving you slowly insane. More insane than you are normally.”

“It’s like you want me to snap at you on purpose.”

“Something about seeing your little baby face get all wrinkly and scrunched up just tickles the cockles of my soul.”

“What do I have to do to get the two of you to leave?” Jean asks the ceiling, flopping an arm over her face. “Diluc, at least move Barbara to the other side of the bed. I’m clearly not contagious or neither of you would be here.”

“I can’t move Barbara without moving myself,” Diluc says. “And if I move then Kaeya takes the chair and then he fucks up his back thing while hunched over like a gargoyle. It’s a losing situation all around.”

  



34. lemonade stand

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Sometimes I’m not sure if you understand what it means to run a business because you do things like this that specifically offset your operation costs.”

“The Angel’s Share is something I do because it’s something to occupy my time and keep me from being idle. Not something I do because I lack money.”

“And then you say things like that and I’m reminded of how disgusting of an existence you lead.”

          


    
    “You’re going to be run out of business at this rate,” Kaeya says in greeting as he takes a seat at the bar.

“We’re closed,” Diluc replies. 

“That’s what you’ll be saying very soon. Keep practicing the line. Anyway, why’s the back door open if you’re closed.”

“Why are you coming in through the back door?”

“Front is too crowded. Besides, I can see I’m not the only one who had the same idea,” Kaeya points at the smattering of people seated around the Angel’s Share. It’s not the normal weekend lunch crowd, mostly due in part to what’s going on right out front the Angel Share’s Front door. “You know, you could have moved Klee’s lemonade stand so it wasn’t directly in front of the Angel’s Share.”

“It’s the best place to put it,” Diluc replies. “Easiest way to keep an eye on her.”

Diluc is, indeed, in prime position to keep a watchful eye over Klee. She probably wouldn’t even need to yell if something started to go wrong. Former track and field star Diluc could hop over the bar, throw open the front door, and be menacing whoever so much as breathed wrong at her within ten seconds flat. 

“From what?” Kaeya replies. “She’s got Diona, Razor, Fishl, and Bennett with her.”

Kaeya mostly mentions the older kids just to mention them. Diona, on her own, is a formidable opponent. Diona’s got all the ladies of the Cat’s Paw at her fingertips and a good portion of SpringVale ready to jump when she says so. Kaeya truly fears for the world once Diona gets old enough to start making some serious waves in it. As it is, her particular brand of bull-headed chaos is restricted to wherever she can go on her own two feet, her trusty bicycle, or in the backseat of a trusted adult’s car.

“Easiest way to keep an eye on all of them,” Diluc amends. “Specifically Bennett.”

Yeah, that tracks.

“Also if she’s right there no one comes in,” Diluc says. “She’s doing better business. It’s good.”

“Sometimes I’m not sure if you understand what it means to run a business because you do things like this that specifically offset your operation costs.”

“The Angel’s Share is something I do because it’s something to occupy my time and keep me from being idle. Not something I do because I lack money.”

“And then you say things like that and I’m reminded of how disgusting of an existence you lead.”

“You say that like you don’t also have money. You do, you’re just not using it to its fullest potential. You have to make the system work for you.”

“Stop talking and give me anything new on tap.”

“There’s never anything new on tap.”

“There was once, and you didn’t tell me and it turned out to be one of the best sellers in a while and I didn’t find out about it until Albedo told me. Albedo. Of all people I found out about the newest, and apparently best, beer you brought in from Albedo. What’s the point in you being my brother if you don’t even tell me what you’ve got on tap? If you’re closed why are all these people here?”

“They’re my employees.”

“If you’re closed, why are your employees loitering?”

“They’re employees from the winery, you dunce. I told them Klee was opening a lemonade stand.”

“Alright, but why are they in here instead out of out there? Just give me a real answer. I swear, asking you questions is like I’m accusing you of murder and you’re waiting for a lawyer. I might as well ask for the moon and stars.”

“The Angel’s Share is always open to employees,” Diluc says. “Whether they’re employees of the manor, the winery, or the bar itself. They’re, presumably, relaxing before going on their way.”

“Who relaxes with their employer?”

“Technically, all of them are off the clock. I’m not their employer. I’m just a guy standing behind the counter of a closed bar.”

Kaeya doesn’t know if he wants to laugh or shake Diluc’s head like a bright red snow globe.

