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  This is No Cultivated Heaven



   “Hey, Captain. What’s the cruelest thing you could do to someone?” 



   “I feel as though I should be concerned.” 



   “It’s purely an academic question, I promise. My friend—she’s a writer—is having a really hard time with the short story she’s working on. And I was just thinking, you know, that a lot of stories are about people being horrible to each other. But I couldn’t think of anything that hadn’t been done already.” 



   “So why’re you asking me, hm? Do you really think so little of me?” 



   “No, of course not! But…I did get the sense that you might have some ideas. I’ve seen you on the battlefield, after all.” 



   “Ha! Too right. The cruelest thing you could do to someone….hm. I suppose I’d say ‘to love them.’ Does that answer your question?” 



   “Not really, Captain.” 



   “Tell your writer friend. I’m sure she’ll understand.” 



   — 


Jean pushed—or perhaps it’s more accurate to say  slammed— Kaeya’s door open so hard that she drove the doorknob half an inch into the wall. The crash of metal and wood resounded throughout Favonius HQ with such force that a whole flock of starlings, innocent in disposition, startled themselves off of the roof. 

Kaeya glanced up from his papers. “Good morning, Grandmaster Jean,” he said. He propped his chin on his hand and directed his most winning smile at her, crinkled eye and all. “What brings you to my office so early in the day? And with such…verve?” 

“Don’t play dumb with me,” Jean said warningly, and planted herself in front of Kaeya’s desk with such single-minded ferocity that even the wall-hangings seemed to quail. “What’s this I hear about you and Master Diluc scuffling in front of the Angel’s Share last night? I have three concerned reports from—” these she ticks off on her fingers, “Margaret from the Cat’s Tail, Captain Hertha, and Six-Fingered Jose, all sitting on my desk when I arrived this morning. Not to mention multiple eyewitnesses who said that you went after him with a  chair. Explain yourself.” 

Kaeya winced. “About that. You may get an invoice from the Dawn Winery fairly soon, on account of the ruined bar…”

“You  demolished the bar?” Jean demanded. 

“Nothing so dramatic,” said Kaeya, waving his hand for emphasis. “Only, Master Diluc got angry enough to draw his greatsword on me, and you know how large that thing is. One swing, and, well. The tabletop will need replacing, at the very least.”

Jean boggled at him, her face cycling through at least three separate emotions before settling on abject confusion. “You provoked Master Diluc into being  angry enough to draw on you?” Jean asked, with an air of awestruck disbelief. “He hasn’t been so rash in…” She shook her head. 

“Yes, yes,” said Kaeya, a little impatient. “Diluc hasn’t drawn on anyone since he returned from his travels, I know. I did figure he would snap eventually. The calm and stoic facade never really suited him, you know.”

Jean shook her head as if to clear it. “That’s besides the point. What happened last night, Kaeya? Were you so drunk that you lost control of yourself?”

“I was perfectly in control,” sniffed Kaeya. “It’s not my fault that Master Diluc was in a particularly foul mood last night.”

She raised an eyebrow at him. 

“It’s not!” Kaeya said. “Knight’s honor. I think something went wrong with the supply chain in his Fontaine branch, and after a long day balancing the books for that, he decided he’d take a shift at the Angel’s Share to cool off. However, on account of not knowing any of this until after, I simply cannot be blamed for how Master Diluc responded to my usual self.”

“So,” said Jean slowly, “Master Diluc had a bad day, and then, as you are wont to do, you made his day worse.”

“Not on purpose.”

Jean only looked at him, and Kaeya seemed to deflate slightly. “On purpose,” he admitted. “It’s only banter, Jean. You know that as well as I.”

“I do,” she allowed, but was otherwise unmoved, and so Kaeya continued. 

“I was at the bar, drinking. And I wasn’t drinking any more than usual, so don’t look at me like that.” 

“Your usual is already too much.”

 “In fact,”  said Kaeya meaningfully, “I wasn’t even  at my usual pace either. I’d only had one drink, made by Charles. But when Master Diluc relieved him of his duties and took up his position at the bar, I said something along the lines of him looking more tired than usual—I believe I asked if he was sleeping enough.”

