
1. Chapter 1

Author’s Note:
      As you might be able to guess from this set-up chapter, I originally planned to post this over the New Year’s weekend. Unfortunately, that plan was conceived when I thought this was only going to be 5k-6k, maybe 8k at the outside, and also in the foolish belief that I could finish it in a week. But at least it’s still in January, right?

    


    
    The news arrives while Jean is halfway through putting on her dress uniform for the new year’s vigil. It’s looser than she remembers it being the last time she wore it, leaving awkward wrinkles at the waist. She’s still trying to determine if the heavy furred cloak she gets to add in winter will cover the difference or if she’ll have to do something with pins when Amber pounds on the door of her dressing room.

“Master Jean!” Amber calls, breathless and panicked.

Jean sweeps the cloak around herself and opens the door. “What is it?”

“It’s Dragonspine,” Amber gasps, red with exertion, her gliding goggles still on and her headband in disarray. “There was an earthquake, and an avalanche—a huge avalanche. The side of the mountain just fell down, right on top of where the Adventurers’ Guild was holding their winter training. And over Albedo’s laboratory up there, too….”

Jean knows from the schedule she’s asked him to file with her that Albedo should be on the mountain at the moment, which means she has to presume that one of her captains is out of commission for the duration, and potentially in need of aid. More urgent, though, are the members of the Adventurers’ Guild who’d been training there. Hopefully Cyrus will have kept a thorough accounting of who’s on the mountain under his auspices, as she’d asked him after the last two winters’ events.

“It’s Captain Hertha’s day off, but I’ll have to call her in for this,” she tells Amber. “Can you go to her house and let her know to report in? And Sir Kaeya was doing an inspection of the walls.”

“I’ll get them,” Amber assures her, and then she’s gone like a shot, letting the door bang closed behind her.

Laying the heavy cloak aside, Jean starts to unlace the rest of the dress uniform. Despite the urgency of the situation, she feels a sting of regret as she reaches for the armored cuirass of her winter field uniform. She’s never minded overnight vigils the way some do; they may be long and silent, but they’re also peaceful and still, and she’s always appreciated a chance to meditate upon Barbatos and the Four Winds of Mondstadt. Vennessa had been the one to initiate the new year’s vigil as a duty of the Ordo, which makes Jean even more fond of it.

More importantly, though, Barbara had been chosen this year to greet the new year’s dawn with song, as a sister of the Church always does. She’d been so thrilled at the honor. The last time she’d spoken to Jean, she’d promised three separate times that her performance would be worthy of the Anemo Archon, as if Jean was somehow an arbiter of that worthiness. Whatever enlivening twist she has in mind for the ancient song, Jean is certain that it will be a success. She had looked forward to seeing it.

But the lives of Mondstadt’s citizens matter more than her own desires. Jean lets herself sigh, once, as she fastens the last buckles on her armor. Then she heads out of the locker room, leaving the formal uniform hanging in her locker, and smiles at the anxiously hovering figure outside.

“Noelle, your timing is perfect. We have an emergency on Dragonspine. I’ll need you and the other apprentice knights to help Captain Hertha transport supplies to the Adventurers’ Guild base camp.”

“Yes, of course, Master Jean,” Noelle says with an elegant curtsey. “Should I ask the Church for support?”

“Please. We may need their medical assistance, and if some of the sisters are willing to come up to the camp, that will be easier than transporting the injured back to Mondstadt for care.”

And if Noelle takes the request up to the cathedral, then Barbara will hear the news of the disruption from a friend. There’s no reason her performance can’t go on in Jean’s absence. Even if Jean wishes she could be there herself.

Firmly putting aside such selfish thoughts, Jean turns herself to the task at hand. There are citizens of Mondstadt waiting for her aid.

***

Amber hadn’t been exaggerating very far when she said that the whole side of the mountain seemed to have fallen down. It hasn’t collapsed to the point of wholescale structural unsoundness, as far as they can tell from here, but a number of outcroppings and cliffs have crumbled or cleaved entirely from the greater mountain, stone mixing in with the already formidable cascade of snow.

Worse yet, the mountain hasn’t yet stopped shaking. The first time it trembles under her feet, Jean goes rigid, watching the heights above as more loose stone tumbles down. Cyrus, shading his eyes with his hand, follows her gaze.

“You’re not feeling that down in Mondstadt, are you?” he asks.

“No. I didn’t feel anything in the city, even during the initial collapse.”

“I thought so. I’ve been in earthquakes before, and this doesn’t feel natural.”

His experience in this area is greater than hers. Jean nods solemnly. “We’ll take that into account.”

Fortunately, Eula’s Reconnaissance Company was already in the area, and she’d taken the initiative and had them begin to scout the collapsed areas to get an idea of the changed terrain. Jean factors that into her plans, too, and they soon have the side of the mountain divided into sectors, with any locations where people were known to be located made highest priority.

Another high priority is to try and retrieve Albedo from behind the curtain of fallen rock and ice that Eula’s scouts reported blocking his laboratory, so that he can turn his Vision to the rescue of anyone buried under the stone. She’s detailing the plans for that when Cyrus speaks up with an unexpected complication.

“Oh, your captain isn’t alone up there. Your little Spark Knight went up to visit him a couple of hours before this all started.”

“On her own?” Jean frowns at him. She’d thought she’d spoken firmly enough on the subject last time Klee ventured onto Dragonspine to see her brother.

“No, I wouldn’t let that happen again. Bennett was free, so I sent him with her.”

“Ah,” Kaeya says. “Anyone care to place bets on who might have been involved in collapsing half a mountain?”

“A full investigation of the event can wait until everyone is safely recovered,” Jean chides him. “Until then, I don’t want any speculation about assigning blame.”

Kaeya gives her an apologetic smile. “I’ll keep my theories close to my chest.”

“Please do,” Jean says, and moves on to other matters. “We’ll want to send everyone out into their sectors in pairs or groups. I want a pair of Vision-users in each sector, in case of monsters and other emergencies. Cyrus, I’d prefer to pair your people with knights instead of having them operate on their own, since they’re not fully trained in our procedures.”

“We’ll follow your lead,” Cyrus agrees.

Jean looks up and around the camp, taking in the crowd of knights and adventurers and other volunteers. It’s grown since they gathered around the planning table. Noelle is raising a tent off to the side under the direction of one of Hertha’s knights; a few members of the Church are already unloading the supplies for a makeshift infirmary. Jean is startled to see a familiar figure among them.

“Barbara? You’re supposed to be standing vigil with the Cardinal before you sing in the new year tomorrow.”

“Isn’t this more important?” Barbara asks, looking up from her task with wide eyes. “You’re here, after all. It wouldn’t be right for me to stay down in Mondstadt when people might be hurt.”

It’s true, and it makes Jean all the more proud of Barbara to see her here, eager to help. But aside from being an honor for the chosen sister, greeting the new year with song is a beloved ritual of the people of Mondstadt.

“The Cardinal can stand vigil alone, but the hymn is important. We’ll work as fast as we can, and I swear we’ll have you back at the cathedral before dawn.”

“If the Acting Grand Master says it, you can trust it will happen,” Kaeya says, catching Jean’s eye. “How are you dividing us up?”

Called back to her work, Jean glances around one more time and then swiftly begins making assignments. She pairs her officers off with senior adventurers, knowing that they’ll be able to coordinate more effectively as directors of the search in their assigned sectors, though she allows Cyrus to divide up the rest of his own people as she sorts her own by squads. There’s nine sectors in total, and just enough Vision-users between the Knights and the Adventurer’s Guild to have a pair for each, except the last.

“I’ll be on call for the centermost sector,” Jean says, choosing the one where she expects both the greatest number of wounded and the greatest number of threats. That’s where the bulk of the monster-summoning mechanisms placed by the Adventurer’s Guild had been and where the most tumbling stone has come to rest. They’ll need her help most there.

“All on your own?” Lisa asks, frowning. “Is that wise?”

“I’ll be with Iris, and she’s quite competent, even without a Vision. Since it’s a central location, I can call in support from the surrounding sectors at need,” she assures him.

“Iris will have your back, but I agree with your Librarian,” Cyrus says. “Two Vision-users are better than one. Maybe Noelle can go with you?”

“I’ll go with Master Jean,” Barbara says quickly, stepping forward. “I have more medical experience than the healers in the Knights, so it’s a good idea for me to be in the center with Master Jean, right? Then anyone seriously injured can be brought to us more quickly, instead of having to be carried all the way back here.”

“No,” Jean protests. “It’s a dangerous area.”

“Then it’s even more important that you have another Vision-user there! Let me help.”