“You are never just some guy. Your face is on a billboard outside. You’re a talking head on the news. You routinely make it to the list of wealthiest and most influential people on the continent.”

“You’re the one who always reminds me I’m just a guy,” Diluc points out, “You keep insisting on trying to ‘humanize’ me and in your words ‘take me off my ill deserved pedestal’.”

“I know, I’m trying to remind you that you’re just a guy. I’ve given up on trying to make other people think that. I’m just doing the rest of us a service by making sure it doesn’t go to your little head. Though, I suppose that it would fix your tiny face problem if you got a big ego. No. I’m not entertaining this idea. You don’t need an ego. You’re already insufferable going about your business as it is.”

“Out.”

“No. I’m taking a break.”

Diluc looks baffled, “From what? It’s a Saturday. You aren’t working.”

“The life of an officer of the Knights of Favonius is full of work, Diluc. You wouldn’t know. Even when I’m off duty I’m thinking about the betterment and safety of our beautiful home. Can you blame me for wanting just a brief moment of respite?”

“Yes.”

“Harsh.”

“That’s life,” Diluc waves a tea towel at him. “Out.”

“No.” Kaeya repeats more firmly. And then, admits, “Diona told me off for hovering. If she catches me in a four block radius of this place she’s going to go ballistic.”

“So you decide to hide directly behind Klee’s lemonade stand?”

“Diona wouldn’t come in here if she was offered a briefcase full of cash,” Kaeya points out. “The Angel’s Share is her direct competition in her head. And she thinks being seen with you is almost the pinnacle of embarrassment, right underneath being seen with her own dad. Which is, unfortunately, understandable considering how he is. So yeah. Ironically enough, the safest place for me to lay low is right here. My apartment is sadly within a four block radius of here and I’m not risking her getting pissed because she saw me through a reflection in a window or something. Diona’s terrifying and I’m not ashamed to say I’m scared of a ten year old. Not when it’s her.”





  



35. back pains

Summary for the Chapter:
            Diluc slowly turns his head so his mouth isn’t muffled by pillow. “As soon as I can move I’m going to bury you.”

“The rate you’re going that’ll be never. Take your pain killers.”

“I didn’t let Adelinde let you in here so you can lecture me about pain killers.”

          


    
    “I knew this would happen one day,” Kaeya says. He presses his finger into a patch of particularly calm in comparison looking scar tissue on Diluc’s back. Diluc’s back is covered in burn scars, much like his arms and parts of his chest. There’s actually very little of Diluc’s upper body that isn’t burn scar and it’s a strange gift of fate that the man isn’t on constant pain killers for them. 

Diluc, face pressed into a pillow, makes a sound eerily reminiscent of the terrible result of an elopement between a moan and a cat yowling. 

“I’m surprised this doesn’t happen more often.” Kaeya crosses a leg over his knee as he pokes another part of Diluc’s back, on one of the small patches of skin that isn’t burn scar. There’s a freckle on it that Kaeya jabs his finger into. Diluc hisses, burrowing his head deeper into the pillow he’s face planted in. “I knew you’d over do it one day. What was it? Lifting kegs? Rolling wine barrels? One of your weird endurance exercises like the one where you do handstands for actual hours? What got you?”

“I’m going to kill you,” Diluc says. It’s muffled by the pillow but Kaeya’s an expert in translating Diluc-speak.

Kaeya barely resists the urge to slap his palm against Diluc’s back.

“I have a question for you, and answering this one doesn’t mean you can avoid answering the question of how the fuck you got wrecked to start with — it just delays it a little. Are those charming little pills on this table over here your pain meds?”

Diluc grunts.

“That’s a yes.”

Another grunt.

“Alright. Why didn’t you take them? Don’t you dare say you don’t need them. You can’t move. You pulled like, every muscle in your back or something. Now, I’m not a doctor — shut up, whatever you’re about to say, shut up — but you should probably take those. You know. So you aren’t in pain? So you can like. Move.”

Diluc’s arms slowly move so that his palms are planted flat on the bed, shoulders rolling back as he slowly, incredibly slowly, starts to push himself up. Kaeya watches this incredibly ill advised action with the morbid curiosity of someone watching an idiot looking down the barrel of a gun to see if it’s loaded. Every pained exhale Diluc has is done through his teeth and his arms are shaking with the effort.

