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    Frigid wind cuts into Sucrose’s cheeks. Snow blows over the winding path that leads down the mountain, swallowing up her boot prints as quickly as she leaves them.

In a harsh environment like Dragonspine, there is little margin for error. Every organism is adapted to ice and storm. The variations are endless; the iron strength of the pine boughs, holding out for patches of sun between the fierce blizzards; the gigantism of the wild boars, reducing their surface area to volume ratio in an effort to conserve heat; even the thick white coats on the local foxes.

A smile flits across the bio-alchemist’s face despite the cold. She could fill endless notebooks up here, marveling at the natural processes at work. Endless mutations and ascensions, all so that the mountain’s inhabitants were prepared for winter’s breath.

“It’s really cold up here!” Pallad’s voice startles her. She halts in her tracks and glances back towards her charge, stumbling on the trail after her. “Hey, thanks again for the bottle, Miss Sucrose. It’s a big help!”

Sucrose nods and looks away, before her gaze can rest too longingly on the warm glow spreading from the glass under his fingers. She does not mention that it is her last bottle of ever-fire, or that this is the third he’s used of the five she packed for her journey up the slopes.

She merely adds another tally mark to the ledger. The one she’s kept for two years now, that she dares not even put on paper, let alone speak aloud to anyone. Not even Albedo, who always supports her and greets her analytical approach with praise rather than confusion (and faint but disheartening pity).

“Cyrus says I need a lot more training before I come back up here.” Pallad sounds somewhere between sheepish and petulant under the wind’s bluster. “That’s why I’m starting a regime as soon as I get back to Monstadt. I’ll be chomping down goulash and back up these slopes within the month, you’ll see!”

Sucrose’s eyebrow twitches. “I thought Cyrus said that the Guild wasn’t mounting another expedition until spring,” she says carefully, turning to face the man.

“That’s true, but I can still have a solo one.” Pallad looks almost cheerful as he pulls the bottle closer to his chest. “Fortune favors the bold, as they say!”

Normally Sucrose would only mutter encouragement, reluctant to offer a contradicting opinion in case she might somehow offend one of the endless social rules she could never quite grasp. But the frost in her fingertips makes her irritable, even as the danger in his proposal fills her with dread.

“A-actually, I’ve been examining data from the Guild’s commissions.” Oh how she hates the little tremor in her voice, the one that makes even her most confident assertions sound doubtful. “The payoff to completion rate suggests—”

But Pallad isn’t listening anymore. He’s marching ahead of her, his earlier fears of hilichurls and fatui agents apparently dissipated by warmth and company.

Her brow twitches again, but no. Declaration is not action, and Sucrose will not penalize the man for something he hasn’t yet done. She does not add another mark to the ledger’s tally.

A few hummed notes of a popular Springvale ballad drift up the path, joining the wind’s ceaseless song. Sucrose knows every word from hours observing the patrons of the Cat’s Tail. Yet none cross her lips as she follows along, carefully picking her way over rocks and tree roots half-hidden in the snow.

Humans are social creatures, bound by complex webs of social interactions. Including, unusually among the varied organisms of Teyvat, a sense of non-kin altruism. Sucrose admires this characteristic of her species, and tries to practice it whenever she can.

She wants to help. She does. It’s just that she’s increasingly uncertain of what form that help should take.

“Hey, I think I saw something down there. Something red.”

Snapping her head up, she spots Pallad cutting down the slope, abandoning the trail’s winding corner for a straight path down.

“No…!” She reaches for him on instinct, despite that he’s already far out of reach.

Pallad is almost leaping over the snowy ground, large steps that cover three of her own. Graceful, until his foot catches on something—a hidden patch of ice, a jutting rock. Whatever it is, it jerks him back before sending him flailing down the slope. The man screams, his arms windmilling frantically before he stumbles and slides a few feet down the snow.

