
Wounds That Never Heal


    
    They’d debated for a while about whether to head right on to Akkala Citadel or wait until the next morning, but eventually practicality won out. They were all exhausted, not in their best shape, and they’d be much more useful to Robbie after sleep and a meal than before.

Amber Link was at the fire, cooking enough for everyone again. He’d switched his armor for his hero’s clothes; while they weren’t his favorite, bearing the weight of a mantel too great for him, they were also the best armor he had that wasn’t… heavy. They were good for when he needed the protection of a full suit of armor, but was in too much pain to wear one.

He finished the soup and started to pass it out in bowls, and the little guardian, the one that was always nipping at Zelda’s heels like a puppy, zoomed up to him like it expected one. Link flinched so badly he spilled some soup on his hand and wrist.

Impa perked up immediately, eyes sparkling in a way that was still strange to Amber. “Are you afraid of the little guardian?” she asked, in a way that indicated that she was about to start laughing. “Seriously? That little guy? You?”

Amber pressed his lips together, refusing to answer or take his eyes off the little guardian, which swayed back and forth as he watched, bobbing like a little dance. Impa laughed, striding forward to scoop it up, and then put it right up to Link’s face. Unable to help himself, Link flinched back, his heartbeat picking up. He felt nauseous.

He knew it couldn’t hurt him, knew it wasn’t a real guardian. But.

But it had the same glowing eye.

Impa kept doing it, pushing the guardian forward and then pulling away again, laughing when Amber flinched. Princess Zelda was starting to giggle, hiding it behind her hand, and he could see Honey Nut, watching him with visible puzzlement and the start of a bemused smile. Even Riju was giggling guiltily, covering her mouth like that would hide it.

It chirped and whirred. The sounds burrowed into Amber’s ears and made him want to scream. The cold, erratic blue eye moved back and forth, close and away, too close.

Amber was just reaching his breaking point, at the point of lunging forward and shoving Impa away, when Queen Zelda suddenly pulled her back, spun Impa to face her, and snapped, “That’s enough!”

Impa shut up, wide-eyed. Both Queen Zelda and Amber were breathing heavily, and only now did a few of the rest of the group pick up on the fact that they were on a very different wavelength.

Queen Zelda looked… furious, face flushed and nearly as wild-eyed as Link felt.

“That’s enough,” she repeated. She pushed Impa away, pulled the guardian egg out of her hands, and put it on the ground, nudging it pointedly toward Princess Zelda, who put it on her lap without looking down. “You’re being incredibly childish, and you- you have no idea what Link has been through! Don’t you dare laugh at him!”

“But… it’s harmless,” Impa argued weakly, looking too taken aback to put any heart into it. “Couldn’t hurt a fly if it tried.” The egg squealed indignantly. “It’s true!”

Amber looked down at his hands. They were still shaking.

He scooped some soup into a bowl and pushed himself away without handing out the rest. Queen Zelda let out a huff, served herself some as well, and then sat beside him.

“Are you all right?” she asked quietly.

Link scooped up some soup and didn’t taste it a bit. He nodded.


  “Link.”


Link exhaled.

It’s okay, he signed at last, wearily. She’s right. It can’t hurt me.

Zelda stared at him for a few more moments, clearly still concerned, but finally just bumped her shoulder against his and said quietly, “They shouldn’t have laughed.”

Some of the tension eased out of Link’s chest. He didn’t answer.

“What was that about?” he heard Revali ask under his breath, somewhere off to the side. Teba hummed – the two of them were oddly inseparable – and went to get them both food before he answered.

“Don’t know. But I’m not surprised Zelda reacted the way she did. Link has one of the worst cases of battlesickness I’ve ever seen. If she hadn’t stepped in, I would have.”

“He’s a child,” Revali snapped.

“Yeah,” Teba agreed.


The battle at Akkala Citadel was like something out of Amber’s nightmares, and he almost regretted insisting on coming.