Kaeya jabs him right between the shoulder blades. Diluc collapses like a lead balloon, a house of tissue paper cards, a building made of toothpicks on swamp ground.

Diluc slowly turns his head so his mouth isn’t muffled by pillow. “As soon as I can move I’m going to bury you.”

“The rate you’re going that’ll be never. Take your pain killers.”

“I didn’t let Adelinde let you in here so you can lecture me about pain killers.”

“No, you let Adelinde let me in because you wanted me to put on icy hot patches. It’s not going to help. I’d practically be plastering you in these things and it won’t work. Take your stupid pain killers. You have a prescription for them. You need it. If you don’t like that you don’t poop when you take them take some stupid fiber. Your doctor has been through this with you like, a million times by now.”

“What do you know about it?” Diluc snaps. “Just put on the patches. I’ll be fine.”

“I don’t know why you thought I’d listen to you. You couldn’t even get the people on your payroll to do this for you.”

Diluc looks aghast. Kaeya, belatedly realizes the flaw of his statement.

“You didn’t ask them to do this for you, did you?” Kaeya pinches the bridge of his nose. Right. What was he thinking? This is Diluc. Diluc’s comfort level of dress is ideally four layers excluding his trademark coat. If he could get away with it, Diluc would be wearing a cloak so no one could perceive the general shape of his body other than he — unfortunate in Diluc’s mind — he has one. Adelinde being allowed in Diluc’s room when he’s like this is possibly one of the biggest concessions Diluc has ever made. And that’s because Adelinde’s been with the family since pretty much forever.

“Why would I ask someone I’m paying to put pain patches on me?” Diluc asks. 

“Forget it. Forget I asked. Alright, I’ll put the stupid patches on you. They’re not going to work, you’re going to be sweaty and miserable, and you’ll be stuck here all by your stupid and miserable self. Will that make you happy you incurable masochist?”

Kaeya grabs one of the boxes of icy hot patches — he’s probably going to need half the damn box to cover Diluc’s dumb back — and peels open the first patch.

“It’ll work,” Diluc insists.

Kaeya looks from the patch in his hand to Diluc’s back and sighs. “No it won’t. But since when did you listen to reason?”

Kaeya slaps the first patch on with probably a lot more force and meanness than is acceptable. But Diluc’s bringing this shit on himself at this point.

“Were you somehow not wearing your back brace?” Diluc wears that thing religiously. Back brace, shoulder brace, knee braces — the man’s got them all. Kaeya’s pretty sure Diluc only takes them off to shower and maybe sleep. The sleep part is iffy because Kaeya’s about seventy percent sure that he’s seen Diluc wearing the knee brace to bed when they were teens. And if not the knee brace, then he’s gone to sleep with compression wraps on. That one Kaeya’s entirely sure on because he remembers dad and Diluc arguing about it before.

“I was.”

“Then what the hell happened to you?”

“It’s nothing.”

“It isn’t nothing, otherwise you wouldn’t be like this. Come on. Should I get Barbara? You’ll answer Barbara for sure.”

“Don’t you dare call her,” Diluc raises his head to glare over his shoulder. “Call Barbara on me about this and I’m telling Rosaria.”

“That’s not the threat you think it is.”

“Let me finish. I’m telling Rosaria about how Barbara managed to track her down the last time she ditched choir rehearsal.”

Kaeya pauses in the middle of lining up the next pain patch. “You’re blackmailing the guy who’s doing you a favor?”

“You’re blackmailing the guy who’s back is pulled and can’t move?”

“I mean. Yeah. I’m sensing there’s an embarrassing story here and since you can’t do shit about it to escape I might as well. You can’t say that’s out of character for me. But seriously. What got you?”

  



36. word play

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Diluc.”

“Kaeya.”

“I have been attempting to tell you a joke for half an hour.”

“Hm. Have you?”

          


    
    “Would it kill you to play along? For once? Do you have some kind of secret allergy to jokes I don’t know about?”

“It might kill me. Let’s not find out,” Diluc replies as he switches Kaeya’s half empty glass for a new one. Kaeya makes a sharp noise of annoyance in the back of his throat, eye narrowing. “If you wanted better service you’d go anywhere that isn’t here.”