Barbara is frowning at her in the same worried, unhappy way she does when Jean comes—or is brought—to the cathedral ill to the point of collapsing. The worry makes Jean’s chest tighten; the unhappiness forces her to drop her eyes instead of meeting Barbara’s gaze.

It’s that unhappiness that makes her give in, though she knows there’s good reasons to argue. “Very well. If both of you insist.”

“All of us insist,” Eula says, and her other officers nod.

“Very well,” Jean says again, sighing. She glances around at the groups she and Cyrus have apportioned for this mission. “Everyone, collect the supplies you need and move out. There are people waiting for our help.”

***

Just as Jean had anticipated, the centermost sector is full of challenges. They’re in Wyrmrest Valley itself, though the avalanche has entirely buried the cave in which a dragon’s heart beats, and even some of the great arching rib-bones have been shattered and broken by falling stone. They’ll have to dig deep into the snow filling the valley to seek those buried beneath.

They’re interrupted occasionally by more tremors underfoot and far too often by monsters, for this is where the bulk of the lures for Adventurer’s Guild training had been set this year, and some of them are still active beneath the rock and snow. Fortunately, Iris knows where those lie. Jean makes excavating them a priority so that Iris can deactivate each one. Each lure, active or broken, is unearthed with adventurers around it who had been caught by surprise in the snow.

Warming stations have been set up at the center of each sector, and Jean has standing orders that all rescuers cycle through them every half-hour, sooner if there’s no torches or braziers near where they work. She doesn’t want any unnecessary additions to the long list of frostbite victims being sent back to base camp.

“Jean,” Barbara says, as Jean contemplates the next stage of their progress. “Master Jean. It’s been almost forty minutes since we were last at the warming station.”

“There’s a torch right here,” Jean says absently. They’ll have to dig down into the deepest parts of the valley to get to the last three lures.

“A torch isn’t enough when we’ve been out here so long! You said so yourself.”

Looking up, she realizes with a pang how pale Barbara’s face has gone. “Oh, Barbara, I’m sorry. I should never have kept you out here for so long. You should go back and warm up.”

“We should both go back. You can’t stay out in the cold much longer, even near a torch.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re less than a month out from your last illness,” Barbara reminds her, the worried frown starting to steal over her face again. “Like Sir Kaeya said, what will we do if the Acting Grand Master collapses in the middle of the rescue operation? It will only make everyone worry about you, when they should be concentrating on saving people buried in the snow.”

It’s true that Jean wouldn’t want to be a distraction or take up valuable resources. She’s sure she could hold out longer with little ill effect, even if her fingers are starting to go numb inside her heavy winter gloves—but there’s so much worry in Barbara’s eyes.

“All right,” she says. The guilt at stepping away from the search is lessened by Barbara’s relieved smile.

At the warming station, where an open tent half-shelters the roaring fire and the rescued victims gathered around it awaiting escort back to base camp, Barbara bends down to talk to check on a young woman she’d healed. Jean steps back into the shadow of the tent and takes the opportunity to watch her at her work.

She doesn’t see Barbara at that work often, she’ll admit, either the private work of one of the Church’s best healers or the public work of an idol. Once Jean has conveyed her injured to the cathedral, there’s always clean-up to return to, and all the work of after-action reports and other bureaucracy means she rarely has the chance to check back in while her knights are still in Barbara’s care. And as much as she’d like to take the time off to attend more of Barbara’s concerts, there’s simply far too much on her desk that takes precedence.

Right now Barbara is acting as sister and idol both. While the careful way she tests the woman’s arm shows a healer’s expertise, the bright smile and the cheerful way she speaks to her, distracting her from her circumstances, is every bit the brilliant performer growing more and more popular in Mondstadt. She widens the circle of that smile as she moves on to the next person, and the next, until everyone around the fire is engaging with Barbara’s warm and peppy chatter. When she raises her voice in a song of healing for a knight who comes over with a long cut on his arm, the brightness of her smile is reflected in all the faces around.

Her work done, Barbara gives the group around the fire one last bright assurance and then bounds back over to Jean, seeming energized by the brief interaction. Jean envies her that.

“Have you gotten warm enough?” she asks Jean, as eagerly attentive as she was with the adventurer or the knight.

“I have,” Jean assures her, smiling back. She knows her own expression isn’t as bright as Barbara’s; the duty at hand weighs too heavily upon her for that kind of cheer. But she still does her best to meet Barbara’s eyes and convey the sincerity of her assurance.

It must come across, because Barbara’s smile doesn’t falter, and she nods. “Then let’s go see how far they’ve gotten without us!”

“Let’s,” Jean agrees, setting off.

After the excited burble of cheerful conversation Barbara had roused around the fire, the silence of the mountainside falls oddly on her ear. Jean opens her mouth to break it, then hesitates. The wind picks up and starts a quiet, eerie moan among the shattered ribs. She sees Barbara shiver at the sound, her smile starting to fade, and she opens her mouth again in the hope of recovering it.

“I’m glad you came out here with me.”

“You are?” Barbara looks up at her with unexpectedly wide eyes. “I’m glad, too. Thank you for letting me come along.”

“It didn’t seem like the right choice when I was thinking purely about logistics, but you’ve been a tremendous help,” Jean goes on. “And not only with your healing. You’re also doing a wonderful job of maintaining morale.”

“Oh,” Barbara says, and the smile, which had been brightening again, fades entirely for a single confusing moment. She stares out into the snow for several brief heartbeats, then turns the full force of it back on Jean. “I just want to help in any way I can.”

Jean tries again to smile back with even a fraction of that brightness. “And everyone is grateful for that.”

“Look,” Barbara says, pointing, “there’s where they’ve been setting up to dig down. We should conference with Iris before we go any further, right?”

“She knows where the lures are,” Jean agrees, and is startled when Barbara bounds forward at a sprint towards the cluster of people ahead. Then she takes off after her, belatedly reminded of the urgency of her mission. This isn’t some island pleasure trip with her sister. There are people in danger, and Barbara is right to put them first.

***

The lures in the deepest part of the valley are beneath a layer of fallen rock. One whole ridge had come away in a great slab that now lies over them. Digging beneath it without simply sinking it deeper into the snow is a difficult process.

Jean wishes that they had Albedo here, but the searchers had found only a crack in the back wall of his laboratory wide enough for a person and a note pinned to the wall beside it, and she hadn’t been able to justify sending anyone after him when he claims to be well. There are others in their sector who need their help more, and Jean and Iris have worked out a rough solution to their own problem.

“It’s over Durin’s heart, at least,” Iris says, surveying the rough dragonbone supports the knights and adventurers have assembled to tunnel beneath it. “That cave is always warm. We told our people to stay out of it unless it was an emergency, but this counts, so hopefully they’ve had the sense to burrow down there.”

“Hopefully.” Jean tries not to sound as doubtful as she feels.

“How many lures are under that, Miss Iris?” Barbara asks, staring down the tunnel.

“Three. One at the mouth of that cave, one at the mouth of the tunnel on the eastern end, and one under that one big central rib. Or where it used to be, anyway.”

Shouts of alarm echo from down the tunnel before Jean can ask for more details. She’s moving as soon as she hears the first cry, drawing her sword and gathering the wind around her. “Barbara, Iris, with me! Go as one!”

Barbara comes behind her at a sprint, panting just a little in the cold dry air, and Iris follows after.

The shouts are soon joined by the bellowing of mitachurls and hilichurls. Jean takes a corner and finds herself at the end of the tunnel beneath the slab, which seems to have broken through to a broader space—no, the hilichurls had been the one to break through, from the rough, clawed-out nature of the far end. One of the lures the Adventurer’s Guild had set is there, still glowing with power, and must have drawn them towards it. Jean quickly assesses the landscape and realizes this is the easternmost one at the tunnel entrance.

A knight and two adventurers are facing them down, though they’re overmatched by their numbers, more hilichurls pouring up from below and flooding around the feet of the Cryo-shielded mitachurl pair battering at the excavators. Behind them, around the lure, are a half-dozen adventurers, some still half-buried, all pale and shaking and clearly in no condition to join in the fight. Jean rushes past them, shouting a battlecry, to throw the advancing hilichurls back.

Behind her, Barbara’s voice rises in song. Jean recognizes the tenor of it and takes a step back, redirecting the power of her Vision to catch the Hydro wreathing around her opponents and Swirl it with the Cryo of the mitachurl’s shields. They both freeze in place, literally, giving the defenders a moment to regroup.