It might be comical, if not for the threatening rumble from the slope above them. Sucrose peers over her shoulder to find drifts of snow tumbling from the icy slab on the high rocks.

Cursing, she moves swiftly but carefully over to where Pallad lies sprawled against a white-heaped bush. “Are you injured?”

“Ugh… I think I ripped my pants, but I’m okay otherwise.” His nervous laughter seems to boom in the air. “No harm done, right?”

He plants a foot down—hard—on the ground before Sucrose can stop him.

“Please don’t!” she whisper-shouts in her urgency. “While the notion that sound can trigger avalanches is a myth, surface vibrations—”

“Oh yeah.” He offers her an abashed smile as he takes her hand to haul himself up. “Sorry, sorry.”

“Especially with the wind rising,” she continues. “Windstorms are a major aggravating factor in…”

But Pallad is already scrambling in the disturbed snow, looking for his dropped bottle. Sucrose sighs and watches him, absently brushing icy flakes from her furred ears. After a few moments of watching him dig in the snow, soaking her spare pair of gloves, she turns and looks down the mountain side. The orange light of a ruin brazier flickers somewhere in the distance, next to a boulder grouping.

It’s easy to imagine exhausted adventurers huddled in that shelter, waiting for the wind to fade. Then Sucrose glances back up the cliffs, to where the massive slab of ice rests precariously on its rock outcrop. She scarcely needs to run mental calculations to know that this shelter is directly on a potential avalanche’s path, and that it—and everyone inside—would be smashed to pieces.

“Ah, found it! Let’s get going.”

Tick. This time a mark does go on the tally, even as Pallad flashes her a smile and a thumbs-up. Her stomach constricts uncomfortably.

Still she follows after him as they descend, rubbing her stiff fingers inside her mittens. Her mind feels sluggish as she tries to work out whether she should take point and try to guide a safer path, or follow after so she can keep him in her sights.

The snow pit she’d hauled him and Cyrus from, after his careless steps had plunged them through the ice. The cryo regisvine he had somehow reanimated with his blind lunge towards an ominous glow—who knows how far the plant might have rampaged down the mountain if Aether and Albedo had not been present to stop it.

Tick. Tick.

The tally marks burn in her mind. And those are only the fresh ones, from the last few days in Dragonspine. There are precisely forty-five others, accrued over the last two years since she began the ledger. Since the day that Razor, bleeding from a dozen wounds and choking on poison, escorted a whimpering Pallad back to the city gates.

“That was a pretty impressive sword, though.” Pallad has recovered some of his cheer, or perhaps he’s trying to distract himself from the cold. “Wonder what else is buried up here, just waiting to be dug up?”

A lot, actually, much of it dangerous. But another gust forces Sucrose’s head down before the warning becomes more than a squeak in her throat. They stagger, then push on once the wind lets up again. Thankfully the sun is still high in the sky, if obscured by fleeting snow. They’ll make it across the broken bridge and to base camp long before nightfall.

Barring any stupid accidents, that is.

A bitter laugh, one that Sucrose cannot recognize as her own, threatens to spill out. She chokes it down and keeps walking, boots crunching on the snow.

They reach the boulder grouping and pause to warm their hands at the brazier. Then Sucrose frets, listening anxiously to the rising wind before Pallad finally condescends to push on. She does not look back at the icy slab rearing up behind him, far and yet nowhere near far enough.

“The brazier was nice, but I wish there’d been a campfire. Ugh, my stomach’s grumbling. I could really go for some hot soup right now. Uh, not that your nut mix wasn’t tasty, Miss Sucrose.”

She nods and says nothing, eyes trained on the ground. There is a fallen pine to step over, frost crystals embedded in its rough bark.

Perhaps Pallad feels awkward, for he raises a hand to shield his eyes from the snowflakes as he surveys the landscape opening up below them. Sucrose slows her pace, preparing to halt beside him, when—

“Hey look, ice hilichurls!” Pallad calls out, far too loudly. Wincing, Sucrose follows his pointing finger past a strand of rare birches. Three pale hunched figures sift through the snow, looking for something. Thank the Archons they’re distracted, or they might have already noticed them.

