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    The winery’s stablemaster intercepts Diluc and Kaeya at the stable door. Which is strange; they’re trusted to saddle their own horses by now, at least so long as Diluc is helping Kaeya. Diluc stops short at her upheld hand, and Kaeya bumps into his back and then goes still behind him. Are they in trouble for coming early to play with the kittens in the tack room? He’d thought she wouldn’t mind, but-

“I’m sorry, young masters. We lost the kittens last night. One of the dogs got in, and….” She spreads her hands wide.

A cold feeling sweeps through Diluc. He remembers the kittens, small and soft and squirming in his hands, completely helpless, alternately snuggling into the warmth of his touch or wailing for their mother.

“What about Fancy Cat?” he asks, staring up at their instructor’s rugged face the way people always want him to when he talks to them, so she’ll know he’s taking this seriously.

She just shakes her head. “The dog got her too.”

Diluc takes a moment to think about that, the prim, pretty little calico who seemed to think she was a housecat instead of a barn cat, who always rubbed against his legs and purred. He doesn’t want to think about what a dog might have done to her, or to her kittens. He can’t help but envision it anyway, her sleek fur torn and bloodied, the tiny bodies mangled. Father tries to keep him away from the messy parts of the winery, but he’s seen enough before.

“Okay,” he says when he can talk again, because she seems to be waiting for some kind of response, and starts past her towards the tack room.

She puts a hand out again to stop him, catching his shoulder this time. “You don’t have to take your lesson today.”

“But-” Diluc starts to protest—he wants to ride, to do his regular work in its normal order and try to put the unhappy thoughts out of his head. They’re bad enough without suddenly having an hour-long hole in his day to cope with.

“May we groom the horses anyway?” Kaeya asks, cutting him off. His voice is wobbly. “We brought them treats.”

“Of course. Time with them will do you good,” the instructor says, and pats Diluc on the shoulder. “I’ll bring you your groom boxes from the tack room.”

Maybe it’s still messy in there. Diluc considers that awful thought for a moment, feeling his breathing go funny, then rushes to Rhone’s stall to press his face against her warm sturdy shoulder and breathe in the thick animal scent of her until it steadies out.

He raises his head when the latch clicks and turns to see Kaeya slipping through the door of the stall, Diluc’s groom box in his hand. He sets it down by the door and steps forward, reaching out cautiously to pat Rhone’s neck. Kaeya is still afraid of the bigger horses.

“I brought your box,” he says, unnecessarily, holding very still as Rhone turns her head around to sniff him curiously.

“Thank you.” Diluc ducks his head when Kaeya turns to look at him and hurries to get the curry comb out of his box.

He expects Kaeya to step out once Rhone decides he doesn’t smell like carrots and go back to her hay, but he doesn’t move. Instead, he says, very quietly, “You didn’t react right.”

Diluc feels his shoulders go stiff. He makes himself keep currying Rhone’s flank. He knows he doesn’t react right, but that doesn’t mean he wants to hear it. Especially not from Kaeya, who makes every adult around them fuss about his odd reactions just as much, if in different ways.

“How do you know?”

“I overheard Miss Karla talking to one of the grooms. She said she couldn’t tell if you really cared about the kittens.”

“Of course I cared! They were little, and helpless, and they didn’t hurt anyone. We shouldn’t have left them in the tackroom. Fancy Cat’s always wanted to come indoors. I should have taken her and the kittens into the house when she had them, so I could protect them until they grew up.”

“Don’t set the hay on fire,” Kaeya says, much more calmly than adults ever say it.

Diluc realizes that his Vision has gone hot at his hip, glowing bright. He puts his free hand over it and takes deep breaths until the Pyro trying to surge up through it settles down. He makes himself focus on currying Rhone, working the brush against the whorl of fur at her hip until the crusted dirt there loosens and crumbles, then moving on towards her tail.

“I care,” he says again.

“I thought as much. But I couldn’t have told from your face. It’s always so blank.”