Glancing back, Jean takes a brief second to consider the situation. She doesn’t have enough Anemo gathered for a Dandelion Breeze, but so long as the injured are trapped here, she and the other defenders are severely impeded. Barbara, she knows, has been saving the Hydro energy gathered in her own Vision for an emergency, since it’s difficult for her to replenish her Hydro up here where water freezes so briskly.

Past the frozen mitachurls, Jean can see more hilichurls pouring towards the lure and several Cryo samachurls urging them on from behind. This certainly counts as an emergency.

“Barbara, I think we need a Miracle!” she calls over her shoulder, raising a Gale Blade to throw back more of the horde.

“All right!” Barbara calls back. “Ready, steady, go~!”

Her voice rises into a beautiful trill on the last syllable, and Jean can feel the soothing wash of healing energy flow over all of them, though she has only a few minor cuts and bruises to fade away. The three excavators whom she’d come to support all straighten, and when she dares glance back again, catching a glimpse of Barbara coming out of a twirl as Hydro sparkles all around her, she can see the unburied adventurers starting to stand as color comes back into their faces.

“Help each other dig yourselves out, then pull back down the tunnel,” Iris orders them, as firm and commanding in the midst of battle as Jean expects her officers to sound. “We’ll guard your retreat.” She steps forward to join Jean as the mitachurls finally shake off their ice.

The intent is simply to hold the hilichurl mob here while the adventurers retreat, but in order to prevent the mitachurls from charging past them, Jean and Iris have to throw them back.They push their way inch by inch down the tunnel the hilichurls have clawed out. Jean doesn’t entirely realize how far they’ve gone until they reach the end of it, stepping out into a wider space, more stone than ice, with two samachurl pillars just ahead of them.

A huge, pale, shaggy shape charges towards them, the lawachurl grinning in triumph now that they’re out of the narrow tunnel and into the creatures’ trap.

Jean only has time to shout, “Look out-!” before it’s upon them.

She goes left; Iris goes right. The lawachurl swings at both of them and misses, then slams into the ground with both fists in what seems a gesture of explosive frustration. There’s a cry behind them, though, a too-familiar “Ah!” Jean spins about to see Barbara staggering back a step at the tunnel entrance. Her heart clenches in her chest.

The lawachurl rears back, beating its chest, its bellowing overlapping with the chanting of the Cryo samachurls on either side. Cryo energy flares cold and pale around it. Jean rushes towards it with a shout.

It seems to grin as it slams its fists down again. This time spears of ice come rising from the floor at the impact. They’re joined by spikes from above, raining down on Jean and Iris as the Cryo samachurls add their magic to the lawachurl’s might. Barbara cries out in warning as hilichurls rush in to take advantage of their stumbling, and this time Jean can’t help a gasp of her own as ice-clad clubs slam into her from three sides.

Iris spins around and lashes out at her attackers. She lays two hilichurls out, emphasizing her blows with a few choice words that Jean would, in any other circumstance, take objection to hearing said in the presence of a sister of the Church. Jean flings her own hilichurl opponents back with a carefully-placed Gale Blade, then sprints the last few steps to swing at the one attacking Barbara. More are already circling around them, though, cutting the three of them off from the tunnel.

The lawachurl slams its fists down, and all three of them have to leap out of the way of the icicles that spring from the floor. It chuckles darkly and stomps towards them, driving them towards the hilichurls behind them. Those in turn batter at their backs to keep them from escaping the lawachurl’s advance.

“We have to take this thing down,” Iris says grimly, raising her sword and bracing herself to charge.

“I’ll distract it,” Jean tells her. “Barbara, see if you can keep the hilichurls back, so they don’t drive us right into its arms.”

“I’ll take care of it!”

Jean flings a Gale Blade at the lawachurl, trying to distract it long enough to give Iris an opening. It turns on Jean, a deep rumble rising in its chest. Iris sprints towards it from the side, blade swinging in a vicious arc. The lawachurl roars in surprise as the edge slams into its icy aura, but it doesn’t stagger. When it brings its fists down, spikes of ice burst up from the stone underfoot. Jean leaps aside ,but one drives straight up into Iris, blood slicking the ice. As it fades, Iris falls wide-eyed and gasping to the ground.

“No!” Jean raises her blade, sending all the Anemo gathered in her Vision surging through it. The samachurls to the sides are slammed off their perches by the rushing fury of the Dandelion Breeze. More important, though, is seeing Iris draw in a deep breath and push herself up, her wounds knitting closed.

Jean looks up to meet the lawachurl’s eyes and takes several stumbling steps sideways, feigning injury to catch its attention. It starts towards her, a little faster than an amble, taking up the challenge of her direct gaze. Jean keeps moving, drawing it away from Iris, who’s still gulping in dandelion-scented air.

Focused on the lawachurl, she’d forgotten her other opponents. Jean hears Barbara’s shout of warning, but it’s not quite fast enough for her to get out of the way of the mitachurl rushing her with a great slab of ice outthrust. It slams her hard enough to knock her into the air. She’s already twisting as she hits the ground, ready to roll back onto her feet. Barbara rushes in with her catalyst raised to defend her. She’s not fast enough, though, to keep the lawachurl from seizing the moment.

It leaps into the air and comes down hard, knuckles-first. Jean, already rolling, manages just barely to escape the direct impact of those brutal fists. The ground shakes under her as she lands, and then shudders again, ice and stone groaning. Another of the minor earthquakes, she’d think, except that the shudder keeps going, the groan turning to a rumble, then a roar. Stone cracks loud and sharp right by her ear.

She can see Barbara’s mouth open as if she’s crying out, but any words are lost in the clamor. So are Jean’s when she tries to shout at her to get back back, to run away from the collapse she can feel beginning beneath her knees as she rises, beneath her feet as she stands. The lawachurl, as shocked as she is, lurches back, but even its roaring is lost in the greater roar of shattering stone.

Jean darts around it, tossing off the Gale Blade she’d held in reserve to knock aside a bit of falling stone its way. She snatches Barbara’s shoulder and tries to push her towards the tunnel, but the ground is already giving way beneath her. Jean yanks the pull-cord of her glider, wraps both arms around Barbara, and calls on every last trace of Anemo she can summon to wrap around them and soften their fall.

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    The wind catches in her glider’s wings, slowing them from a vertiginous plummet to a merely rapid fall. Jean uses the last gasp of Anemo in her Vision to blow them sideways, free of the tumble of stone and earth and ice and furious, flailing lawachurl coming down after them. Then she fumbles for the cord of Barbara’s glider, finds it, yanks it, and pushes Barbara away as the wings unfurl. Barbara shrieks in terror, then cuts off with an “Oh!” as she realizes her glider’s open. Jean’s heart only skips a single beat between the two sounds.

As they float more sedately the rest of the way, Jean is able to look around and note that they’re in some great dark space, barely lit here and there along the walls and floor with faint Cryo glows. Everything shudders as the rubble they’d evaded hits the ground, the squeals of hilichurls and coughs of mitachurls cut off in quick succession as they’re crushed beneath its weight. The ground is unexpected beneath Jean’s feet, and she huffs in soft surprise at her own landing.

The lawachurl snarls, ominously close. Its Cryo shield must have kept it alive. And shattered on impact, because Jean can no longer see its glow.

“Barbara, back away and stay quiet,” she warns.

Barbara doesn’t answer, thankfully. Jean turns about, sword up, trying to feel movement in the still air of the cavern. In the double-vision of her elemental sight she can make out a faint drift of Anemo, right there, streaming off something large as it lunges forward-

Jean leaps back, away from the punch. The lawachurl roars as it brings its fists down. Jean didn’t dodge far enough, and the shuddering beneath her feet makes her stumble and fall. She rolls sideways when she hits the ground, feeling the rock shake again as the lawchurl hits it a second time, punching blindly for her in the dark.

It takes a few steps back, the air swirling around it as it moves. Jean scrambles to her feet while she has the chance. She has to take it down quickly, before it summons another shield; there’s much more Cryo in this air than Hydro or even Anemo, and once the shield is up, it will take far too much time to break it down again. She can only vaguely make out the shape of its movements with her elemental sight, but she’s fairly certain that it’s limping. She may be able to take advantage of that.

As it lunges forward again, its rumbling growl a better warning than the faint air currents it stirs up, Jean dodges sideways. She shouts as she goes, drawing its attention. It turns, but only slowly on the wounded leg. Jean swivels about, comes back in while it’s overextended, and drives the point of her blade into its furry side.