Jean pursed her lips. “Did you say it like that, with genuine concern, or did you say it with that sarcastic drawl you’re so fond of?”

Kaeya avoided her gaze. 

Jean sighed. “And then?”

“He snapped something about sleeping just fine, thank you very much, and if I would stay out of his business it would be much appreciated. So then I made a crack about how his business used to be my business.”

“Oh dear,” muttered Jean. 

“Then I think he told me that he liked it much better this way, with his business as his business and my business ten feet away from him at all times. So I made a big show of walking ten feet away from him—I was still inside the bar, though, so it’s not as if I was walking out without settling my tab. And then he attacked me.”

“He attacked you,” said Jean, skeptical. 

“Indeed.”

She made a face at him, and it was Kaeya’s turn to sigh. “I might have said something along the lines of ‘Look, Diluc, at how easily you push people away! A true prodigy in the art of self-isolation. Was that one of Master Crepus’s lessons, too?’” 

Jean stared at him. 

Kaeya stared right back, smiling faintly.

“You’re paying back the damages,” said Jean, after a spell had passed of them making heavy eye contact. “All of them. In  full, and upfront.”

Kaeya winced. “Is there any way—”

“No,” she told him. “And I’m tacking on an extra punishment, for embarrassing the Knights in front of a whole tavern full of civilians and being so astronomically rude that I’m still processing the magnitude of your offense.”

He slumped a little, but kept that long-suffering smile plastered to his face. “Alright, what will it be? Take over your paperwork for a month? Help Lisa reorganize the library? Supervise the baby Knights during archery practice?” 

“No,” said Jean, and luxuriated in the quizzical slant to Kaeya’s mouth for a single shining moment. “You’re to apologize to Master Diluc, and I want the two of you to make up.”

The smile slid off of Kaeya’s face like water, and before he could stutter out a reply, or make out some excuse, she strode out of his office. 

The problem with Kaeya and Diluc, at least to Jean, was that both were stubborn, and both were blind in all the things that mattered. In the bleak aftermath of their father’s death—and Jean will always say that he belonged to the both of them because Crepus Ragnvindr had meant something to Kaeya, and if not as a father, then something adjacent—he’d come to her. And through heaving, ugly sobs, he let the story pour out of him with the rain.


   My brother tried to kill me.  



   I killed his father.  



   What does that make me, Jean?  


Human, she’d told him, and a fool for thinking that he’d killed Master Crepus when it was Ursa the Drake who’d done him in. 

Then Kaeya explained that it hadn’t been Ursa the Drake at all, that Master Crepus had put on a piece of Fatui tech that rotted him from the inside, and so Diluc had had to put the poor man out of his misery. Because he had come  late,  and when faced with Diluc cradling their father’s corpse, had  laughed. So if Jean could say that Ursa the Drake did the killing, she might as well say that he had done it with his own two hands. 

 And I would have,  he gasped.  I would have done it, if they asked me to. I would have. 

She’d asked him who he meant, and then he’d told her what he told Diluc that night. Having told the story twice over, it seemed to come easy for him to say the ugliest words Jean had ever heard, save her mother’s when she was a child. 


   I’d betray this place in a heartbeat. I belong to Khaenri’ah, and I always have, and I was stupid to ever believe otherwise. Diluc should have killed me—saved me from the enviable task of being your doom, and Diluc’s, and Lisa’s, and—oh, Jean. Kill me already. Finish the job, won’t you? Please?  


She’d cut him off. She’d cradled him in her arms, with the sort of sisterly affection that had never come easily to her, and pried his fingers off of the sharp edges of his new Vision. She’d pushed his bangs back from his forehead—and he was feverish, sick on adrenaline and the chill of the weather—and told him that he was no one’s doom, and that she was glad Diluc hadn’t killed him, and that she wasn’t about to hasten his death along. And she’d told him—wondering if she was lying the whole while—that Diluc would be glad too, once he had some time to cool down. 

 And if Mondstadt burns for this?  he’d asked. Pleaded, even.  If Mondstadt burns for your mercy? 

