
In This Moment


    
    ~

Change, to Kaeya, has never been a quiet, measured happenstance in the constructs of time.

It has never been a molasses realization that the past has ended and the present has come.

It has never been honey-sweet, seeping, gold of settled warmth in blood or veins, blessed to be sitting among ones who loved him and who he in turn could say he felt love for back.

It is not the feeling of being born anew as the snows of winter melt and the sprigs of spring blossom; not the peace of standing in the tall, dewed grasses of dawn’s break as morninglark’s sing from the berried branches of deeply-rooted trees.

It is standing in the downpour of furious rain and shrieking lightning.

It’s hearing the break of thunder and feeling the tremoring quakes of the weeping earth beneath sinking feet as one father departs, and another arrives, hours after the cold of the storm has seeped into his bones.

It’s watching the second father take his leave years later as the hands of a brother sink a blade of mercy into the injured body of the man who had raised him like his own. 

He, who had been taught in that fallen nation, to lead others before he himself was led into a situation he could not turn into his favor.

He, who had been taught and told that ruses taken apart could not be put back together.

He, who had been told, that if he did not scheme above others; if he did not manipulate people to bow and bend his way, nothing of worth could be gained.

That was the etiquette; the game of a decrepit court that clung to a dynasty burnt out and eclipsed by the shadows of war. 

‘Give those around you the illusion of choice, and watch how the indecisiveness torments them until they concede to you for answer,’ said his father from that homeland once upon a time. 

But how easily the sands had turned, for Kaeya had been the one who paced between indecision and migraine and ‘ifs’ and ‘maybes’ and doubts and falsely-given self-assurances that what he was doing as a spy was right; that what he was doing living as a spy in a household of charity and warmth was wrong; that he didn’t have a choice.

But no - shown in Mondstadt, the land of freedom, he did have a choice. 

With Crepus, with Diluc, with the Knights and walls of Mondstadt that promised security and safety - he could break clean and run away. 

When Crepus dies, there is little in Kaeya’s head. 

The shock, the confusion, the bewilderment; the death, it hits jarring as the skid and screech of a blindsiding crash with no time to escape.

Only time to acknowledge it had happened, to accept that it had happened, and to consider - in the depths of his quietly scrambling thoughts, in the quietly breaking sense of control and lies spilling from where he had stowed them and locked them away in his mind- what next steps to take. 

He had never gotten the chance to speak to Crepus.

Had never gotten the chance to go to that father of his, who had guided and supported him, for an answer on who it was alright to be and who it was alright to become. 

Because Kaeya had been too full of cowardice to ask. 

In the torment of guilt, in the aftermath of the death, Kaeya, still a coward, had gone to Diluc for an answer to the question instead. 

And Diluc had given him one; burning steel, scorching flame, cleaving through the rain.

 


 

There is no proper way to glue broken glass back together without cutting the hands that hold the shattered pieces.

There is no proper guide; no adequate textbook Kaeya can find in the libraries on how to start a conversation after a fight.

Diluc leaves the city and Kaeya remains.

Diluc stays away from the city for a year, that turns into two, then three, then four - while Kaeya still yet remains.

Kaeya has been exiled from family, home and clan; has been told with and without words that his brother no longer sees him as a brother; that the years they had spent relying on one another, trusting in one another, loving each other as sibling and friend - means nothing.

For what Kaeya is, is a fraud.

But though Diluc has made this clear - to Kaeya - Diluc is still his older brother all the same.

So he does his best to keep ears to the ground on where his brother has gone.

He investigates the underground network Diluc has joined.

He strays from the path of righteousness he had learned to walk alongside Diluc while they were in the Knights together as indisputable partners.

And he sinks back into the espionage of the shadows he had fooled himself into believing he could escape from.

Bandits and low-lifes become his friends and prey.

Aristocrats his targets; Fatui, his scattered banks of information to take advantage of and use.

He earns himself a reputation of one that can’t be trusted, but one others must rely on for their own good.

He lives a life of another kind of lie.

Time comes and goes.

He stops counting the days Diluc has been gone, and start counting how many days it’s been since Crepus has been dead and buried underground.

 


 

The days write nonsense-scrawled pages in a thick, jumbled book seen by too many hands, passed off, glanced over, and idly exchanged.

One day ends and another comes, and when that day too ends, another that lies in wait will spill over the horizon again. 

The seasons change.

The hands of the earth’s clock spins. 

And Kaeya never stops moving. 

In circles; he walks the perimeter of Mond; the winding city roads of cobbled, speckled stone in the shadows of stalwart walls. 

Through tall grasses; on flowered hills, songs of freedom in his ears and shackles of a past clinging to the ankles of his boots. 

He walks.

And he walks. 

And he sinks as he walks, because it’s a road of descension.

The road of Khaenri’ah and the road of his destiny have always led to one place. 

Beneath the ground. 

Knights come to him with concerns on tri-monthly evaluations; they ask for pointers and advice.

Kids follow in his heels.

They look up to him; they ask him for stories; they ask him to play; to make snow from his Vision, and they crowd in awe at its beauty, not knowing the ugliness of its truth or wielder beneath. 

Parents and grandmothers welcome him into their homes with gusto and pleased thoughts that someone like Kaeya could marry into their families and become a part of their homes.

Like the last home he had walked out of hadn’t been with mud on his shoes and blood on his hands. 

‘You’re very good,’ they praise. 

Because he was good at socializing and good with his manners and because he was good with children, and because he was smart and accomplished and really quite charming and:


  ‘Would you like more tea?’



  ‘What do you think of my daughter?’



  ‘What do you think of my son?’



  ‘I saw you the other day with Klee, you must be her favorite knight right next to Sir Albedo-‘


And wasn’t it just the sweetest thing that someone like him was so good-

 


 

He cuts through camps of hilichurls with brutality under clear skies, backed by a fast, sweeping wind and frigid blade of ice, and reminds himself that there is nothing good about him.

His sword sings, furious and cold, and he thinks towards the fallen what he thinks towards himself. 


  ‘Here is not where you belong.’ 


 


 

He’ll return to Mondstadt anyway. 

He’ll check in with Jean. 

He’ll sit at the meeting table politely and join Lisa for tea. 

And they’ll all pretend there aren’t still traces of blood on his skin.

 


 

He doesn’t stay self-destructive for long.

Not so openly.

Not so violently with a blade.

He gets tired of washing the blood from his clothes.

His legs get tired of moving without rest; of driving himself into the ground.

He gets tired of fighting a reality between himself, a gone father, and a distanced brother who doesn’t return the letters Kaeya has sent one month after another, again and again.

So he takes his time in walking; he doesn’t rush unless it’s needed in work or daily errands, and finds alcohol much easier to rinse out when it spills on him instead of blood.

Humor comes to him, more broken than it’d been in youth; more twisted, cynical; but the bouts of mirth that come in the spectacles between sadistic pleasure and the manipulation of his betrayed ‘friends’-turned-foes, adds levity to the monotony of the days.

Thus it is added to his arsenal with grace, for there is nothing Kaeya is but a tool meant to deceive.

There is no one to confide in.

There is nowhere to lay down his exhaustion and rest.

 


 

 

 

It’s suffocating.

 

 

 


 

As the fourth year nearly turns into a fifth, the day he turns twenty-two, there is a glimpse of red in the streets that walks through the gates without a word. 

Kaeya stands at the stone of the forge, blinking, the balanced weight of a new sword in hand. 

Stagnant air in him flows.

 


 

Months later, Diluc still looks at him with hate.

But Kaeya has always been good at pretending, and he pretends that his brother still likes him, in warmer weather; on spring days; when Diluc will entertain his company at the bar in the tavern that once belonged to their father.

It’s easy to when it seems like Diluc is actually listening to Kaeya’s inane prattling on nothing as he organizes glasses stowed beneath the counter and in between bartending for customers.

In even easier to in those times when Diluc will keep standing in front of Kaeya, keep coming back to where Kaeya drinks himself into deeper, drunken stupors.

In those times when Diluc will respond curtly once or twice to the inquiries Kaeya has on why the bar doesn’t carry snacks, on why there are never any discounts on the drinks Kaeya buys but there seem to be discounts on everyone else’s, on why there isn’t a suggestion box where paying patrons like himself can submit suggestions on improvements to the tavern to make it an even better place to drink because-

“- I have many ideas, Diluc.”

“I heard. Quit repeating the same thing.”

And Kaeya will settle down and get quiet for a second or two, twisting the glass in his hand - until he asks why the alcohol in it doesn’t taste strong enough. 

The drink will get snatched away and replaced with another one a thousand times stronger they both know he can’t stomach, and Kaeya will mope about it, slumped over his arms on the counter, like it bothers him.

A ruse.

To hide the precarious warmth within him that bleeds in his blood - with a false comfort, for a false person like him, that not everything he had broken with his truths, is gone and swept away for good.

Those are the days where the mood is light.

Those are the days in Kaeya’s long, hard-to-read book of change and time and existence, where Kaeya will rest with a cheek on folded arms, gazing at the ice in his newly-given glass from Diluc, whole and in one piece; where he thinks to himself as the ice melts in the burning amber of the whisky he detests- that the distance between himself and Diluc isn’t too far to cross.

They’re just a few feet away. 

He could open his mouth if he wanted.

He could maybe try speaking on a thing or two about skeletons in a closet; the bare bones of a few truths left behind, and afterwards that closet could be then cleaned out without worry, guilt or loathing, and new things could be put inside that perhaps wouldn’t be so horrible to look at when he peeked inside it.

And once that closet was cleaned, he could then shoulder off the weight on his shoulder - the heavy-packed bag of past and present and future things - because he’d been carrying it for quite a while, and there’s been a persistent ache that comes and goes deep inside him from the lopsided imbalance of a burden half-shared. 

But even with the terrible inside that bag, surely there were good-intentioned things too.

Things Kaeya had put in with a great deal of care; pieces of missing conversation he’d been thinking he could share with Diluc openly when Diluc was ready to hear what they were.

Because surely they’re important.

Because surely they needed to be found before they were lost to them both. 


  ‘Diluc. You are my brother and I love you.’ 


But these daydreams of Kaeya come fleeting before being swiftly let go. 

He could never say the words, fearful of the ones Diluc would return. 

So Kaeya will spend those lighthearted days of theirs in the tavern simply getting a little more drunk, a little more dazed, a little more absent-minded until the vestiges of those thoughts where he and Diluc can reconcile; can speak as brothers and friends again, verbalize themselves into jokes about everything and nothing so annoying, Diluc cuts him off completely and takes his drinks away.  

Cuts him off- but doesn’t kick him out. 

It’s a strange reflection of what they’ve become. 

But Kaeya will depart regardless, amicably from the bar when Diluc tells him he’s finished, with unspoken words in his mouth, the taste of potent liquor on his tongue; wind across his skin, and the swelling sounds of a wind-blessed city, joyful, free and bustling, singing songs of good days in his ears. 

And Kaeya will re-wear the cloak of Kaeya Alberich, Favonius Knight and Captain; sling the bag of heavy baggage of his past back on as Descendant and Royal of Khaenri’ah’s Crown back on, and wander the city idly until duty calls. 

 


 

More often are the days when Kaeya is certain Diluc loathes him to the bone.

These are the days when Kaeya ruminates on what sort of game Diluc is playing.

When he thinks himself in black circles of suspicion, paranoia and doubt on what Diluc plans to do in the long-run with the knowledge on Kaeya and Khaenri’ah he has, because Kaeya has been taught that there is no one in the world without ill-intentions. 

These are the days when Kaeya comes to the tavern, a bit injured from duty, a bit tired, a bit scruffed-up, bruised and hiding bleeding.

When Diluc will spare him a glance from behind the counter - before turning a blind-eye, turning his back, looking away.

Kaeya sits in the corner of the tavern on those days, by a wall where he can’t be seen by others, but where he can still observe those around him.

And as Kaeya shifts with things out of place inside of him, with a body that trembles and aches, his mind will shut-down in silence at the reminder his surroundings bring.

That if he disappeared and vanished and died out in the far away fields of the valleys; in the gorges of the mountains, Mondstadt would remain the same, and the people unchanged.

In the ocean of merriment around him; the shared pints, the antics of mirth and drunken cheer - as his brother stands out of sight from him - away from Kaeya because it must be that Diluc couldn’t stand the sight of him-

Kaeya has the realization.

That no part of him had ever been forgiven. 

 


 

He’s sure of it.

He’s sure of it on those days.

This is what Diluc’s true retribution was.

For Kaeya to keep lying.

To himself. To others.

He’s waiting for Kaeya to make a misstep and fall.

That’s the endgame of Diluc holding onto Kaeya’s secrets.

For Kaeya to feel it, for Kaeya to know it, intimately - what it’s like to lose everything important to lies.

 


 

Kaeya will always shake away these thoughts later, the same as he shakes away the fear, the self-hatred, and pointless vulnerabilities of self no one else should know.  

And he’ll return to ‘himself’.

Self-grief forgotten. 

 


 

Kaeya’s book of days fills to sequels and trilogies, then to series.

A new book is pulled; blank without new heroes and new tales; blank without change.

Kaeya begins to fill it in.

Dvalin’s Winds attack. A Traveler comes.

Things change a little then.

Things change a lot.

Kaeya is asked to travel.

He ventures from Mondstadt.

He ventures down new roads.

He unravels mysteries from Liyue; witnesses a god; an ocean of elemental wrath, washing the piers of a mighty Harbor in the echoing rage of a drowned beast.

In a house of gold, as the ground and ceiling crumble, he finds among the storm of lightning and tide, a piece of the Abyss.

It sings of stars and earth.

It sings of Khaenri’ah.

It sings of ‘home’.