The lawachurl bellows in pain, but she hadn’t hit a vulnerable enough spot; its fist is still swinging around. Jean can’t hold back the shout of pain as it slams directly into her ribs. She’s flung to the ground, and she barely has time to bring her blade up as both fists come down. Bone cracks and shatters in her chest, an explosion of pain, blood filling her mouth.

At the same time, though, she feels her blade find purchase in tough flesh. She pushes savagely upward until she feels its resistance give and the point plunges through into some key organ. Metal clangs to the stone beside her as the lawachurl vanishes into smoke and its mask falls to the floor.

“Jean?” Barbara’s voice is followed by another burst of pain in her side, the accidental kick negligible on its own but sending shockwaves through her battered torso. Jean doesn’t have the breath to do more than groan. She feels Barbara’s hands on her, searching and frantic, as her sister drops to her knees beside her. “Jean, hold on. I’m sorry, I don’t have a Miracle left in me, I’m going to have to….”

She breathes out a few lines of song, her voice tight and choked. Water spills forth from her catalyst and rushes over Jean, sparkling with Barbara’s brilliant magic. Jean can feel it pulse all through her veins. Her ribs straighten and mend themselves, her lungs inflate, and the Hydro running in her blood whisks away inflammation and undoes damage and seals the vessels back up behind it as it goes. The pain fades in its wake.

Jean gasps for breath, hyperventilating for a few desperate seconds before her brain catches up to her body’s repair and realizes that she can breathe normally again. She pushes herself up slowly, Barbara helping her rise.

“I’m fine,” she assures Barbara, sweeping around for her blade and catching it up before she stands. “Thank you.”

“But now you’re wet,” Barbara says, her voice only a little less a wail than before. “The Sheer Cold will set in faster. We have to get you dry again, or someplace warm.”

“We both have to get some place warm,” Jean reminds her.

She sheathes her sword and takes a deep breath, trying to study the air currents of the cavern again. But the air in here is heavy and dank, no longer stirred even by the lawachurl’s movements. High above, there’s some airflow through the hole the lawachurl and the earthquake had made, but all it does is make clear to her that they won’t be getting out again that way. There’s not even distant shouting from above, so if Iris survived—she hopes Iris survived—the hole is blocked off. She does remember the walls and ceiling shaking as they fell. The tunnel may have collapsed around the battle site.

Barbara still has a hand on her shoulder. As Jean shifts, she draws it away, but slowly, as if she doesn’t want to let go. Jean can understand that. She doesn’t want to lose track of Barbara in this dark, either. Turning, she reaches out, brushes Barbara’s own arm, and slides her hand down to grip her elbow.

“We shouldn’t risk being separated before we can find some light.”

“No,” Barbara agrees, the word a sigh of relief.

They make their way towards the edge of the cavern, just barely delineated by the faint glow of icy outcroppings here and there along the walls. The place seems to be a deep well, long-buried, but as they trail their way along the wall, Jean’s hand on the cold stone, a crack opens up under her hand. A broad one, once she explores its dimensions. Large enough for them to walk comfortably through.

More importantly, she can feel a faint draft of Anemo blowing through it. Inconstant, stopping and starting, and barely a feeble breeze when it moves. But it’s coming from somewhere beyond, making this more than a mere crack. It leads someplace that isn’t this dank, long-sealed cavern. Jean is shivering already, the cold freezing her wet clothing to her skin in the time it had taken to start along the cavern’s edge. They have to forge ahead.

“Let’s see where this leads,” she says, tugging Barbara after her as she steps into the crack. “It may take us to a way out.”

“Or to someplace warm. As long as they have a fire, even a hilichurl camp would be enough.”

“We’ll find both,” Jean promises Barbara. “Warmth and a way out. I’ll still get you back in time to greet the dawn.”

“I hope so,” Barbara says, her voice lighter.

Jean wishes she could share that hope. Instead she draws her shoulders back, stiffens her spine, and focuses upon the path ahead of them. She’s made a promise that she intends to keep.

***

The crack narrows enough that Barbara has to fall in behind Jean; Jean lets go of her elbow, and Barbara clutches at the fabric of her cape to stay in contact instead. It reminds Jean a little too keenly of their younger days, when her parents deemed her old enough to take Barbara out to the safer parts of the city alone. Barbara had gripped her clothing in almost the same way when twilight started to fall, depending on Jean to guide her safely through the shadows that frightened her so badly, back to the warmth and safety of home.

She’s depending on Jean to guide her now, too, out of a much colder and deeper darkness. The weight of that trust, the terror of failure, is almost choking. It clutches at her chest just as much as the cold settling deeper and deeper under her skin.

Eventually they emerge from the crack into an older tunnel, the sort carved by long centuries of dripping snowmelt and sliding ice instead of jolted loose by the shaking of the earth. Jagged spikes of ice rise from the stone floor, glowing faintly with Cryo, and they are at last no longer in total dark. The tunnel is sloped, falling away into shadows below and rising to a curve above.

“Up or down?” Barbara asks, glancing at Jean.

Jean tenses against her shivering for a moment and takes a deep breath. The air, while bitterly cold in her chest, is less dank in here. She can fell the slight movement of the draft running through the tunnel, rising up out of the depths.

“Down,” she says through chattering teeth.

The mountain shakes as they start to make their slow, cautious way down the precarious, ice-slick slope, and a frozen stalagmite plummets, forcing Jean to jerk backward. She hears Barbara make a soft sound behind her.

“I didn’t knock into you, did I?” she asks, looking back.

“No,” Barbara assures her, but she’s looking up with worried eyes. “Your lips are blue.”

She can’t feel them, or her nose, so that doesn’t surprise her in the least. Her fingers are numb in her gloves by now, her toes in her boots, and she’s been clenching her jaw and tensing her shoulders into painful knots to try and keep from shivering so strongly that Barbara can feel it. The cold is down to her bones now. There’s nothing to be done about it, not until they find some source of warmth.

“I’m sure it’s just the light in here,” she tells Barbara, offering her a smile. “Everything looks blue with all this Cryo.”

Disappointment joins the worry in Barbara’s gaze. “You know that you’re more vulnerable to the cold with your clothes all wet. Don’t push yourself too hard.”

Jean resists the urge to flinch from that disappointment, a healer’s judgment, and meets Barbara’s gaze head-on. “Until we find a heat source, I don’t have a choice.”

Barbara looks pained for a moment, a flash of guilt Jean hadn’t meant to make her feel, and her gaze drops to the floor. But when she looks up, it’s with a smile. “You’re right. We have to keep going, and trust that Barbatos is guiding our path.”

“We do,” Jean agrees, a shadow lifting from her heart.

“Then let’s go,” Barbara says, slipping past Jean to start around the fallen icicle. “We’ll be warmer moving than standing still, won’t we?”

They will. And until they find a torch or fire or ancient brazier, it’s the only warmth they’ll get. Jean circles around the other side of the icicle and falls in beside her, continuing downward into the shadows below.

Jean glances now and then at Barbara as they continue down the icy tunnel. She might not be as severely chilled, but the cold is clearly affecting her, too, from the way she keeps wrapping her arms around herself and breathing on her hands.

It’s getting harder and harder to contain her shivering. She’s starting to feel her pulse in her ears, too, far too fast. It’s an ominously familiar sensation. There’s a vertigo that inevitably follows it, and both can be warning symptoms of the chronic weakness that leads to her collapses. Jean thinks of collapsing here in the depths and the cold, leaving Barbara alone, and shivers from more than cold.

She takes a deep breath, holding the air in her lungs a moment, and looks over at her sister. Barbara glances back at Jean and offers her another smile, confident and hopeful, trusting in Jean to get her safely home. Trusting, too, in Barbatos’ guidance, and while the meaning of that faith has changed for Jean now that she personally knows that archon, she can still take comfort in it, too. Barbatos’ spirit is indeed with them, in the memory of his cheerful boldness and laughing eyes. She breathes out at last and feels the breeze it creates gust around them.

The draft is inconstant, but Jean can still feel it rising occasionally from below, further affirming for her that they’re on the right track. Maybe that’s Barbatos’ guidance, too. It’s certainly his element. She can feel each breath of Anemo from below like a beacon, flowing around her and into her Vision. Jean reaches down to touch it and feels the faint pulse of power within—not ready for a Dandelion Breeze, not yet, but slowly and steadily growing.

For all the comfort it brings her, right now she wishes the Anemo she can feel in the air was Pyro energy instead.

Her feet are starting to drag, each step slower even though her pulse still races, and the vertigo she’d been so fearfully anticipating is starting to make those steps unsteady. The mountain trembles, throwing her off-balance, and Jean has to slap a gloved hand against the wall. It’s a clumsy, wooden gesture, the whole hand numb with cold by now and the stiffness of it creeping up her arm. Barbara glances up in alarm. Jean can only muster a weak smile for her, and no excuse.

