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    They say that there’s nothing more dangerous than a lover scorned, but the people who would say that have never met a scholar.

Scholars—real, true scholars—don’t die. Or rather—children of Sumeru don’t die.

They’ve got too much work to do to be bothered with the nonsense of mortal peril.

Who’s got the time for dying when there’s papers to write, refute, and consider? There are grants to apply for, scholarships to negotiate, debates to win, competitions to enter, and prize money on the line. There’s work to do the right way, and you can’t risk some other fool who just doesn’t understand the subject material your way touching the research and ruining it for the rest of time in the eyes of the unstudied world. 

There’s misconceptions to correct, and outright misinformation to disprove so thoroughly that the person who put it into the world can never show their face again.

Who has the time for dying when there’s all this to be doing?

-

The Traveler has had some truly close calls and scrapes in their time in Teyvat. They’ve been in mortal peril facing gods and dragons, beings from eras long passed and creations that speak of a future that shouldn’t come to pass. The Traveler is no stranger to violence or death, but it still rattles them every time.

It’s just something you don’t get used to.

And it’s been a hot minute or so since their last near-death scrape, and quite frankly they might have been getting cocky about it. They’ve got a decent track record. Their ability to fight through a problem is pretty damn good.

The last time they were in a situation that had any real, serious mortal danger was during the Samsara on Nahida’s last birthday when Lady Dunyarzad was close to slipping through and fading away. 

And the Traveler isn’t sure if that even counts because it was less about violence and more about psychic damage. Also, it wasn’t as though the Traveler had brought Lady Dunyarzad to that point, they were just trying to figure out how to get her along with the rest of the city out of it.

This is different.

The Traveler had asked Kaveh, Al-Haitham, and Nilou to come along with them. The Traveler did choose to bring them here. This is definitely a situation where combat ability got them into trouble, and somewhat did get them back out of it.

But Kaveh’s hurt badly. The recovery he would normally have felt through his and Nilou’s combined blooms is offset by the burning Al-Haitham and the Traveler triggered, and the steam of the Traveler and Nilou’s occasional vaporization.

The Traveler is fine thanks to the help of the NRE (Menu 30)—thank you Knights of Favonius—Al-Haitham spent most of the fight trying to distance himself from every other elemental reaction using chisel-light mirrors and projections of blades, and Nilou is extremely agile, and surprisingly sturdy considering the hits she did take. She’s got some really concerning bruises and a cut that they were able to bandage, but nothing as bad as Kaveh. 

Not even Mehrak made it out of this unscathed. She’s got a giant crack across her screen and powered down to preserve herself because she was throwing sparks and overheating.

Meanwhile, her master is unconscious and slipping past the point of being able to revive. Quickly. 

Paimon’s tried slapping him to full consciousness to little success. Kaveh momentarily roused 

when Nilou dumped water on his face, but his eyes were unfocused and closed near instantly again. His breathing is getting shallower and the color of his face is draining. The Traveler and Al-Haitham managed to do basic first aide on the most serious of his wounds. But he’s fading fast and they’ve got to get him out of here to somewhere he can get real medical treatment.

Or at the very least, they need him conscious so the Traveler can cram a Teyvat Fried Egg into his mouth and get him to swallow it. And that should, hopefully, keep him going long enough for them to get him to a real doctor.

The Traveler is really regretting now keeping some kind of smelling salt or ammonia on their person. Cyno and Tighnari mentioned it being part of their every-day carry items. They can’t believe that they laughed at them then for carrying around something so niche when there were surely other things that were more important and useful to everyday life. 

Well. If those two had considered it practical enough to carry around everywhere, why didn’t the Traveler? Sumeru, the Traveler is reminded once again, is a whole different kind of headache than the rest of Teyvat.

What could it have hurt to follow their example? The Traveler has an infinite storage pouch. There’s no harm in carrying it around. They don’t have to deal with the problem of luggage limitations.

The Traveler is really starting to worry now. As harsh as the desert sun is, nightfall is approaching and the last thing they need is Kaveh with blood loss starting to freeze as the night sets in. And his wounds being exposed to all this sand probably isn’t doing him any favors.

Nilou and Al-Haitham are remarkably composed about all of this. The Traveler wonders if the shock has hit them or not.

Nilou, with Kaveh’s head in her lap and about to dump another handful of water from her Vision onto him sighs, staring down into Kaveh’s ash-grey face and bloodless lips. Then she turns up towards Al-Haitham who’s crouched on Kaveh’s other side and has been maintaining pressure on a gash on Kaveh’s side, and monitoring Kaveh’s fading pulse.

The Traveler needs to make a call here. They need to figure out how to get Kaveh fully conscious and stay that way, and they need to get moving. If they hurry they should be able to reach Aaru Village just as night sets in.

Before the Traveler can break the tenuous silence that has settled over their group, by some unspoken signal, Nilou reaches out and touches Al-Haitham’s shoulder.

“I think it’s time,” Nilou says to Al-Haitham, voice low. “The Traveler has done everything they can for now. I think you have to call it. It should be you.”

Al-Haitham looks down at Kaveh’s face, expression as flat and hard to read as it always is.

“Naturally,” Al-Haitham says blandly, shoulders slumping just a little.

“Call what?” Paimon asks.

“Before we give up and we call anything, we should try—“ the Traveler begins.

But Nilou and Al-Haitham just shake their heads. The Traveler and Paimon look between the two as Nilou tosses her handful of water to the side, putting her hands together in prayer, eyes falling closed. Al-Haitham, unexpectedly, also closes his eyes, head tipping slightly upwards.

“Lord Kusanali, forgive us,” she says under her breath.

“If anything else would have worked,” Al-Haitham says, “we would have done it.”

“Also I’m sure it’s somewhat deserved,” Nilou tacks on. “There’s always someone who deserves it somewhere in the Akademiya.”

Al-Haitham nods. “Such is life as a scholar.”

Then he opens his eyes and gestures for the Traveler to take his place in applying pressure to the worst of Kaveh’s several wounds. The rest of which they tried to bandage with what supplies they had. And the ones that they didn’t bandage have stopped bleeding—which is worrisome in the implication that the wound aren’t capable of bleeding out further.

Al-Haitham shuffles over to Kaveh’s other side, just enough to lean over Kaveh’s face. Then he just looks at him, brushing Kaveh’s slightly tangled and dirtied hair to the side, tucking it around his ear. He thumbs at some crusted blood from a cut on the side of Kaveh’s face and lightly traces his fingers along the outline of a bruise that had started to form on Kaveh’s cheek.

Al-Haitham and Nilou look at each other again, something unreadable in their expressions before they both look down on Kaveh, who’s head is still in Nilou’s lap, with something that’s one part sorrowful, one part resigned, and one part (on Al-Haitham’s side) deeply aggrieved.

Nilou raises a hand and lightly pats Al-Haitham’s shoulder. “It’s got to be you. He’d only want to hear it from you. It wouldn’t mean much from me. And he’s got to hear it now while he still can.”

“I know,” Al-Haitham sighs frowning as he pinches the bridge of his nose. “But that doesn’t make it any easier to say.”

“Shouldn’t you have experience with this by now?”

“Experience does not always make things easier, either.” Al-Haitham sighs again, hand dropping from his face as Nilou gestures for him to get on with it. He leans down, bringing his mouth as close as he can to Kaveh’s ear. “Your latest paper on public works and social obligations to vulnerable populations just got deferred for publication.”