“So?” Diluc’s shoulders are starting to go stiff again. He’s heard this critique before, in plenty of different ways. “Father understands me.”

“Your father isn’t going to be around forever,” Kaeya says, which makes Diluc’s gut clench. “And you want to be a Knight. The Knights won’t let you in if they think you can’t work with other people.”

Diluc’s stomach clenches harder, and he can feel his breathing start to go funny again. He tries hard not to think about that, but he knows that it’s true. Father has had him in deportment lessons since he was young, but they haven’t helped. Even children his own age don’t care for him, except for Jean, who doesn’t have anyone else to be friends with, and Kaeya, who hasn’t had time to get frustrated with him yet.

“If I’m good enough at everything else, how I look shouldn’t matter.”

“That’s not how the world works. Whether they admit it or not, people act on their first impressions. You only have one chance to make those. And if you don’t, it can go badly,” Kaeya says, with a matter-of-fact air of authority.

Kaeya had been on the road with his father a long time before they came here, Diluc knows. He hasn’t said it outright, but from some of the things he has said, and the way the adults have reacted to them, a lot of that travel had been dangerous. Kaeya fights dirty, and he gets desperate and mean when he thinks he’s trapped. Diluc has an unpleasant idea of what ‘going badly’ might mean.

“I can’t,” Diluc forces out through a tight throat. Everything else, the piled-up frustration and despair at the useless deportment lessons and the frowns when adults think he’s not looking and all the other children at the Winery who won’t play with him, burns in his chest. It refuses to be swallowed down, but he doesn’t have the words to dredge it up.

“You can fake it,” Kaeya says. “I can show you.”

No, he can’t. Even something little, like smiling when other people do, gets him strange looks for being a beat behind. But Kaeya is the only person at the Winery who will play with him, and if Diluc doesn’t at least try, maybe he’ll stop. Other children have stopped with less explanation before. He nods.

“Come up to the hayloft when you’re finished grooming Rhone,” Kaeya tells him. Diluc nods again.

In the corner of his eye, Kaeya pats Rhone one more time, then edges away from her and ducks out of the stall to go groom Sherry.

***

The hayloft is quiet, the sounds of the stables below muffled by the stacked bales. Kaeya drags two out into the open space in the middle, then sits down facing Diluc.

“When Miss Karla told you about the kittens, you didn’t have any expression at all,” Kaeya tells him. “That’s why she couldn’t tell whether you cared. You almost never show your feelings on your face. I can tell from your body language, and your father and the household staff have learned, but most people aren’t so attentive. You can’t count on it in the Knights.”

“I can’t just change how my face looks,” Diluc protests, the familiar burn starting in his chest again. “If I could, don’t you think I’d be doing it already?”

Kaeya rolls his eye. “Yes, you can. Your face isn’t frozen that way. It’s got muscles, too. You just have to learn what the right ones are, and then practice using them. Look.”

He leans in a little, and his face changes. Suddenly he looks sad, almost teary-eyed, and somehow smaller and more defenseless than he had a moment ago. Diluc opens his mouth to say that he can’t just do that, then closes it again and makes himself look more closely. Kaeya has barely any baby fat, so he can see some of those muscles he’d mentioned, kind of. His mouth is pulled down at the corners, his lips trembling just a little, and there’s a little wrinkle in his brow that’s less than a frown, and… he’s done something complicated around the eye that Diluc can’t quite make out. He reaches out without thinking and Kaeya recoils.

“Sorry,” Diluc says, pulling his hand back. Of course Kaeya doesn’t want anything near his good eye, given the other one. “I was trying to figure out- sorry.”

“It’s okay.” Kaeya’s frightened look fades, and he gives Diluc a quick flash of a smile. “That part’s tricky. You have to tighten up like you’re trying to hold back tears, whether you really are or not. Try it.”

Diluc tries very hard to bunch his eyes up the way Kaeya had. It feels more like he’s squinting than anything else.

“Raise your eyebrows a little,” Kaeya suggests. “That should help. Yes, exactly. Now relax your cheeks and push your lower lip up. No, don’t tighten your mouth like that. You want your cheeks loose….”