Then I would have failed, she told him firmly. The Knights, and the city will have failed, if we couldn’t save even one person from a fate such as yours. Then she shushed his protests of  what will Grandmaster Varka think? and when he nearly threw up from the worry of it all, she rubbed his back and told him it would be alright. She’d felt the whole while as if she were an actress in a play, mimicking gestures she’d seen once but never understood. But as Kaeya’s sobs quieted, and he became complacent and soft in her arms, she figured she must be doing something right. 

That had been seven years ago. Three years ago marked Diluc’s return to Mondstadt; a year and a half ago marked the Traveler’s first appearance; and a month ago marked the anniversary of their father’s death. There was no doubt in Jean’s mind that Kaeya knew this, and perhaps had resolved to be nicer to Diluc—but the fact of the matter remained that Kaeya wasn’t good at being nice, though he was startlingly good at being kind. 

She was rather counting on that to carry the day, actually. 

Lisa, as she usually did, came to her office around two in the afternoon with her porcelain tea set. She laid it down on Jean’s desk, paying no mind to the papers flattening under the tray, and smiled at her with a sense of deep amusement. “I heard the commotion this morning,” she said. “What was that all about?” 

Jean allowed herself to slump a little and lean back in her chair. “Kaeya and Master Diluc got into a bit of an altercation last night,” she said. “I’m told there were swords involved, and that Kaeya threw a chair at him. Diluc, in his great wisdom and caution, ended up shattering his bar.”

Lisa blinked at her, which was as close as Lisa ever got to gaping like a fish.  “Diluc?” she said, with palpable astonishment. “And—I know Kaeya has a big mouth, but that doesn’t sound like him at all.”

“There was alcohol involved,” Jean pointed out. 

“Even so,” Lisa insisted. 

And Jean shrugged, because those were the facts, and she had nothing to supplement them with except a childhood spent training alongside them both. “Those two…” she said, and trailed off. In her memories, painted blue and green with the rolling, grassy hills of her country, Diluc and Kaeya had always been together. Attached at the hip, even. Two people too close to let anyone between them, with the stunning certainty of childhood that such circumstances were eternal. 

“The only one who ever managed to get Diluc angry was Kaeya,” she said. “And the only person who could break Kaeya’s composure was Diluc. It’s just the way the two of them are.” Then she explained what she had ordered Kaeya to do, and her plans for a letter she’d send to Diluc later asking him to at least hear him out.

Lisa shook her head and began to pour two cups of tea. In one, she dropped a sugar cube and a pinch of what Jean  assumed was the ground-up remains of an electro crystal. Into the other, she put a spoonful of honey and a splash of milk. She handed the latter to Jean with the absentmindedness of routine, then sipped at her own teacup with a faraway expression. “Will they really make up, do you think?” she asked. 

Jean eyed her own tea and swirled it, thinking. “I hope they do,” she said. “I really hope they do.”

—

Kaeya arrived at the Dawn Winery with a burst of gladness in his heart, the same instinctive joy upon seeing the grape fields that he had never quite managed to kill. But it had been years since it was a starburst in his chest, and these days, felt more like a quiet flare of  what was  and  what could have been. He navigated the paths between trees with the ease of long-familiarity—Diluc hadn’t changed their arrangement since before Master Crepus died—and strode up to the large wooden doors. He allowed himself a single, steadying breath. Then he knocked, and hoped to all the gods who hadn’t forsaken him yet that Diluc wasn’t home so he could run back to HQ with his tail between his legs and a half-assed apology for Jean.

But they’d all abandoned him long ago, and so he heard a polite shout of “One moment!” before a scuffle of feet and the creak of hinges. 

And of course Diluc opened the door, instead of Adelinde or Connor. Kaeya was treated to a whole half second of bewilderment flashing over Diluc’s face before it closed off into that cold, polite patina he had become so accustomed to. 

“Sir Kaeya,” said Diluc. 

“Master Diluc,” said Kaeya. 