He calls himself ‘Tartaglia’ : Snezhnaya’s Eleventh Harbinger.

‘Home’.

Kaeya beats it into the ground until it’s broken apart.

Beneath the fallen stars of night is a similar blue-eyed boy, stripped of innocence and dreams, who lurks beneath the borrowed might of power and false armor.

He had introduced himself as Childe, but Kaeya knows that’s not his true name.

He doesn’t know how he knows that.

He only knows to recognize a facade behind a facade.

 




Somehow they become ‘acquainted’.

It is built on mutual distrust, suspicion and challenge.

It is built between the repeated clashing of blades.

Through the unspoken ask and answer of questions not passed by words, but in gestures.

In the absence of the Traveler who embarks to Inazuma to search for their missing family, they find pockets in the bored spaces of time to track each other’s trails and spar for the sake of it.

They wander into dripping caverns, through monster-crawling tunnels and vine-swept domains.

They sit at riversides, on boulders, on the fallen stumps of split apart trees, cleaning blood from their blades in amicable conversation and amicable silence.

Childe is straightforward.

He doesn’t hide the intoxication of bloodlust from battle that puts sway in his step and recklessness in his stance.

He takes what he wants, he carves it apart, and polishes it off with ruthlessness.

For someone so committed to the martial arts, dangerous and disciplined, he’s surprisingly so full of little expectations.

Kaeya never needs to explain, never has to share his thoughts or the reasons behind his temperament or actions.

If he allowed himself to acknowledge it, he would remember days in youth when there was someone else at his side who understood him just as well; who he called brother.

 


 

“I’m a big brother myself,” Childe says one night, twirling an arrow between fingers.

He considers the bulls-eye sloppily painted on a tree, somewhat demonically, in the Wuwang Hills of Liyue.

“I can feel a kinship.”

“You say that after you’ve slaughtered them.”

“They came running at us first.”

Kaeya takes the rugged bow Childe offers from the body of a hilichurl around the makeshift camp they’ve cut through.

The fog is thick; the night dark.

They had been observing the camp from the ridges of the cliffs earlier whilst investigating reports of Abyss activity in the area.

The familial dynamics between the hilichurls that chased one another, cooked and dozed had been a point of interest for Childe, whose eyes had gleamed with open curiosity.

Though questions had been asked, Kaeya had given easy, dismissive answers - and never shared the truth of what the hilichurls were.

Once people.

His own.

It was only a shame they’d been noticed on the ridge and attacked; otherwise he would’ve been content to leave them alone.

Childe sighs, and it’s clear his mind is wandering from the way his gaze moves along their dismal surroundings.

“Siblings… it’s not easy work looking after them from afar. I should try and visit more. They’d be disappointed I keep myself so distanced. They must think I don’t care.”

Kaeya tugs the bowstring of his newly-acquired weapon.

The softly-falling rain makes it slick.

“I’m sure they’re more proud than anything else. Look at you. One of Her Majesty’s greatest toy makers.”

“How right you are. What a grand job it is.”

Childe stops spinning his arrow and hands it to Kaeya.

He directs him where to aim.

“I can do just fine on my own,” Kaeya muses.

He fires, careless.

The mark is missed by a wide margin.

The arrow vanishes into the shadowed, wet thickets beyond.

“Uh-huh.”

Childe moves near him and lightly straightens Kaeya’s shoulder before adjusting his arm.

He steadies Kaeya’s back.

“It’s clear you’ve never fired a bow before.”

“That’s funny,” Kaeya says, allowing the Harbinger to line up the next shot. “I think the same every time you fight with one now.”

“Hardy-har.”

The hand on him draws back slightly and thwaps him on the shoulder in amusement.

Another arrow is given. 

“At least I hit my targets. Now try again.”

He does. 

With help, he hits the mark.

 


 

Somehow they become ‘good’ acquantainces.

If either of them, so corrupted and stained, could ever be called ‘good’.

The empty spot beside Kaeya occassionally feels filled.

He supposes it’s not such a bad thing.

He supposes it’s the most someone like him will ever get.

Companionship with an ‘enemy’.

It gives him less reasons to spend so much time thinking about someone truly good like Diluc who used to be there instead.

 


 

Over the months, he sees Diluc less and less around the city.

He sets foot in the Angel’s Share when he’s injured and weary very little anymore.

He comes for gossip.

He comes for reminiscent drinks.

He comes to search for approval and redemption in Diluc’s eyes no more, and gives the crimson gaze that sometimes finds him, a turned shoulder, dismissive wave, and fickle false smile out of politeness than anything else.

The rift between them grows no closer.

But further apart.

Diluc will never approach him first.

Diluc relies on a network of others; others who are better.

Kaeya knows this.

He tells himself that what’s gone is gone.

Better to move on. 

 


 

“What are you doing wandering around with a Harbinger?” Diluc asks once.

He says it as if he doesn’t want to say it at all, as if seeing Kaeya from where he’s confronted him in the back alley behind The Good Hunter is the last thing he wants to do.

Then he should’ve never bothered finding Kaeya in the first place.

“I’m expanding my pool of contacts. What’s it matter to you?” Kaeya responds.

“If you were smart you’d stay away from him. Fatui can’t be trusted. A Harbinger less.”

“I’m not concerned. Now if you’ll excuse me…”

On his way to brush by Diluc in the thin and narrow space, his elbow is grabbed, and he’s brought to a halt.

Diluc searches his face, crimson eyes unreadable and dark in the overcast shadows.

Frustration twists his face into a scowl though Kaeya isn’t sure why.

But in the end - Diluc lets go.

As he’s always done.

And he leaves Kaeya to stand alone.

“Do whatever then,” his once brother scoffs. “I don’t care.”

Well good. 

Neither does Kaeya. 

 


 

Summer falls months later.

Word of Inazuma’s civil war ending thanks to a blond-haired Traveler reaches Mondstadt’s people.

On an unsuspecting Monday, at the crack of dawn, Kaeya is called to duty. 

 


 

The snowfall is light.

The footsteps of one trudging through it, lighter.

It’s the frosted trails of Dragonspine glistening under the noon’s sun. Blackened cliffs, jagged, looming, tall, gleam with sheered ice.

Through the brisk windchill, under pallid blue skies rolled in grayed white, comes conversation between two knights traversing upwards the arduous hike. 

“It’s been some time since we’ve ventured together. Quite exciting, isn’t it?”

“No.” 

“Come now, Amber,” Kaeya muses, breath clouding small. “What sort of mood is that? Cheer up. Pyro and Cryo are quite compatible, after all.” 

Behind him by some distance, Mondstadt’s Outrider grumbles. 

“Don’t you always say they don’t get along?”

“That’s in relation to a specific person who never goes outdoors. At least in the daylight. You and I, on the other hand, are perfect companions.” 

“Perfect companions?” Amber echoes, voice rising. “Yeah right. Don’t think I forgot what you did the last time we teamed up. You left me with Pallad and all those wild boars.” 

“Didn’t you say to leave it all to you? I was only respecting your earnest wishes.” 

“I didn’t mean ditch me!” 

Kaeya’s mouth curves in a wicked, wicked smirk. “Well, you should’ve been more specific.” 

A snowball hits the back of his head. 

Because the day is rotten as it is for the both of them, and because he’s feeling charitable, Kaeya does little more than let the snow melt into his hair and wet his neck, and smirk some more.

Truthfully, neither of them want to be here.

It was only at Jean’s request that they had joined together now.

Several members from the Adventurers Guild had reported heightened Fatui activity on the cliffs, hoarding precious ores and blocking off travel routes towards raw materials.

Kaeya had been ‘entrusted’ to ‘diplomatically’ investigate the matter. 

Amber had been told to ‘accompany’ him for ‘support’. 

“I can make the trip alone,” Kaeya had said. 

“Knights are never sent alone,” Jean had refused. “You know that.” 


  “It doesn’t hurt to try it once. Shake things up a little. She doesn’t want to come anyway.” 


“I never said that,” Amber had argued. 

Kaeya had turned around, away from the Grand Master’s desk to look at the Outrider.

She maintained a distance, features scrutinizing, accusing; her head poked through one of the open doors.

He had regarded her at the time - flatly.


  “Then why are you creeping around in the hall?”



  “I’m not creeping around! That’s what you do!” 


He had turned back to Jean. 


  “So like we agreed. I’ll go by myself.” 


Jean had stared him down. 


  “You’ll go with Amber. Or I can inform Pallad - who’s been asking where you both got off to - that you’re going to the mountains and would enjoy the extra company.” 


Thus here they were.  

Yes, Kaeya would rather be spending the afternoon doing anything else.

But at the very least - he can bring himself amusement by relishing in the bumbling way Amber struggles to yank her boots out of the drifts sinking too deep behind him.

She had expressed discontentment with the grace he so easily appeared to be gliding over overturned stone and ice and piles of snow he should be sinking in like her.

To that he had only flaunted the side talents of his Vision.

It shouldn’t have come to a surprise to her.

He used it for odd-end things all the time.

Like icing her drinks too cold to drink, sticking her boots to the floor beneath the meeting table in Varka’s office, and raising ice walls right when she’s about to pass through doors in the Favonius Halls.

Jean had called for them to put a stop to their ‘bickering’, but it wasn’t bickering.

Merely rather casual revenge Kaeya was enacting for an incident several weeks ago where Amber had purposely attempted to scorch off his eyebrows. 

They’d been in something of a war since. 

His eye searches the narrow path between two cliffs ahead.

It’s less than a half-mile away, swirling in white storm.

Were reports right, the Fatui encampment would be straight through on the other side, sitting on the cusp of a flattened cliff, turned into a ‘nefarious’ campground.

Good.

While neither Kaeya or Amber were winded, and though their uniforms were hidden beneath standard-issued Knight cloaks, gray and gold, the extra layer of protection had done nothing to protect or buffer them from the blizzard winds they had suffered on the way up.

The sooner they were done here, the better, because it meant the sooner he could return to the warmth of Mondstadt and half a bottle of wine. 

“You can stop dragging your feet,” he says without looking at Amber still stomping somewhere behind him. “There aren’t any free-roaming boars to sacrifice you to here.”

“I’m not dragging my feet.”

“Then are you standing still? And you wonder why I call you a slacker.”

Snow is kicked at the back of his boots.

“You’re so annoying.”

Amber passes him with an upturned nose and straight shoulders afterwards.

He shoots her in the back with Cryo. 

She shrieks and skitters over ice with a hand furiously wiping the frost from her cloak.

“Kaeya!”

He snickers.

They pass through the cliffs and reach the Fatui encampment.

It’s clustered on the edge of a cliff flattened to a small field, more than perfect to support a small nefarious operation in the makings where a sheering, ice-slicked rock-face with crumbling snow-swept ridges rises from the west.

A decently well-organized-looking camp with a misleading appearance, as if its sloping blue tents with silvers and golds had been pitched without much thought. 

But Kaeya doubts that. 

That flat field on the wide cliff they’re all on is right above an underground cavern where most precious ore for weapons are often mined.

Fatui, hunkered down; the lowest-level grunts, rookie recruits.

Kaeya counts twenty.

They’re small and cold-looking, and though masked, seem young. All are gathered by campfires or loistering miserably in front of an ancient device reactivated, giving off stronger heat.

With the twenty is a commanding officer, thick-bearded, broad and bulky, frowning over a clipboard in the midst of the gather, before he takes notice of Kaeya and Amber.

Whatever information is on the clipboard, he stops reviewing immediately, and swiftly comes over to cut their advance into the camp grounds. 


  “Halt.” 


They halt.

His voice is brusque.

“You draw near a Fatui base.”

“Not much of a base, but go on,” Kaeya comments. 

The commander scowls.

His gaze sweeps over their cloaks; the gold emblems; the hints of their uniforms beneath as they stand with mirroring hands on their sides, discreetly revealing silvers of buckles and the gleam of belted Visions. 

The commander’s pale eyes narrow. 


  “Knights.” 


Slow molasses off his tongue.

Thick. 

“You’re not welcome.” 

“That’s rude,” Kaeya responds. “Don’t you know how long it took us to get up here? Shouldn’t you at least ask how our day went as common courtesy?”

“You will leave.” 

“I’m afraid we can’t. We’re here on official business.” 

“This is not your territory.” 

“Last I checked, it isn’t yours either. This mountain belongs to no one.”

Kaeya pauses purposefully.

He smiles.

“Aside from a few friendly spirits and ghosts.” 

The commander lowers his bushy eyebrows. “There aren’t any ghosts here.”

“Of course there are. I know plenty of tales. There was a civilization here long before both you or I with rightful claims to the peaks. I’d say they’re probably watching us right now, judging our careless exchange of words.” 

A long wind howls and echoes. 

Snow blasts off the looming cliffs and spins violently down in answer. 

He couldn’t have orchestrated the timing of Mother Nature better himself.  

A faint rumble; a shifting of earth follows. 

Kaeya takes silent note of it; that this is area is unstable in the tempests of a blizzard - before deigning to lift an eyebrow in the Fatui Officer’s direction.

As if making a point. 

The commander shuffles.

“…What do you want?”

It’s a mild discussion that follows.

A limited exchange of information.

In the middle of the talk with false-sounding numbers of the resources mined, Kaeya walks straight past the commander and heads into the camp himself to take a look around where the bulk of raw forging and crafting materials have been stored in open crates outside of a large, general’s tent. 

The rest of the Fatui in the camp do a double-take. 

Kaeya ignores them and Amber peers around him as he holds a thoughtful hand to chin, gazing into a crate of carefully-stowed Dragonbone. 

“He was lying,” Amber says. 

“I know,” Kaeya says back. 

The commanding officer comes up behind them, storming, quickly, flustered and enraged. 