He makes Diluc try it four or five times before finally nodding judiciously at Diluc’s latest attempt.

“That should do for now. The adults will find it strange if you start to show your emotions all at once. Start small and get more dramatic as you practice.”

“Okay.” Diluc is deflated to find that all this effort is, apparently, the bare minimum, but relieved that he’s managed at least that. “I’ll keep practicing. Will I develop muscle memory, like with swordwork?”

“Eventually. For me, the hard part was always hiding what I was really feeling beneath, but you already have that covered.”

Diluc frowns. “Why would you need to hide that? I thought the point was to show what I am feeling.”

“For you, yes. But sometimes adults will want you to feel things that you don’t. And if you don’t show them what they want to see,” and Kaeya’s shoulders hunch a little, and he folds his arms over his chest, “that can go badly, too.”

The way he’s huddling makes Diluc’s fists clench tight. He can feel his Vision going hot against his leg again. That people would hurt Kaeya—he didn’t say that, but that’s what Diluc hears the staff whispering to each other whenever he hunches up like that around an adult—makes him furious. He wants to march out into the world with his Vision and his claymore and find everyone who’s ever made Kaeya shrink down like this in fear.

“Watch it with your Vision,” Kaeya reminds him.

They’re in the hayloft, which is the worst place of all to start sending up sparks. Diluc, now hot with as much embarrassment as rage, reaches down and covers it with his hand and takes deep breaths until it cools.

“You don’t have to do that here,” Diluc tells him. “No one here would want you to hide what you’re feeling. And Father won’t let anyone hurt you.”

“Right,” Kaeya says, straightening a little and looking from Diluc’s hand over his Vision to whatever is showing, or isn’t showing, on his face. “I’ve never been good at looking angry, but that, you do well. I think that’s one of the things that confuse people about you. You don’t show a lot, but you do show when you’re angry. So when you don’t look sad, and you rarely look happy, it seems to them like anger is the only thing you feel.”

“It’s not!”

“I know that. I’m only saying that’s what they might think.” Kaeya shrugs. “If you start making other expressions, your anger won’t stand out as much. You’re decent at smiling-”

“No I’m not,” Diluc interrupts him, too aware of that particular shame to let Kaeya gloss over it. “Father tells me my smile is too stiff all the time.”

“Your smile is good when you’re actually happy. You don’t fake it very well, but a lot of people don’t. It’s about getting the eyes right.” Kaeya frowns thoughtfully. “Your father does, though. I guess he wants you to do a better job.”

That’s true. Father wants Diluc to smile at their employees, at visitors, at his business associates, and unless he actually likes them Diluc can never get it right. But if it’s making people think he can only be angry…. “Can you show me that, too?”

“Yeah, sure.” Kaeya straightens out of his hunch, smiling at him. For a moment Diluc just basks in the warmth of it, before realizing that it’s a demonstration.

He’d said it was about the eyes. Which fits—there’s a line that shows up a lot in Jean’s books about smiles not reaching people’s eyes. Diluc had thought it was poetic liberty, part of all the ‘eyes are the window to the soul’ stuff that Jean sighs about, but maybe it means something after all. Diluc squints at Kaeya’s visible eye, trying to work out what he’s doing. The muscles are crinkled up there a little, but not in the same way as when he’d been sad. He tries his best to crinkle his own the same way.

“No, like this,” Kaeya says, and reaches out and takes his hand. He pulls it close so that Diluc can brush his fingers over his cheekbones. That’s where the muscles are bunched, mostly. Diluc holds his hand still so that Kaeya can maneuver it however he wants, afraid that he might make Kaeya flinch again.

“I think I get it,” he says, and, when Kaeya lets his hand go, tries himself.