Barbara reaches down to touch her own Vision, its glow dim, and then draws her hand away. No, there’s still no Hydro whatsoever in this air, bone-dry and cold as death even so deep beneath the mountain.

“There is some Anemo in the draft,” Jean tells her. “I should be able to call a Dandelion Breeze soon.”

“Oh, good! That should be useful.” Barbara squares her shoulders and gives Jean a determined smile.

Jean tries to smile more brightly in return. Useful, yes, once the frostbite starts setting in. The edges of her vision are already clouding in the ominous way that comes with too long in the Sheer Cold. Though Barbara is still dry, she’ll be suffering the same before much longer. And then the frostbite will start on her, too, eating its way up from fingers and toes. Without warmth, all the healing they both possess will only salve it temporarily. Jean doesn’t think she’s doing a very good job with her smile.

A few more dragging feet beyond, the tunnel curves. Jean puts out a hand in silent warning to Barbara and steps forward, forcing her dragging feet to move, drawing her sword before she rounds the corner. There’s nothing beyond, as far down as she can see in the ice-lit dimness, except for a level section below before the tunnel drops again where all the ice is shattered and there’s almost no glow left. Jean frowns, squinting down, but can see no movement.

“Go quietly,” she whispers to Barbara, taking one cautious step along the frosted stone, then another. “And carefully.”

Barbara nods. Jean had meant for her to stay behind Jean, too, but she hadn’t said so, and as Jean treads down towards the icy debris, Barbara draws even with her, pulling her catalyst from her belt.

They reach the flat, dim stretch of tunnel full of broken ice. This close, Jean can see that those spikes that hadn’t been shattered had melted and flowed into pools on the floor before re-freezing, and there are cracked and broken hilichurl masks trapped here and there beneath the fresh coating of ice. The remains of a campfire sit in the center, though it’s burnt down to embers doused by the icemelt, and whatever woodpile it had been fed from is used up or gone.

Jean looks again at the patterns of damage around her. They seem familiar, but her mind is moving slowly, sluggishly. Barbara voices the obvious before Jean has entirely wrapped her head around it.

“Someone was using Pyro here,” she whispers. “Do hilichurls fight among themselves?”

“Sometimes, when they’re organized into tribes, and the hilichurls of Dragonspine have been known to be hostile to the lowland hilichurls,” Jean says, the information pouring out of her automatically after all the reports she’s read on hilichurl movements and patterns. Then she shakes herself, the patterns finally coming clear. “But this wasn’t them. This was Klee. And likely Bennett. There’s some scrapes along this wall that would have come from a sword, and you can see where it got stuck in this patch of ice….”

Now that she’s forced the thought through the haze that seems to be clouding her mind, Jean can read the traces of the battle more clearly. The shatter-patterns of the ice, the pools of re-frozen melt, the way the hilichurl masks are scattered, they all paint a perfect picture of what happened here. Bennett charged ahead to provide cover while Klee threw her explosives from behind, and ran into trouble as he always does—he clearly got hurt by some of Jumpy Dumpty’s mines—so Klee came to the rescue with her Sparks ‘n’ Splash. Then the pooling of icemelt here as he laid out the warm healing energy of his Pyro so they could recover from the fight, burning out the campfire in the process.

“I wonder if they were going up, or coming down?”

Jean blinks against the clouding at the edge of her vision as she peers at the ground above and below the ruins of the campsite. “They were going down. Look, there was still some Pyro clinging to them where they left, so you can see where their feet melted the ice.”

“Then they’re somewhere ahead of us,” Barbara says, her eyes wide, clutching her catalyst to her chest. There’s a breathless note of relief in her voice. “All we have to do is catch up.”

Her hope is infectious. There’s no better way to counter the cold of Dragonspine than Pyro, and Bennett, for all his ill luck, is a healer. Jean smiles down at her, and this time she can feel it spreading wide across her face.

“Given how distractible Klee is, and Bennett’s luck, that shouldn’t be hard.”

“Barbatos really is guiding us,” Barbara says, skipping forward with a renewed vigor to her step that reassures Jean as to how cold she is. “Let’s hurry!”

Fresh hope wells in Jean’s breast as she starts after Barbara. Even the wave of dizziness that forces her to steady herself again upon the wall doesn’t impinge upon it. She feels the draft from below brush against her face again, ruffling her bangs. Maybe it really is Barbatos’ guidance. She’s willing to take it as such for now.

***

The tunnel continues on downwards, curving back and forth, and here and there are more signs that Klee and Bennett are somewhere ahead and below. Not all of them are sites of battle; here Klee had gotten distracted trying to melt a lump of ice into a representation of Dodoco, and there Bennett had tripped and slid a long distance, flailing with Pyro and inspiring Klee to slide after him. Jean sees Barbara eyeing the melted-smooth slide and wonders if, under other circumstances, she’d be tempted by it herself.

Right now, though, Barbara’s attention is all on Jean. She’s started gripping Jean’s elbow, and though Jean does her best not to put any weight on her, it is to hold Jean steady whenever the mountain trembles or her clumsy, frozen feet stumble on the ice. She’s tripped often enough that she can’t refuse the assistance.

Three turns past the slide, the tunnel forks. Barbara tugs her to a stop here, looking back and forth between the branches, and Jean takes the opportunity to lean against the wall. The vertigo makes the whole tunnel swim around her. She’s grateful of Bennett and Klee ahead of them for more reasons than the hope of fire; if she had to draw her sword right now, she fears she’d drop it. Worse yet, Barbara’s teeth are chattering now, her shivers almost as strong as Jean’s.

“I can’t tell which way Bennet and Klee went,” Barbara says, interrupting Jean’s drifting thoughts. “There’s scuffing on the ice in both tunnels.”

Called to attention, Jean pushes away from the wall, letting Barbara guide her with a hand back on her arm to examine the fork herself. One tunnel continues downward, the other leads upward, and yes, she can see the slight powdering of the ice where feet have crushed its rough surface on both sides. But it’s much greater on one side than the other, and the faint breath of Anemo comes more strongly from that way.

“Someone must have joined them,” she says, speaking slowly as she drags a memory upward. “Possibly Albedo. We know that he went into a crack in the stone that the first earthquake created….”

“Oh, I hope so! He’ll know what to do in this sort of situation.”

“He is quite familiar with the mountain,” Jean agrees. “And Klee and Bennett will be safer with him.”

“Then let’s catch up with them!”

Barbara tugs her towards the downward fork, and Jean shakes her head to clear it as she lets Barbara guide her over the broken stone and ice beneath the thin dusting of snow. She can see Barbara glancing over at her now and then, an anxiety in her eyes that makes Jean draw herself up and try to step higher instead of dragging her feet on the ground. It doesn’t seem to help. Despite her best efforts, she feels herself putting more and more of her weight on Barbara, until she lets go of Jean’s elbow to duck under her arm.

“I’m sorry,” Jean says, trying to pull away and stumbling hard enough she has to catch herself on the tunnel wall. “I should be looking after you, and instead you’re having to care for me.”

Barbara grabs her around the waist as she stumbles, tugging her upright again.

“I’m not helpless,” she says quietly, but with a sharp edge of indignation, or maybe even hurt. Her face is downturned, so Jean can’t quite tell which. “Why can’t I help you when you need it?”

“It’s my responsibility. I’m-” Your big sister, Jean wants to say, but feels the words tangle in her chest. It’s a title she can’t claim, no matter how much she wants to. Barbara has a different life, a different name, and Jean learned to bite her tongue on any claim of family long ago. To redirect that sense of responsibility outward, as a Gunnhildr should.

Which makes it easier to say, instead but just as truthfully, “I’m the Acting Grand Master of the Knights of Favonius. Every citizen of Mondstadt is my responsibility.”

Barbara breathes in sharply, holds it a moment, and says, “Then, as the Deaconess, it’s my responsibility to help you care for the rest of Mondstadt. Helping you now and then is part of that job.”

Except that Jean shouldn’t need that help. She should be strong enough to stand on her own, without adding her weight to Barbara’s burdens. The duties of the Deaconess don’t include being the personal physician of the Acting Grand Master, and Barbara shouldn’t have to hold her up.

As that attempt had shown, though, she’s not strong enough to stand up on her own. Jean feels her eyes burn and blinks back the tears before they can freeze into more frost across her vision. She straightens, trying to put as little weight on Barbara as possible without stumbling again.