Kaeya shifts around and casually steps in front of Amber before the officer can grab her in an attempt to- presumably- chuck her out of the campgrounds first.

He tilts his head up afterwards to look the larger officer in the eye with false pity.

“Only enough to supply a small camp - you said? You have enough to bolster a quarter of an army. If math is going to be an issue for you, the Knights would be more than willing to send a tutor or two to help with basic calculations.”

He’s grabbed by the front of his cloak and jerked forward. 

“You’ll remove yourself,” the commander threatens, low.

Kaeya lifts an eyebrow, and settles a warning hand over the one that lifts him slightly off the ground.

“You’ll move your camp,” is what Kaeya says back.

He chuckles.

“You don’t seem familiar with us or the importance of this location, so you must be newly dispatched and not yet informed. I’ll let you in on some small information. To prevent dispute over resource-hoarding, an agreement was signed between your forces stationed lower in the valley and our Knights a month ago. You break that deal by camping directly on its mining grounds. That gives us reasonable cause to move Knights in and push you out, by force, if necessary.”

He removes the hand off of him with minor force in his grip.

The commander, squinting with a set jaw, allows it. 

Kaeya smirks, pleased.

“But there’s no need for an escalation. …Given it was an honest mistake.” 

The commander’s jaw works tightly. 

Kaeya’s eye wanders past the man’s shoulder armored in thick plates and fur to where the rest of the camp has brought eyes in their direction- with hands on their weapons. 

Two Vision wielders of the Knights against a camp of inexperienced, technology-bolstered, Delusion-bearing soldiers. 

They’d decimate the area first before anything was resolved. 

The mountain rumbles for a second-time in the howling winds and cutting hail.

The ground slightly shakes again. 

The commanding officer frowns, and his gaze and Kaeya’s moves to their surroundings briefly before returning to each other. 

“…Well?” says Kaeya after a moment. “Which is it? Mistake- or intention?” 

The officer crosses his thick arms.

“….A mistake,” is what he gruffly gets out, like he’s being strangled. 

“I see.” Kaeya waves a hand. “Apology accepted.”

Now it looks like he’ll strangle Kaeya. 

“It wasn’t an apology.” 

“It sounded like one to me,” Kaeya goads. “Let’s resolve this peacefully,” is what he says next anyway, turning his back on the man with ease. 

The commander attacks instantly. 

Anticipated. 

Kaeya ducks under the swinging arm and unclasps his cloak, blinding the commander as he swiftly spins and moves past the man with a blade that cuts through instantly as it comes into his hand.

The commander is down, wounded, before the other Fatui can properly mobilize.

Amber’s arrows have already soared past them- not to strike them- but to bombard the unstable clifface behind with an explosive, blazing barrage that arcs like decimating stars.

It seemed his mind and hers were on the same page. 

A different route to the ore could be found and made.

Best bury this one underground - and give a little scare to the greenhorns of the Fatui in the process. 

He smirks in the cacophony of explosions. 

Who said Cryo and Pyro were incompatible? 

Oh, right. He had.

Well for all their arguing, he and Amber did get along.

And they were always the Knights’ most reckless. 

The avalanche that comes is violent.

Yet Kaeya’s ice is unbreakable, and as the mountain thunders down and the recruits of the Fatui panic with no defenses to throw up in their safety, he arcs ice overhead to combat the fury of white and its wrath of stone and ice to protect him, the Outrider, and young soldiers of Snezhnaya. 

Except there’s a miscalculation. 

He expects the cliff to hold them up. 

He doesn’t expect the force of the sweeping avalanche to be enough to buckle the earth underfoot. 

The ground breaks apart. 

A cave beneath them - of course - 

They plummet into the darkness; the plunging drop below, and are near buried beneath its weight. 

 


 

Amber’s slow to wake. 

Kaeya, cross-legged a small distance away on the frigid stone, waits patiently, regardless.

It’s cold.

The cave fallen into is with a low rock ceiling, damp, swept in dull yet sparkling snow, echoing with the distant sound of dripping water far away the harsh elements of Dragonspine hadn’t managed to freeze.

Wind creaks the enclosed rock around them with an ominous groan. 

It wouldn’t do to stay where they were for much longer. 

Besides, his fingers were growing numb. 



He’s considering tossing a light chunk of ice Amber’s way when she starts stirring on her own.

On her side, features crumpled in mild distress, but without injury, her dark eyes crack open.

She groggily spends a moment taking in their surroundings, before memory visibly appears to strike her and jolt her into full consciousness. 

She lurches off her side and pushes herself upright. 

“Where are we?” she says loudly, hurriedly. 

“Easy,” he says, calmly. “We’re fine. We fell forty minutes ago. You look alright, but do you feel injured?” 

She gazes at him, uncomprehendingly, before patting herself down and taking stock of her own condition.

She confirms what Kaeya had observed himself a while ago.

“I’m not hurt. What about you?” Her eyes search him in blatant concern. “Did you get hurt somewhere? Why are you sitting like that?”

“Because it makes it more comfortable,” he says airily. “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine. Cryo has its uses.”

His gaze travels upwards, and no doubt Amber’s follows because he hears her double-take at the massive domed arc of ice above them that bears the brunt of a quarter-collapsed cliffside.

“Whoa. That came from you?”

He looks back at her, dryly.

“Why is everyone under the assumption my ice is limited to bridging across rivers and lakes? Cryo is a powerful element.”

“I know that,” Amber says with a voice just as dry in argument. “But bridging in Cider Lake is all we ever see you do, and then you just stand on them, doing nothing.”

“Well there’s no need to raise a wall of ice in the city, is there? Though I promise you I could.”

The look on Amber’s face says she doesn’t believe him.

Kaeya scoffs in good humor. “Alright. So then you’re only defined by Baron Bunny. I’ll remember that, little rabbit of ours.”

“Hey!”

Amber’s brows bunch.

She points, accusingly.

“Don’t bring him into this! He’s done nothing wrong!”

Kaeya rolls his eye.

“In comparison to me, he doesn’t do anything.” 

She gasps, affronted. “Take that back-”

“Wow,” a voice intervenes from somewhere, out of sight, in the dark. “You two almost got swallowed by an avalanche of your own doing, and you’re sitting here arguing about a rabbit?”

“He’s not a rabbit, he’s a loyal and trusted - ” Amber starts, wound up, before realizing Kaeya hadn’t been the one talking.

She startles - and swings her head around, baffled.

Kaeya shifts.

His legs had been starting to fall asleep from sitting in the same position for so long.

“Everyone out?” he questions.

From the shadows of a deep dark corner of a tunnel Kaeya knows Amber hasn’t yet noticed existed, emerges a familiar pale-freckled face and set of sturdy shoulders, adorned in a long scarf.

Crimson. Gray. Dark boots.

A thick, dark jacket, with a furred collar and red decoration sits over his usual uniform of Snezhnaya comfortably.

“Out and terrified that they were going to die, yes,” Childe responds to Kaeya, friendly. 

“Oh good. It worked.”

Childe snorts and stops next to Kaeya, looking down at him. “This is how you put targets on your head, comrade. Vitri wasn’t pleased by the wound you gave him.”

Kaeya looks up. “Is that his name? Maybe he shouldn’t have attacked.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have antagonized him.”

“I am curious about where you were lurking, watching it all go down,” Kaeya says.

A smile tugs at Childe’s lips.

“A mystery for you to figure out.”

“And I will.” 

“Oh? What are we betting this time?”

“That depends. How much Mora do you have on you?”

Amber finally reacts.

She leaps to her feet, stumbles slightly, regains her balance, and draws herself like she’s going to fight.

“Harbinger!” she exclaims.

Kaeya and Childe stop bantering to look at her.

They glance back at one another.

Childe offers a hand and pulls Kaeya to his feet before tilting his head in Amber’s direction and jerking a thumb towards the tunnel he’d come through.

“The way out is here. Let’s chat in the open air before your Cavalry Captain’s ice decides to drop on us.” 

 


 

It’s a breath of fresh air stepping out of the cramped, winding tunnel and breaking onto flat and open white snow.

They had wandered upwards a tight squeeze of frozen, ice-slicked stone with walls pressed in on either side of them and little to no light save for the glow of their Visions.

A harrowing ascent that took nearly thirty minutes of steep climbing without rest to emerge from.

Kaeya had already had a dull ache in his head; an exhaustion in his limbs and muscles from prolonged use of his Vision, bringing an urge to doze.

Keeping the ice active over himself and Amber and the young recruits of the Fatui who’d plummeted down with them, had been no easy feat.

Not only had he needed to sit and stay in the position, but he had to deal with the quailing threats and fear of the Fatui recruits who had been set on attacking until he pointed out their predicament.

“Now you could go on ahead and try to land a blow,” he had said, “breaking my concentration and causing stone and ice to crash down on our heads, or you can allow me to sit and think of a way out.”

It turned out he hadn’t needed to think on it for too long.

Unexpected, but not unwelcome, in the middle of his zoning out, Snezhnaya’s Eleventh had made an appearance, eyes sharp as his smile. 


  “That was awfully reckless, Knight. Seeking death?” 



  “Not today, I suppose.” 


Apparently the Harbinger had been lounging around the campsite, high on the ridges, covered by the blizzards and the winds, watching the unusual movements of ‘Vitri’ and the recruits. 

He had said it briefly before giving orders to the Fatui young bloods to stop sitting around and follow him out. 

“I’ll be back,” he had told Kaeya. “Don’t go passing out.”

Kaeya himself had thought he was doing a great job himself of showing no obvious signs of elemental exhaustion. 

But he guessed not. 

Childe’s eye was nothing if not critically observant. 

At least now they were above ground in what looked like another makeshift camp of Childe’s own doing.

No tents, but several crates turned into places to sit with three fires going.

The recruits were eating from NREs, mumbling to themselves and one another, shooting Kaeya and Amber wary and dirty looks. 

Kaeya more so. 

But their looks are little compared to the scathing anger a certain wounded commander the size of a bull is fixating Kaeya with from where he stands by the support of a snow-covered boulder.

Kaeya offers him a wave. 

He receives a snarl and Snezhnayan curse in response. 

“You try and kill a man once,” Kaeya sighs, “and they hold a grudge forever.” 

“Yes, they tend to do that,” says Childe beside him.

He leads the way to the commanding officer, still a subordinate beneath lieutenant and Harbinger that Childe is, and speaks.

“At attention, soldier. You have some explaining to do.” 

The burly officer looks offended.


  “Me?” 


“Is there anyone else here I’d be referring to?” comes Childe’s question. “You acted with no authorization. Behavior abhorrent. What did you think you were doing?” 

His voice is calm. 

The look in his eyes, however, say he’s anything but.

It’s somewhat feral.

Amber shuffles next to Kaeya, uncomfortable. 

“Should we be watching this?” she asks him under her breath. 

“Oh yes,” Kaeya says, not bothering to lower his voice. “I’d love to see how he responds to the pinch he’s gotten himself into.” 

The wind howls above them. 

The ground yet again, tremors. 

The small clearing is surrounded on all sides by looming, perilous mountain, yet protected by its harshest winds.

Luckily the blizzard has stopped, giving them momentary respite from cutting hail and blinding snow and offering still skies. 

But there’s a different storm brewing - and it’s clearly in Vitri’s eyes.

He calls Kaeya a ‘rotten maggot of a brat’ in his mother tongue before shutting up as Childe stares at him in response like he’s one second off from inflicting some measure of bodily harm. 

“Collection of ores is to be ceased in the immediate five-mile area,” Childe tells him. “Go to the other six camps you’ve made thinking no one would notice and set aside half of what you’ve gathered and stored elsewhere. They’ll be passed off to the Knights.”

The commanding officer startles in alarm, big brows furrowing, frown deep beneath his beard.

“What?”

Childe’s arms cross. He drums his gloved fingers in the crook of his elbow. “Problem?”

“I - it’s our ore - “

“- and we have plenty to go around. I don’t see what the issue is,” Childe replies.

He smiles.

It doesn’t reach his deadened, pale blue eyes.

“Besides, this area is hardly the safest to be taking new recruits on your own, without permission, on an excursion you planned, approved by no one - least of all your superior. Avalanches have been coming down all week.”

Vitri shifts from one foot to the other.

His massive shoulders raise, as if in protest, before he forces them down, and swallows his pride.

“…Yes, sir,” he bites. “I’ll see to it.”

“Wonderful,” Childe answers. “And lose the attitude. Or I’ll knock it from you myself.” 

“…Sir.” 

Vitri stiffly walks away, on his own, moving to do as told, even if it means leaving behind the rest of the recruits he had dragged out of the valley with him, and the warmth of the fire. 

Childe waits until the officer is completely out of sight, a vanished speck down a near-invisible sloping hill on the opposite side of the clearing. 

Then he loses the hard expression, loses the curtness in his voice; the dullness in his eyes, and faces Kaeya and Amber with relative amusement and small exasperation. 

“I swear he’s been trying to test the limits on how far he can push my buttons until I retaliate with force. There’s nothing he’d love to do more than send a report to our great Tsarista on how ‘unhinged’ her most brutal weapon is in the lead of others.” 

“What is he expecting?” Kaeya asks, just as amused. “For you to get benched?” 

“Maybe. That’d be funny.” 

“Yes, you’d mope about it for ages.” 

Amber speaks. 

“…What’s going on?”

Bravery pokes out over her uncertainty.

She glances between Kaeya and Childe, bamboozled.

“Why are you two so friendly?” 

“Friendly? Perish the thought,” Kaeya muses. “He’s just a person of interest I’m using for terrible things.”

“Likewise,” Childe plays along. “Though I’d call him more of a nuisance than anything else.” 

“I’m flattered. And curious.”

Kaeya turns to Childe properly, at last saying what had been on his mind all along.