Pallad shakes his head. “They really do end up everywhere, don’t they?” he begins again.

“Shh!” Sucrose raises a finger sharply to her lips, then feels discomfort prickling up her neck when he shoots her a surprised look.

“Sorry, sorry,” he says, thankfully more quietly. “Just my bad luck to keep running into them.” They’re only a few cautious steps down the trail before he adds, “Did I ever tell you about that time I went to gather some white iron ore, and stumbled into a whole camp of them?”

No, but Aether had, the night Sucrose had sat with him by Cider Lake, fresh bruises lowering the tide of his generous nature enough to reveal piers of frustration beneath. That is how Sucrose knows it wasn’t “that one time”, but at least five.

All now tally marks, red on the ledger.

The birches are almost out of view when Pallad stops in his tracks, shoulders trembling. Then before Sucrose can do anything, he lets out a loud sneeze. It should be barely audible over the blustering wind, yet it seems to ring out like a whip crack.

They freeze, then as one look nervously back towards the trees.

“No,” whispers Pallad. “They couldn’t have heard that.”

Then a mane of pale blue fur peeks over the crest, followed by a mask edged in icicles. A wild cry goes up, and several more masks follow. A dozen hilichurls come sliding down the slope, brandishing rocks and shields and jagged clubs.

Worst of all, a deep rumbling echoes down the slope. Sucrose fears it might be a lawachurl, before she realizes it’s the ice slab. More snow tumbles down the cliff, unseen by hilichurl and man alike.

“Run,” she says, yanking on Pallad’s sleeve.

Luckily he does not argue. He ducks his head and scrambles down the trail with her.

It does not stop her from adding another tally.

Tick. Forty-nine now. Almost fifty.

She grits her teeth and runs.



Sucrose does not hold grudges. That would be illogical and counterproductive.

But she can’t deny evidence either. And one day the avalanche will fall, the hilichurls will catch up. Someone will pay the price.

A rustle in the pine branches, then a bird takes flight. Sucrose doesn’t recognize its red plumage, but she has no headspace to record it in her notebook. Not when the ledger is taking it all up.

She watches Pallad warming up by another brazier, and feels her fist clench inside her mitten.

Someone is going to get hurt.

Not Albedo, of course. Never Albedo, with his smooth competence and serenity under pressure. But maybe Amber, eager-to-please Amber, always ready with an open hand and an assist. Or one of Sucrose’s many friends among the Adventurer’s Guild, the ones that bring her samples and stay to chat afterward. They’re all so kind and patient with her, however much she stutters and hesitates through these conversations.

Pallad closes his eyes and moves his fingers closer to the brazier’s orange core, only to yelp when he accidentally makes contact. He gives her a sheepish grin, which she does not return.

What has Pallad accomplished over his years as an adventurer, anyway?

Sucrose crushes the thought as soon as it rears itself, turning to stare out at a darkening sky. Human life is not measured on a scale, and people do not need to earn their existence or justify their lives. Absolutely not.

But risk assessment is a natural thing, isn’t it?

And it would be a pity to lose Lynne’s vast knowledge of edible plants, and the tea she shares with Sucrose on rainy afternoons. Ylgr’s cunning maps and cheerful curses. Lorgar’s bravery, and the gentle smile he hides behind his dark beard.

Not to mention Aether, of course. Aether, with his way of turning the world on its head without even intending to. A star that sets dark forests alight with his steps, burning down old secrets and allowing new growth in their wake.

Sucrose’s fingers dig painfully into her palms. Aether has made it through far worse. Surely there is nothing Pallad could cause that would seriously threaten him.

But what if, what if?

Nails squeeze in, almost drawing blood.

The ledger.