“Someday I will and then you’ll be so sad,” Kaeya threatens. It’s an empty threat, they both know. Kaeya will always come to the Angel’s Share. Even if Diluc abandons this little preoccupation, too, Kaeya will still keep coming back. Kaeya is a man of habits and comfort. He doesn’t stray from them easily. Kaeya doesn’t want to think about what it would actually take for him to stop coming to the Angel’s Share. “I’ve seen you sit through Razor and Diona setting you up for the world’s worst knock-knock jokes while getting distracted and botching the set up along the way. I have timed it. It once took seven minutes for Razor to set you up for a joke that anyone could see coming a mile off and you sat through it and pretended not to know and let him keep going and you even helped him with setting you up. And then you let him give you the punchline and you pretended like you were surprised by it. But gods forbid I attempt to get you to joke because then it’s an interrogation and you want a lawyer.”

“I don’t need my lawyer. I’m enough to handle you.”

Kaeya scowls at him. Diluc ignores him in favor of starting work on the orders his wait staff has brought him. He has no idea what it is about Friday nights, but Friday night hits and suddenly everyone’s adventurous. Friday nights and bachelorette parties are always the worst because he has to actually focus and think about what he’s doing. It’s all obscure cocktails and rising fads that he, unfortunately, has to keep up on or risk having to mix a drink while watching a grainy tutorial video on half speed on the fly. It’s not the most stressful situation he’s ever been in. But it’s certainly up there on one of the most annoying. It definitely undercuts his credibility as the bar’s mixologist and owner. 

Diluc once — twenty times — brought it up the idea of just removing the bar part of the Angel’s Share with his portfolio managers but he’s been rebuffed loudly, repeatedly, and vehemently. Even when he hasn’t mentioned the topic in a while he’ll suddenly get a flood of emails reminding him about the revenue, the sunk cost, and the overall sharp hit that his income would take if he cut the bar. None of this really bothers him but then he’s reminded that the income hit means staff layoffs and that certainly makes for a winning argument in favor of keeping the bar around.

“Diluc.”

“Kaeya.”

“I have been attempting to tell you a joke for half an hour.”

“Hm. Have you?”

A muscle in Kaeya’s cheek, just under his eye, jumps. Kaeya slaps his hand over it.

“Don’t play stupid with me. I know you know, and I know you’re perfectly capable of playing along like a socialized, civilized, and sane person. If I got Lisa or Amber over here and had them start up the joke the punchline would’ve been delivered twenty nine minutes ago. But you’re dragging it out and pulling us both into the weeds on purpose. This is a conversation we could have avoided. This is a whole twenty nine minutes that could’ve been anything else that isn’t the two of us arguing over morphemes and lexemes.”

“You’re the one who went to college, you should be educated on these things.” Diluc glances at Kaeya in time to see the man’s eyebrow twitch. “What did you even pay for? Don’t they require to you to take at least one class on writing?”

“You’re doing this on purpose,” Kaeya accuses, rapping his knuckles on the counter. “You are purposefully dragging this out. What, did you miss me? Did you want to talk to me that bad? You can do that without making me want to pull your hair out, strand by strand. You know that, right? We have brunch. We have group chats. I voluntarily come here and sit at the bar rather than off at a table. We can talk about regular stuff. Once the punch line is delivered I’ll still be willing to talk to you.”

Diluc finishes up the tray of drinks and slides it over the counter, meeting the eyes of the server in charge of that area and nodding at them.

“Kaeya.” Diluc glances at the next order and starts pulling out ingredients. “Your jokes are stupid.”

“All jokes are stupid,” Kaeya sighs. “Can you just go along with one, you kill joy?”

“Fine. Start over.”

Diluc has a strong feeling that if they weren’t separated by the bar, Kaeya would be attempting to kick him.

“There’s no point now. It’s all ruined. You pulled us through the weeds for too long and now I’m like. Tired. I am emotionally too tired to start over and actually tell this joke. It’s not worth it anymore. It won’t land.”

“It wouldn’t have landed to start with.”

“Yeah, but at least there could’ve been some mild payoff. Now if I tell it; we’ll both just feel annoyed. What made you like this, huh? Dad wasn’t like this.”

Diluc barks out a laugh, “You can say that because Dad liked to enable you. On the other hand, he liked to watch me squirm.”

“Everyone likes to make you squirm.” Kaeya sighs. “Forget the joke. Let’s go back to arguing. I’m invested in this one.”

“You’re invested in being wrong?”