“I didn’t expect you to be here.”

“A nice surprise, isn’t it?” Childe jokes. “It’s minor business. Don’t mind it. As for the raw ores, I’ll have a handful of non-combative agents join me in the city later to carry down your share.”

Kaeya’s brows raise. “What’s the special occasion?”

“There isn’t one.”

“He’s up to something,” Amber suspects, squinting. 

“He is,” Kaeya agrees, investigative eye settling on the Harbinger in question. “Very suspicious of him to deny it.”

Childe relaxes his hands on his waist.

“Give me a break. Maybe I’m just in a charitable mood. Do you need to look at me with such accusatory stares? We’re all friends here.”

Kaeya makes a show of looking around. “…I don’t see these friends of yours. Are they arriving later?”

“Oh ha ha.” 

Kaeya smirks.

He glances about them again, contemplatively.

“…Amber. You look cold. Why don’t you go by the fire?” 

Her brows twist. 

“Huh? I’m fine.” 

“You look faint. And there’s a word or two I’d like to have with our mysterious companion here. Why not give us a little privacy?”

Amber looks at him. “You could’ve just said that.” She frowns. “You want me to sit with Fatui?”

”They’re nice. I promise they don’t bite. Besides we’ll be standing right here, should they get rowdy,” Kaeya assures her, although he speaks with nothing but jest. 

Amber gazes at him, and she gazes at the Harbinger in their company, and her mouth bends in a deeper frown wary and disapproving - but she turns and walks from them to give the space requested. 

With a mutter. 


  “I’m telling Jean you hang out with Fatui.”


Like Jean didn’t already know.

Kaeya makes a face at her back.

As if sensing it, she turns her head and makes an uglier one at him. 

She doesn’t go by the fire with the Fatui; not close enough to sit. 

Kaeya watches the way she and the rookie recruits eyeball one another before deigning the situation safe and turning his focus back towards Childe. 

Childe has already traveled several yards in the opposite direction, giving them further privacy. 

Kaeya goes to meet him. 

But not without bending over and packing a snowball into his hand first.

He makes sure it hits Childe on the shoulder with force. 

“Hey!” Childe sputters. “What was that for?”

“What are you actually doing out here?” Kaeya says.

The Harbinger rolls his eyes and brushes snow off his coat. “I told you. Minor business. Nothing ‘evil’.”

”I’m supposed to believe that. The appearance of your organization only bodes poor news.”

“I can say the same about your Knights,” Childe retorts. “Enough tomfoolery, comrade. I’m sure you noticed the recruits sitting behind you. Dragonspine’s conditions are the closest to our motherland without needing to make the far journey. Training and drills are run in the valley. We have them investigate and practice using tools to harvest ‘malignant energies’.”

”Malignant energies belonging to a particular dragon’s heart?”

“Perhaps,” Childe answers. “Don’t ask me too much. There’s only so much I’ll willingly tell you about Her Majesty’s directives.”

Understandable.

Kaeya crosses his arms and rests his weight on one side.

“I won’t pry. So long as her directives don’t involve stationed forces from the mountain swooping into Mondstadt to wreak havoc any time soon.” 

“Fun as ‘swooping’ would be, no,” Childe chuckles. “I’m on strict orders to supervise. I have been for two weeks. The shaking of the mountain distracted me and I thought I’d poke around. Make sure none of it looks like it’ll collapse on the new blood.”

Ah yes. 

Kaeya had been wondering about that himself. 

“And what does it look like? Something natural, or otherwise behind the quakes?”

Childe gazes at Kaeya for a moment - before lifting a hand and tapping an idle finger against his right eye.

A mirror of where Kaeya’s hidden one rests beneath its patch.

Kaeya blinks.

Childe drops the hand.

“I found a few tracks. What any of the Abyss are doing around here, I can’t say. They haven’t shown any interest in attacking me or my forces, and from what I can make out from their jargon speech, they’re only out here to look at something. Still, best you keep an eye out on your way back down the mountain.”

”Looking at something… how curious,” Kaeya murmurs.

”If you want to investigate instead of returning to your city, I’ll tag along with you,” Childe offers. Frost fogs from his breath as he huffs out a laugh. “…But first let’s get these recruits back to the valley. I meant it when I said this area was dangerous.” 

He folds over, reaching down, rolling snow into his hand. He hefts the snowball in his hand once, then twice. 

Then he chucks it at Kaeya. 

Kaeya moves his head aside, about to make a taunt on poor aim, when a burst of water shoots him in the face.

Now it’s his turn to sputter.  

Childe barks out a laugh, lowering his finger gun.

His smile is bright.

“Let’s get a move on, Knight. This place could collapse at any time, yeah?”

 


 


  “This is the worst.” 



  “My feet are killing me.” 



  “Your feet? Get over yourself. Look at the state of my boots.” 



  “Stop shoving - you’re going to push me off!” 


The recruits are terrified as they descend the perilous ridges and near non-existent footpaths winding down the mountains from the remnants of Vindagnyr’s ruined civilization. 

Childe leads from the front, picking his way easily down the loose and treacherous stone.

The young Fatui hurry at his heels in near single-file, trying frantically to keep up and not to pitch off the ledge and die. 

It’s somewhat amusing. 

Kaeya follows a short distance behind.

Amber sticks close by him. Her focus is no different than the recruits - on the ground. 

“You two were sure acting chummy,” is what she’s saying, “but how do you know this isn’t a really roundabout way of his to kill us?”

“If this is his way of trying to kill us, it’s the most fascinating, indirect method I’ve seen,” Kaeya snorts, cold curling from his nose and mouth. 

The snow has picked up again with the winds. 

This severely untraveled shortcut was appropriately untraveled for a reason, but Kaeya can recognize easily how much swifter they’re descending towards the valley where the rest of the Fatui are stationed.

Miles and miles away still that they are. 

“I’m just saying,” Amber mumbles. “He hasn’t tried anything yet, but can a Harbinger be trusted?” 

She sounds like Diluc. 

His tone gets a little curt.

“He can be trusted fine. If I were you, I’d turn my concern towards where I walk.”

He grabs her by the elbow before she can slip and skid off the narrow path they’re on, and vanish into the snow-spinning gorges below. 

“Yikes!”

She stays in his grasp for a minute, eyes wide and transfixed on where she almost fell.

He lets go of her when the fear leaves her eyes. 

She sighs and thanks him. 

He moves her to walk in front of him and follows behind in case she slips again. 

They continue down. 

The young recruits of the Fatui continue to mope. 

Kaeya listens to them. 

They’re just kids.

Conscripted.

Following the orders they were told; the training they were taught.

It was no secret how much Snezhnaya valued family, promises and bonds. Their Archon was an Archon of love, whose brutal environment had turned a bleeding heart of warmth to cold.

Such was the nature of ice and Cryo-blessed wielders.

They did what was necessary to defend and protect.

How many of the recruits in front of him were acting on behalf of their families? 

It reminds him of Khaenri’ah. 

He didn’t make it a habit to think too hard on things from his homeland. It often wasn’t worth the effort or care.

It was only funny, was all.

There were ways to fix the atrophic ruin in Khaenri’ah; to cleanse the poisons of the voids; do away with the curse of the Abyss and reverse the darkness with a light.

The methods just hadn’t been found, although they had sent Kaeya to try and discover it on his own. 

What karmic humor it was, that the one sent was him. 

Someone who had realized - no - had it broken out of him by the loving care of a household, father and brother-in-arms - that it was useless to him; that he didn’t care for Khaenri’ah’s purposes or adamant dreams of ressurrection.

It wasn’t the job of a sent ten-year old to fix the mistakes of those from a nation that had fallen five-hundred years ago in war, nor was it his job to resolve the grievances of those from thousands of years ago in the past that brought Khaenri’ah to the state of ruin it was in now. 

All he had needed was to be able to live simply, without burdens or expectations. 

With a small handful of happiness, and smaller moments of ‘good’. 

That would’ve been enough. 

But Teyvat had always been cruel. 

‘Living free’. 

All Kaeya had needed to lose to get the chance at living with such freedom, was a bit of a normal childhood, cheerful memories of youth, two fathers, two homes, a sense of self-worth, and a brother that likely preferred him dead. 

Sneznhaya. Khaenri’ah. Mondstadt. 

Archons, wrath and dreams. 

No, he doesn’t care for their politics; their transgressions. 

He knows the darkened ways their nations thrive and work.

He’d been used; a pawn.

There is no guilt he feels, no committment, in abandoning a home that bound him to forced duty. 

He just remembers, sometimes. 

That there was a father who raised him.



And there was once a mother.

And there were once people he had grown up around, younger, his age and older, who dreamed of being free from darkness, who didn’t know what it meant to have freedom at their heels, grass beneath their feet and wind at their backs.

His people who feared the encroaching shadows of a curse would drown them down and snuff every last part of who they once were, like a flickering flame, out. 

 


 

It’s twenty minutes of cold nipping cheeks and blistering skin, wind whittling and hail blasting, spun, into forehead, before Childe leads them all off the sharp curved path of the mountain they’d been near-clinging to, and sets foot on sturdy, flat ground. 

A tiny clearing.

There’s a cliff that drops off steeply to all of their lefts. 

Childe doesn’t look the slightest bit exhausted.

If anything, he’s more alert, eyes alight and hands on his hips. 

“The worst of it is over. We keep walking for another two hours and we’ll be there.”

The recruits look like they’ve descended into a third hell.

Half are bent over, wheezing, attempting to catch their lost breaths. Others are shaking out their legs.

One is limping.

Another looks like he’s thinking of how to break his arm and feign an injury. 

Childe lifts a brow at them.

“What’s with you guys?” 

A blond-haired Fatui straightens up, gasping harshly. 

“Sir please. I can’t feel my legs. We’ve been traveling nonstop. First with Commander Vitri- now with you. Can we - can we please get a break?” 

“Oh my god,” says a darker-haired comrade next to him, still wheezing at the ground. “Lord Childe, please.” 

Kaeya and Amber keep their distance, close by the path of the path they’ve just walked off of. 

Kaeya’s legs have ceased being able to feel anything ages ago.

He’d been moving on autopilot, calmly, with a dissociated mind to restore the lost energy expending his Vision earlier had caused. 

But now that everyone’s stopped, and he can see the tremors of exhaustion in Amber’s hands, the burning ache of his muscles come to him. 

The recruits look towards Childe earnestly. 



Desperately.

Childe glances over all of them, and sighs.

He scratches the back of his head.

“Alright, alright. Ten minutes, that’s it.”

He crosses his arms, semblance of authority returning.

“It’s obvious what you guys lack is stamina. So we’ll make adjustments to training, and start having you run longer miles on the mountains.” 

Horrified exclamations and protests.

“What?”

“Sir, no -”

“I take it back, let’s keep going. We don’t need to rest now-”

“So you’re asking to sprint,” says Childe. 

Groans.

Kaeya snorts at the spectacle.

“Geez,” mumbles Amber. “He’s inhuman.” 

But there’s something in her eyes, something thinking, something troubled. 

Kaeya has a feeling he knows what she’s thinking. 

“They’re like us when we were training under Varka, aren’t they? The climbing he made us do was atrocious,” he remembers. “The rumors of him being a mountainous monster in the field wasn’t far off.” 

Only thanks to Jean did half of them not pass out.

”I imagine Fatui training is just as rigorous as the Knights,” Kaeya chuckles. “If not worse.”

“…Yeah.”

Amber continues to look bothered.

Her gaze falls on the small crowd of Fatui around Childe theatrically down on their knees, begging.

“They’re… not so different from us, I guess.” 

“Most people aren’t. We just fight for different things. Whether we want to or not.” 

He feels Amber gaze come onto him. 

He glances at her from the corner of his eye. 

“Yes?”

“Kaeya…” she hesitates. “Do you remember a few years ago, when we got into that argument, and I… said some awful things to you?” 

“You’ll have to be more specific. You do that a lot.” 

“I do not,” she immediately retorts.

She shakes her head, puts her hands on her hips and refocuses, features twisting conflicting and for some reason upset.

“No. I mean, I said things I… shouldn’t have about the way you worked. And the sort you hang around with. I know it’s not really my business. You know better. And I know it seems like I don’t trust you. But I do.”

Kaeya’s eyebrows fly high up on his brow.

“What brought this on? Am I dying and don’t know it yet?” 

She squints. “Can you try and be serious?”

“I could try, yes.” 

“But you won’t.”

”No.” 

“Never mind. Forget it. There’s no being sentimental with you,” she grumbles, looking completely put-out. 

Kaeya drops a hand on her head, and pats it consolingly. 

She bats it away and shuffles off several feet away. 

“I’m not a kid!” 

He huffs, bemused. 

He hasn’t the faintest idea what brought on her sudden words from watching the Fatui interact with Childe, but she was a forthright, righteous individual with a set of unwavering, pure moralities, so she’d been speaking her honest thoughts. 

Maybe there’d been a look on his face, in watching Childe and the Fatui too. 

As if knowing he was being thought about, the Harbinger turns his head from the sniffling recruits around him and locates where Kaeya and Amber stand. 

He starts to step towards them. 

“Hey, come a little closer. What are you deviants plotting so far away - ?” 

His joke is cut off by a ear-splitting crack. 








Rumbling. 

The earth tumultuously shakes.

Childe looks up sharply and Kaeya follows his look as Amber stumbles and crashes sideways into him. 

It’s a plume of white from far up above. 

It doesn’t look like it’s moving; he can’t see where the peak of the mountain is or where it’s coming from, but the sound of roaring and stone collapsing grows - and after a moment of staring - Kaeya realizes. 

It’s not an avalanche barreling its way down. 

It’s the peak of the mountain itself. 