“You’re on the right track,” Kaeya says, his smile somehow going even warmer even though his mouth curves less. “It’s mostly in the eyes. Don’t pull your mouth up quite that much, it looks strange on you. There, that suits you,” he adds approvingly when Diluc stops holding the corners of his mouth tightly upward and relaxes his cheeks, focusing on the muscles around his eyes. “That’s the one you want to use if you want people to think you’re smiling at them for real.”

“Thank you,” Diluc says, almost overwhelmed by the relief of finally, at last, getting this somewhere near right. It itches a little, pulling his face into this kind of shape when he still aches for Fancy Cat and her kittens and doesn’t want to smile at all, but- Father has told him that smiling at people is just to show friendliness. Diluc doesn’t dislike most of the people around him, and he’s all too aware that a lot of them seem to think he does. If this can fix that, it’s not really a lie.

Kaeya shrugs dismissively, but he’s still wearing that quiet smile, too warm and soft to be just a demonstration. “That’s probably enough for today. You’ll need to practice to get those two down. Make sure to look sad at dinner when we tell your father about the kittens.”

At the reminder of the dead kittens, the grief surges up, and Diluc feels his carefully-held smile fall away. He looks down at the hay scattered across the floor of the loft and nods. It feels wrong to use the kittens as practice, but… he does feel wretched about them, and he doesn’t want Father to think he doesn’t. It only makes him feel more wretched to know that anyone might believe he doesn’t care.

“Thank you,” he says again, resolving that he’ll get Kaeya to show him how he should look when he’s grateful, just as soon as he’s mastered ‘sad’ and ‘happy’ first.

***

‘Grateful’ is really hard. Even harder than looking properly sad, the right amount of sad, which is more complex than he’d ever realized. It only really works when he uses the trick that makes it look like he’s holding back tears. And he finds, as he practices that more and more, that he actually is holding tears back, that the grief has somehow figured out on its own how to rise up and spill out the way it had only ever done back when Mother died.

Smiling is easiest; the small, reserved, mostly-eyes smile that Kaeya drills him in works for anything that he’s not happy enough about for his face to decide to smile about on its own. Looking sympathetic is a little harder. It needs variation, like sadness does, so he doesn’t seem like he’s under- or over-reacting, but at the end it’s always somewhere between sadness and a grimace of pain. Which makes sense, because when Diluc holds Jean as she sobs into his shoulder about her parent’s divorce, his chest aches too at seeing someone he cares about hurt so badly. It does seem to help her to let that show.

When he becomes an apprentice knight, with Kaeya at his side, he steels himself and smiles at everyone he meets and does his best to show friendliness, and it works. It helps that Jean knows him, he’s sure, and Kaeya helps even more, sliding in whenever Diluc falters to redirect their attention before anyone can realize Diluc has missed the cue or is still working the right expression out. But it’s clear from the way the other apprentices react to his smiles that this is what had been missing during his lonely childhood. They’ll forgive his other slips if he gets the smiling right.

Even as he grows better at reading the room and mustering the right reactions, Kaeya still offers him advice and a sounding board every time he struggles. He helps with other confusing matters, too.

“I haven’t set anything on fire for years now,” Diluc complains, pacing stiff-legged around his office. “My Vision doesn’t even heat up. Why does the Grand Master say I need to get a handle on my temper?”

“He means you need to show it less,” Kaeya tells him, looking up from the reports he’d offered to review. “Your Vision may be under control, but it’s still written all over your face whenever you get mad.”

“So?”

“Diluc. You’re a Vision-wielder, a knight-captain, and capable enough with that claymore to put any other junior knight and half our seniors on the ground if you’re inclined to.” Kaeya puts the papers aside and leans forward. “And everyone has seen you lose your temper now and then. They know what you can do. You frighten people when you’re angry.”

Those words hit Diluc like a dash of cold water. He freezes in place, looking towards Kaeya. “Do I frighten you?”

“Me? Of course not.” Kaeya chuckles. “When we were younger, maybe, before I got to know you. But you’re reliable. I know exactly what will set you off, and whether to calm you down or get out of your way before you blow.”