The two of them lapsed into a fraught silence, interrupted only by excited squeaking from squirrels on the roof overhang. Kaeya dared a glance upwards and immediately regretted it—two squirrels were engaged in a rather  enthusiastic coupling and he could have gone his entire life without seeing that. 

His only consolation was that Diluc  also glanced upward, and the way his eyebrow twitched in consternation pleased Kaeya very, very much.

“It  is late summer,” Kaeya said, conversationally. “That time of year.”

“Forgive me if I don’t have squirrel mating seasons noted down in my mental calendar,” Diluc said, somehow conveying his utmost displeasure and sarcasm without varying his tone in the slightest. He could have been talking about the weather for all the polite  leave my property this instant energy he exuded.

“Are you not a farmer?” Kaeya asked, crossing his arms. “I should think that you, of all people, would know such things.”

“If you came to the winery looking for agricultural trivia, you’d be better off talking to Draff,” said Diluc.  Get off of my porch.  

“Draff is a terrible conversationalist,” Kaeya said, “though he’s very good at his job. I suspect it’s the day drinking.”  I will not get off your porch. In fact, I’m going to dig my heels into your porch and the only way you’ll get me to leave is to haul me bodily over your property line. 

To his surprise, Diluc winced. “I’m considering banning him from my bar,” he grumbled. “But I just know he’ll find a different place to sell him alcohol, and at least this way, I can have Charles cut him off before he gets too deep into his cups.”

Kaeya raised his eyebrows. “Why, Master Diluc. I didn’t know you had it in you. I thought you had a policy of only cutting off your customers when they’re too inebriated to function.” 

“I owed his daughter a favor,” Diluc said gruffly. “Now, are you here to question me about Draff, or is there an actual reason for this visit? I don’t make a policy of slacking off on my work.”  Unlike you.  

Kaeya allowed that shot to go unanswered—truly, a herculean effort—and instead nodded. “I’m here to apologize,” he admitted.

Diluc’s face cycled through at least four identifiable emotions—surprise, mild horror, irritation, and suspicion—before settling on something like resignation. “Did Jean put you up to this?” 

“Yes,” said Kaeya, without hesitation. There was no point in lying to Diluc. Since that night when they parted on such terrible terms, he’d managed to see through every lie that came from his mouth. And if he was going to apologize, he might as well put everything on the table and hope Jean didn’t kill him too badly for outing her.

Diluc’s lips pressed into a thin line, and his hand tightened around the edge of his door. “I don’t need a false apology.”

Kaeya crossed his arms. “It’s not a false one,” he insisted. “I mean it. I shouldn’t have thrown that chair at you, and I feel bad about it, genuinely. It was a nice chair.”

“You’re sorry about breaking that chair,” said Diluc. 

“Extremely sorry,” agreed Kaeya. “I hope you can replace it with a similar one. I did send all the money I owe you for repairs, give or take a few hundred mora.”

“Get the hell out of my house.”

“First of all,” Kaeya said, “I’m not inside your house. You haven’t even invited me in—how rude of you, by the way. Is this how you treat visitors nowadays? What would—” and then he snapped his mouth shut, because his filter when sober was marginally better than his filter when tipsy, and even Diluc’s thunderous scowl couldn’t change that.

 What would Master Crepus say? managed to float in the air between them regardless, and Diluc’s frown grew even darker.

In the silence, the squirrel noises from above grew even louder.

Then something in Diluc’s face twitched, and with an ugly glint in his eye, he leaned against the doorframe. “Good to see all of Father’s lessons on etiquette failed to take,” he said. “You’re as impolite and sharp-tongued as ever, Sir Kaeya.”

“You know me so well,” said Kaeya, leering. He felt so wildly out of control, like he’d been gliding over Cider Lake and something in the wings had gotten stuck. As if he, buffeted by updraft after updraft, could just barely fly in a straight line—and the wrong move would cause him to fall out of the sky entirely. 

“Do you speak to Jean like that?” Diluc asked. “Do you find her half-slumped over her table, so overworked she’s near unconscious, and berate her for failing in her duties? Do you say, ‘Oh, Grandmaster, I had no idea you were so frail! Shall I call in Lisa and have her do your paperwork for you?’”