Childe must have the same realization. 

“All of you!” he barks, looking at his young subordinates. “Take cover!” 

They’re in the smallest, open field with a cliff on one end and approaching collapse on the other. There is nowhere to hide. 

The Fatui don’t move. 

“It’s going to kill us,” one says.

Amber’s fingers seize Kaeya’s sleeve in a death-grip as she finally gets her feet steady beneath her. 

“Kaeya,” she starts. 

He doesn’t know why. 

He supposes it’s some part of him knowing how she trusts him.

How others believe him to be ‘good’.

His Vision stirs. 

 


 

Thundering, quaking, downhill force.

His feet move swiftly towards the Fatui, one hand pulling Amber, the other directing a finger overhead.

Childe whips his head around and startles at the sight of ice sparking above.

“Wait-”

Kaeya smiles at him.

Eye dismally bright.

They’re violently swept under white, and violently swept away. 






 

He wakes to a darkness, not unlike the first time they had fallen through the ground in their antics with the Fatui earlier.

He wakes to it - but it’s not the same.

He had shielded others from collapses plenty of times before.

Had raised solid defenses; felt the brunt of stone and steel and wood against the protection of his Vision and known it to be a pain - but one that would inevitably go.

No.

This is not the same.

The force is tremendous.

He feels like he’s breaking apart.

On his hands and knees, pressed towards the earth, frigid snow inches from his face.

He doesn’t know where he is.

He doesn’t know what’s around him.

He breathes out coalescing frost.

And shakes.

His ears ring.

His mind, muddled, dredges up no recollection, no thoughts, no fear.

It’s silent.

There’s nothing but crimson pooled beneath him.

From what?

Had something been crushed?

Frost trembles from his mouth again.

Then, in the silence, comes a sharp intake of breath; a terrified exclamation.

It sounds familiar, and close-by, but before Kaeya can put a name to the voice and face to the name, his elbow buckles beneath him.

Ice groans like an eons-old monstrosity bowing beneath an infernal weight.

He feels himself get forced, pressed closer to the ground.

A noise of pain escapes him.

He’s not sure how long he stays like that before words register in his roaring ears. 

“Kaeya,” someone breathes out, stunned. “Hold it.”

Hold what?

Who had spoken?

It wasn’t Amber -

Amber.

He jolts slightly.

That’s right; he’d been with Amber; with others on the mountain -

A hand touches his shoulder.

Ice around them angrily groans shrieks again.

Gnashing.

As if trying to split apart and break.

The hand leaves his shoulder swiftly.

An order is barked.

“Quit lying around. Up.”

Frightened, breathless voices follow.

“Sir, we can’t.”

“There’s no room. We can barely sit up.”

“The ice is - “

“An opening’s right there. Roll on your stomachs and crawl. Squeeze through it.”

“Sir,” a genuine, wavering sniffle. “My arm is broken; Katerina’s leg is broken - “

“There’s a mountain on him. Move your asses.” 

Oh.

So that’s what it was.

The crest of the avalanching mountain they’d been standing beneath, was on his back.

That explained a few things. But not everything.

Why hadn’t it flattened them yet?

Kaeya had a small back. It wasn’t big enough to hold a boulder, much less a tumbled-down peak.

Unless his Vision was still at work.

And.

He supposed that explained a few more things.

Like why he was breathing out clouds of frosted ice.

Like why his blood felt so piercingly cold even though it was bleeding out of him.

Like why he was bleeding out.

How much ice had erupted from his god-given power that it’d keep a mountain from crushing them like ants?

It’s impossible to tell.

He can’t lift his heavy head to see what’s around him.

He only knows now through listening to the short conversation, that they’re all barely a four-feet protected height from being completely buried alive and killed.

He breathes out again.

Frost flakes spin off his tongue, onto his hands.

Broken bones and injuries.

Was anyone dead?

His mind and eyesight swoops somewhat deliriously.

Ha.

What exactly was he doing?

A head dips into sight in front of him enough that Kaeya’s eye drags away from the blood seeping over his hands to see who it is.

Opaque blue eyes.

It’s strange.

Snezhnaya’s Harbinger looks significantly different than Kaeya remembers him looking before.

Because there’s light in his eyes, intent, and Kaeya doesn’t know what to call the sort of expression sitting on the older warrior’s face.

Tartaglia feels no fear.

It must be something else. 

“Kaeya.”

He speaks quiet, soft and careful.

“Are you conscious right now?”

What sort of question was that?

Wasn’t his eye open?

Words leave Kaeya with the sort of effort it takes to wade across a tossing sea in the midst of storm.


  “Does it look like I’m not?”


Mumbled.

Barely audible.

He says it towards the ground, out-of-breath, dizzy, marginally distracted by the sensation of a flitting mind while his body feels like it’s seconds away from being ground into dust.

Now that he thinks about it…

If his Cryo was… doing whatever it was doing, he shouldn’t be bleeding.

He wonders what that’s about.

Childe is close and crouched, inches away.

Their foreheads near touch.

It’s like his hands don’t know whether to grab him or leave him be.

“Where is she?” Kaeya mumbles out next.

“…Alive,” is what Childe says, understanding. “The opening we have is because of her. She kicked it out. Dug the rest with her bleeding hands. Dragged out the few unconscious, without hesitation.”

Kaeya listens; feels a bout of vertigo, and unwillingly drops his head with a rough thud onto Childe’s shoulder.

There are sounds of struggle in the background.

Whimpers, curses and hisses.

Shifting stone and pushed snow; gasps of pain and effort, from those crawling and squeezing their way to freedom.

“Is she hurt?” Kaeya asks. 

“Kaeya, she’s alright. She shoved her own arm back into place and shouted at my soldiers more than me.”

Kaeya feels some pride.

“Let’s talk about you.”

Childe’s voice by his ear is level.

“You don’t have to say anything. Just listen. …You’ve been holding weight on your shoulders for a long, long time. I’m not going to say for how long. Your ice is through you. Broken from above, through your back and chest. If you let go of your Vision, it’ll disappear out of you, yes? But it will also drop what it’s carrying down on your head.”

Hesitation.

“The valley, and the slew of camps beneath it, is several leagues, directly beneath us. They’ve already begun to retreat, but they’ve not yet finished. It will take some time still. The recruits here will need to be brought and carried elsewhere to safety.”

Kaeya knows what he’s saying.

He knows what Childe isn’t asking.

For him to wait.

To stay where he is - and wait.

He doesn’t have a way of pulling Kaeya out without killing them both and causing a landslide of death.

Unfortunate.

Kaeya smirks into the dark, jacketed shoulder keeping his face from falling any further forward in exhaustion.

Well he had always been good at staying behind and waiting. 

His voice leaves breathless and weak.

“…You’re wasting time. If you plan on getting them out… all of them out… then stop talking to me, Harbinger. And go.”

Childe is silent.

Kaeya bleeds.

“…Tell Amber to fly back to Jean. Tell Amber to tell Jean.”

“I will.”

“No Knight should be coming up here. Adventurers should be given warning.”

“Kaeya.”

“…Don’t return to find me.” 

Because chances were, there wouldn’t be anything left to find.

The thought doesn’t frighten Kaeya as much as he believes it should.

Maybe he had been waiting for something to forcefully remove him from the earth ages ago, and now, trapped, it was time to acknowledge when a run at life had worn itself out and ended.

He doesn’t feel when Childe precariously moves away.

He gazes, vision doubling, at his red-raw fingers half-buried in the snow, absently.

He hears words that comes without inflection, emotion, or room for discussion.

“I’m coming back. Don’t let this fall.”

What was that? 

An order?

Kaeya can obey those well.

So he doesn’t answer.

He accepts it.

He zones out.

And he’s left alone.  

 


 

He doesn’t count seconds or minutes.

He sinks into a meditative trance brought on by blood loss, disorientation and elemental fatigue.

The darkness is all-encompassing, but there is light from the opening broken through by Amber far away from him where the recruits of the Fatui had dragged themselves through; where Childe had too slipped himself out of it.

It’s not close enough for Kaeya to reach even if he tried.

A lesson had been passed down from his father once long ago.

Not Crepus, but his real father.

Simple.


  ‘You can always wait longer.’


He had been teaching Kaeya the merit in patience; in observance. In not striking a target until the optimal time had come.

His real father had taught him many other useful lessons in life.

Many other encouragements, though they had never really come across as such at the time in the harshness of his training.


  ‘It is never impossible to run farther.’



  ‘Run faster.’



  ‘Raise your blade swifter.’



  ‘Walk forward. Pay no attention to the fallen.’


A ghost of hand on his shoulder.


  ‘Lift your head.’


He does.

The noon light spills through the crack of the collapse towards him and he’s caught, by his own Vision, by his own creation, pierced through by ice bloomed like a thorned flower.

Dying by himself.

How appropriate.

This must too be karma. 

 


 

His limbs quake.

His breath shudders out.

He cries from the pain, silent, shaking no different than a leaf left to blow in the winds from a tree.

It’s the realization that nothing he’s done has ever mattered.

Whether here or in Mondstadt or in the bowels of Khaenri’ah, his fate had always been decided. Friendships, family and his own desires had never been anything he could hope to have.

He had told himself in losing Crepus, in losing the clan, in losing Diluc, that moving forward and letting go was the only thing he could do in living on. That living a life of pretense was the only way to go on.

But this isn’t what he wants.

He’s terrified.

He’s freezing.

His mind is wavering. His sight blackening.

There are names that come to mind.

He mutters the first. 


  Tartaglia. 


He thinks of the the second.

Amber.

Courageous and resourceful who got everyone out where Kaeya failed.

And there’s a father who shakes his head at his weakness, and there’s another father he thinks might have knelt and helped shoulder the weight.

But because they are both gone, he feels the cold of ghosts instead.

He doesn’t know if it’s the right time to let go of them; of the weight he carries, of the burden he bears, of their expectations, teachings, care and love.

The stress he hides; the stress he puts himself under - for what - for who - others, it has always been for others, never himself.

And the pressure in insurmountable, and the pressure has broken through, too much.

How long has he been holding out, with no one who’s spoken in this isolated cage of stone and ice - with still no answers for himself on what the fleeting thing known as existence would mean to others if he goes?

For he has only brought trouble and destruction where he goes.

It’s tiring.

He thinks of Jean and apologizes with a small smile in the depths of his muted mind.

This mountain of things - he’s been carrying for so long without realizing its force until it’s crushing him now - carrying for so long, it takes effort to let go, to tell himself ‘Enough. Put it down’, because his body wants to fight and his mind wants to cling to what small space of safety his Vision has given him even as it kills him, because he’s a coward who fears and corward that doesn’t run, but one that stays and stays until someone else tells him to leave or go and - 


  Put it down. 



  ‘A mountain upon your shoulders. You cannot carry it alone.’ 


A mother he’s never met, speaks with hands that cradle his head as it bows, as blood slips from his mouth.

She’s calm and gentle and steady and warm.

He sees robes of Khaenri’ah, of a great mage and Keeper, gold and white and blue.

He weeps.

What a rotten son he is, that he wishes these hands belong to a brother instead.

The one who ignored him, who he ignored in turn; who Kaeya could not walk away from.

Not truly. Not ever.

“Kaeya,” a voice murmurs.

What a torment to hear auditory hallucinations in death.

It sounds like Diluc.

The hands of familial love holding his head steady drift. Arms wrap steady around his shoulders and back where he kneels.

“Let it go,” says the voice of Diluc, calm and steady, and there is no warmth in the words and there is no gentleness, no kindness, but there is certainty and resolve.

Kaeya tucks his face into the neck of the one before him.

He breathes out cold.

He huffs out a lifeless laugh.

Well whatever.

Would these demons be gone.

He snuffs out his Cryo.

The mountain on him drops. 

 


 

When he wakes, he is traveling through a frozen river of red.

Weight carried and supported from around the waist and with the secure hold of his arm around a neck.

He looks at his boots sloshing through ice and chilly waters.

Scorch marks burn the leather. His pants are torn.

He’s still bleeding out.

The boots traversing slowly alongside him are dark and familiar.

Kaeya gazes at them, blankly, wondering why they’re there.

It’s an eternity of a journey before the one who accompanies him finally notices he’s awake, and startles, because the grip on Kaeya tightens exponentially, and they immediately turn to step out of the water, bringing Kaeya with them.

But Kaeya stops their steps.

He keeps looking at the boots.

“…Tartaglia,” he says.

“Yes. Don’t talk. I’m here,” says Childe.

“…What happened?”

“…I said not to talk. You shouldn’t even be conscious.”

Kaeya lifts his head and his eye, wilting yet defiant.

Childe gazes at him with a tight-pressed mouth and pale, grave face. The seriousness is something Kaeya’s never seen before.

But Childe answers his question.

He answers it, looking more grim by the second.

“We had to break the ground beneath you. But you two fell. You got away from us. I only just managed to pull you from the lake. I was certain you were dead.”

“I’m dying.”

He doesn’t mean to say it aloud, but it’s what comes out.

Childe looks at him. “You’re not.”

He doesn’t say what Kaeya thinks he should be saying.

That Kaeya should already be dead.

“No, I’m -”

Blood splatters, erupting from his mouth.

He pitches forward.

Weakly.

His weight is properly held in Childe’s two hands.

The gaping wound in his chest, through his back, feels like nothing.

He’s lost too much to recover.

It was a miracle his mind had stirred from the unconsciousness it had fallen into for these last moments; for these last words.

He supposes he’s grateful for all his embarrassing fears and delusions, there was at least someone else here to carry his body to a grave.

His eye drifts.

Childe quickly moves them for the riverbank again. As he does, the Harbinger’s earlier spoken words register properly in Kaeya’s head.

We.

Two.