Honey Nut and Mipha were taking point going into the citadel itself, and while Sidon kept the worst of the enemies away with Vah Ruta. The rest of them were scattered across the battlefield, reinforcing their defenses where they were weak and breaking through when their enemies were.

That wasn’t the problem. The problem, of course, was the guardians.

Guardians coated in swirling fire. Guardians crackling with electricity, or glowing with the telltale mist of ice magic. One guardian that had the menacing aura of malice.

Amber had gotten a lot better at handling guardians since he’d first woken up. Most of the time, he could dispose of them without much issue at all; he knew where all of them were, he knew how to beat them, he knew how to break them down into parts. He still hated them, they still made his heart beat in his throat, but he could handle them.

But there were just so many in this fight, and though the Hylian armsmen did their best to hold their own, attacking the guardians in swarms, it was clear they didn’t stand a chance. Their swords bounced off the thick armor; one swipe of a leg sent half a dozen of them flying. Link spent two thirds of the battle just finding where they were being overwhelmed and stepping in. His sword beam, the magic strengthened by the hero’s clothes he wore, was a godsend.

His Sheikah slate buzzed constantly with the chatter of his comrades, their voices calling out requests for help or directions to particular parts of the battlefield. Amber tuned most of it out, only paying attention when one of them asked for backup.

Then he wasn’t paying any attention at all.

There was a dead end under Akkala Bridge. He’d known this, but hadn’t really registered it; cliffs weren’t usually too much of a problem for him. But that was before he was backing away from three guardians swathed in each element, all of them beeping and blaring at him, his shield heavily dented and his legs shaking with exhaustion. They’d been here for hours already. Link was tired.

The electric guardian fired, and Link used his ancient shield to swat the beam away, into one of its fellows. Then the fire one did, and Link parried again.

His shield shattered on his arm, the abuse finally too much for it. When the ice guardian fired, Link slammed his fists together, and its beam, then the electric’s next, both bounced off.

The ghost of Daruk roared at the guardians before he faded away again, and his power went with him, burnt out and used up.

Link did his best. He threw himself out of the way of the next shot, and then rolled past them, carved deep scars into the ice guardian’s armored body. His heart was racing. Fresh burns made his nerves scream with every movement. There was no one nearby, he couldn’t ask for help like the others did, he-

He was going to die.

His next dodge sent him tumbling and rolling off his feet, gasping for breath that wouldn’t come. He could hear the whine of all three of them charging up, and he couldn’t bring himself to raise his eyes, barely able to push his upper body off the ground. His vision swam.

They fired. Link’s body hit the cliff.

“Run, Link,” Mipha whispered to him, thick with worry, and his body healed at the cool touch of her magic.

Link screamed. Time slowed down.

He rolled to his feet and snapped, and Urbosa’s Fury came down around him, Urbosa roaring just like Daruk had. He spun on his heel and carved half the legs off the fire guardian, then jumped on it and stabbed it in the eye, ignoring the way the fire grasped at his ankles. He snapped again, terrified tears rolling down his cheeks, and the guardians convulsed wildly. He threw himself at the ice guardian, felt the frostbite on his hands, and drove his sword into it. There was nothing in his head except a deafening whine, blocking out all the sounds of thought and battle. He didn’t even feel the pain.

The next thing Link knew, a feathered figure slammed into the ground in front of him, shot both remaining guardians in the eye, yanked Link’s arm over his shoulders, and shot up again. Link could either hold on or fall back to the battle below.

Link held on tightly and tried to pretend he wasn’t crying.

When they were well out of range of the fight, Link let go and half-collapsed onto the ground, crying and gasping and crying harder, embarrassing himself as if he hadn’t done so quite enough already. It was somehow worse that he looked up and fully registered that it hadn’t been Teba who got him out; it was Revali, looking at him like he’d never seen him before.