Sucrose relaxes and lays a land over a nearby tree, leaning her weight into it.

Scientist though she is, Sucrose knows she isn’t unbiased. That is why she began using mental checklists, collecting evidence to add structure to otherwise emotional she would know when it was time to abandon a project (three hundred varieties of sweetflower spoke to that particular necessity), or time to disengage from a situation.

Or time to take action.

The ledger is a neutral party, an impartial arbiter. It ensures that she won’t take premature action, not before the tally reaches fifty marks.

And later, when Pallad offers her a hand up a difficult patch of ground, that she won’t erase that forty-ninth mark. However much her heart jutters in her chest.



The sky is darker now, edging into a steely blue. They stayed too long at the last rest stop. Pallan was reluctant to put boot to snow, lured only by the promise of a nice warm tent. Sucrose found herself lingering too, nagged by a creeping sense of duty.

Albedo would open his door to her, of course. He would listen to her concerns and her evidence without interruption, then give his course of advice.

But that wouldn’t be fair. Part of being an assistant is handling things on your own, when you have all the evidence and tools you need. As patient as he is, Sucrose knows her mentor means to foster her independence.

A shuffle of boots on the path interrupts her thoughts. Looking ahead, she sees Pallad raise a hand to his face to ward off a fresh flurry of snow.

“Brrr!” He grips the warming bottle more tightly. “If only I had a fire vision, this would be so much easier.”

“That’s true,” she offers, even as her mind seizes on the image of a red pendant swinging from a bag.

Bennett is just as troublesome, and a clear danger to those around him. Every adventurer to join his ‘team’ has quickly found themselves in traction, or worse. Yet Sucrose does not keep a ledger for him.

She ponders this as she brushes more snow from her cap. Neither youth has ever gotten anyone killed, only badly scraped. But there is some indefinable quality about Bennett, the sense of a seed planted in hard soil. One that will later bloom into a spectacular flower.

There’s also the fact that Bennett has never once asked to be rescued from his misfortunes. Pallad, on the other hand—

“Arghh! Miss Sucrose, help!”

Sucrose whips her head up, then around when she finds the path ahead empty. No time to bemoan her wandering thoughts, not when Pallad’s yells echo from down a wooded slope.

Branches whip Sucrose’s face as she hurries down, half-running and half-sliding on loose snow. She stumbles to a stop, then spots her charge backing away from a large whopperflower. Slitted golden eyes narrow maliciously as it looms over the man, false leaves already glowing with icy light.

“Pallad!” Sucrose releases her Favonius Codex. The book’s pages flutter open as it hovers before her.

Not a moment too soon, for her windblast is just in time to knock the deadly plant off balance. Pallad yelps as icicles erupt inches from his foot. They pierce the air with the sharp shattering of crystals.

Sucrose throws herself to one side as the flower hurls a bolt of ice her way. Something tears through her wool stockings, but she forces herself back to her feet. Pulling on her energy, she draws the codex near.

“Astable Anemohypostasis Creation - 6308!” The summoned wind spirit rushes forward and knocks the flower to the ground. It rises awkwardly, tendrils drooping as its head tilts from side to side.

Sucrose doesn’t give it a chance to recover. A barrage of shots launches from her book, pummeling the whopperflower until it falls and goes limp. Tentatively she approaches the husk, giving it a few cautious kicks before she breathes a sigh of relief and dismisses her weapon.

“W-wow… thank you, Miss Sucrose. You really saved me there.”

Breathing hard, she looks around the small clearing in case there are more threats. The snow is trampled, but everything looks clear save for an odd patch of jagged ice. It looks like the center’s been melted, leaving the sides to stretch up like the remnants of an eggshell.

“What happened here?” she asks, approaching for a closer look. There are long scrapes on the bottom of the ice. Their curve and depth suggests they might have been made by a whip. Or a tendril.