“Once we catch up with Bennett and Klee, you won’t have to worry about taking care of me any longer,” she tells Barbara, clinging to that as a shield against her own shame. “Then we can focus on returning to the surface and rejoining the rescue efforts, and I can still get you back to the cathedral in time for the dawn.”

Barbara’s arm tightens briefly around her waist. “All right,” she says, soft and subdued, and raises her eyes to the tunnel before them.

Jean, despite her blurred vision, does the same. Her thoughts are drifting, random memories intermixed with fantasies of heat and warmer light, and it’s difficult to keep her attention on the path. She’s as grateful for Barbara’s hand on her arm as she is sorry that it’s needed.

A turn, and then another, winding downward, and then they come abruptly to an end. The tunnel opens here into one of the old bits of ruin that the mountain is peppered with. This is a circular chamber; a ring of stone overhead reminds Jean of the similar one near the Statue of Seven far above, and wind blows through that ring in much the same way. Downward, from some opening in the darkness above, not upward as at the circle near the statue, but laden with eddies of snow that promise an opening to the sky.

The spikes of ice that have lit the way here don’t penetrate through the ancient stone walls and the chipped and battered floor, but a fire burns amid the remains of a hilichurl camp, though only broken masks and a few unburnt fragments of painted totems are left from the battle here. The floor is further broken by what Jean recognizes as the petal-like impressions of Albedo’s power unfurling.

“Albedo is with them,” she tells Barbara, casting around for signs of their exit.

The fire casts flickering shadows along the walls. Jean trips over a pile of rubble despite Barbara’s guidance, and this time her weight does fall on Barbara, who gives a little gasp but throws an arm around her back to take it, and refuses to let go even when Jean straightens up. Jean swallows down her frustration, blinks hard against the frost fogging her vision, and looks around again. Thinking feels like wading through thick mud, but she clings tight to the thought that they were here, and now they aren’t, so they must have left somehow.

“Did they double back?”

“I don’t think so,” Barbara says. She’s looking up at the circular opening above, blinking against a sudden downward gust of wind and shielding her face until it passes. “I think they went up. There’s something caught on the edge.”

She’s right. There’s a broken bit of stone up there where the smooth stone of the circle’s edge has crumbled, and something brown dangles, glinting faintly in the firelight. Jean rubs her eyes and focuses enough to make out the shape of a pair of flying goggles. Bennett wears a pair like that, doesn’t he? And it would be just his luck to lose them here.

How had they gotten up there, though? The lip may have crumbled in places, but it still juts out too far from the wall all about for anyone to have climbed. And the wind is downward through it, not upward; they couldn’t have caught it with their wind gliders. Jean glances down again, trying to focus her thoughts enough to read this battleground as she had the last. The petal-shape of Albedo’s Vision in the stone repeats all about the chamber, but it’s impressed particularly deeply right there, at the center of the circle.

“Albedo’s Solar Isotoma,” Jean says, feeling a stab of despair in her breast even through the chill that pervades her. “That’s how they escaped. We can’t… we can’t get up there.”

Her vision blurs further as tears well up. She blinks them back hard before they can freeze in her eyes. With the campfire flickering a few feet away, they shouldn’t, but there’s still frost fogging her vision, refusing to melt away.

“I’m sorry,” she tells Barbara. The world swims around her as she looks down at her, looking up at her in wide-eyed concern. “We can’t get up that way. I can’t….”

Something niggles at the back of her mind, but she can’t bring it into focus. Can’t bring anything into focus except the bitter taste of her own failure. Not even Barbara, who swims in her vision as if surrounded by pure Hydro. Firelight and shadow blur together in her frosted vision until she has to close her eyes against the kaleidoscopic whirl.

She can feel her legs go weak beneath her, and for all that Barbara is still trying to hold her up, she crumples onto the pile of rubble she’d nearly fallen onto before. She braces her elbows on her thighs and puts her head down and tries to breathe through the tightening of her chest. She chose the wrong path, and there’s no going any farther forward. They have a fire at last, but it will burn out eventually. They’ll still be trapped here when it does.

  



3. Chapter 3


    
    Jean isn’t sure how long she sits there, still and numb, within the circle of the fire’s warmth. Slowly the feeling of frost under her eyelids fades, and she blinks them open. Despite the melted frost, her vision is still blurry. But she can make out Barbara moving around the ruin, collecting up the remains of crates and barrels scattered in the barrel and stacking them up as firewood. Her eyes, freed of the frost, burn; her hands and feet feel like they’re burning too.

“I’m sorry,” she says, dragging the words up out the mud. “I should be helping you.”

“No, stay there.”

She tries to rise anyway, but a wave of vertigo washes over her so strongly that she has to grip the fallen stone beneath her to steady herself. The water soaking her clothes is melting in the fire’s heat, and now the fabric clings uncomfortably to her skin when she moves. She feels nauseous.

Barbara puts a hand to her forehead, then slides it under her collar to check her pulse. “You’re still too cold,” she says, mouth crimping in an anxious worry that Jean hates having put on her face. “And your clothes are damp. We should get those off you so they can dry.”

That matches what little memory of cold-weather field aid she can drag up out of the haze of her own mind. Jean murmurs agreement and reaches for the fastenings of her cape, but her fingers are too clumsy to work the familiar clasp loose. Barbara has to do it for her, and unbutton her heavy winter jacket, and tug off her boots for her as Jean wriggles out of her clothes. The damp cloth clings, and her limbs are sluggish and heavy, resisting her commands. She ends up on the floor in front of the rubble after overbalancing as she pulls her trousers off, and it seems like far too much effort to resume her seat.

At last, though, she’s bare to the skin. It might embarrass her if she and Barbara weren’t both healers, but both of them have seen enough of other people—Barbara has seen enough of her, when she’s been disabled by some injury she wasn’t conscious enough to heal on her own—that she can’t find it in herself to be bothered, even though this time there isn’t the distraction of wounds and blood. Or perhaps that’s the fog clouding her mind, growing ever heavier, making everything seem unimportant. She tugs her knees to her chest and leans towards the heat of the fire.

“Here,” Barbara says, laying her own jacket over Jean. Then she sits down beside her, pressing up close. “I wish we had a blanket, but this will have to be enough. At least there’s plenty of wood for the fire. I found enough that it should last us all night.”

Jean hums an assent. She tilts towards Barbara, feeling the fur of Barbara’s hat against her cheek, and lets the warmth of the fire flow through her. Barbara is warm, too, and growing warmer, and eventually Jean, too, starts to feel warm at last, here with her sister’s arm around her. She closes her eyes and sinks into the comforting heat.

***

Eventually, the tingling burn in her hands and feet grows too great to ignore, even through the fog of near-sleep. The tingle becomes an itch, and Jean moves to scratch at her hand and catches herself when she feels blistering on the skin. She blinks a few times and tries to focus on her frostbitten fingers.

“Does it hurt?” Barbara asks, reaching out to take Jean’s red and blistered hand. “I can heal it, but I wanted to wait until you’re able to step away from the fire. We can’t light it again if my Hydro puts it out.”

“No,” Jean agrees, frowning down at the too-pale skin of Barbara’s own fingers. “Are you frostbitten, too?”

“Only a little frostnip,” Barbara quickly assures her. “It’s not serious.”

Jean fumbles in the pocket of Barbara’s jacket, tied by its sleeves around her chest to drape over her torso to keep her core as warm as possible, and pulls out her Vision. It glows a bright, pale green, a comforting sight. The wind gusting snow intermittently down upon them is also carrying Anemo with it, enough to refresh her Vision’s power.

“I can call a Dandelion Breeze for both of us. I only need my sword.” Jean has used it without a channel before, in duress, but she doubts she could concentrate enough to do so effectively without any aid right now. It would be heartbreaking to waste her Vision’s strength.

“It’s right here,” Barbara says, pressing the hilt into Jean’s aching, blistered hand.

She can barely grip it, certainly couldn’t raise it, but she can use it laid across her lap. It’s the ornate golden filigree around the hilt that makes the Favonius blade such a good channel, anyway. Jean pours her Vision’s energy into the sword, gathering all the focus she can to direct the power as she desires. Wind swirls around them, filling the air with the sweet scent of dandelions. The blisters are smoothed away, the red flesh pales to her normal shade, and color comes into Barbara’s hand where it lies over hers.

Pain fades from her limbs, and from her face, and from knotted muscles that she hadn’t realized were so tense. Some of the fog over her mind goes with it. The thought that had been niggling at the back of her mind earlier, when she had collapsed, at last comes clear.

“We can still escape to the surface. If we turn back to the place where the tunnel forks and goes up the other way, we should be able to return the way Albedo came. His laboratory is at the other end.”