Kaeya flinched back, stung. “I would never—”

“And your little protege, the round-faced maid?” Diluc pressed. “Do you tell her ‘It’s such a shame you weren’t a little more polished, a little less barbaric in your fighting style; perhaps then you could join the Knights.’ Do you ask her if she might work a little harder, swing her sword with less feverish desperation, to gain your approval?”

“I have said no such thing—”

Diluc snapped his fingers, smiling faintly. “And, Sir Kaeya, do you speak to the Traveler like that? Do you point out how she’s failed to find her brother, despite over a year of searching for him, and instead makes herself errand-girl for every man, woman, and forest spirit she comes across? Do you tell her it’s a waste of time, because she knows as well as we do that if her brother wanted to be found, they would have reunited long ago?” He tilted his head, mimicking the cant of Kaeya’s chin. “Do you tell her that she’s the biggest fool who had ever wandered Teyvat, myself included, to believe that she isn’t being ruthlessly exploited by everyone she meets?”

Kaeya took a step forward. “You go too far,” he said lowly. 

“Isn’t this exactly how you speak to people?” Diluc mocked. “Do you hate looking into a mirror so much, Sir Kaeya?”

Kaeya couldn’t take it anymore. “And you, Master Diluc?” he demanded, with something like fury bubbling up under his tongue. “Call me cruel if you’d like, but I’m not the one who adds to Jean’s workload by causing  slime incidents  just so I can play the hero. I’m not the one who conscripted the Traveler into helping me further my own plans to be some masked vigilante, too drunk on my own arrogance to consider that  maybe my role-playing hobbies mean more headaches for everyone involved! I’m not the one—” and he cut himself off again, not yet angry enough to forget himself entirely.

“Say it, why don’t you,” Diluc said, half a growl. “What’s stopping you this time?”

“I’m not the one who killed his father and then tried to kill the last family member he had left,” Kaeya said, knowing he’d regret it, knowing Jean would punt him across the lake for it, but saying it anyway just to see Diluc’s expression crumple.

But his expression didn’t change, and so Kaeya received no warning—only Diluc’s fist crashing into his face in a burst of pain and his vision blacking out for a split second, sending him stumbling back. His hand flew up to his nose, which hurt like a  bitch— throbbing and gushing blood like a fountain. “Alright,” he said, spitting a glob of blood onto Diluc’s nice cedar porch and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He hoped it stained. “Alright, I’ll bite.” 

And without thinking, without planning, and sparing only half a thought to Jean’s disappointed glare when she got the news, he flew forward and slugged Diluc in the jaw. The blow stung his knuckles, but Diluc’s answering knee to the gut stung far more. 

What followed was not a pretty fight by any means. Kaeya, swordless and unwilling to use his Vision for a fistfight, used every dirty trick in the book. He yanked Diluc’s hair—of which there was just  so much that he was really just asking for it—tossed dirt into his eyes, and slammed him into the guardrails of the porch so hard that they both tumbled off and into the bushes. There were branches digging into his thigh and leaves in his collar but he was too busy dodging Diluc’s knobby elbows to care, and then Diluc was on top of him, slamming his forehead into Kaeya’s already broken nose. 

Kaeya howled, a wounded animal in his blind fury, and brought his knee up and into Diluc’s groin. He didn’t hit the mark perfectly—but the pained noise he made was enough, and the way he rolled off of Kaeya even more so. “Dirty shot,” he groaned, and Kaeya only grinned with blood in his teeth and his eyepatch half torn off. 

“As if that punch wasn’t,” he goaded. But he hadn’t expected Diluc to throw himself up and off the ground, catching Kaeya in a headlock so fierce that he began to see stars after a few seconds. It didn’t help that Diluc had wrapped his ponytail in his fist, keeping him from moving without feeling bursts of pain from his scalp. 

He made some inarticulate choking noise but Diluc didn’t let up, and Kaeya entertained the hazy thought that he was actually going to die here—that Diluc might bury him under the grape trees or let Adelinde use his body for whatever she kept ordering obscene amounts of meat for, and that Jean, as the last person in Mondstadt who held any sort of affection for him, would have to write on his tombstone “Killed by Diluc Ragnvindr” at last. 