“Good.” Diluc’s shoulders sag in relief. “I don’t want to frighten you. Anyone,” he adds belatedly, because he truly doesn’t want to scare the other knights, either, except maybe a few who do deserve it, “but especially you.”

“Unfortunately, while I can give your company a seminar in the difference between offenses that only make you scowl and provocations to violence, that won’t help with the rest of the knights. Or the Grand Master, for that matter.”

“He can’t be afraid of me. He can knock me over any time he wants to.”

“And it’s always entertaining to watch.” Kaeya smirks at him. “Around him and the other officers, it’s a matter of respect. He’s called you out for backtalking your superiors before, hasn’t he? Looking too angry around someone who’s supposed to have power over you is just another kind of backtalk.”

A dim memory is prodding at the back of Diluc’s mind. “When we were younger, you told me that you learned how to hide what you were feeling and show the emotions the adults around you wanted to see. Because if you didn’t-”

“Yes,” Kaeya says, cutting him off as he pushes up out of his chair. “That’s the principle we’ll be working on for this. I know, I know, it feels dishonest,” he says before Diluc can do more than open his mouth to object, “but it’s part of the game you have to play. So do all the rest of us, you know. And it shouldn’t be too difficult, given how well you’ve done so far.”

It is difficult. The work Diluc has done to freely express his emotions hinders him here, when he has to chain them back down. And what’s worse is the sense that he’s lying whenever he swallows his anger back. It’s not like a friendly smile at all—there he’s showing something he means, even if the expression feels too strong for it. Here he’s working against what he’s spent the last two years teaching his face to do.

He learns eventually to simply lock up his muscles and keep his face flat, the kind of emotionless that used to bother the servants at the winery, because it’s the only way to keep from letting his irritation out. But Grand Master Varka nods at him when he next comes across Diluc dressing down a drunken knight, voice and expression as neutral as he can make them. Diluc will count that as a success.

He couldn’t have managed any of it without Kaeya, but he’s still not good at looking grateful. So Diluc just smiles whenever he sees Kaeya and hopes that will be enough. It must be, because Kaeya always smiles back.

***

Diluc even manages a small smile for him when Kaeya finally gets home, late in the evening, on the day that Father dies. Kaeya’s answering smile is automatic, a brief flicker itself before it vanishes into solemnity. Diluc turns back to the papers he was looking through, opening his mouth to explain his search to Kaeya.

“Diluc,” Kaeya says, low and quiet, before he can start to assemble his thoughts. “I have something to tell you.”

Looking up at how stiffly he’s standing in the doorway to Father’s office, Diluc spends a moment wondering what expression he should muster in response to the tension in his shoulders and the odd, distant look in his eye. Reading people is still hard sometimes, even Kaeya. But Kaeya knows better than anyone that a lack of expression doesn’t mean a lack of care. He smiles again, a thin little smirk, strangely rueful but not at all offended, when he sees Diluc trying to figure out what to do with his face.

“What is it?” he asks, when Kaeya seems disinclined to speak.

He can hear the hoarseness in his own voice, worn thin by tears and exhaustion. The servants have been trying to get him to sleep since he made it back to the mansion, but he couldn’t. He had to know where the weapon Father carried, the weapon that killed him, came from. He’s made a start on the hunt. Kaeya has always understood the accounts better, so he’ll be able to take it from here.

“Do you remember when I came to the Dawn Winery?”

Of course he can remember. Kaeya had been so small and thin back then. The night Father had brought him home he’d looked half-drowned, drenched and shivering, ashy grey from cold and curled uselessly into himself, flinching away from every helpful servant’s touch. Though he probably doesn’t mean that night itself, but the long period afterward when he’d been trapped in bed, recovering, and Diluc had desperately tried to win him over before he could get well enough to go out and make other, better, normal friends. Diluc feels the twinge of shame he always does these days when he remembers how graceless and clumsy he’d been.

“I recall,” he says, unable to meet Kaeya’s eye with that shame freshly aroused.