The Traveler stares at Al-Haitham and Nilou. Nilou has leaned back as far as she can with Kaveh’s head still in her lap, looking like she’s bracing for something to happen.

“Alright, now that you’ve got that incredibly pressing point off your chest, let’s work on figuring out how to move Kaveh without disturbing his—” The Traveler begins to say.

But they’re interrupted by Paimon letting out a half-cry, her eyes going wide as she points at Kaveh’s hands.

Kaveh’s fingers have twitched, leaving a faint groove on the bloodied sand. The Traveler glances at Kaveh’s face and sees his brows slightly furrowed. Or maybe they’re imagining things.

But then Kaveh’s pale lips part and half a syllable wheezes its way out. The half-syllable could, if you’re being generous, be translated to something along the lines of a curse or what?

“It was denied because a paper stating the opposite is being written by someone on the Kshahrewar governing board, and the journal editors don’t want your two papers to clash and bring them unwanted attention. Darshan politics.”

The furrow on Kaveh’s bloodless face deepens. His eyes crack open slightly. And Kaveh’s left hand raises, wobbling and unsure before managing to latch onto Al-Haitham’s cape collar—but just barely.

This is a miracle considering that Kaveh’s left hand has such deep bruising on it that his arm from the forearm down looks black, and the Traveler is pretty sure that Kaveh broke at least three fingers blocking that last explosion.

“What?” Kaveh repeats, mouth moving, voice weak. “What did you say?”

“I found out a few days before we left,” Al-Haitham continues. “It is, of course, not my responsibility to tell you the things I overhear while I’m working. I was thinking about telling you earlier. But then you’d be useless for this entire trip.”

Kaveh’s grip on Al-Haitham’s collar gets stronger the longer Al-Haitham talks, pulling Al-Haitham closer. Kaveh’s eyes are also definitely focused on Al-Haitham.


  “Excuse you?”


“However, if things are going to pan out like this, I might as well tell you now.”

“You’re joking,” Kaveh wheezes.

Al-Haitham meets Kaveh’s barely opened eyes and says flatly, “And what kind of enjoyment do you think I would get out of a joke like that?”

For a moment Kaveh’s grip on Al-Haitham’s collar weakens. Then it tightens so much that Al-Haitham is pulled down, almost sprawled over Kaveh’s very much, bruised, broken, and battered torso. Nilou and Paimon both reach out to help stabilize Al-Haitham as Kaveh starts cursing him out.

“This is your fucking fault,” Kaveh seethes, shaking Al-Haitham with his one hand as he struggles to get up.

“And here we go,” Al-Haitham rolls his eyes, trying to free himself from Kaveh’s grip as Kaveh, somehow, someway, revives.

The Traveler stares, mouth hanging open as Kaveh somehow gets…well. Not better. His wounds aren’t closing, in fact some of them have let out new weak spurts of blood. And they all flinch when something cracks very loudly as Kaveh starts trying to sit himself up.

But Kaveh’s eyes are bright and clear, his Vision has gone from pale green to a bright, near poisonous shade as it casts shadows across the bloodied sand, and Kaveh’s face is turning pink. If he had more blood in his body it would probably be red.

“This is why,” Al-Haitham says, more to Nilou than Kaveh as Kaveh starts shaking him by the collar, “I don’t want to be the one to say it. Somehow saying it makes me an actively involved party.” Then, to Kaveh: “How is this my fault? I’m not part of the review process for these publications. I only find out about these things after the publication schedule is determined and copies are sent in advance for archiving.”

“If you,” Kaveh snarls in Al-Haitham’s face, “didn’t write so many papers that go directly against mine the other dim-witted fools with more greed than sense wouldn’t be so inspired into following after you like misguided sheep. It’s only because of your papers that people get the wrong ideas in their heads. They don’t even fully absorb the actual salient points worthy of any consideration in your papers, they just regurgitate the parts they think they understand and delude themselves into thinking they’re being clever. I bet whatever old tenured, biased capitalist that wormed his way onto the board and wrote the paper that’s pushing mine out had one of his secretaries or something skim one of your papers from years ago for this.”

Kaveh hauls himself upright using Al-Haitham to do so.

“I don’t think you should be—“ The Traveler gets as far as saying before Kaveh starts swearing and cursing as his wounds start to remind him of what got him down to start with. Nilou and Paimon are both quick to help Kaveh steady himself as he takes several deep breaths.

“I need a pen,” Kaveh says as soon as he can speak gain. “Mine got broken in the fight. Damn. Alright. Let’s go.” 

Kaveh grabs Al-Haitham’s shoulders and uses Al-Haitham to finish pushing himself up all the way, wobbling dangerously before finding his feet, squaring his shoulders, and pointing him with unnerving accuracy for someone with that much blood-loss, broken bones, and a head injury in the direction of the Akademiya. 

“If we hurry I can finish writing the first draft by the time we hit the Wall of Samiel. Lord Kusanali give me strength, these people just don’t know when to quit. A whole administration and everything and they’re still up to their old tricks. Mehrak—ah, right. Mehrak’s down. Can someone do me a favor and carry her for me?” Kaveh pauses, turning to look at Paimon who’s  hovering by his shoulder. He looks very confused considering the strange turn of events that he’s been in the center of. Paimon stares right back at him. “Why are you holding a fried egg? Where did you get a fried egg completed with a plate and—No. Get that out of my face, we don’t have time for food right now. Let’s go. By the way, Paimon, how good are you at taking down dictation? Mehrak’s clearly non-operational, so I’m going to need some help getting everything down. My right hand doesn’t go as fast as my left.”

Before Paimon or the Traveler can say anything Kaveh starts to shuffle in the direction of the Akademiya, dragging a leg that has to be partially broken. Paimon shakes herself out of her shock, hurrying after him—

“Eat the egg!” She cries out as she tries to juggle the egg, a pencil, and a pad of paper. “The Traveler made it, so it’ll definitely help. If you can’t stomach an egg, what about a roast? Have you ever had Mora Meat?”

Al-Haitham sighs, smoothing out his collar before scooping Mehrak up and tucking her under one arm. He and Nilou exchange a subtle fist bump as they start walking after Kaveh.

“Well done,” Nilou says, leaning Al-Haitham to avoid putting weight on a leg that’s pretty much bruise from thigh down to ankle. “I wasn’t looking forward to either of us having to carry him if that didn’t work.”

 

The Traveler turns their eyes skyward and swears that the stars that are just barely starting to become visible are laughing down on them.

They join Al-Haitham and Nilou, offering their arm to Nilou on her other side to help steady her as they close the distance to Kaveh.

“Did you guys lie to him about his paper just to get him so mad that he’d stop dying?” 

It sounds, the Traveler has to admit, ridiculous. That’s the kind of thing that should only happen in really strangely written fantasy novels.

But again—this is Sumeru. All the countries of Teyvat have their own quirks, but it seems fitting that in Sumeru you can get someone to defy death by challenging a paper they wrote.

Al-Haitham shrugs a shoulder.

“It wasn’t a lie. I’m sure that there’s someone on the Kshahrewar’s governing board who’s biting their nails and trying to bury as much of Kaveh’s works discussing the moral and ethical responsibilities involved in the social contract between the individual and the state as they can. There are too many people on both the academic side of the Akademiya and the side that deals with the actual governance of the country who are focused on private monetary profits over actual social good. And Kaveh’s latest paper—or at least, the last draft of it he made me proof-read—was admittedly provocative enough to get someone to try and get to push it to a minor publication or permanently deferred.”