Then Kaeya somehow managed to get his legs under him—as they’d been scuffling around in the soft earth of the planting fields—and lever Diluc over his shoulder in a burst of strength he didn’t know he had, sending the man flat on his back. He didn’t waste a second and straddled him, raining blows down onto Diluc’s head until Diluc flipped the both of them over. Covered in dust, blood, and snarling like a rabid dog, Diluc wrapped his hands around Kaeya’s throat. 

 Really, suffocation again? some part of him demanded. Was there not a more elegant way to precipitate his final send off?

His hands flew up to pry at Diluc’s own, but Diluc had always been stronger than him, with larger palms and broader fingers. And there was something wild and intent about his expression, something brutally unhinged. He really did intend to kill him, Kaeya realized. 

He really  was  going to die. 

And with that final thought in mind, he stopped struggling altogether, and gazed up at Diluc’s face with something approaching acceptance. He supposed it was fitting—that if anyone was going to kill him, it may as well be Diluc, and it may as well be for running his mouth and it may as well be on Ragnvindr land. He just hoped Jean wouldn’t be that angry. 

But then it was as if a shadow stole over Diluc, and his grip slackened. Kaeya sucked in a gulping, desperate breath, and Diluc scrambled off of him with a look in his eyes approaching horror. He said nothing, only gaped at Kaeya like he’d said something so heinous that he couldn’t help but be shocked. 

“What,” Kaeya coughed out, massaging his throat. “Am I that ugly?” 

Diluc looked at him, his whole expression slack, and Kaeya felt a flicker of concern rising in his gut. He sat up slowly, mindful of his broken nose and what might be a sprained wrist. “Master Diluc?” he croaked. 

When that garnered no reply, he tried again. “Diluc?”

But it took nudging him with his foot for Diluc to react at all. And even then, it was a tiny sway—enough to acknowledge that he’d been touched, but not by whom, or for what reason, and Kaeya truly became concerned. Which was entirely unfair, in his opinion. Here he was, half-strangled and still dripping blood on Diluc’s fields, and he was the one asking after the other. 

“You…alright?” he gritted out, and it sent him into a coughing fit that had him doubling over. And as he hacked and gasped, he heard the faint sound of someone calling his name.

It sounded rather like Jean, actually. But as he was getting up to call back, something in his knee gave out. He was sent tumbling to the ground again, ignominious and clumsy with injury, and  still Diluc did not react. 

It was too much for him. The argument, the fight, the thrice-damned  squirrels… Kaeya simply gave up, and passed out right then and there.

—

“Kaeya!” Jean called, feeling worry curling at the base of her throat like a slice of meat she hadn’t bothered to chew. “Kaeya, damn you, where have you run off to?”

But the Dawn Winery was quiet, with only the sound of rustling leaves and chirping birds to fill the air. 

“Master Diluc?” Jean tried, and felt a palpable relief rise inside of her when she saw the familiar shock of bright red hair pop out from behind a low stone wall. But it dissolved as easily as it had come when she saw that Diluc looked as if he’d been through a flour mill—covered in leaves and branches, bleeding from a cut on his lip, and with a rapidly developing bruise on his jaw. What worried her most was the deathly calm of his expression, like he wasn’t looking at her at all.

He walked over slowly, laboriously, and with a limp in his left leg. She rushed over to him without a second thought, old instincts taking over. “Archons, what happened to you?” she cried, and started pouring healing energy over his body. “Were you attacked? Where’s Kaeya?”

At the mention of Kaeya’s name, Diluc seemed to flinch. 

Oh,  no.  

“Kaeya,” Jean repeated, just to see the same flinch. “Kaeya, Diluc, where’s Kaeya? Where is your brother?”

Then Diluc spoke, and his voice was slow and monotonous. “Am I his keeper, Jean?” he asked, with a familiar, haunting sarcasm that she was more used to hearing from Kaeya than from him. 