“I wasn’t really abandoned,” Kaeya says, still speaking quietly, still with that strange thin smirk on his face that Diluc has no idea how to respond to. “My father left me there with a purpose. I’ve been thinking about telling Father for the past year or so… but it’s too late now. So I suppose the only recourse left is to tell you.”

“Father knew,” Diluc tells him, feeling a fresh wave of grief and taking careful breaths as he speaks. He’d mentioned it offhandedly to Diluc at one point shortly after his promotion to captain, and been astonished that it hadn’t yet occurred to Diluc. Too sheltered, he’d said, laughing and clapping Diluc on the shoulder, but he’d see cases enough once he’d been long enough in the Knights. “He told me a few years ago.”

Kaeya’s head comes up, and he stares at Diluc in open surprise. “He did?”

“Yes. I think he was proud that, when your father had to leave you somewhere, he chose him. That his reputation for caring for his people was good enough that your father would trust you’d be safe here.”

That’s painful to say, too, the thought of Father’s easy rapport with his workers and how fiercely he’d looked after those who gave their loyalty to the Ragnvindr name. Diluc’s never had that; he hadn’t started really mastering how to make friends until he went off to join the Knights. He’ll have to make an extra effort to befriend the people of the Winery now.

The surprise melts into another smirk, more bitter, and Kaeya chuckles and shakes his head. “No. I knew he thought that. He was supposed to. No, when I say I was left with a purpose, it wasn’t for my sake. Nor yours, though you did help me along the way. I was meant to do as I did and ride your coattails into the Knights. My father left me in Mondstadt as a spy.”

It’s as if Diluc has had all the air punched out of him. For a moment all he can do is stare at Kaeya, betrayal twisting like a knife in his breast.

“For who?” he says blankly when he finds his tongue at last.

“Does it matter?” Kaeya spreads his hands wide. “But I promise you, they didn’t mean Mondstadt well. And neither did I. Everything I did, all my years under Father’s wing and at your side, was to gain influence and advance in your shadow. And the whole time, I was sending every secret I could find to your enemies.” He drops his hands to his sides again. “I just thought you should know.”

Diluc takes a deep breath. He can feel himself shaking. His Vision is growing hot at his side. This whole time he’d thought he’d made a friend on his own merits, one who liked him enough to put up with his clumsiness and help him grow. He’d thought he’d won himself a brother, who loved him as he was. And instead-

“Was any of it true?” he chokes out. Those tears his body has learned to unleash are threatening now, burning in his eyes. “Did you care about us even a little?”

“Diluc,” Kaeya says, his voice low and soft, affectionate enough that for a moment Diluc’s anger relents in the warmth of an answering affection. He smiles at Diluc, the familiar, fond smile that he bestows on him when he’s particularly pleased, whether by a gift or a gesture or just watching Diluc do well at something he’s taught. “Even if I told you I did, why would you believe I was telling the truth? You know how good I am at putting on the face that someone wants to see. I’ve been demonstrating it all these years for you.”

The affection bursts like a bubble, and the anger boils up anew. This rage is too hot and fierce to lock his face down against. Enflamed with it, Diluc surges to his feet, reaching for his claymore where it’s propped against his desk, Vision throbbing bright and angry at his side. “Draw your blade,” he rasps.

Kaeya’s smile only deepens, as if to demonstrate how false it is. How false it’s always been.

“Reliable as always,” he murmurs, and, still smiling, reaches for his blade and draws it forth. He raises it to Diluc in a formal salute.

Diluc doesn’t bother with those niceties. He simply charges forward, teeth gritted, flame flaring down the length of his claymore. As Kaeya steps back, ably dodging into the hall, Diluc chases after, letting his anger overpower the choking weight of grief. He’s already lost one person he loved today; it can’t hurt more to lose another. Not more than it already hurts to find out that Kaeya is a traitor. Or that everything he taught Diluc about how to show his inner self, Kaeya himself used to mask such a terrible lie.

  
Author’s Note:You can find me holding a dozen different interpretations of Diluc in my head simultaneously at dandelion-wings on Tumblr.