“All the way back, without any warmth on the way?” Barbara’s voice trembles. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

That anxious note hardens Jean’s resolve. “We can make our own torches to carry. If we run into any more hilichurls, I’ll protect you.”

“I’m not worried about hilichurls,” Barbara says. She reaches to grab Jean’s hand again, leaning forward to look anxiously up at her. “I’m worried about you. You’re in no condition to go back through all that Cryo, even with a torch. You’re still not as warm as you should be.”

“I’ll be fine,” Jean tells her, trying to put as much assurance as she can muster in her voice. “But if I’m able to return to the rescue efforts, it’s my duty to do so. And I vowed to get you back in time for the dawn hymn, too.”

“No. We should stay here, with the fire, and rest. If you collapse on the way, how am I supposed to get you to safety on my own?”

That gives Jean pause, but only for a moment. She does still feel a bit hazy and ill, it’s true, but she’s powered through such weakness plenty of times before. “That won’t be necessary,” she tells Barbara, tugging her hand free and making to stand.

She’s only halfway to her feet when the vertigo strikes again. Jean catches herself on the rubble and pulls herself the rest of the way up, her heart pounding in her ears. It’s gone suddenly fast, suddenly loud, and it isn’t a steady beat, but an irregular fluttering that can’t seem to find a cadence. Fear seizes her. She’s felt this before, in some of the worst of her collapses, and it always means it’s one she can’t simply stand back up from, and that her recovery period will be agonizingly along.

Barbara’s fear of having to carry her to safety seems suddenly much more real. Jean takes slow, steady breaths, controlling the flow of Anemo through her lungs, and sinks back down beside Barbara.

“It’s your heart,” Barbara says, rather than asks, her Hydro Vision’s affinity to the flow of blood letting her know as soon as she touches Jean’s arm. “You won’t be fine if you try to go back out into the cold.”

“No,” Jean admits. The confession hurts to make, trying to lodge in her throat.

“You need to rest,” Barbara says, insistent as if that was a protest and not an admission. She wraps her arm around Jean again, pressing up close against her side. “I’ll do what I can, and your heartbeat should be back to normal by the time we run out of wood. We can go then.”

She’s right, as much as Jean hates to admit it. If she tries to forge forward now she will collapse, and Barbara will have to try and carry her, and that will only put Barbara in danger again. Barbara starts to hum, and Jean focuses on not resisting, on taking slow, deep, even breaths and letting the power of Barbara’s Vision work upon her blood. Slowly, it responds to the tune, resonating to it, Jean’s pulse slowing and steadying, though her heart still flutters every few beats.

Jean tries to take comfort in that as she settles back down. Guilt gnaws at her, though, keeping her from relaxing as fully as her body so desperately wants. Barbara’s gentle humming is less of a comfort when she remembers the promise she’d made her, the one she no longer sees any chance to keep.

“You could still go,” she tells Barbara. “Albedo surely cleared that passage on his way through, and even if there are any monsters he missed, you’re right, you’re not helpless. If you can make your way back to Albedo’s laboratory, Eula and Amber are using that as the base camp for their sector. I’ll stay here and recover, and when the rescue operation is complete, they can retrieve me. That way you’ll be able to make it back to the cathedral in time for your performance.”

She doesn’t want Barbara to go without her. Though the passage doubtless is safe if Albedo’s come down it, Jean hates the idea of her little sister going off alone in the dark. But it’s worse than that—her first, instinctive reaction is that she doesn’t want Barbara to leave her alone down here. She wants Barbara to stay. That’s an unforgivably selfish thought. Jean does her best to quash it down.

Barbara breaks off her humming to frown up at her. “And leave you here alone while you’re still ill? I can’t. I- it would be a dereliction of my duty as Deaconess.”

That hurts, the guilt digging deeper, joined by a too-familiar ache that Jean doesn’t deserve to feel. She’d been the one to remind Barbara of that duty earlier. She shouldn’t be surprised that it’s the reason Barbara is resisting now.

“Your duty as Deaconess is to all of Mondstadt. Helping with the rescue efforts and singing the dawn hymn to Barbatos are both services to many people. I may be the Acting Grand Master, but that doesn’t make me more important than anyone else.”

“Jean- Master Jean, what do you think Mondstadt will do without you if you die down here?” Barbara’s voice shakes. “If anything happens down here, with no one to help… Mondstadt can’t lose you.”

“I promise I’ll be fine,” she tells Barbara, unable to keep her own voice steady through the tightness in her throat. “Please, go. I don’t want to be responsible for making you miss your performance.”

“Maybe I don’t want to be responsible for losing my big sister!”

The frustrated cry makes Jean jump. When she looks down, Barbara looks as startled by her own outburst as Jean is. But behind that there’s a raw, desperate pain that Jean recognizes as kin to the one she’s been trying to bury beneath duty and guilt. Her eyes sting with answering tears as she sees the shimmer of them in Barbara’s eyes.

Any further pleas die in her throat. Perhaps she would be fine—although the way her pulse jumps and her heart thumps almost painfully hard in her chest and skips a beat before picking up again makes her worryingly less certain of that. But Barbara doesn’t want to leave her alone any more than Jean wants her to. However selfish that desire, seeing it echoed is too much to resist.

“If you’re willing to stay-” Even now, the words catch in her throat, but she forces them through. Barbara deserves that much. “Thank you.”

“I want to stay.” Barbara’s voice is much softer this time. She takes a deep breath, and Jean gives her the courtesy of looking away as she struggles to retain her composure. After a moment she reaches out again, laying her hand on Jean’s wrist. “Let me look after you. Someone else can sing in the new year. I was excited to get the chance, but I’m sure if he’s watching, Barbatos understands why I won’t be there.”

Jean swallows against the lump in her throat and blinks hard. “Thank you,” she says again, just as softly.

Barbara starts to hum again, the notes rising and falling in her throat, a slow, gentle tune that draws Jean’s pulse down from its renewed height. Jean once again focuses on her breathing, steady and slow, forcing air into her lungs and out again in the same rhythm, until she can’t feel her heart thumping quite as hard inside her chest. It seems to be steadier than before.

“I was- I am proud of you,” she says at last, when she can keep most of the ache out of her voice. “You deserve the honor. I was looking forward to hearing you sing.”

“I was proud, too,” Barbara says, glancing away towards the fire, almost abashed. “And I did want to be there to sing. But an honor like that matters most when the people important to you recognize it, right? So if you wouldn’t be there, then it wouldn’t matter nearly as much.”

Jean has to swallow again. She wriggles her arm free of Barbara’s jacket to wrap it around her sister’s shoulders.

“I would have loved to be there,” she says, keeping her voice as soft as Barbara’s, but putting all the vehement truth of the sentiment into it. “And I do wish I could have gotten you back to the cathedral to sing, just as I promised, whether I could be there or not. But I’m grateful that you’re here.”

“So am I,” Barbara says in a choked voice. “Not that we were caught down here, but since we are, that we’re together. I cared about the injured adventurers, of course! But I when I came to help, it was because I’d rather be here, where you were, than spend the vigil without you.”

At that, the tears Jean has been suppressing burst forth at last. She pulls Barbara closer. Barbara turns into the hug, flinging both arms around her and burying her face in Jean’s shoulder. Jean gives into the impulse to pull her into her lap.

She can feel Barbara’s own tears leaking onto her bare shoulder, and folds her a little closer as they trickle down. It’s sublimated fear, Jean knows, and the relief of finally finding warmth and refuge, and the worry that still remains. All of that is driving Jean’s tears, too. But there’s also an aching rawness in her own breast, one she can be sure at last is echoed in Barbara’s, and the sheer relief of baring it at last.

***

Eventually her tears dry up, and so do Barbara’s. And so do her clothes, which eases the awkwardness of drawing apart. Jean is able to slip into them, though Barbara watches her anxiously as she does so, still worried for her heart. Jean dresses sitting, unwilling to risk the lightheadedness that might come with rising, before returning Barbara’s jacket and settling back in a little closer to the fire.

They both drowse in shifts, trading off the use of their jackets as each other’s pillows, Jean promising to wake Barbara if her heartbeat goes irregular again. Some time in the night she wakes from a restless sleep and lies awake, holding her breath in intervals to feel it beat, and can’t feel any fluttering at all. Barbara is less reassured by that than Jean, but she still smiles with better cheer when she feels Jean’s pulse and verifies the settling for herself.