Us.

Kaeya blinks slowly, a little dazedly.

They leave the water.

As soon as they do, Kaeya hears them.

Footsteps in the snow.

Running.

Drawing near.

There is the fury of a fire.

There is a brimstone heat swelling, flooding the air with blazing ire and contempt.

At the edge of the riverbank, Childe suddenly pauses.

And there it is.

Kaeya sees it.

The envoy of this world’s hell, coming to carry him off and down into the pits where he belongs.

It must be.

Wearing Diluc’s face.

He’s taken by the strange visage of Diluc right away - away from Childe - and sat down abruptly on a very cold rock.

Gloved hands grab his face - they’re scorching - and hold tight.

Warmth blossoms across his frozen skin.

Charcoal of a rough yet oddly flexible fiber that’s supposed to protect others and its wearer from the fires contained beneath.

“It took you long enough,” says Childe’s voice, tense and curt, filtering in Kaeya’s muffled, wool-stuffed ears.

“The Fatui and Knights were almost caught in the second collapse, poking about, fumbling. I had to move around it. Why didn’t you treat this wound?” comes the response, furious.

“I didn’t have the means.”

The hands holding his face, hold tighter.

The ice on Kaeya’s cheeks begins to fracture and melt.

“So all of your Archon’s ‘Best’ don’t know the first thing about medical first-aid?”

“Hey,” Childe’s voice is sharp. “I wasn’t the one who set everything on fire.”

A scoff.

“Nothing was set on fire. You should’ve dug us out and buckled the ground sooner before I needed to melt us out. Get behind him.”

For some reason, Childe’s footsteps do exactly that in obedience.

“Belt.”

Shuffling.

Leather; the metal crest of Snezhnaya’s court buckled on its center.

It’s tossed over Kaeya’s shoulder.

It skids and flops somewhat pathetically in the snow.

Kaeya looks at it, mind ever slow.

The hands on his face leave.

A vibrant head of crimson head lowers before Kaeya’s eye. One of the hands loses its glove, and Kaeya recognizes the nicks and scars on it from years of dedicated training and sword work .

As he looks at the marks, the vastly-delayed recognition of who’s before him, finally comes. 

“…Diluc?” 

He hadn’t thought it was real.

“This is going to hurt,” says Diluc.

He pries open Kaeya’s mouth with a thumb and finger, and slides the thin-folded material of Childe’s belt into it without skipping a beat.

Childe’s hands settle on Kaeya’s shoulders, stiff.

“This isn’t the way to do this.”

“Hydro healing would’ve come in handy then, wouldn’t it?”

“I wasn’t taught to be a healer.”

“Taught. With everything else you’ve mastered on your own, you need to be taught to heal.”

The hands on Kaeya’s shoulders twitch.

Diluc makes quick work of Kaeya’s cape; quicker work of his vest and armaments.

His chest is exposed to the bared elements, and there is zero hesitation in the moment Diluc’s bare hand finds the bleeding hole in beneath his ribcage and the time intensely compact flame sears the injury with ruthless fire.

He doesn’t quite scream.

His hands scrabble.

He bends forward, over Diluc’s hand and arm, heaving, blinding tears in his eyes.

Eyes.


  His eyepatch is gone.


When had it - ?

His face crumples and breaks.

He’s saying something to Diluc. 

Accusations. Apologies.

He’s not sure what they are.

He’s not sure which escapes him more.

Diluc keeps his head lowered and doesn’t look up.

He’s not sure what happens after.

The pain in him excrutiatingly blackens the world to dark. 

 


 

The room he opens his eye to next is not his own.

It’s doesn’t belong to the barracks of the Knights.

It doesn’t belong to the decrepit home of his under the ground, in a house absent of mother, father; anyone at all.

Not the room in a mansion in a Winery furnished for his comfort.

It’s a room in a cathedral; in the cathedral’s back halls allotted for Knights with injury.

….What a mocking place to lie for a sinner.

Bland. Pale purple walls. Thin, indigo curtains sit still by the moon-swept window at his side.

His body is a giant, dull, sore bruise, limp and weightless.

A taunt pull in his chest as he shifts makes him wince.

He stops trying to sit up and stays lying down, bringing a hand to the middle of his ribcage where the deep ache of a mortal wound rests in him with deep ache.

He gazes at the ceiling for a period of time.

He’s alive.

Supposedly.

He’s not sure how to feel about it.

Less sure of the echoes of faces and hands that drift in his memory.

Dragonspine, and the snow and its winds.

Recruits of the Fatui.

No.

The Fatui in the valley; in the camps.

…Had any of them died?

Something about the prospect twists discomfort and a flickering note of cowardice in him thinks about how differently Childe will look at him; losing people at Kaeya’s hands.

But then again…. had any of what happened, actually happened?

His jaw feels sore.

His tongue cut.

A belt in his mouth.

And there’d been a fire burning his skin -

He cuts off the thought; kicks the memory aside.

He doesn’t want it.

It reminds him of a fight in thunderstorm and rain at the mercy of flames before his Vision had come to his defense.

He rolls his cheek along the pillow tucked sturdy beneath his head. It’s incredibly soft.

Like the eyes gazing at him.

Dark and red in the shadows.

Kaeya lurches.

His body doesn’t make it halfway up to sitting before his strength leaves him and he collapses back onto an elbow on his side.

The redhead - that looks suspiciously and impossibly like an old brother of his - rises partially from the cushioned armchair he’d been sitting in.

A hand on his shoulder eases him back to lying down. And stays there.

“Don’t move.”

Kaeya doesn’t move. He’s too surprised for that.

Diluc studies him.

He returns to sitting in the armchair after.

Waiting.

“Who are you?” Kaeya blurts out.

His throat is raw; his words come half-strangled and hoarse.

Diluc doesn’t frown but his eyes search Kaeya’s lone left one, intently.

“…You don’t remember?”

“No. I… know who you are. I just…”

Kaeya trails off, at an utter loss for words.

He touches his own forehead, confused.

His aching voice falls quiet.

“Did something happen?”

That would bring Diluc here.

That would have him here like this.

The wound on him had been cauterized.

He knows that.

He had somehow been saved.

He knows that.

But he doesn’t know anything, in the end, after all. 

Diluc’s sigh almost goes unheard.

His clothes shift as he too shifts to settle into the armchair as far deep in it as he can.

Weary.

His gaze sits on the bedsheets tucked around Kaeya for a moment, before it moves to Kaeya’s face again.

“Did something happen? I would say so. Yes.”

They fall into silence together.

Kaeya goes back to looking at the ceiling.

His thoughts wander, unsettled; unable to form proper.

The silence remains.

“…Diluc.”

He’s not sure why the name trembles, so uncertain. He thinks, in a way, he must still be caught in a dream.

“What is it?”

“Why are you here?”

There is absolute quiet from Diluc’s chair.

No movement.

No sound.

What feels like eons later, Diluc responds.

“Go to sleep.”

“I’m not tired.”

“You are.”

Kaeya’s eye drops from the ceiling and goes onto where his once closest friend resides.

A book in Diluc’s hand. Diluc’s eyes are on a page in the middle of the story - sitting - without moving.

“…Get some rest,” is what Diluc says.

Kaeya keeps his eye on Diluc.

Diluc begins to read to himself, silent. His fingers turn the pages.

He’s quiet otherwise.

Eventually, the sounds of pages, and the natural warmth of Diluc’s presence, lulls Kaeya to a daze.

Then towards the fogs of sleep.

He sinks into it, decisive.

Yes… this - Must be a long, long, vivid dream.

He must still be up on the mountain.

Dead. 

 


 

“Rise and shine! What a beautiful morning!”

It’s a light, soft voice of cheer that tears open the curtains beside his bed and lets in blinding sun.

Kaeya’s eye snaps open.

On autopilot, he sits right up.

A strain in his chest - but there isn’t an ounce of pain. Only soreness.

He feels born anew.

Like he’s woken in an alternative reality.

And maybe he has, because the one smiling down at him from where she stands at the window - is unexpectedly Barbara.

She looks startled, seeing him awake. 

They look at one another spooked for a length of time. 

Then she clasps her arms behind her back, blue eyes bright.

Her voice falls soft afterwards, with a sincere apology.

“Sir Kaeya, I’m… I’m so sorry. I’ve been saying the same thing for weeks and you’ve never woken from it before. I.. um.”

She glances away before glancing back.

“This is a wonderful surprise, Sir Kaeya. Had you slept any longer, we would’ve been very worried about complications with your recovery. We’d… been monitoring you closely.” 

He doesn’t quite gape at her - but his mouth certainly doesn’t seem like it’ll be closing any time soon. 

And… 


  We? 


“…Kaeya?”

He stops staring at Barbara in bewilderment and turns his head towards the door on the other side of the room.

Brown hair.

Brown eyes.

A gold, red ribbon in hair.

Amber pokes her head into the doorway with a small frown.

Kaeya looks at her - looks at her - alive and well, and finds his legs sliding out of bed and feet setting on the floor.

She looks like her throat’s stuck.

She looks on the verge of tears.

They swell in her eyes but she stays stubbornly half in the door and half in the hall.

“Stupid,” she says. “Put on some clothes.”

He blinks.

His gaze drops.

He’s in nothing but leggings.

There’s no bandage on his chest, but there is the pale, pink ghost of a gnarled, starburst scar.

“Oh,” he says.

It feels like the only thing he can say.

 


 

There’s a uniform delivered to him.

His same as usual, fur white and pristine.

It covers his scar - but barely. 

When he dresses himself, it’s slow, with lingering thoughts on whether it still suits him. 

 


 

A month. 

He was out for a month. 

Jean informs him because Amber won’t say a word to him, though Amber had accompanied him from the infirmary in the cathedral, through the streets.

Streets where they had been waylaid by nearly every other citizen in greetings, concern and conversation neither Amber or Kaeya were apparently equipped to have.

He doesn’t know where Amber has gotten off to after she had walked him right to the Grand Master’s Office door.

He’s told by Jean he’d woken in the middle of that month unconscious only once; to hold a conversation with only one person.

When he asks who, she gives him a certain look, hesitant, yet full of resolve.

She doesn’t have to tell him though.

A part of him already knows.

He just hasn’t accepted it as a reality, for the little sense it made.

Why would Diluc have been sitting in that small room for days and weeks at his side while he lied in coma?

Jean runs a list of his injuries. 

Broken ribs. Twelve fractured bones. Four surgeries.

His heart had stopped beating twice.

It had taken an entire congregation of church healers and Jean’s own stream of healing to keep him alive.

He doesn’t know what to do with the information so he doesn’t make a comment on it; nor does he address the fact that he had indeed ‘died’ and miraculously come back to life.

What he does comment on is his failure, with a straightforward apology for what happened on the mountain.

“People were killed by the hands of a Knight. It’s a stain. Did the Fatui say anything while I was out?”

She looks up at him from where she sits behind the desk - bewildered.

“…Kaeya. Not a single person was lost.”

Now it’s Kaeya’s turn to feel some bewilderment.

“Did Amber not tell you?” Jean questions, concerned, brows furrowed.

“She wasn’t very talkative with me, so no.”

Jean frowns.

“Everyone is accounted for among the Fatui. It was absolutely not a failure, and if you continue to believe it was despite my words, then it was a failure on my part for not having scouts survey the conditions of the mountains first when the situation between the ore and Fatui arose.”

How would scouts have helped?

They would’ve gotten caught in the avalanches of Dragonspine on their own.

Jean appears to read his thoughts.

Her features turn in disapproval.

“No, Kaeya. It was a Ley Line. The Eleventh from Snezhnaya. While you were out he seemed to have investigated the cause. His shared reports revealed activity from Abyss Mages as well. It was a dangerous environment to begin with; the unprecedented disruptions made it dangerous further. It was a lack of foresight. I’m ashamed.”

Jean has no reason to put herself down.

Kaeya should have been better.

A better Knight and second-in-command to the Acting Grand Master.

One more capable.

“Is the Ley Line handled? Does it need to be looked at?”

Jean’s gaze softens. “Kaeya. You were out for a month,” she reminds him delicately. “The situation has been resolved.”

His mouth bends down.

“I don’t understand. How was I out for so long? How was I even rescued?”

She gazes at him for a while longer.

Her gaze drops to her desk after.

She takes a short time to sit in her thoughts before she re-lifts her gaze and allows it fall back on him.

“Amber came on a half-broken glider. Our Knights were mobilized less than an hour after the collapse she reported. In the time between our arrival for rescue, the Fatui were already gathered on the scene trying to figure out a way to safely pull you out. I was told their forces were evacuated from the most dangerous areas of the peaks.”

She shakes her head.

“Even with our efforts, you stayed trapped on the mountain for a day, with your Vision keeping you in place. You couldn’t hear our voices. We couldn’t tell if you were…”

She stops.

She gazes at him as if she’s afraid he’ll disappear.

She shakes her head again after.

Slower.

“…You weren’t responding. We were lucky. That Diluc had come.”

“Why was he there?”

“That’s…”

Her face grows careful, as do her words.

“…I don’t think it’s my place to say.”

So she doesn’t.

She informs him of a bonus to his pay before he deigns to take his leave.

“A bonus? Should I be trying to die more often?”

She informs him he’s lost his bonus.

“It was a joke - “

“It wasn’t funny. Take this as a lesson.”

“A lesson for what? Are you my mother?”

The mild back-and-forth foes nowhere.

He’s escorted from the Favonius Headquarters by a pair of apologetic knights.

They express gratitude over his well-being, and wishes for a speedy recovery with looks of frightful awe and relief.

Then he’s gently eased away from them with gentle hands that handle him like he’s porcelain glass, and set loose in the city to ‘heal’. 

 


 

Healing is boring.