“What have you done?” Jean breathed, and when Diluc’s gaze slid off of her like water, she broke from his side. She made for that place she had first seen him, concealed behind the stone wall. And she dreaded what she might find. She knew Kaeya had a big mouth, and Diluc had a quick temper reserved only for him, but to do such a thing—

She skidded to a halt. There, behind the wall, lay Kaeya’s prone body. He looked like he could have slumped over for a quick nap if it wasn’t for the blood running down his face and staining his clothes, or the way his eyepatch drooped off his face, its string snapped and lying loose in his hair. Or for the bright purple bruises around his throat in the shape of fingers. 

“Archons,” Jean cursed, and took off her gloves as she knelt in the dirt, searching for a pulse. And oh, the way her heart leapt when she found one—soft, fluttering, but regular and  there! She closed her eyes and sent all her desperate relief into her Vision, willing the air to explode into dandelions and healing magic. She was so caught up in the threads of ascertaining just what was wrong with Kaeya—not enough air in his lungs, a broken nose, bruises littering his body like he’d been trampled by a horse—that she didn’t hear Diluc’s crunching footsteps until he was kneeling beside her. 

And she was about to shout at him to go away, to leave her to her patient, when he took Kaeya’s bloodstained hand in his own and pressed it to his forehead. Flames licked at their fingers, but Jean felt no heat from them—only the burning certainty that Kaeya would live, because neither she nor Diluc would allow him to die. 

So she didn’t push him away, as much as she’d like to, and concentrated on repairing the damage that oxygen deprivation had done to her Cavalry Captain. It could have been minutes that they sat together. It could have been hours. But by the end of it, Kaeya was as hale and hearty as he had been that morning, when she stormed into his office and demanded the best of him. 

Jean let her hands drop and the wind die down, but Diluc didn’t let go. “Is he…?” he asked, trailing off. 

“Give him a moment,” said Jean. She still didn’t look at him, couldn’t stand to look at him—because while Kaeya could talk a big game, he didn’t deserve to be beaten until he was halfway dead. 

Then Kaeya’s eye laboriously dragged itself open. “Jean…?” he muttered. “What’re you…”

Then his gaze slid to Diluc, and he quirked an eyebrow. “What’re  you  sitting there so penitent for?” he said. “Don’t tell me you—”

“Shut up,” Jean ordered, feeling tears well in her throat. “Stop running your mouth for just  one second, won’t you?” 

“What she said,” Diluc rumbled, and she jabbed a finger into his shoulder. 

“You too,” she said fiercely.  “‘Am I my brother’s keeper’ my  ass!  You were nearly the reason I had to replace my best captain. I don’t want to hear a  word out of you.” 

And Diluc, who was always a quick study, shut his mouth with a barely audible click. 

“How’re you feeling?” Jean asked then, directing the question at Kaeya. “Anything ache? Did I put any organs in the wrong places?”

Kaeya blinked. “Not that I can tell. You did a lovely job as always, Jean.” Then he turned, his single visible eye looking Diluc up and down. “This one looks rough though.”

“He’s not getting any further treatment from me,” said Jean firmly, then glanced between them. She nearly asked them what the hell had happened, but she could guess—but there was something in Diluc’s face, some strange, soft vulnerability, that made her get to her feet. 

“You have two choices,” she said, addressing them both in the voice that commanded soldiers and calmed civilians equally. “Either I let you two talk in private, or I take Kaeya with me, and I’ll see to it that you two are never in contact again.”

Kaeya laughed, dry and unamused. “There’s no need for that. We can behave for fifteen minutes, I promise.” 

Diluc nodded.

“Then I’ll wait at the edge of the property,” she told them. “You have fifteen minutes before I come looking for you.”

“Much obliged, Grandmaster,” said Kaeya, hauling himself into a sitting position. 

And so she left without another word and only a single glance backward, feeling torn between the urge to keep the two of them as far apart as possible and the knowledge that perhaps they had made a breakthrough, if Diluc was going to beat Kaeya into unconsciousness and then keep him alive. And besides, from the look of him, Kaeya had given almost as good as he’d got.