Nilou squeezes the Traveler’s arm. “Don’t worry, I don’t think we’ll actually end up walking all the way to the Wall of Samiel and the Akademiya like this. I’m sure once we get in eyesight of Aaru Village Candace and Dehya will come out to beat some medical attention into Kaveh and the rest of us.”

-

Madam Faruzan’s hands flutter, holding Al-Haitham’s head in her lap as she checks his pupils and quickly does a check to confirm if he received a head injury. Cyno quickly starts on chest compressions, the both of them turning to stare at the one clear indicator of life: Al-Haitham’s Vision.

The glass has gone dark, although there’s a flicker of green that just refuses to turn into anything more as Cyno continues the chest compressions, with Madam Faruzan bending down to breathe air into Al-Haitham at regular intervals.

“Foolish boy,” Madam Faruzan exclaims in between breaths. “You should have teleported out of the way and let our General Mahamatra take that hit! That’s what he’s paid for!”

“Madam Faruzan is right, scribe. Now look at you.” Cyno and Madam Faruzan both quickly move to rearrange Al-Haitham’s body as a gush of water is forcefully ejected from his lungs, turning him onto his side as what seems like too much water for a body to have is coughed out of him. But Al-Haitham’s Vision gets barely bright enough to be considered a pale, barely-there green, before it starts to fade away again. “What happened to you being a simple citizen of Sumeru?”

Cyno resumes the chest compressions, having Madam Faruzan back away as he activates his own Vision to give a very small, controlled shock to Al-Haitham’s chest. The Vision at Al-Haitham’s shoulder flickers in time with Cyno’s work, but like a fire in the worst storm, refuses to stay lit.

“Scribe,” Cyno says, to the unconscious man, “if you die now in this very specific situation, so soon after the last situation we worked on together, the administration is going to try and memorialize you. They’ll make a holiday for you. They’ll host a public funeral.”

Madam Faruzan gapes at the General Mahamatra, slapping his back and hissing at him to shut up.

“How is that supposed to encourage him to stay alive? What would he care about that?” Madam Faruzan gestures down at Al-Haitham. “He’ll already be dead, that won’t be his problem! It’d just be ours!”

“It would be Kaveh’s problem,” Cyno points out. “He’ll find a way to make it Al-Haitham’s problem despite Al-Haitham being dead.”

“Are you trying to get Al-Haitham to expire faster so he can get a head start on avoiding the issue? Move aside, I’ll handle this!” Madam Faruzan roughly shoulders Cyno out of the way. “Hold him up.”

Cyno moves, propping Al-Haitham up against himself as Madam Faruzan grabs Al-Haitham’s face in her hand, staring at his slack features.

“Al-Haitham, this is important.” She slaps him and then shakes his head. She already checked that he has no head injury, it’s fine. “Al-Haitham, you can die and leave us to our worldly problems knowing you’ve done a very good thing of saving the General Mahamatra from a blow. But you can only do that after you answer this one critical question. Al-Haitham!”

“Madam Faruzan, he can’t hear you.”

“He’s a scholar, of course he’ll be hearing me. We all have selective hearing that activates under pressure. Al-Haitham. Did you update your will to specify who’s getting your current research on post-Akasha shut-down idiosyncrasies?”

Cyno barely resists a full body flinch at the question. “Madam Faruzan, the question seems brutal for a man who’s on death’s door.”

“Unfortunate, but it’s something we need to know. If you’re going to die, at least do so after you’ve got your major loose ends settled. Trust me, I know how this ought to go. I’ve been there myself when it’s gone wrong. And trust me, you do not want your research being unaccounted for in the aftermath. It’s better to have your finances and property up in the air than that. Al-Haitham, answer the question. Who’s getting your research?”

Madam Faruzan slaps Al-Haitham twice more, and much to Cyno’s sympathy, this does gain some kind reaction.

Al-Haitham’s eyelids start to flutter.

“Al-Haitham, if you didn’t declare someone to take it over it goes to the current Haravatat Sage, who will then reassign it according to his understanding of the topic.”

Al-Haitham’s head lolls, like he’s trying to turn away, but Madam Faruzan holds his head in place. As Al-Haitham’s eyes start to flutter open, his Vision also starts to flicker, managing to hold on just a bit longer as it fights its own fading.

“God help the man, he’s a well meaning and a tolerable administrator. But if you were to examine his researcher’s brain it would be equivalent to that of a particularly low on the evolutionary tree lizard’s. Smooth as a marble.”

Cyno nods in agreement. It’s not really an insult. It’s just truth.

There are some people who can write papers, and then there are people who read papers. The new Haravatat Sage, for all that he’s particularly inoffensive and is actually a decent government administrator with relatively benign political ambitions, is one of the latter. His body of work as a researcher is not particularly exciting or notable.

“I do not think Lord Kusanali would be able to help him in figuring out Al-Haitham’s research. He would have better luck petitioning Kaveh to do it,” Cyno points out, which causes the body he’s propping up to give a full shudder, indicative of a major rejection of some sort.

Cyno turns, aiming Al-Haitham at the ground as he expels another gout of water. Cyno and Madam Faruzan wait that out as Al-Haitham’s body remembers what it’s like to survive, and the things necessary for survival. He begins to take one rattling breath after another. Al-Haitham’s Vision also begins steadily glowing, although much weaker than normal—and somehow petulant about it.

Once done, Cyno and Madam Faruzan arrange Al-Haitham against Cyno again. Al-Haitham’s face is pale and his eyes are squinted as he tries to focus them on the problem at hand.

“No,” Al-Haitham says firmly, voice rasping and rough as though he’s just swallowed and then expelled lungfuls of gravel instead of water. “The Haravatat Sage is going nowhere near my research.”

“Well that all depends on your written instructions,” Cyno says calmly, holding Al-Haitham up and still as Madam Faruzan uses the light of her own Vision to do a more complete check of Al-Haitham now that he’s at least conscious. “Your research going to your Darshan’s Sage is standard protocol for all researchers who die in the field without declaring anything in advance.”

“I would take it, but I’m on the wrong side of the darshan for that branch of research. I wouldn’t know what to do with it either,” Madam Faruzan says as she checks Al-Haitham’s pupillary reflexes. “I’m presuming your mental faculties are in order seeing as you are able to hold a conversation, and I didn’t notice a head wound earlier. I’m going to skip the standard questions of asking you if you know where or when you are, so on and so forth. Let’s examine these bones of yours, now that you can answer questions.”

“The current Haravatat Sage isn’t even a capable administrator,” Al-Haitham protests, grimacing as Madam Faruzan feels down his arms and legs, squeezing at intervals and indicating for him to flex and move his fingers, his toes. “He can barely sign a piece of paper without looking over his shoulder for someone to hold his hand and encourage him through it.”

“Yes, he’s rather like a particularly small and floppy puppy,” Madam Faruzan agrees.

“At least we know that if he ever moves against the state, it’s not because he meant to.”

“That’s worse,” Al-Haitham and Madam Faruzan point out.

“I can handle benign incompetence,” Cyno replies. “They don’t actually know enough to effectively lie or obfuscate anything.”