“I am not wrong. Like you said, I went to college. I’ve taken classes on language. I am not wrong. You’re wrong. You’re going off of your weird self-study research.”

  



37. real estate split

Summary for the Chapter:
            “It underwent a recent remodel,” Diluc says, “Under new management. Apparently Dad was leaving all of the actual decisions up to a separate group and he was collecting off of it. Passive income.”

Without looking, Diluc knows that Kaeya is making the face he does every time he’s reminded of the fact that the Ragnvindr’s are beyond wealthy and that he’s part of that.

          


    
    “I didn’t know Dad was into real estate,” Kaeya ducks his head down to peer into a storage closet underneath the stairs going to the second floor of the building. Interesting place for one in an office suite, but at least they were efficient about the space. 

“I wasn’t, either,” Diluc admits. It seems that even after all these years there are still things about their father that can surprise him. Diluc flips through the pages of notes that he received from the building manager. “There’s four leasable office spaces on the first floor. Three on the second.”

“Why only three?”

“One of the previous tenants bought out one of the other units and Dad agreed to let them combine them.” Diluc flips between the pages that contain the floor plans showing the before and after. “It looks like it was a doctor’s office.”

“Small practice,” Kaeya muses. “Cosmeticians?”

“Cosmeticians,” Diluc confirms and then gestures towards the stairs with the file. “You want to look at it?”

“Sure, why not? How come the entire building is vacant? Don’t tell me that they had to kick everyone out when Dad passed. That doesn’t seem like how it would go. I mean, neither of us even knew about the building management Dad did until two days ago. There’s no way this place has just been sitting here empty.”

“It underwent a recent remodel,” Diluc says, “Under new management. Apparently Dad was leaving all of the actual decisions up to a separate group and he was collecting off of it. Passive income.”

Without looking, Diluc knows that Kaeya is making the face he does every time he’s reminded of the fact that the Ragnvindr’s are beyond wealthy and that he’s part of that.

Diluc slaps Kaeya upside the back of the head. “Move. You’re blocking the stairs.”

“Move around me, doofus,” Kaeya retorts, but moves to the side anyway. “I like the second floor better. Floor to ceiling windows. Do you remember if we could see in from the outside?”

“No, blocked,” Diluc answers. “Terrible for the building insulation.”

“Who cares about building insulation when you’ve got natural lighting? Seriously, do you have any pictures on what it looked like before? This is really good lighting. And it looks. Like. You know. Not like a soul crushing corporate block. Real start up feeling going. Weird contrast to the first floor.”

“The first floor is secure,” Diluc says for the sake of saying it. “The soundproofing seemed better. Since you like the second floor, do you want to split it like that? You get second, I get first?”

Kaeya turns around so fast the ends of his pair slap Diluc in the face. Diluc immediately punches Kaeya’s arm.

“You think I’m stupid?” Kaeya punches Diluc back. “No way in hell are we splitting it like that.”

“Why? You get your natural lighting or whatever.”

Kaeya narrows his eye at Diluc. “Do you think I wasn’t paying attention in all those lectures Dad gave us about business management and stuff? Unlike you, I didn’t fall asleep. I was actually paying attention. Sure, I’d get the second floor. But what did you conveniently forget to mention? The stairs. And the ten feet of space between the main building entrance and the stairs I’d need to pass up. Fuck no, we aren’t dividing by floor. We’re doing an overall split of the building. Fifty fifty, whole profit, entire management process.”

“I’d let you rent use rights,” Diluc mutters.

“Disgusting, absolutely not.”

“You can’t complain. It’s not like you weren’t about to charge me usage for the bathrooms,” Diluc retorts.

Kaeya scowls deeply, but doesn’t protest because Diluc is right.

“We should just sell our rights to the building,” Kaeya says, “And split that rather than fuss over the rest of it.”

“We can’t,” Diluc taps the giant yellow note from the lawyer, written in bright red ink. “We have to jointly manage it for at least a year before selling to someone else or each other.”

“Why would dad do that?” Kaeya groans, walking off to investigate one of the office units.

“To make us get along after he died, why else?” Diluc follows after his sibling, returning to skimming the building notes. “There’s already a bid on this unit. None of the old tenants wanted to come back after.”

“How long was this remodel?”

“A while. Some kind of issue with the city about the circuits caused a stall. Entire building had to cut power,” Diluc frowns as he reads. “There was a lawsuit involved.”