His thoughts are burdened.

He thinks of being cauterized on a mountain.

Of a brother, not-a-brother, who had gone crawling under rock and snow and ice to kneel before him, staying in the presence with the Fatui, of all people, to get to him.

Knights who had partnered with Fatui too.

For what?

Why had Diluc come?

Why had Diluc bothered with a ‘rescue’ when everything between them said clearly that Diluc should’ve been waiting in the city for new of Kaeya being dead to reach his ears.

He doesn’t understand it.

There had been an opportunity to end everything that had existed between them.

For good.

And Diluc hadn’t taken it.

He had found him. Spoke to him. Sat with him.

Why?

His train of thought circles like his feet, and eventually he wanders back around to the training fields of the Knights by Headquarter Barracks, picks up a sword, and cajoles the nearest young knight-in-training into a spar.

It’s met with protests.

Somehow Jean finds him.

He doesn’t quite flee - but he does toss the sword in his hand away and walk very quickly out of range and sight before she can torpedo towards him from the sidelines of the field and scold him back to the prison of a bed.

 


 

“Cavalry Captain,” sounds out a jovial greeting. “You’re up and looking - well - not well. But decent enough.” 

Blue skies and brisk winds.

Bustle in the streets.

Clanging from the forge.

While wandering down the steps leading towards the city gates, seeing Snezhnaya’s Eleventh Harbinger had been the last thing he’d been expecting.

He assumed the lieutenant had left and returned to his nation.

Or gone off to carry out his duties somewhere else.

Anywhere else.

A month later.

Why was he still around?

Kaeya’s footsteps travel over before he realizes it, speaking. “You’re still here?”

“I wasn’t always. I returned a day ago. I’m glad to see you up. I would’ve checked by the cathedral later if not.”

Childe, regular uniform and decorations on display, shoos away the couple of masked Fatui that had been with him.

They look like field agents.

They take a moment to sweep eyes over Kaeya.

Oddly - salutes are offered, terse and crisp to their chests, before they turn on their heels and depart further into the city.

Kaeya watches them prowl off in the direction of the Goth Hotel, taken aback.

He brings his eye back to Childe.

“What was that?”

“A small show of respect. You saved their lives after all; officer from another nation that you are.”

Childe’s eyes are as mirthful as the first time they had ever met in the streets of Liyue with an Archon-in-disguise and tantalizing smell of fried street-food in the air.

He brings his hands to rest on his waist and takes to observing Kaeya himself with a critical eye and good humor.

“You can count on the Fatui here treating you nicer than usual for a while because of it.”

“By that you mean less glaring and less attempts to have their mages curse me.”

“An improvement’s an improvement, and from what I’ve heard, they only do that because you never stop harassing them.”

“It’s a complicated relationship. We’re still getting to know each other.”

“So I imagine.”

Childe gets a bit serious then.

A bit somber.

Sincerity settles in his eyes and the teasing tone in his voice levels out to something… unnervingly something.

“…There’s a number of Fatui in the Hotel here. They aren’t field agents; they’re better suited for administrative duties, light guard work and patrols. But many had family who were stationed on the mountain. Brothers and sisters. Close, irreplaceable comrades.”

Childe surveys him again, slower; with a gaze that lingers on the spot of the scar hidden from them both by blouse and vest and cape.

“Those soldiers who were camped in the valley. The recruits with us. They’re some of the youngest we have in training. Everyone is grateful the ones they care for were kept safe. I as well. Casualties aren’t what I particularly enjoy reporting to Her Majesty. So.”

Childe lifts a hand off his waist and pokes a gloved finger against Kaeya’s cheek with uncanny lightness.

There’s a cold relief; the calming of a headache Kaeya hadn’t even known was present, so dull it was, knocking at the back of his skull.


  “Thanks.” 


Kaeya thinks he hears the Harbinger say it over the rush of coursing water falsely filling his ears.

Childe’s finger leaves.

Kaeya looks at him.

A crooked smile, small, of pleased satisfaction creeps on Childe’s face.

“Neat trick, huh. It’s not much, but give it time and soon I’ll be patching wounds and healing mortal injury in no time. The most proficient healer on Snezhnaya’s field,” he boasts, with a sudden boisterous laugh.

Kaeya can’t keep the surprise off his features.

“…Healing?”

“One day. It’s nothing now.”

Childe’s gaze doesn’t stray from Kaeya’s face.

“We lost no one, but many were still injured on the mountain. It felt useless standing around, being unable to help in a situation so grevious. Especially when I’m the superior officer. …And.”

His eyes flick towards Kaeya’s covered scar, a ghost of a frown touching his mouth.

“Maybe things would have happened differently up there, if I could’ve lent you aid myself. That’s all. Think nothing of it.”

But Kaeya does.

Aether, in his explanations once long ago had spoken on how consorting with a Harbinger - this Harbinger - would never put him in any danger.


  “Past the bloodshed and slaughter and insatiable battle  lust, he’s pretty ordinary. Not everyone is terrible. Some people fight for what they believe in, and fight to protect others. It just happens to be for those on the other side of the field.”


“Look at you!” Kaeya had exclaimed, ruffling Aether’s hair just to mess it up.

He had snickered at the futile attempt of the Traveler to fend him off. 


  “You’ve gotten wise from all your journeying. You think like me now. I’m so proud of you.”


“Ugh! Kaeya, you’re so annoying!” Paimon had exclaimed, fussing where she floated. “Leave his hair alone! It takes forever for Paimon to help brush out the knots!”

Because out of everything, standing feet away from a crowd of bandits they had thrashed and rounded up, that of course, was her biggest concern.

“Hm? Did I say something amusing?”

Childe’s inquiry brings Kaeya back to the present.

Indeed, there’s a smile Kaeya feels tugging at his lips.

He attempts to school it into something not quite so revealing of his personal musings.

“No. I was only thinking on something a dear companion once said.”

He brings a hand to his forehead, marveling silently at the utter lack of ache within it.

“A warrior on the battlefield that can wipe out foes in an instant and heal. You sound like you’d be a nightmare.”

“Right? I’ve already begun thinking of ways to make the whales I summon unleash targeted healing over my own subordinates while it murders everything else.”

Childe rubs his chin, eyes narrowing.

“It would take a great deal of precision, control and mastery. Once I figure it out…”

Good grief.

Kaeya hoped the Harbinger never did.

At least, not that particular feat.

Childe wouldn’t be a nightmare - he’d be a downright terror.

“Please don’t,” he says.

Childe snorts.

“You’re telling me to hold myself back? Challenge accepted.”

“It wasn’t a challenge.”

“You said it, so now it is.”

Creeping hunger in Childe’s gaze.

A new smile curls his lips, languid, but starving for a new impossible feat to conquer.

“Watch out, Knight. I’ll have the skill mastered in no time. And you’ll have the honor of being the first I test it out on.”

Kaeya’s face flattens. “Great.”

A hand. 

The back of Childe’s knuckles reach out and knock lightly against the small of Kaeya’s shoulder. His smile is one settled with warmth. 

“So until then, that means you can’t go off getting crushed under any mountains. Sound like a deal?”

What deal?

Getting crushed under a mountain on Dragonspine again and getting crushed by a massive, singing whale of thunderous oceanic force was basically the same thing - 

“Kaeya!”

He stops eyeballing the snickering Harbinger in front of him, and glances over his shoulder.

Amber.

She’s stopped at the bottom of the steps, a safe distance away from the both of them.

Then she seems to think about something - and approaches to join where they’re standing, shoulders set.

He lifts a single brow.

She coughs into a fist and draws herself up, facing not Kaeya - but Childe.

“You. I mean - ” she coughs again. “…On behalf of the Knights of Favonius, you have our sincere thanks for seeing our Cavalry Captain safe. He was in a tight pinch. You were there when us righteous knights could not be. Not right away. Your deeds won’t go without reward.”

Kaeya stares at her.

She doesn’t spare him an iota of a glance.

What was Amber doing, pretending to be older than Kaeya again?

…Where was Jean?

Amber reaches into her vest and hands Childe a colored piece of paper.

“Here. And you can only use it once. Don’t try and use it more than that. I’ll find out and make you pay the Mora in full if you do.”

Childe looks down at the voucher he’s been given.

Kaeya looks down at the voucher Childe’s been given.

They look down at it - a comfortable duo - in sync.

At the voucher for fifty percent off a single order of Sticky Roast.

It’s with a great amount of self-control and discipline that Kaeya doesn’t laugh.

A great amount.

“…Thanks,” says Childe after a long, eternity of silence.

His voice rises in a half-strangled lilt.

“I’ll… treasure this.”

“You can’t,” says Amber firmly. “It has an expiration date.”

Kaeya bends over and wheezes with juvenile laughter until it feels like he’s rebroken his ribs.

 


 

He and Amber walk side-by-side in the city after Childe departs. 

“Might as well use this before it expires - “


  “Hey! Be grateful! I was planning on using it for myself!”



  “Yeah, yeah, I hear you.”


Childe’s hand had lifted behind him in casual farewell.

“Later then. Let’s practice archery sometime huh? Stay out of trouble, little rabbit. That goes double for you, Mr. Knight.”

“I’m not a rabbit - “

“I think I made a new friend,” is what Amber says in the present. “One I don’t want.”

“You’ll get used to him. Or you won’t - and when he sees you, he’ll make it a habit to torment you.”

“Great,” Amber grouses.

Kaeya glances at her from the corner of his eye and feels himself smile.

But she falls silent after her short bout of complaint and her eyes stay on the ground as they navigate at a measured pace through the citizens of Mond.

“…I believe I owe you my thanks,” is what Kaeya says after a time, still watching her. “I’m told you played a pivotal role in bringing aid to my side. Not to mention, rescuing the Fatui.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Amber says. “Not like you.”

“You mean dying? I’m not sure that’s a road you want to try following along.”

“Don’t even joke.”

Her brows furrow.

They begin to climb the towering set of steps along the curve of a city wall that leads into Mondstadt’s high-roads.

“Back then. You -”

Her words cut off.

Yet her steps don’t falter.

They keep climbing together, her foot slightly in lead - because she’s their city’s Outrider - and if there’s anything Outriders do, it’s walk even when their steps tell them to slow.

There’s a passing thought Kaeya has that there will likely be a day when she’s able to stand alone before an army as resilient as Jean.

He wonders if he’ll be around to see it.

“Kaeya.”

“I’m listening.”

“I thought you were dead.”

Amber’s words are spoken normal as any other conversation between them.

“You were just there, on a knee, with so much ice through you, and so much blood. I - we all thought you were dead,” she says again. “I acted because I was scared. It pushed me to claw a way out. But you… you looked like you’d given up. Somehow, like you didn’t care.”

Kaeya continues to look at her from the corner of his eye.

Her features speak of frustration.

Of something like trauma.

But Kaeya has never been the sort to know what to do in the wake of others’ traumas.

He didn’t even know what to do with his own except amuse himself with humor and get drunk.

For that reason, he and Snezhnaya’s Eleventh got along.

They never discussed their traumas; never wore their wound on the surface for others to see.

They simply carried it; a silent part of who they were.

So Kaeya brings his eye from Amber to the forefront of where they ascend; the last set of stairs until they reach the flat and settled ground of the road that waits at the end of their climb.

And he tells her.

“It was likely a response I couldn’t control. I’m sure I really didn’t care what was happening around me at the time. Though I don’t remember, wouldn’t you agree it’d be exhausting being present in an undesirable situation for so long?”

They reach the top of the stairs.

Amber finally stops walking to face him.

“I understand what you’re saying.”

He faces her in turn and looks down at her, and remembers the girl before she was Outrider who had sat in a darkened room, blankets pulled over her head in an effort to block out the realities of tombstones and graves; a grandfather gone.

And he remembers that Amber had straightened her back, regardless, and had raised her chin, walking forthright and honest so she could live and do the memory of the one departed proud.

But she and Kaeya were not the same.

“It’s not the same,” Amber says as if reading his mind. “I can’t pretend to know the important things you keep for yourself. But there are things I can try my best to understand. I never,” her words slow. “Want to see you hurt like that again.”

The sentiment is appreciated.

But it’s a sentiment, and there is nothing that can be promised from it.

“I can’t say things like that won’t happen in the future,” he replies. “It’s a part of the job.”

He thinks those words are something he told himself years ago as he had dragged himself through the rain, injured, away from the Winery and Mansion that had once been his home.

…Still.

Well, it wouldn’t hurt to be more careful.

Back then - he had told himself that as well.

“Oh Kaeya.”

Amber grabs a hold of his hands, grasping them securely in between both of her own.

She squeezes them softly, and it’s like the echo of another sibling, who had done the same in small reassurances to Kaeya whenever he had felt too detached or overwhelmed.

Their gazes, burning and earnest. 

Pyro, he thinks absently. Always so - 

“You’re important to us,” she says.

She squeezes his hands harder.

She seems to lose her words.

She clears her throat.

She straightens up.

“So it can’t happen again. You protected me; all of us, and I’m grateful, and as an Outrider I’m embarrassed I couldn’t do more. But don’t do it again. Don’t protect others at your own expense.”

He gazes at her. “That goes against the Knights’ Code.”

She steps on his boot with her heel and makes it hurt. “I’m saying don’t do it!”

If Kaeya ever had a younger sister like Amber, he’s sure he would’ve done something horribly immature in retalitation, like pick her up and toss her down the stairs behind them.

But since they’re acquaintances, work colleagues, and nothing more, he simply watches her leave in the direction of the Favonius Headquarters - before he adds a slip of ice beneath her boot.

She goes skidding, flailing, lightly crashing into a barrel.

“Kaeya!” she yelps. “I’m telling Jean!”

He snorts as she scurries off, fuming and huffing.