“If you’re so against the Haravatat Sage getting your work, I hope you learned a lesson about preparing for the worst,” Madam Faruzan says, focusing on Al-Haitham’s right leg as she manipulates it one way then the other. “I don’t think there’s a break, but there’s definitely some kind of sprain here. I’m not surprised, when you were hit you hit a lot of things on the way down into the water. I expect you’ll have very deep bruising on the side that hit the water, too.”

“No one from the Haravatat is touching my research,” Al-Haitham insists. “I would rather Kaveh take it and bury it under all of his arguments and complaints than give it to the Haravatat for them to ruin.”

“We hear you,” Madam Faruzan and Cyno say as they start getting Al-Haitham to his unsteady feet. “Now let’s get out of here and get you some real medical treatment so you can tell Kaveh that in person. I’m sure he’ll be very flattered and also deeply concerned about all of the things that implies without outright saying. It will give him something to ponder over for at least a month.”

“If we’re fortunate, Dehya and her mercenaries are still in the area from when we ran into them earlier,” Cyno says. “And if we’re very fortunate, Dehya will only tease us for a few minutes about running into trouble so quickly before helping us on our way out of trouble.”

“Let us hope that the Flame-Mane mercenary is as efficient in her teasing as she is in every other venture,” Madam Faruzan sighs. “May fortune favor us all in this way, since it has not favored us in any other. Lord Kusanali preserve this old woman for having to deal with juniors like you!”

-

“He knows I could have taken that hit. I can fly,” the Hat Guy says, scowling down at the General Mahamatra as Sethos applies another tourniquet that doesn’t inspire much confidence considering how much blood is already outside of the General Mahamatra’s body—to the point where Cyno’s skin is looking so ashen that he might as well be made of pumice.

“I think the General Mahamatra has a very strong instinct to protect others while working,” Sethos says in defense of the man who currently can’t defend himself further. “And while in this specific situation it’s become something worrisome, overall it would normally be a pretty good quality to have. I mean, you want your protector of justice to protect, right? Hey, you got any spare cloth I can use for bandages?”

“I am not going to be the one to tell the Archon of Sumeru that one of her favorite mortals is going out like this,” the Hat Guy continues, arms crossed as he watches Sethos try to preserve the right hand of god. And then, after a moment of consideration, he shrugs his light coat off and starts ripping it into strips, looking rather peeved about it as he hands the strips over to Sethos one at a time. “Nor am I taking responsibility for someone else’s entirely voluntary and misguided act of heroism.”

“I don’t think it’s going to get to that point. It’s the General Mahamatra, you know? He wouldn’t just die on the job. That’s very irresponsible. Those two concepts don’t belong in the same paragraph.”

On cue, the General Mahamatra groans weakly, brow furrowing. Sethos moves to try and pat Cyno comfortingly, but there’s nowhere safe to pat. He resumes bandaging Cyno’s wounds instead.

“Did you manage to find what Lord Kusanali sent us here for while Cyno and I were working on distracting the defense mechanisms?”

The Hat Guy scoffs. “Of course. Otherwise this whole,” he gestures to Cyno, Cyno’s blood on the ground, and the several electrical scorch marks and pieces of ruined machinery around them, “venture would have been rather pointless, wouldn’t it? Who has the time to waste on pointlessness?”

Sethos meets the Hat Guy’s eyes patiently even as he works on staunching and binding another one of Cyno’s wounds using the Hat Guy’s torn up coat. The Hat Guy sighs, rolling his eyes and reaching into a small pouch at his waist and pulling out several small machine parts that he had extracted from the heart of the ruins.

“Were you always so mistrustful?” The Hat Guy sneers. “At least that’s sensible of you, for once.”

“High praise from the Vahumana’s rising star,” Sethos says. “Now keep those as safe as the General Mahamatra works to keep the two of us safe. And let’s get out of here, find the rest of our party, and report the good news to Lord Kusanali about a mission accomplished. Although there were some slight hiccups along the way. I’m sure your little friend is also eager for us to return. You’ve got to tell me the story about how you got a miniature dragon at some point.”

The Hat Guy looks very much like he has several things to comment about, but since he can’t decide where to start, he just closes his mouth and turns to give the General Mahamatra’s unconscious body a suspect look.

“Ask the dragon yourself. And the General Mahamatra might have unnecessarily blocked the blow for me, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to want to carry his deadweight back across half the country to deposit on the Archon’s front step like some bloody consolation prize.”

“It’s fine, probably,” Sethos says. “You might have to help me carry him across part of it. Dehya and Candace are certainly going to be willing to help. But I think Cyno should be able to manage most of it.”

“Is the General Mahamatra of Sumeru so efficient that he can deliver his own corpse straight to his own funeral?”

“Like I said, star of the Vahumana, the General Mahamatra doesn’t leave a job half-done. And getting the information Lord Kusanali asked us for was only half the job. Now we have to get it back to her. We still have to meet up with the Flame-Mane and the Guardian of Aaru Village to confirm if they managed to complete their side of the task. I’m sure they have, probably even faster than we did. But the job isn’t over until we’re standing in front of Lord Kusanali and reporting our results. The General Mahamatra can’t even think about quitting now.”

Again, on cue, the General Mahamatra’s frown deepens on his face. Both Sethos and the Hat Guy pause to see if he’ll actually do anything more than that. He doesn’t.

“Corpses don’t think,” the Hat Guy says flatly. “And in my experience death cannot be deterred by the lingering burden of an unfinished job. That’s generally not how mortality works. You can’t just not succumb to mortal injury because you’ve got an errand to finish.”

“Is that so?” Sethos gives the Hat Guy a half-distracted grin as he starts to arrange the General Mahamatra’s body into a more natural position than “I got hit with a mortal blow and fell where I stood” position. It does not help the man’s expression of “I got hit with a mortal blow and fell where I stood in the middle of the line of duty”. “You must not have met very many people of good character then.”

The Hat Guy looks like he might laugh at that. “That, I won’t argue. The rest I would.”

“Then let Cyno and I show you how people with character and responsibility get the work done. I’m also somewhat like the General Mahamatra in nature. I also don’t like to leave a job unfinished. And I’ve been working on building a reputation as a dependable courier in Sumeru, you know? What kind of courier would I be if I didn’t complete my deliveries? And I’ve got two deliveries to complete here, so the stakes are twice as high for me.”

The Hat Guy’s fine eyebrows raise as he gestures to the components at his waist. “Two?”

“That’s one. Here’s the other. Good thing I saved it!”

Sethos carefully lays a hand on Cyno’s shoulder, giving the bandaged General Mahamatra a careful shake. The man’s brow furrows slightly more, but he doesn’t react otherwise.

“Hey,” Sethos says, voice low and strangely relaxed considering the situation. “Hey, Cyno?”

“Are you expecting him to respond just because you called him? I didn’t realize death could be defied so politely.”

Ignoring the Hat Guy Sethos continues. “Remember how when you came to get me to come along on this, I told you that I had a message to deliver to you? And you asked me how urgent it was, and I said not very, so you said that Lord Kusanali’s job had to take priority? So to save it for after?”

Cyno’s body is still in a way that somehow indicates a positive response. That is, the Hat Guy would admit, impressive body language for a man about to be a corpse.

“Well,” Sethos says. “The message was from Professor Cyrus and Miss Lisa Minci. It’s about the project the three have you been working on long-term and long-distance.”

Cyno’s body exhales air through clenched teeth, a low moan that could also be a long and heartfelt, “No.”