Perhaps it was a terrible idea. Perhaps she would come back and Kaeya would be a bloody smear on the ground. 

But perhaps something lovely would come out of this terrible thing. She could only wait, and pray that they wouldn’t go so far as to kill each other in the meantime. 

—

As soon as Jean was out of hearing, Kaeya raised an eyebrow at Diluc. “You were somewhere else, for a while there,” he said, without any preamble. 

Diluc pressed his lips together. Those eyes of his, once so full of easy laughter and generous smiles, look emptier than how Kaeya imagines the Mare Jivari—a wasteland where there was once a forest. He was silent for a long moment, only regarding Kaeya with a contemplative stillness that unnerved him. 

Abruptly, he opened his mouth. “I’m sorry,” Diluc said.

Kaeya blinked at him. And before he could think to stop himself, the corner of his mouth curled into a smile, unamused and vicious. “For what?” he drawled. “For getting caught? Because Jean yelled at you?” 

“No,” said Diluc. And in that moment he looked so much like the Diluc in Kaeya’s memories that his breath caught in his throat, that he felt an old fondness rise within him and coat his tongue in honey-sweet nostalgia. “No, not for that.”

“For nearly killing me?” Kaeya asked then, still wry and flippant. “Don’t worry about that, Master Diluc—that was mutual. I won’t tell anyone if you don’t.”

“No,” said Diluc. And by now, Kaeya was feeling impatient and deliberately obtuse, so he leaned forward and poked him nearly in the eye.  

“For what?” he demanded.

“You’re impossible,” Diluc said quietly, and stood up, making as if to leave. 

Then a memory struck Kaeya with such force that it nearly bowled him over with the strength of it, viscerally vibrant in his mind’s eye. 

When they were small children—Diluc, thirteen and heady with the thought of adulthood nearly in his grasp, and Kaeya, twelve and scrambling to keep up with his older brother—they’d play-fought frequently. It would have been good training had Diluc not been a prodigy on the verge of a captain position and Kaeya not struggling to mesh his ancestral style with the Favonius one. And so one morning, Diluc had broken Kaeya’s arm. 

And Kaeya remembered—more than the pain and shock and crying so hard he nearly choked on his snot—Diluc’s silent, fretful repentance as he picked him up and carried him home, and his muttered apology. It had been too quiet for him to make out properly, and so unspecific that it could have been for any other slight. And he’d said later, when they were both tucked into bed with Kaeya’s arm in a cast, that he was apologizing for the arm, and for insulting him the other day, and for taking the last pancake at breakfast that morning. 

With Diluc, it was never an upfront  I’m sorry for this. It was a silent apology for any number of wrongs, for his pride never allowed him anything less.

 I’m sorry, Diluc would say.


   For breaking your arm, and a thousand other injuries.  


Kaeya reached out and knotted his fingers in Diluc’s pant leg, nearly drowning in that old fondness. “I’m sorry, too,” he said. Then because Diluc was a better man than he in every way that mattered, Kaeya resolved to be better in this if nothing else, and so continued. “I’m sorry for being cruel. It comes too easily for me. And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”

“What, about how I make more work for Jean?” Diluc asked. 

“No,” said Kaeya, and trusted that Diluc would understand. “Not for that.”

Diluc’s expression seemed to clear, like storm clouds in the presence of sunlight. He looked at Kaeya—then at the winery—then back to him. 

Then in a move that seemed to surprise them both, he reached out a hand to help Kaeya up. 

And Kaeya took it.

“Think Jean’ll have both our heads?” he asked as he stood, and Diluc winced. 

“Mine, for certain,” he said. And Kaeya laughed, like everything in the world was right again—which was so far from the truth that it was almost sad. 

But then again, it rather was. Of that, Kaeya was certain.

  
Notes for the Chapter:It is surprisingly hard to keep Kaeya and Diluc on roughly equal footing, both emotionally and in a physical fighting sense. I tried to walk a balanced line of hurt feelings without dipping too badly into Kaeya Did Nothing Wrong or Diluc Can Do No Wrong territory. Hope you enjoyed :)