Kaeya grimaces. “Well, that explains why the first floor doesn’t look as finished. They had to pay back, huh?”

“Yes.”

“Who’s the bid for this unit?” Kaeya asks, opening the door. As soon as he’s cleared the threshold he lets go and Diluc throws a hand up to stop the heavy door from slapping him in the face. “This isn’t the combined unit.”

“No, it’s the smallest unit on this floor,” Diluc answers. “Tech start up.”

Kaeya immediately turns around to leave, “Yeah, don’t care. I want to see the unit that used to be the cosmetician’s.”

“They got a corner,” Diluc says, gesturing his arm to indicate the sides of the floor the previous tenant combined. 

“Oooh, a corner with a floor to ceiling view? That’s going to be gorgeous. Future CEO’s office or whatever. Anyone bid on that one?”

“You can read,” Diluc shoves the file into Kaeya’s chest. “Why are you asking me? Where’s your copy? What did you do with it?”

He saw the building manager representative hand the exact same file Diluc has to Kaeya. He saw Kaeya holding it when they entered the building. Somewhere between Diluc telling the representative that he and Kaeya would tour it on their own and catching up with Kaeya as he poked around one of the first floor offices, the file disappeared.

“Why bother when you can do it for me?” Kaeya asks. “I’m busy.”

“Doing what?”

“Imagining what it would be like if either of us were actually interested in real estate,” Kaeya replies. “Obviously. Can’t we just pass this off to whoever Dad had handling this? I’m busy, you know. Protecting the safety and integrity of Mondstadt. I mean, I guess you could do it. You’ve got free time by the buckets.”

Diluc doesn’t know how he can more clearly express how much he doesn’t want to do this and how he really doesn’t have any free time.

“You just want to shove this onto me because you think it’s funny,” Diluc says. “And no, I’m not going to do this for you. Are you sure you want to do a fifty fifty split of overall building revenue and responsibilities?”

“Well, I’m offering you a fifty-fifty split on revenue and zero-one hundred — the zero obviously being myself — on the responsibilities part but you’ve suddenly developed a clingy side and aren’t letting me go off on my merry way to leave you to this delightful situation.”

“As if you wouldn’t come back with strong opinions on how I’m doing everything wrong even if I did accept those terms.”

“Well of course I would, that’s just how we work. But at least I’d have a few days of pretending I’m off the hook for this one.”

“A few days?” Diluc repeats incredulously. “You wouldn’t last that long. A few hours at most.”

Kaeya pulls a face. “I can pretend, can’t I? Give me that at least. Alright, I need to sit down somewhere to read this. I’m not like you. I can’t focus on walking, talking, reading, and plotting at the same time. Well. I could under duress, but this isn’t that kind of situation. I’m not going to voluntarily use that much brain power on this.”

 

  



38. with your eyes

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Kaeya. Diluc,” Jean calls through the door. “Neither of you are answering your phones. We’re going to be late. We can’t let Barbara wait for us.”

Kaeya quickly goes to answer the door, immediately defending himself by saying, “My phone is on silent and I can’t find my keys.”

          


    
    “We’re going to be late,” Kaeya says, “And you might have no fear of Jean — “

“Says who?”

“ — but I work with her. I have look at her every day.”

“Who says I’m not afraid of Jean?”

“No one says it, it’s more that you’re implying it with your actions,” Kaeya says, running a frustrated hand through his hair as he surveys his apartment. “Help me move the couch.”

“Your keys are not underneath your couch,” Diluc insists. “Did you check your — “

“Pockets: yes. Closet: yes. Table: yes. They clearly aren’t in the obvious places. Help me move the couch.”

“If you would put your keys in one place consistently you wouldn’t be having this problem.”

Kaeya shoots Diluc a disgusted look. “You cannot be lecturing me on organizational habits.”

“Why not? I’ve never lost my keys.”

“Because you have house staff to clean after you. If I had Adelinde with me I would never lose anything, be perfectly on time for everything, and generally be a happier person.” Diluc gets a look in his eye that makes him look a little constipated so Kaeya quickly adds on. “I do not want an Adelinde in my life. Do not go looking for housekeepers for my one bedroom apartment. This was a joke. I do not want to come back from work to find a stranger in here doing housework. And stop looking so stupidly guilty. I know I can go back any time. The commute from the winery to the headquarters is killer. I have no idea how you managed it all those years. No. Wait. I do. Adelinde.”