“I guess Professor Cyrus got a letter from Miss Minci that says that she’s preparing to enter the next phase of research on whatever it is you’re working on. Professor Cyrus was telling me that he doesn’t blame her because you were taking so long to verify things on your end. No offense meant! We all know you’ve got a really busy full-time job and all. But she must have figured that if you hadn’t found anything to warrant her stopping phase…three? Phase four? She might as well get started.”

Cyno’s brows furrow even deeper, muscles going tense and straining as he starts to rouse. He lets out another low, “No.”

“Anyway, he just wanted me to pass that message onto you. Just out of curiosity—because you know, it’s the Professor Cyrus and it’s the Lisa Minci involved and I mean, you, too, of course—what were you all working on exactly? And what was it that you were researching on that was holding Miss Minci back from phase…three?”

Four, Cyno mouths, starting to come back to consciousness despite the rest of his body very much looking like it needs to do anything but that. Cyno’s eyes start to open and he lets out another groan, head lolling to the side as he grimaces.

“Anyway, Professor Cyrus asked me to ask you if you think that he needs to try to stop her. But let’s be honest, it’s Lisa Minci we’re talking about here. I don’t think he can. Unless you’ve got some solid evidence that needs to make an eleventh-hour appearance to change her current outlook on phase three.”

The sound that comes out of the General Mahamatra doesn’t seem to come from his mouth, so much as it seems to seep out through his entire body through his pores. It’s a sound of extreme exhaustion and resignation. The General Mahamatra, impressively, hasn’t moved.

“This is a newfound method of communication to be studied,” the Hat Guy observes as the sound just continues. “Are you compelling him to stay alive through in-progress research ventures?”

Sethos shushes the Hat Guy. The Hat Guy, morbidly curious about the current state of morbidity in front of them, allows it.

Somehow, without having any real syllables or morphemes that might be put together to create any form of word, the sound of the General Mahamatra’s soul trying to escape his body communicates: Senior Lisa can’t go onto stage four. There’s no evidence that it’s safe to proceed onto stage four. In fact, there’s a considerable amount of evidence suggesting that it would be incredibly unwise to proceed onto phase four without moderate to extreme revisions to current procedures being done in phase three and three point five, with further alterations towards established safety parameters as dictated by the opening phase of this project. I would know, as I’ve been working on the reviews for phase three for the past two months. What do you mean she’s decided to skip the review of phase three and move onto phase four without me? Doesn’t she have any other kind of work to keep her occupied while I’m doing my full-time day-job?

“Yeah, yeah. I know. Rough luck, brother. Some people just have a fortune of time and idle hands to think with, and others are like you and me, stuck to the grind-stone. That’s just how the die gets cast. More work for us both. So, do you have anything for me to pass onto him, or…? Also, anything you want me to pass on about the mission we’re currently on to Lord Kusanali?”

The General Mahamatra’s body goes abruptly silent. It remains still.

And then the General Mahamatra moves, Vision glowing, the power of the ancient spirit within flaring to life as he reaches up and starts to cauterize his own wounds.

“Horrific,” the Hat Guy says, wrinkling his nose at the smell of singeing flesh, but not turning away. “You got him mobile through a sense of duty.”

“I’ll tell Lord Kusanali myself,” the General Mahamatra says, setting his jaw as he pushes himself upright. “And then I’ll speak to Professor Cyrus. I can’t let Senior Lisa proceed to phase four. There’s too many variables that I’m still working through. I’ve warned them both repeatedly about them, but they have yet to take my word on the matter. Professor Cyrus has gotten lax about safety precautions now that he’s retired, and Senior Lisa is several countries away and spent her time focused on research through a different epistemological branch.”

“I mean, it is Lisa Minci,” Sethos points out as he helps Cyno onto his feet. “Even if something went wrong she’d definitely be able to handle it and then correct it. I might not have met her myself, but even the Temple of Silence is fully aware of her capability.”

“It’s not about something going wrong with Senior Lisa,” Cyno says, eyes pressing shut as he takes in a deep breath, leaning heavily on Sethos’ shoulder. “It’s about what she’s going to report back of her findings to Professor Cyrus, what Professor Cyrus is going to end up telling all of his other retired friends, and the next possible war to hit the Spantamad’s internal ranks based on that. I have enough to deal with without Professor Cyrus waging war against the rest of the darshan, while we’re still also in the middle of massive restructuring. The matra don’t have time to sort out another round of sabotage and espionage among the Spantamad’s various cliques. Especially if they start to bring in all the other darshans to back them up.”

The Hat Man, here, does nod in approval. “As though you lot don’t have enough to argue about  without throwing something new into it.”

“Alright, let’s go stop a war among the chemists,” Sethos says, securing his grip on the General Mahamatra, gesturing for the Hat Man to lead the way. “I think that the Flame-Mane and Candace should be done with their part of Lord Kusanali’s commission. Let’s meet up with them and hurry to get this case closed before we’ve got another scholastic war on our hands. Across multiple countries, even.”

-

“I’m very proud of you for being calm in this situation,” Master Tighnari might say to Collei, if Master Tighnari weren’t busy beginning to foam at the mouth, convulse, and work through an extreme cardiac event that really, really shouldn’t have occurred considering the amount of research and range of testing under multiple conditions done on the current version of the experimental tonic he’d just taken beforehand.

Collei tells it to herself in his place, “Stay calm. Stay calm. You’ve trained for this, stay calm.” Although she does not feel very reassured by saying this to herself. For some reason it just doesn’t help when she’s the one saying it. It doesn’t feel quite as believable.

But Collei’s hands are trained very well; her body moves even though her mind wants to panic. She administers the emergency treatment that she’s gone over so many times and even put to practice while working her rotation at the Forest Watcher’s clinic.

Collei injects Master Tighnari with the first dose of three life-saving antidotes, continues to take his vitals, and begins to prepare for administering more emergency medication to stabilize him while waiting out the time period before the second dose. 

The three doses of antidote alone won’t be enough. Naturally, it’s going to start neutralizing the original substance that Master Tighnari dosed himself with. But these side effects need their own treatment.

The part of Collei that Master Tighnari has trained very well as not just an emergency field medic, but also as a researcher and scholar, begins to note down all of Master Tighnari’s symptoms, preparing to trace their source for a preliminary hypothesis of what went wrong. Master Tighnari will want to know her opinion and her observations of things because his own will definitely not only be biased, but also incredibly muddled from being the one to go through the experience.

The first dose begins to take effect as the convulsing stops and Master Tighnari’s eyes open. Collei hurries to check his pupillary reflex, noting a slightly slowed dilation. But there is a response. So that’s promising. Probably.

She gives his face a tentative—and very light!—slap.

His head lolls and he doesn’t react. His lips are slightly blue, but he is breathing. Collei hurriedly strips his gloves off. Fingers pale, nail beds a little grey-ish, but not yet hypoxic. The blue around his mouth must have been from the earlier convulsions, or maybe it’s a purely aesthetic chemical reaction from the leftover residue of the experimental tonic that was still in Master Tighnari’s mouth.

Pulse still high, but slowed from earlier. He’s starting to break out into a sweat. Temperature noticeably rising. Collei wishes that they did this in the clinic where they had more tools available, but they weren’t expecting this strong of a reaction. They weren’t expecting any reaction.

They’d already done a few human trials on the tonic before, but the worst anyone ever got was an itchy throat and slight swelling in the hands and feet. The convulsions are entirely new.