“Oh, well…” Pallad scratches the back of his neck as he walks up to join her. “I looked down and saw this glassy sort of lump under a snowfall, and… well, that odd floating girl that follows Mister Aether around, you know…”

“Paimon,” says Sucrose flatly. The ice settling in her stomach has nothing to do with the wind or mountain.

“Yes, her. She was bragging around finding treasure chests in ice hillocks like this, and I thought… well, no risk, no gain, right?” His cheeks redden in embarrassment. “But, uh… if you have another warming bottle I could use, that would be great.”

“Sorry, I don’t.” Sucrose is already climbing back up the slope towards the trail, grabbing at saplings to help haul herself up the slippery ground. She barely registers the it’s okay, I’ll manage that drifts after her.

The ledger looms in her mind.

Sucrose grits her teeth. Pallad isn’t malicious, just reckless. He means well, she knows he does.

Freezing water drips onto her knee, pulling a little cry from her lips. Snow has penetrated the rip in her stockings, then melted from her body heat.

The Springvale ballad chirps again, louder now that the wind is finally beginning to die. Pallad’s boots find the trail again, kick excess snow from the heels.

What if it had been another knight or adventurer escorting him down, rather than Sucrose? Someone without a vision to stun the whopperflower?

He’s not evil.

But the ledger is relentless, merciless. Impartial, accurate, a statement of fact.

Tick.

Fifty marks.

When they round another bend in the path, bringing them back under the distant shadow of the ice slab, Sucrose follows her duty.



Shadows flicker and snap on the walls of Albedo’s campsite, thrown by torches on the rough stone of the cavern. The master alchemist is standing by his desk, moving the lens array into position with his usual precise motions.

Sucrose hesitates, then claps her mittened hands to her cheeks in response to a phantom cold. Albedo glances up from the device and smiles.

“Ah, Sucrose. I bid Aether farewell not too long ago, but I can’t say I mind the company.” He tightens the upper brass fixing. “Although I am surprised you managed to bring Pallad all the way down to basecamp, then return—”

“Oh, Albedo!” she bursts out, real tears filling her eyes. “It… it was awful.”

Rustling cloth indicates he’s abandoned his project to face her fully, but Sucrose’s gaze is pinned firmly to the ground. “Pallad… heavy winds can trigger slab avalanches. There must have been t-thirty… thirty tons of rock and snow.,..”

Sucrose swallows back the sob that’s lodged in her ledger, the ledger.

Silence falls like a weight, broken only by the hiss and snap of the torches and the murmur of the wind outside the cave. Sucrose can feel his gaze on her and tries to keep her shoulders from hunching. She cannot tell if he’s staring too long, or if it’s simply the rapid beating of her heart that makes it feel so.

“I see,” Albedo says at last. “My condolences then, it must have been a terrible shock.”

Wordlessly Sucrose nods, wringing her hands in front of her.

“The passes are treacherous in poor weather,” her mentor continues as he turns back to the desk. “I’ll let Cyrus know the bad news when I return to basecamp. I suggest you rest here overnight before you attempt the climb down.”

Sucrose bows her head. “Yes… thank you.”

“You’re welcome to take some time off too, for mental and physical recovery.” He blinks through the lens, then brings them over the specimen tray. “Although the lab is always open to you, if you need a distraction from today’s events. As I recall, your last mandatory vacation did not yield much success.”

“I like to keep busy,” she murmurs, glancing around the camp once more before moving towards the fire pit.

There’s enough piled logs and sticks to make a reasonable campfire, so she sets to work. The torch catches her twig ablaze easily enough, allowing her to transfer it. But she doesn’t sit down once the fire is lit, not before pulling her notebook from an inner pocket.

There is no record of the ledger among the ivory-white pages. Still she rips one out, a torn butterfly wing in her hand, and casts it into the fire.

It’s not until she’s watched it burn to the last bit of curling ash that she flips the page over, and begins her log of ice shield hilichurls and adaptations.
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