Diluc’s solemnity breaks when he rolls his eyes, moving to help Kaeya lift the couch.

“Did you check — “

“It isn’t in the keyhole,” Kaeya says. “And I definitely had my keys the last time I went out because how would I be inside of my apartment if I lost them while I was out?”

Diluc blows his bangs out of his face as Kaeya scowls down at the empty space revealed by the moved couch. All Kaeya sees is dust and — this has to be Klee’s doing — the nub of a broken orange crayon.

“We should go,” Diluc says. “I have my keys. I’ll drive you.”

Kaeya levels a flat look at Diluc.

“One. I’m not riding with you on your motorcycle. I hate your driving. It is actually the worst and the only reason you still have a license is because you’re filthy rich and weirdly well liked by everyone.”

Also, fair enough, Mondstadt is full of crazy drivers so people are just used to it. Honestly, if the worst driver on the street is Diluc it’s a pretty good day in Mondstadt. Kaeya still can’t believe that Rosaria has a license. He can’t believe that Barbara trusts Rosaria to drive the Churches’ official bus.

(Once Kaeya had the incredible experience of seeing Rosaria driving the bus through weekend traffic. Kaeya doesn’t normally have traffic duty but with Varka and most of the force gone, Kaeya’s been taking up extra shifts here and there. Kaeya was going along with a rookie to help direct traffic because of three car crash that was involving a lot of high tempers and finger pointing. Everyone was rubbernecking and then there came the bus of the Church of Barbatos, Rosaria at the wheel. She was squeezing it through one of the open lanes, somehow managing to cut off, change lanes, merge, all over the place before leaning out the window to yell at a car ahead of her that had been — much more patiently and politely than her — trying to move a lane over. And she yelled, “God is trying to pass and what are you doing? Have you no damn shame? Can’t you see the logo on the front?”

Kaeya gaped at her as she managed to somehow drive off, weaving her way forward one car at a time.

And she’s getting praise for that kind of thing.

Kaeya’s seen the nuns come off that bus looking perfectly pleased and tranquil. He has seen with his own eye the head nun patting Rosaria on the shoulder. He’s heard her with his own ears saying, ‘I don’t know what we’d do without you, Sister Rosaria. Your driving is a gift from Barbatos themselves.”)

“Two. Who cares if you have your keys? I need my keys. The door has auto lock but I need to get back in somehow.”

Diluc just gestures towards Kaeya’s windows.

“Oh, no,” Kaeya points at Diluc. “You might be weird enough to have no problem scaling five stories to break into my apartment in broad daylight, but I’m not doing that. I’ve got standards. Dignity. An actual reputation. Brain cells that haven’t been mutated by Red Bull and whatever it is that you and Lisa think is coffee but is definitely not.”

Before Diluc can say anything to that someone knocks on Kaeya’s door.

Kaeya and Diluc look at the door and then each other.

“Kaeya. Diluc,” Jean calls through the door. “Neither of you are answering your phones. We’re going to be late. We can’t let Barbara wait for us.”

Kaeya quickly goes to answer the door, immediately defending himself by saying, “My phone is on silent and I can’t find my keys.”

“I left my phone with my motorcycle,” Diluc says.

Jean and Kaeya mutually decide that they will not be touching that delightful little tidbit with a ten foot electric cattle prod.

“Where did you last see your keys?” Jean asks. “Did you check your — “

“Yes. Pockets. Closet. Table. Under the couch. The freezer. Under the bed. In the nightstand. In my laundry. Everywhere, Jean. We’ve looked everywhere. If I knew where I last see my keys clearly they wouldn’t be lost.”

Jean’s brows furrow, “This is why you need to put your things in one place.”

Kaeya refuses to turn around because he knows Diluc would look smug and Kaeya will be obligated to say something to knock him down a peg or ten.

“Diluc and I both have keys, we can look for yours later. Your door has an auto lock, right?” Jean continues, gesturing for them to go back out the door.

Diluc’s smugness increases tenfold.

“I need to get back into this apartment later.” Is Kaeya the only person here with sense? How tragic. It’s incredibly vindicating, but also it speaks volumes to the state of things.

“Diluc can pick your lock,” Jean says.

“Jean!”