Once Master Tighnari regains his lucidity he’s going to be absolutely obsessed with figuring out where the convulsions came from. What was in the newest version of the tonic caused that kind of reaction with the central nervous system? They didn’t change that much. 

And the General Mahamatra even checked the current formulation over for them—at least, he checked it on paper. He hasn’t had the time to come around to talk about it in person recently. He’s been super busy. But he was very thorough in asking questions and getting more details about the experiment from Master Tighnari and Collei both. It helps that he’s been following Tighnari’s research paper on this since Master Tighnari started it over a year ago.

So what was it that caused such an extreme reaction this time?

Is it the ingredients? Most are grown here and cultivated by Master Tighnari’s hand. They do source the transport of the more volatile ingredients from Dehya, the Flame-Mane. But she wouldn’t have let something strange happen to them—be it tampering or rough handling—on her watch. It can’t be something there, could it?

“Master,” Collei calls out. His ears and tail don’t move in response. “Master.” His hands have a slight tremor, that might be leftover from before the first dose. Or…indicative of the first dose not neutralizing whatever chain reaction caused the convulsions as much as they thought it would. Even for a first dose.

Collei preps some additives to inject him with along with the second dose, mentally going through the list of compatible ingredients and alterations that Master Tighnari drilled into her and lining them up against current symptoms and what she might expect as side-effects.

Master Tighnari’s voice calmly asks her, “And what can you expect to develop further, now that the original hypothesis has been disproven about this particular combination of elemental energy, these hybrid extracts, and the original primer?”

“Expect nothing to go the way it should,” Collei answers in her head as Master Tighnari starts to choke again, eyes rolling up as his body begins to convulse as the first dose starts to wear off.

She quickly gets him with the second dose, which—in their original theory—will build upon the first and prime the body for the final ampule, which has the strongest concentrate of the neutralizing agent to finish the whole thing up. That is, if Collei alters it correctly for this incredibly unexpected reaction. They did account for her having to do minor alterations and combining the doses with additional emergency medications, but they did not anticipate this kind of adverse reaction. There’s a reason why they’re called minor alterations, not major.

“Please don’t need intubation,” Collei whispers to herself as she checks her Master’s airway the best she can without specialized tools, and then quickly grabs a few antihistamines just in case. This might be an allergic reaction to one of the the components in the antidote. Or it could be the tonic going very, very wrong.

Collei injects the additional medication for the side effects even as Master Tighnari’s condition stabilizes once more. 

Collei is encouraged that she didn’t accidentally poison him and make this worse when Master Tighnari letting out a low groan, eyes opening and roving without focusing as he starts to shiver. This is a definite improvement over unconscious convulsions. His shirt is starting to darken from sweat, which is worrying in a different direction: you shouldn’t sweat that much in less than two minutes.

“Master,” Collei calls out as Master Tighnari starts to shake so hard that his teeth rattle. “Master Tighnari.”

She reaches over and slaps him again. A little harder this time, because he’s actually conscious. Presumably. This time he half-way directs his gaze towards her. His eyes aren’t focused and he keeps shaking. Not convulsions, but shivers. His ears are flattening back against his head, and his tail is bristled.

“Master, pull it together.” Collei says as she prepares the third and final dose, snapping the glass bottle at the neck and filling the syringe. “You have to stay conscious through this part. I am going to need your feedback if you can give it. Otherwise just stay conscious so I can try and monitor involuntary reflex responses.”

She’s not sure how much of her words are getting through but Master Tighnari does seem like he’s listening.

Just to make sure, she reminds him:  “If you let yourself get taken out like this you’re going to disprove your own paper. You’ve spent a year and a half working on this.”

That definitely has his attention. Master Tighnari’s ears flatten entirely and his tail lashes once, almost knocking into the med kit.

“Fuck,” Master slurs, eyes closing, jaw clenching so hard that his veins and tendons look like they’re going to snap like bow-strings.

Collei jabs him the third time just as the shivering starts to turn for the worse towards convulsions, and then turns helplessly towards the medical bag because she doesn’t know where to go from here. If this antidote doesn’t work…and if he needs further stabilization. Collei’s medic training doesn’t go this far or this specific. She hasn’t trained for this part very much.

She was meant to start more in depth medical field work, including a greater focus on toxicology, in a few months. Collei really regrets convincing her Master that she should spend a few more months studying theory before launching into a new round of practicals.

“Nope,” Master Tighnari gets out through clenched teeth, struggling to keep his eyes open, hands curled into fists. 

“Nope?” Collei repeats, proud of herself for sounding very encouraging and supportive while wondering if she could do an emergency intubation with just a scalpel and a hollow reed if his airway really does close up this time, or if that’s not possible and it’s just just something the emergency physicians at the Bimarstan brag about being able to do.

“I’m not being a case study to counter my own paper,” Master Tighnari says. Sort of. Collei catches about every other word. She guesses the rest.

Collei turns and to her horror it looks like Master Tighnari’s face might be turning numb because his features are slackening and a bit of drool is pooling at the corner of his mouth.

“Oh god,” Collei says as she reaches over and pinches Master Tighnari’s cheek. “Please tell me you can feel that.”

“Sorta,” Master Tighnari answers, attempting to sit up. He might as well be a really ragged doll that’s been poorly stuffed with how he flops about. “Nah.”

“I think you should stay lying down,” Collei says even as Master Tighnari flops his arm over and drags the med bag towards himself. “And that I should send for a real doctor.”

Master Tighnari waves the hand that isn’t going through the med kit. It’s a very clumsy wave that speaks of growing numbness and a lack of coordination.

“I’m better than real doctor. If I weren’t better than a real doctor, why would the real doctors keep referring their cases to me? Huh?” Master Tighnari’s words bleed into each other and it’s only Collei’s years of experience working with him through dozens of thirty-six to forty-eight hour shifts, sleepless nights, and every kind of emergency all-hands-on-deck-no-sleeping-no-blinking situations imaginable that help her sort through the garbled mess of sounds to get a gist of what he’s saying.

“You’re in an altered mental state.”

“Still better,” Master grumbles as he squints at vials. He sounds like he’s talking around a mouthful of marbles. Or bees. “S’green? Whysitgreen?” Master Tighnari wrinkles his nose up and then shakes his head violently. “I’m tasting green.”

“Your mouth is blue.”

“Cool. Swab it.” Master goes to reach for a swab and nearly falls over onto the several glass vials of medical components. He catches himself in time, and seems to distract himself from the need to swab his own mouth as he clumsily starts picking up different glass vials and bottles.

“Maybe don’t do that,” Collei says as she watches her master picks out several different components and start shoving the glass containers into a pile that he pushes in her direction. 

Master Tighnari’s hand lands on her shoulder very heavily as she starts putting the different things he picked out together, quickly skimming the labels of the bottles and thinking to his current symptoms, what she’s already dosed him with, and how fast they’re going to need to work.

“M’proud of you,” Master Tighnari gets out. Followed by, “M’not dying. Dose me with that stuff.” He gestures at the haphazard pile. “Trust me. I know what I’m doing. I’m a mycologist.”

“No, you’re not dying, I’m also feeling a little bit proud of me, and I hope that all of that stays that way for a very long time. I trust you,” Collei replies as she starts combining components for what should be the last dose to stabilize him. 

The worst part is that even in an altered mental state Master Tighnari and his expertise in the field of neutralizing toxins and other strange things is leagues better than most other researcher’s. He’s got too much field experience, if there’s such a thing. So really if anything goes wrong here it’s on Collei.