After a painfully long moment, Revali dropped to one knee in front of Link, his bow still in one hand and the quiver strapped onto his back, and he said, “Calm down and breathe. You’re not going back onto that battlefield.”

Link shut his eyes and nodded jerkily, trying to force his breath to slow. Oh, Goddess, he’d almost died. He’d almost died again and he could still hear the crack of his head hitting the cliff face. Everything hurt. Everything hurt and he couldn’t breathe and terror made his head pound.

There were another few moments of silence, and then Revali spoke again. “Where are you hurt?”

Link jerked his head up to look, but there was nothing Revali’s face except deadly focus. He looked down again, but Mipha had left nothing except the burns and minor frostbite he’d acquired after. He shook his head, holding out his arms for Revali to see, and Revali looked him up and down and then nodded.

“Then you aren’t hurt,” he said, just barely on the verge of not sounding like he thought Link was a toddler.

Link blinked and looked down at himself. He wasn’t hurt – in pain, but not injured. He also wasn’t hyperventilating anymore, though his breathing was still fast and harsh, and his heart was still beating hard enough to hurt. He looked up at Revali again, disoriented and confused.

“I’m going back to the battlefield,” Revali informed him, still oddly calm. “Clean your sword and organize your inventory. I expect you to be ready to leave by the time we’re done.”

Link nodded at him, still confused, and started doing as he asked, which was the point at which Revali left again. It wasn’t until he was almost done that it occurred to him that, in a very Revali sort of way, the Rito had tricked him into calming down.

By the time the battle ended, Link had organized his inventory, set up a fire, and cooked enough food for everyone twice over. He put the extra away, and did not try to return to the field. When Queen Zelda came to get him, he couldn’t look her in the eye, even though there was understanding in her voice when she said quietly, “It’s over. Akkala Citadel is safe. We’re going to go inside, okay?”

Link nodded and packed up the rest of the food, and then followed her inside. Despite his best efforts, he couldn’t help looking over the battlefield, at the corpses of men and guardians that littered it.

There were patrols and guards set up by the entrances and many of the internal doors, but Zelda led him past them to one of the upper levels. Link couldn’t help looking around a little; he’d never been inside Akkala Citadel before, and it was frankly a bit of a surprise to realize it had an inside at all.

The others were all gathered inside what looked to be a room resembling a library crossed with a research lab. Teba was bandaging one of his legs, and Mipha was looking fretfully over Sidon. Honey Nut was standing watch by the door, and he gave the two of them a nod as they entered. Impa was watching the other, her sword still out. And the guardian egg was at Princess Zelda’s feet.

Without meaning to, Amber stopped walking. It took a gentle tug from Zelda, not towards the little egg, to get him moving again, slower than before.

Amber went to a large, clean research table and started to unpack the food again.

“You alright?” Teba asked him, quietly enough that Link thought Revali had probably told him something.

Amber closed his eyes, and without answering, he asked, Is everyone safe?

“Everyone you know,” Teba said mildly, which was the best reassurance Link was going to get. He nodded and opened his eyes again, and then continued unpacking the food to pass out across the table.

Everyone was tired, which helped to dampen conversation, and most of them were too grateful for the food to ask any questions. Amber made sure that everyone had some, and then sat down next to his Zelda with his own bowl, eating it so mechanically that by the time he’d finished, only the spice lingering in his mouth told him what it had been.

Amber was more grateful than he could describe that his Zelda stayed beside him even once the others began to stir and debrief. Princess Zelda was taking the lead almost as soon as they were all done eating, discussing the plan to move on to retake Fort Hateno next and rescue the soldiers holding their ground there. Link closed his eyes and leaned his weight on the table, heavily favoring his right side now that he could afford to again.

His Zelda nudged him, and he followed her gesture to someone he didn’t recognize. He started to hum in question, and then paused, looking at the man’s goggles.

Robbie? he asked, a little incredulous despite himself. Zelda beamed at him and nodded, and Link allowed himself a small smile. He looks good. He didn’t get hurt at all, did he?