“Kaeya, if we don’t leave now we’ll be late,” Jean’s eyes have a sort of frenzy to them that Kaeya normally only associates with life or death situations. Then again, this is Barbara. Disappointing Barbara is a whole new level of death. “The last time she asked me if I had free time I had to tell her no. I refuse to be late to this one.”

“If we don’t find my keys in the next three minutes I’ll agree to letting Diluc break my lock if he pays for it after.”

“I wouldn’t break your lock— “

Jean shoves Kaeya aside to start tearing his apartment apart.

“Diluc, check his trash. Kaeya, look underneath your refrigerator.”

“Why would my keys — “

“Albedo’s are always under there.”

Alright, fair enough.

Just as Kaeya is about to kneel down to flash his phone’s light underneath his refrigerator Jean makes a sharp sound in the back of her throat, and then something metallic jingles.

Kaeya turns towards the sound. Jean is staring at the keys dangling from her hand with a blank look that definitely means she’s doing her best to withhold verbally or visually indicating a negative emotion.

“Where did you find them?” Kaeya scrambles to his feet, grabbing them out of her hand and then going to get his jacket off the hook by the door.

“On your kitchen table next to your mail,” Jean says flatly, pulling his door open and gesturing for him and Diluc to get the hell out, now, please. Because it’s Jean the please is automatically implied.

Kaeya jams his arms into his jacket, ignoring the feeling of his shirt sleeves riding up to his elbows, and quickly shoves his boots on, hopping on one foot to lace them even as he hop-step-stumbles out the door, Diluc at his heels.

“No way. I checked the table.”

“It was right next to your mail, Kaeya,” Jean says.

“Clearly you didn’t check,” Diluc tacks on.

Kaeya turns and scowls at Diluc, grabbing the man’s shoulder to balance. “This is your fault.”

Diluc’s eyes sharpen on him. “What?”

“This is your fault,” Kaeya repeats. “How could you have not seen the keys there?”

Diluc turns to Jean, “What the hell is he talking about.”

Jean shoves them both, “Argue and walk, argue and walk.”

“You have twice the vision I have,” Kaeya says, gesturing to his own face and then Diluc’s. “And you couldn’t see my keys on the table? Were you looking with your eyes or with your mouth that entire time you were supposed to be helping me?”

“You can’t be serious. And that’s not how it works. Are you really blaming me for you not being able to see your own keys on your table?”

“Yes,” Kaeya declares. “I’ve only got the one eye to see with. You’ve got two. It’s excusable for me to miss something. But you? Two perfectly good eyes with twenty twenty vision and you can’t see my keys? I find that hard to believe.”

Jean grabs Diluc’s arm and squeezes hard enough that Diluc grimaces. She hisses to him, not bothering to try and be subtle about it, “Do not get into it with him today.”

“He’s starting it,” Diluc says to Jean, “Are you hearing this? Do not tell me to be the bigger person.”

“I am hearing it. I do not care. Just let him have it,” Jean says as they jog down the stairs of Kaeya’s apartment building. “You can get back at him later. We’ll talk about that when we aren’t in imminent danger of being late to pick up Barbara. Diluc, you have your motorcycle right? Drive ahead. You’ll get there faster than me. Can she ride with you?”

“Barbara always rides with me. Yes.”

“Is this what you two sound like when you’re having your older sibling bonding sessions?” Kaeya asks as they burst out the stairs into the front lobby, Jean and Diluc moving to split off towards the visitor’s parking while Kaeya heads towards the separate stairwell that leads to the underground residential parking. “Is this what your little heart to hearts have been like all these years? This is what I’ve been missing out on when you guys would send me and Barbie off to play by ourselves?”

“Yes,” Jean and Diluc say, looking stupidly glum about it.

“Interesting.”

“If not the two of you, what did you think we were talking about?” Diluc asks, hand on the door that leads out, because after everything he’s been through he still hasn’t gained a sense of self-preservation.

“Well. Barbie thought you two were talking about your crushes. Yeah, obviously not on each other, but on other people,” Kaeya says. Jean sputters and Diluc’s entire face goes dead. “Personally, I always thought you two were just venting to each other about your eldest daughter syndrome.”

“Eldest what?”

“Oh, we don’t have time for this right now,” Jean groans, shouldering Diluc out the door. “Just repress that along with all the other things we don’t talk about and we can have some kind of mental break about it when we aren’t about to be late to pick up Barbara.”

  