“M’not gonna ruin my paper,” Master Tighnari insists, mostly to himself. “M’keepin’ the funding. I raised it myself. S’mine.”

“Yes, Master Tighnari,” Collei agrees, hoping she’s understanding enough of what’s in front of her and enough of her master to pick up on what he intends for her to be doing. 

She’s just got think of this as one of the more advanced tests that Cyno sometimes gives her, where he lines up several different unlabeled bottles in front of her and has her give him a run down on all of them and conclude what’s meant to be made from them based on the amounts provided. This should be easier, she thinks. Because she’s got the context for what’s needed, and all of these bottles are labeled.

This should definitely be easier.

“Gonna take’m to my grave.”

“I’d rather you not need a grave.”

“M’too.” Master Tighnari starts to list to one side. Collei reaches out to steady him with one hand while still trying to put together a medication that won’t kill him with the other. “Fuck morticians.”

“You like morticians, Master Tighnari,” Collei reminds him as she examines the solution. Viscosity and color seem right. Ingredients are emulsified with no strange color gradation or signs of other separation or rejection of components. She’s not seeing any weird kind of chemical reaction, nor does she smell one starting. The temperature of the liquids hasn’t changed signaling anything weird going on in terms of a chemical reaction, either. This will probably not embarrass or shame her or her master. It’s probably going to work. Probably. “They always prove you right. I’m going to inject you with this now. And then if it doesn’t kill you immediately we’re going to go to the Forest Watcher clinic and get some real—“


  “M’better.”


“—other expertise.”

“I can’t die,” Master Tighnari says, careful to enunciate the words as Collei prepares to stick him with the needle. Somehow, Master Tighnari saying this makes Collei feel incredibly reassured. Especially when he adds on: “If I die I’m wrong, and I refuse to be wrong. On this thing. I can be wrong on other things. Not this one. Stick me.”

Collei injects him.

They wait. Collei reaches up to check Master Tighnari’s pulse at the same time he does. He’s still sweating. And his temperature is still too warm. Collei does a quick check of his lymph nodes, finding nothing too unusual. They check his pupils and reflexes. The reflexes are sluggish and Master Tighnari reports lessened sensation all over—not quite numbness.

But he’s no longer convulsing. And he’s breathing normally. For now.

He’s stabilized.

“Knew it,” Master Tighnari says as they both let out mutual sighs of relief when nothing happens to signal the situation getting any worse.

“Of course you did,” Collei says, carefully moving aside everything she used for them to note later after they finish getting out of this health scare. Master Tighnari will have her walk through her thought process afterwards to confirm if she understood what she was doing, backing up instinct and guess-work with facts once she has time to calmly and rationally analyze her actions. He might even have her write a paper about it and present it to Cyno.

“Okay,” Master Tighnari says, ears drooping a little as he continues to wobble while upright. “Let’s go. Clinic time. While I can still talk. Gotta—gotta tell everyone to keep their mouths shut about what’s…the what’s what. Down low. I’m not wrong. This isn’t proof of anything. It’s only proof if I’m dead.”

Collei heaves her master half-over her back and shoulders, hurrying to half-drag, half-support him as his legs nearly give out.

“You’re not wrong, Master,” Collei confirms. “But you have to admit that you weren’t completely right, either.”

“I’ll take a draw,” Master Tighnari mumbles, the momentary burst of awareness and adrenaline that cut through earlier fading as his body gets heavier and heavier on Collei’s. Good thing Collei’s been doing a lot of endurance training. “M’not wrong. Don’t forget to swab my spit for samples. Blue taste green. Why?”

-

Dehya coughs, the movement jostling some unknown number of bruises and broken bones. The fucked up thing about dying is that you always think it’s like, alive then dead. Even when it’s a pretty quick death, most people forget there’s a bit of suffering in the “then” part. Apparently, in Dehya’s case, there’s gonna be a lot.

She’s got a dislocated left shoulder, and it feels like she’s fucked up her entire right arm with that last good punch. She might have given herself some burns, too. But that’s what happens when you mix pyro and electro, and you wear a lot of metal. Dehya knows that she’s broken at least two ribs, and her collar bone isn’t exactly sitting right. 

Her lungs are probably okay. But that’s only because she can’t move around enough to put them in danger from getting jabbed with broken bone. It’s not her broken ribs that are going to kill her. It’s not the fucked up right arm that’s going to get her either. 

Hell, it isn’t the head wound that she can feel dampening her hair. Admittedly, a head wound bleeding a lot is normal. It’s just that this little handy fact about head wounds doesn’t mean much because she’s got one leg trapped under rubble and rapidly losing feeling, her good arm unable to gain leverage what with it being dislocated, her bad arm free to move but unable to, and an entire building about to fall down her to really fuck her up.

If she doesn’t die from blood loss she’s going to die suffocated and crushed to death. 

It’s not the best way to go, like, for sure. If Dehya had a choice this would not be what she’d write down for number-one way to punctuate the end of her life.

But Dehya will also agree that it’s not the worst way to go, either.

Because Dehya’s death here is for something good, at least. Dehya closes her eyes, focusing on feeling her breathing, and all of the aches and pains and the worrying loss of aches, pains, or general sensation from her left leg, spreading up towards her hip, and the throbbing of her mangled right arm, the mess of her left shoulder, and the damp stickiness that’s slowly getting too cool to be comfortable at the back of her head, matting her hair.

Dehya’s death here is going to be for something good. It’s not like she got into this situation by being stupid, arrogant, or generally reckless. She didn’t run or jump into more than she could handle just because.

She got into this situation getting her friends out of a worse situation, and they should long be on their way to safety.

Which means that they’re going to come back for her eventually. Yeah, she’ll definitely be dead by then. But that means she’s won’t be missing.

She won’t be a mystery.

Her friends know exactly where she is, how she died, and the what-for of it all. Dehya won’t even be dead and alone for very long. They’ll come back. They’ll get her body. And they’ll throw her one fucking fantastic funeral to send her off.

All of the people she calls friends better fucking turn up to send her off or she’s going to haunt their asses until they go bald and loose all their teeth. If she’s going to die saving their lives the least they could do is get a hangover from drinking at her funeral.

When Dehya stretches her senses out past her body, ignoring the worrisome tremors of the room, the sounds of the stone and wood structure around her creaking and groaning, and the flickering of the lights on the back of her eyelids she can’t sense anything else. That’s good. That’s the ideal.

Dehya doesn’t sense any dendro energy, or electro, or hydro, or—

Dehya opens her eyes, turning her head to squint in the direction of the half-obscured door. She’d broken the thing to make sure that it was just her and the absolutely wicked, now dead, consecrated beasts, with those beasts having no way of getting past her to go after her friends.

The collapse of the ruin is partially Dehya’s fault. Or at least, this section of it. Dehya’s pyro really fucked with the consecrated beast’s and their electro and dendro. And the resulting reactions really, really fucked with the rest of the room that definitely was not built to withstand elemental reactions at all.

Dehya had purposefully broke and block the door as her friends left, but sometime during the fight one of the elemental reactions—or maybe the partial collapse of the room as a result of one of those reactions—the door got partially blown open. The bottom portion at the floor is blocked, but there’s a little bit of a space near the top.

Dehya senses cryo in the direction of the door.