No one here is badly hurt, Zelda reassured him firmly, and it was then that Robbie noticed them in return and marched brazenly over. His swagger was much more pronounced now than as an old man.

He threw himself into a chair across from Amber and Zelda and crossed his arms, smiling devilishly. “I’m told you two are our saviors from the future, but you look a little young for Hylians that age,” he teased, and Link could sense the avid curiosity pouring off of him without even being able to see his eyes.

“These things happen,” Zelda said wryly, leaning lightly on the table. “You should worry about now, Robbie. Especially since the guardians have turned.”

Robbie scoffed. “Hah! I’ll have these babies back in line in no time, you’ll see. They’ll be working for us again whether they like it or not!”

Amber saw a flicker of motion out of the corner of his eye, and automatically turned his head to follow it. His heart skipped a beat, and his body throbbed as if to match.

No one else seemed to have noticed, but the guardian egg had started scuttling around, nipping at heels like a bokoblin to a horse. It wove back and forth, between legs and under chairs, and without realizing it, Link followed it as if magnetized. He barely noticed the hands that reached down to pat and stroke it fondly.

Abruptly, the egg paused, and then swiveled around to look at Link, who jumped violently. It chirped and started moving, and his heart stopped when he realized it was coming toward him. And then he realized he couldn’t move, paralyzed with fear.

“Oh, for Hylia’s sake!”

The loud voice made Link flinch, but the next moment, Queen Zelda swept by him to kneel in front of the guardian, blocking its advance. Link took in a shuddering breath.

“Listen to me,” Zelda said fiercely. “You need to not approach Link, my Link, when he’s upset, do you understand? I know you’re not a true guardian, and he knows you’re not a true guardian, but an eye just like yours was very nearly the last thing he ever saw, and you are frightening him. Leave him alone.”

There was a long moment of painfully thick silence, and Link buried his face in his hands, mortified. Finally, the egg let out a low, subdued chirp, and Queen Zelda sighed.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “Go play with the princess and Honey Nut, alright? They like you very much.”

A heartbeat passed, and then the egg scuttled away again. Zelda returned to her seat next to Amber amid dead silence.

Thank you, Amber signed after a moment, strained, and Zelda reached out and squeezed his arm gently.

“Ah,” Robbie said at last, his voice coming out strange. “I suppose that explains why you disappeared from the field.” Shame tightened Link’s chest, and he didn’t reply. “I wouldn’t have thought that anything could take you down. Why, our Link is an absolute beast in battle-”

“Robbie,” Zelda said quietly, and Robbie stopped.

Yeah, Link said belatedly. He felt tired. I… yeah. Sorry. Falling at Fort Hateno really fucked me up. He swallowed with difficulty. Really fucked me up.

Robbie stared at him blankly. Beside Link, Zelda cleared her throat, and then leaned forward and repeated Link’s words, then stopped, made a false start to look at him, and then clearly thought better of it. Robbie did not.

“Aren’t we going to Fort Hateno next?” he asked, slightly high-pitched. Link swallowed.

Goddess, he signed softly, feeling aching and miserable. I might not be. I’d… Din. I’d be a liability. A wreck.

Zelda started, and then hastily reached out and squeezed Link’s hand.

“That’s fine, Link,” she said quietly. “The real battle is at the castle anyway.”

It wasn’t as comforting as it should have been.

  
Author’s Note:T e c h n i c a l l y I’m on break right now, but this was two-thirds done already so it barely counts. <3 I’ve been working on this on and off since I posted Looking Glass, honestly - I don’t know why I had so much trouble with it.

I think a lot about Link going from invincible and fearless to a man so damaged that it practically radiates off of him.

(Note that Terrako does, in fact, have combat abilities, and could probably hurt Link very badly. I might eventually write a follow-up where poor Amber discovers this after making his tentative peace with Terrako.)