No.

He and Amber were certainly not the same.

In their lives, their losses were different.

Their causes were different.

She walked forthright because she could be proud.

There is no road Kaeya can walk that will make him feel proud the same.

…But there is an Order he had joined; a crest and badge he wears, roster marked to near-perfection on a ninety-eight percent mission success rate.

And with it comes an Acting Grand Master that asks for his counsel, who trusts him enough to leave the responsibility of her beloved city in his hands, and Knights who never know if they’ll live or die while walking at his side - but still walk beside him anyway.

And people who thank him for his service.

And people who greet him happily by the title of ‘Captain’ - as they had done earlier today in first seeing him.

Kaeya had joined the Knights of Favonius following in the footsteps of a brother; to make a father a proud.

But.

He supposes that wasn’t the reason he had stayed in it.

He walks in the same direction Amber has gone, and looks for a place to sit down and settle along the way. 

 


 

He’s reclining in the shade of a random table someone’s left out behind their house- with a couple of books and a plate of biscuits in true friendly Mondstadter-fashion- doing nothing but gazing off into space:

When the chair is pulled out across from him and a brother that’s not a brother takes a seat. 

It’s disconcerting. 

As disconcerting as the fact that Diluc had been up on that mountain; had been in the room of the cathedral; had been there.

Near him.

After days and weeks and months and years of willingly choosing to stay away.

Silence between them carries on.

Diluc doesn’t go anywhere.

He sits - with no intention of leaving. 

“…Can I help you?” is what Kaeya says at last. 

Diluc considers him. “I suppose you’re feeling better.” 

Kaeya waits for the follow-up.

The passive insult.

The jab at his well-being that’s supposed to follow. 

It doesn’t come. 

Kaeya furrows his brows. “Well?”

“Well what?” says Diluc. 

“What else were you going to say?” Kaeya questions. “Where’s the - it’s a shame you aren’t dead. I could’ve finally gotten rid of you.” 

Diluc looks at him - like he can’t believe what he’s just heard leave Kaeya’s mouth.

His features harden.

Jaw tightens.

“Why are you saying that?” 


  Why?


Kaeya’s eyebrows furrow more. “Isn’t that what you’ve been thinking? What you want? What you’ve been waiting for?” 

Diluc keeps looking at him as if Kaeya has said something incredibly, incredibly wrong. 

So Kaeya shifts.

Uncomfortable.

So uncomfortable, he entertains getting up and going away. 

He doesn’t want to see Diluc.

He doesn’t want to think about things. 

He starts to scoot his chair back. 

He starts to rise. 

“Sit down.” 

Kaeya automatically does. 

And curses himself for it. 

Yet Diluc stares at Kaeya in a way Kaeya can’t ever remember him doing before. 

“Say that again.” 

“Say what again?”

“What you just said. Say it out loud.” 

Kaeya hesitates. “That you…”

He falters.

He narrows his eye, displeased; feeling horribly thrown off.

He speaks firmly.

“You want me dead. We both know. I don’t know what this pretending is between us. What game you’re playing.” 

Diluc is silent. 

He doesn’t move from where he sits, with arms folded, and one leg crossed over the other. 

“I want you dead,” is what Diluc repeats, after an eternity of thundering quiet, despite the absence of storm. “I left you in this city for four years to your own devices and you think I want you dead.”

Kaeya has no idea why what Diluc’s saying sounds so threatening. Like his old brother is about to hold him at sword point and demand answers out of him like he had done on that fateful night when the truth of his lies had been told. 

Kaeya finds his shoulders hunching, bristling, defensive, as if to fend off attack. 

“Was that not what I was supposed to get from that?” he says. “You ditched the city for years. You turned your back. You left me to- “

Kaeya halts. 

Spewing his own vulnerabilities is the last thing he wants. 

But Diluc’s eyes don’t leave him.

“Finish the sentence,” he says. 

Kaeya doesn’t.

He finishes it in his head.

Uncomprehending.

The sun bears down over them; warmth stronger than the shade. 

Diluc had left the city. 

He had left with Kaeya’s secrets and had returned with them - and had kept them for his own. 

He had left the mansion, left Kaeya on his knees, rattled and beaten and shielded by a Vision of unbreakable protection, left the waters pouring from the skies between them to douse his flames; douse the fight and - 

Kaeya’s features twist. 

No. 

That couldn’t be right. 

Except there’s something strange in Kaeya’s mind as he looks at Diluc’s unreadable face, and for one reason or another he’s unsure, he suddenly recalls that more than the times Diluc had stayed away from him and had turned his back on him, there were infinitely more times when Diluc had just - 

Been there. 

In his line of sight. 

And Kaeya remembers on the days he left Mondstadt on his self-assigned missions to watch the hilichurls in their camps, and listen to the Mages of the Abyss - as if it would tell him something different of the situation in Khaenri’ah - the place that wasn’t his home but a place he couldn’t stop feeling bound to - that Diluc would sometimes follow him at a distance with the worst stealth known to man, and watch Kaeya watch the people who were once his own. 

And as Kaeya remembers all of this, looking at Diluc seated across from him with a mind Kaeya can no longer read like an open book, there’s a very weird feeling inside of Kaeya that Diluc had actually been approaching him first, indirectly, for a very long time. 

It’s not a feeling Kaeya likes to have. 

Not a realization he wants. 

Diluc had left the city and the mansion. 

He had left Kaeya behind. 

Hated him. 

Ignored him.

Rescued him. 

Saved his life. 

Diluc had left him to - 

“I left you to live.” Diluc says it calmly, in a voice that leaves no room for discussion; no room for argument. “As you wanted. For what you wanted.”

He uncrosses his leg and unfolds his arms.

He rises from the table and looks down at Kaeya, annoyed.

“Not that it seems to do anything. You seem intent on running yourself into a grave on your own. ” 

Diluc doesn’t reach out to him.

Not like Amber had done. 

But he tells Kaeya all the same. 

“This is the third time you’ve been spared from death. Don’t try and make it a fourth.” 

It’s the last thing Diluc says before he leaves his chair, and leaves the table, and leaves something on the table and -

Leaves. 

Kaeya’s eye drops to what’s been left behind. 

He stares. 

He stares, disbelieving. 

Reaching out, he picks up the colorful, festive piece of paper belonging to the Angel Share’s seasonal promotion in the coming of spring. 

A voucher. 

Not Fifty-Percent Off.

Not a Full Discount.

Buy-One-Get-One-Free. Plus Tax.

 


 

He passes by The Good Hunter an hour later, after shaking himself from his slow stupor, and finds Childe seated at a table poking at a full-plated Sticky Roast with the finesse of a barbarian.

He sets the voucher from Diluc on the table.

Childe looks at it.

Truly looks at it- knife and fork paused from where they cut at the top of the roast incorrectly.

He looks at Kaeya after with a face two-parts exasperated and one-part vexed.

“…Is this really how you guys say thanks here? Because if all you’re used to are coupons- that come with taxes- the bottle of Firewater the Fatui set aside for you is going to kill you.”

Kaeya thinks of his recent conversation held with Diluc.

Faintly, he says, “That might not be so bad.”

Childe points his knife at the open chair across from him.

“Have a seat. You look like you should stuff your face. I’ll get it for you when we’re done.”

 


 

Childe is not Diluc.

He’s not a replacement for what was lost.

Kaeya thinks on this as he sits in broad daylight sharing a meal with the widely-feared terror of Snezhnaya.

In the past, Kaeya would never entertain the idea of comradeship with someone like him.

Fatui.

Delusions.

They were nothing good.

They had left a father dead.

But in the present, what exactly was good?

Kaeya had outgrown the innocence he had; the innocence he and Diluc had shared.

Once, he and Diluc had known everything about each other; had been inseparable; near twins.

That was once.

They could never return to those days.

Who Kaeya had become, what he was, was now better understood by another, twisted in the same way.

If that other was a Harbinger; an officer of another nation - so be it.

…Yes.

Really, thinking of it….

It was simply…

Change. 

 


 

The Firewater doesn’t kill Kaeya. 

But it’s some of the strongest alcohol he’s ever gotten a whiff of.

Diona, at the Cat’s Tail, gives him juice free of charge for almost dying, and dying, and Margaret, seeing the devastated look Kaeya is giving the juice, takes pity on him and brings him a classic bottle of rich wine she had bought from the Angel’s Share months ago to enjoy on a special evening for herself.

This too is given to him at no expense, and she ushers him to the upstairs of the rowdy establishment where he can find a comfortable corner to drink in. 

Because Diona is giving him a look like she’ll claw him alive if he dares read the label of the wine in her presence for a second longer. 

While mulling over the wine’s taste, it occurs to him he never asked for what reason Diluc had been sitting at his side in the room in the cathedral.

Or if Diluc had been there when he had apparently died twice.

But considering Diluc’s words on being spared from death thrice - he supposes Diluc must’ve been around. 

He leaves the bottle of wine.

He goes on to snag the clear bottle of Firewater a second time; drinks straight from it with no chaser or diluter, and immediately blacks out. 

 


 

He wakes the next morning to sunshine and peace with claw marks from Diona on his face, mysteriously in his own bed, in his own modest, lightly-furnished apartment.

When he rises in hung-over confusion, and wanders aimlessly around his home, he finds a covered plate of breakfast sitting on his table in the kitchen.

A meal Crepus liked to have in the aftermath of long nights. 

 


 

He doesn’t see Diluc in the city in the days that follow to bring it up.

He’s not sure he’d want to. 






 





He’s not sure what he’d say. 


  

  




 

There is no sudden change that comes in the aftermath of the events that occurred; in the small revelations given.  

Because true change only comes after progression through harrowing obstacles and feats of perseverance and drive and persistence.

So he tells himself.

The days that follow are like clockwork; the same.

He recovers, better, mentally.

He fully heals from bruises that had marred and mottled his skin.

He runs mild drills in swordplay until it feels like his wrist is shattered in sixty places and his hand involuntarily drops the blade to the dirt of the field with a clatter.

Then he runs.

A slow run, unhurried, but long, across the ridges of the grassy valleys that rise high above the city because if there’s any part of Kaeya that’s excellent beneath the forced gold of excellence in his blood, it’s the hidden strength in his endurance, the sheer stamina in his lungs and veins; built over years of movement, years of fighting, years of climbing and venturing forward without rest. 

Training that had surely contributed to the prolonged durability of his Vision and survival on Dragonspine where he should have been crushed to pieces.

His father had told him after all in those lessons.

Always farther. Always faster. Always more.

Khaenri’ah was a waiting game.

A long one.

Far away.

Those in it had endured for centuries, stalwart, without waver to conviction or resolve.

They were not a people who bowed under mountains, only to break.

Kaeya had been raised the same.

It’s a fleeting thought he has- and lingers on- if there would have been some pride from his father for the mountain carried and lives saved.

Then he remembers that his father has carried a mountain of his own for years of a duty and a people, in the absence of a life partner and a mother - someone he had cherished above even the ideals of Khaenri’ah before she was taken.

That father had been running an endurance test for far longer.

What was Kaeya in comparison?

Of little worth to think about.

He focuses on the less traveled trail ahead, and breaks off from it, into an unmarked path into a gathering of woods.

Shade sweeps over the light of morning.

Sun filters through the trees.

The soil is soft underfoot.

He slows until he walks, and hears the sounds of idle nature around him.

This was a route he had taken in his youth as a knight to clear his head of thoughts, back when it was still unclear which side to wield his blade for.

He would run from the city, or when the burden on his shoulders felt too heavy, straight from the Winery on a longer venture.

Right about at this point, halfway through the density of the woods, a brother with a hair of red would appear from behind a tree he’d been leaning on in wait- because for some reason back then- Diluc had picked up, with uncanny astuteness, whenever Kaeya felt he needed to leave - to breathe.

And Diluc would take advantage of the slow three hours Kaeya spent on his run, to take a shortcut to the forest - whose whereabouts he had never once shared with Kaeya. 

To this day Kaeya still doesn’t know where it is.

But because this was the present and not the past, there is no brother waiting in the thick of the forest to join him on the rest of his journey to the end of the unknown woodland trail.

There is silence and the echo of a memory.

There are still too many things to come to terms with; still to many things to try and understand about himself beneath his self-made ruses and facades. 

And perhaps holding on to those echoes of memories, of the important and the precious things that had come and gone and were gone for good, with acceptance and acknowledgement -

Was the mountain of his, he had not yet overcome.

 


 

On the walk back through the forest, Kaeya lifts his shirt to wipe the sweat from his brow.

His chest twinges in the faintest of aches from the exertion of the run and Dragonspine’s wound.

He winces and lets his shirt drop down.

He jumps and trips over his feet.

An arm catches him, steadies him.

The one who startled him, looks at him, a myriad of irritation, exasperation and resignition in his gaze as he shoulders half of Kaeya’s weight.

“What are you doing?”

Kaeya stares, still trying to process where Diluc had come from.

“What are you?” is what eloquently comes out of his mouth. “…Shouldn’t you… not be here? Is Mondstadt on fire? I was only gone for a few hours.” 

Diluc turns his head front, with a scoff.

“Mondstadt is fine. And I’m where I felt like being. I didn’t expect you to be bumbling around too. Don’t go thinking deeply about it.”

Kaeya starts to. 

Then stops. 

He shakes his head. 

No. No need to think on this. Not quite yet. 

He takes the moment for what it is.

An unexpectedly good one.

And lets it go. 

 


 

“The plate you left behind. It was over seasoned.” 

“Be quiet.”

”Make me another one?” 

“No.” 



Diluc looks like he’s thinking about it anyway.

Kaeya snorts. 

 



  

  



 

He supposes this too, could be the start to a different kind of change.

 

 

 

 

 

  