Sure enough, just barely visible to Dehya’s eyes—her vision is getting kind of blurry from the blood loss and the head injury, and also they sting a lot from all of the smoke and ash and dust—she can see the pale glittering glow of a cryo shield.

“Dehya,” Layla calls out. “Dehya!”

What a good kid, coming back for Dehya like that. Dehya coughs, lungs strained and uncomfortable in her own chest. She doesn’t think she can call back.

Layla’s hands appear as she tries to climb and squeeze her way through the opening in the door and rubble.

“Dehya! I came back for you! Hold on!”

Her head just barely manages to make it through along with her shoulders. Dehya can’t see Layla’s expression from here, but Dehya can see that much.

“It’s no use kid,” Dehya wheezes, trying to make her voice as loud as she can. She doesn’t get it very loud. Talking at a regular volume puts too much stress on her chest, and the assessment of only two ribs being broken was definitely wrong. As she speaks out loud Dehya can feel what’s got to be more than just two ribs doing stuff ribs aren’t supposed to be doing. “Go back before this place collapses.” On cue Dehya closes her eyes as she feels a shower of dust coming down as something in the ceiling gives, immediately dropping a whole lot of stone and wood several feet, bowing the structure like a balloon that wants to pop but can’t quite yet. Dehya hears Layla’s cryo shield take a few hits. “Get out of here! I didn’t do this just so you guys could come back and die with me! Come back and get me afterwards. Swear I won’t haunt you for it.”

“But it’s going to be too late afterwards!”

“Kid, I’m stuck beneath what was at one point a support column for the entire building. You can’t see it, but the leg underneath this rock has a giant fang sticking out of it.” Dehya doesn’t even think about that part because the leg is numb and not moving, the fang is firmly in place and non-poisonous. So she’s not dying of blood loss from that one. “My right arm is fucked, and there’s stuff gone wrong with bones all throughout my body. It’s already too late. Go back. There’s a job to finish, isn’t there?”

“Erm.” 

Alright. That’s not the sound and tone of voice Dehya expected to hear as an answer. It’s a familiar sound and tone, though. 

Dehya groans. The groan comes out loudly and naturally in comparison to real people words. 

“What?” The word ejects itself from Dehya as violently as her own blood did when she got some of her initial wounds.

“Uh. Well. Um. I’m here about that job…er. They sent me to get you because we can’t finish it without you.”

Dehya wishes to every god alive and dead that this is about sentiment. Please let it be a sentimental thing and not a—

“The main entrance is stuck. We found a back escape, but it activates with a mix of pyro and cryo elemental energy…”

Dehya groans, louder and more heartfelt than the groaning and grunting of the collapsing structure directly over her.

“And also the General Mahamatra is wounded, and he’s still trying to fight off some other elemental beings that were here but they’re cryo aligned and—“

A curse flings itself out of Dehya’s mouth, followed by several others.

“Master Tighnari got hit with some kind of concussive blast and it’s messing with his ability to stay upright and mobile—“

Yeah, sure, why not. Dehya closes her eyes, clenching her jaw. She can feel the tension pouring into her body against her will. Damn, and she’d been so peaceful lying here and dying. Dehya can feel the metal on her mangled right arm start to heat up uncomfortably against her skin.

“Madam Faruzan’s um. Having a relapse episode. She’s trying to work her way through it, but. There are things you can’t help, right?”

Fair’s fair, Dehya can’t say anything to that, although it’s mighty troublesome from where she’s laying. Her chest and shoulder throb as she throws her good and dislocated arm over her face to muffle a tried scream.

“And—“

Dehya snarls. Layla cuts herself off.

“And? And? How is there more than that?” Dehya exclaims, fists clenching, pain racing up her right arm as the limb moves through sheer force of what the fuck? Her right arm gestures around them. “Are you kidding? Look at this situation. You’re coming back to me with all of that? Right now? Right now? Alright then, get it out, I guess. What else’s on now?”

“Madam Faruzan, Master Kaveh, and Scribe Al-Haitham are trying to work on figuring out a way to get around the elemental seal on the door without pyro, but with Master Tighnari down, Madam Faruzan not being in the right headspace, and the General Mahamatra occupied, and uh. The building about to collapse…we could really use some help.”

The curses flow out of Dehya as naturally as the blood does. Dehya makes a few rude gestures towards the ceiling in reference to the universe in general. 

“You mean to tell me,” Dehya says, voice raising steadily along with the pain and tension in her entire body as her muscles contract in a reflexive response to being told all of this while she had just made her peace at death’s door, “that I’ve got a group of nerds out there who I thought I’d just finished saving and getting to safety. But they aren’t. In fact, they’re even worse off than when we started. They are further from safety than before.”

“Um.”

“Fuck.”

Dehya turns her attention towards Lord Kusanali in the far distance, hoping and knowing that the god can probably hear Dehya complain from this far away.

“Hey,” Dehya calls out to God and the universe, “Do you know how many rescues I’ve had to pull for those guys in the past month alone? Are you for real right now? I can’t even die in peace?”

God’s voice stretches across the universe to touch upon Dehya’s mind.

Look, I get it, Lord Kusanali says without saying. This whole mind-stuff thing is weird. It’s not an exact science. At this distance it’s more general moods and images Dehya gets than real words. But Lord Kusanali definitely sends over something with the vibe along the lines of: Mood, sister, mood. 

“I’m not getting paid for any of this,” Dehya yells, clenching her right hand into a fist and feeling heat surge through. The heat could be pain. It could be blood. It could be flame. But her hand is a fist and her fist gets to doing what a fist does.

Her right arm snarls through the air, pounding against the stone trapping her from the waist down.

I know, I know, Lord Kusanali feels in Dehya’s direction.

“Sorry,” Layla says from the door. “I have…it’s not a lot, but I do have some mora, if it helps?”

It’s like herding cats, Dehya complains in her head. You save them from one trouble and then you blink and they’re put themselves right into the path of another one.

“Layla, I’m not taking mora from a kid like you. It’s not about the mora. It’s about…Do I seriously have to do everything around here?” Dehya wouldn’t say she whines. But she’s not not-whining either as she punches the rubble into enough dust that she’s got room to yank her fucked up leg out from underneath it. She grabs the broken off fang that’s still got some electro energy in it, setting her teeth and yanking it out, letting the remaining electro and pyro work together to somewhat cauterize the hole in her thigh. “Fuck! Ow! Way to kick a woman when she’s down, you know?”

Dehya gets to her feet, feeling every single bone and muscle in her body protest.

“Shut up,” Dehya says to her body, letting the heat run through her body to silence all dissent into mere grumbling. “We don’t have the fucking time for it.”

She straightens her shoulders and walks over to the slightly smoldering corpse of one of the consecrated beasts, grabbing her claymore and yanking it out, tossing the electro fang onto it in exchange.

“No wonder Candace limits herself to Aaru Village,” Dehya mutters as she drags her claymore behind herself, gesturing for Layla to get away from the door as she gathers energy into her hands and into her blade to clear the way. “How hard is it for a person to keep their nose out of trouble, huh? How hard is it? I’ve got five masters of the Akademiya and a prodigy from the Rtawahist and they can’t keep themselves out of mortal peril for like ten minutes to let me die in peace. I need a vacation from you people. How the fuck do you all make dying more peaceful than living? Send me to Mondstadt or something, this kind of shit doesn’t happen there. You never hear about this kind of crap from Mondstadt.”

  