It’s some time after that when Jean is awoken again by a distant, thundering roar, the mountain shuddering at the sound. She and Barbara look at each other as flakes and chips of stone come raining down from above. The ancient walls hold, though, and after that sound, the mountain doesn’t shudder again once throughout the night. Both of them sleep easier once the ground ceases to move.

Despite that, they’re awake only a few hours later, hunger gnawing at them with what seems unusual sharpness.

“It’s the cold,” Barbara says. “People need to eat more in cold conditions, especially if they’re working or moving around, and we’ve moved a lot.”

Jean sighs. “I wish I hadn’t lost my pack. Normally hilichurls keep a bit of food in their camps, but….”

“If there was anything left in those crates, it was burned to a crisp,” Barbara agrees.

The remains of the crates had provided their fire, though, so Jean can only be grateful to Klee’s destructive capabilities and Bennett’s bad luck. She watches the fire, which is slowly dying down as the last bits of wood turn to charcoal. They’ll have no choice but to start moving again once it burns out.

Despite the fading fire, though, the upside-down ruins seem to be growing gradually brighter. Jean thinks it’s an illusion at first, or her recovering eyes adapting to the slow loss of the fire’s light. Eventually, though, she realizes that it’s true brightness, or at least reducing dimness, that makes the tumbled stone around them remain visible as the fire dies.

She looks up. In this dim light of oncoming dawn, she can finally see what wasn’t visible in the darkness of the night: an opening to the outside of the mountain just visible beyond the crumbling lip of the stone ring overhead, with a slice of sky starting to glow as the sun rises off out of sight. The clouds scattered across it are dyed gentle shades of violet and pink.

“It’s morning,” she says, though Barbara has already followed her fascinated gaze. “The new year’s dawn.”

They’ve missed any chance whatsoever that Barbara could greet the dawn in front of the cathedral, with the choir assembled behind her and the people of Mondstadt massed before. But that barely even registers now. Jean’s guilt aches no more than a bruise any longer, no matter how she prods herself with it.

Barbara sighs. The look on her face, when Jean glances over, is wistful, and that does give Jean a pang. Not of guilt, but simple sympathy. This wasn’t at all how Barbara’s new year was supposed to go.

“There will be other years,” she tells her sister. “I’ll ask Cardinal Calvin will give you another chance. You missed it because you wanted to help others, and that shows what an asset you are as Deaconess, and to the church.”

“I’m sure he will. Maybe next year we can both be there.” Barbara tears her eyes away from the glowing sky to smile at Jean, all bright idol’s cheer.

A false cheer? Not entirely; Jean doesn’t think the lightness of her eyes is feigned. But after last night, she can tell that yesterday’s cheer by the fire wasn’t all genuine. It’s the role Barbara has to play as Deaconess and as an idol, just as Jean often has to play the role of Acting Grand Master whether she wishes to or not.

“I don’t want to make a promise I may not be able to keep,” Jean tells her, regretting the words as she says them, but unwilling to lie. “But I’ll do my very best.”

“I know you will.” Barbara keeps smiling at her, but there’s a faint tinge of sadness, and that paradoxically makes the smile seem more real.

“In the early days of the Ordo,” she says slowly, feeling her way towards something she isn’t quite sure how to articulate, “the new year’s vigil wasn’t held in the cathedral. Vennessa held it at Windrise, despite the cold. I don’t think it matters where we greet the dawn, as long as we do.”

“And the dawn is here now,” Barbara says softly, looking at her with wide eyes. “I did spend a lot of time practicing the hymn, and Barbatos will be able to hear it from anywhere, won’t he? He knows everything that’s carried on the wind.”

Jean doesn’t actually know if that’s true, now that Venti has lost his Gnosis. But even if that wasn’t a secret, this isn’t the time to question their god.

Instead she says, just as softly, feeling inexplicably exposed, “I did truly wish to hear you sing.”

Barbara’s smile goes bright in earnest, not the peppy cheer of the idol but glad and proud and pleased. Then she stands, her stance shifting into something clearly practiced, head up, hands behind her back, looks up at the sky, and starts to sing.

The hymn to greet the new year’s dawn is so ancient that no one actually knows when it was first sung. It may even precede Barbatos; the earliest records of the Gunnhildr Clan say that they sang it outside of Decarabian’s walls, but not whether it originated with them. The tune has changed over the centuries, but the words have always been the same.

If Barbara had gotten the chance to perform this as intended, Jean is sure it would have been the talk of the city for weeks. She takes the old, familiar words, the invocation of the thousand winds who bring forth change and growth, and infuses them with a joy and hope that resonates through Jean just as Barbara’s voice resonates through the ancient chamber in which they stand.

The pride Jean has felt since she heard Barbara had been chosen as the singer swells in her breast until it blooms forth like a flower rising above the snow, sweeping away any lingering regret about her unfulfilled promises and mistakes. The circumstances that brought them here and the duties she’s missed don’t weigh upon her in this moment. All that matters is being able to hear Barbara sing.

Eventually Barbara reaches the end of the hymn, her voice going soft and sweet, a gentle promise of spring to come wound around the last chorus. The sound fades as she relaxes from her performing stance, looking down from that slice of sky, gone pinkish-blue and morning-bright, to beam at Jean. Jean realizes she’s been holding her breath and lets it out, smiling back, her own pride and pleasure like a warm tender thing in her breast.

“That was beautiful,” she tells Barbara, surprised to hear herself hoarse and feel tears prickling at the corners of her eyes.

“I’m glad you think so.” There’s a little tremor in Barbara’s voice, but her smile is wide and pleased.

Jean pushes herself slowly to her feet, braced for the brief wave of dizziness that comes with the motion. Before she can shake it off, though, and draw the mantle of Acting Grand Master back around her in order to start them off on the trek back up the tunnel she knows needs to happen next, a familiar voice rings out from above.

“Master Jean!” Amber leans precariously far over the edge of the stone ring to grin down at them, far enough that the wind gusting from above catches her hair and sets the ears of her headband waving. “Barbara! You’re all right!” She twists around to shout over her shoulder. “Eula! Eula, they’re down here!”

In moments Eula is standing at the stone ring as well, crouched down to examine the situation. The knights with her already have equipment on hand, since they’d expected to have to do this sort of rescue in their sector, if along the slopes of the mountain rather than within it. The Reconnaissance Company winches Jean and Barbara out of the chamber before the last embers of their fire have died.

“Someone will go let Albedo know, so he can head back to the Adventurers’ camp,” Amber tells her as she helps Jean unfasten the straps of the winch from her gliding harness. “The cave you fell from collapsed completely and blocked the way, but he pointed us here. He was going to go down through the tunnel that’s formed from his laboratory and search for you from that end.”

“Were Bennett and Klee with him?”

“Yeah! They’re back at the camp now, but they found out what made the mountain shake. It was some kind of machinery, in a cave down the slope from here, except the roof came down when Klee blew it up, so it’s completely buried now. Albedo told Kaeya it looked Abyss-related, but everyone agreed that finding you was more important than digging it back up.”

“We may have to excavate it for the post-incident investigation, but I’ll ask Albedo for his report first,” Jean decides. “He’s extraordinarily attentive to detail. If he noted enough at the time, it may save us the effort, and I’d hate to further destabilize the mountain.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” Amber agrees.

Barbara is still worried about her heart rate, so they proceed back slowly towards the base camp where Cyrus is waiting while Amber rushes ahead to let Kaeya and her other officers know that she’s been found. Jean would protest the slow pace, but Eula takes the time to fill her in on the rescue operation as they go. While they’ll be clearing trails and re-mapping the terrain for a few months at least, the operation itself is successfully concluded.

“All adventurers on Dragonspine are accounted for,” Eula tells her. “And all knights, as well, now that we’ve retrieved you. I do intend to hold you to account for the delay.” She raises her chin so that she can scowl down at Jean. “And for the worry you caused Amber.”

Still overwhelmed by her relief, Jean can only smile back at Eula’s performative displeasure. “I’m sorry to have caused any worry or difficulty with my absence.”

“Hmph.” Eula reaches out to catch Jean as she stumbles on a rock, steadying her before letting go. “It wasn’t any more than we could handle.”

Amber comes flying back up the mountainside, waving wildly, though her smile keeps Jean from too much alarm. As Eula forges ahead to speak with her, Barbara breaks away from the Reconnaissance knight she’d been chatting with and falls in beside Jean.

“I’m glad they got all the adventurers out safely. Henri said there are some who need my healing once we get to base camp, but none of them are emergencies. Noelle’s taken care of most of those who were hurt.”

“I can help you, once I’ve met with Master Cyrus and Sir Kaeya,” Jean tells her. She’s still a little lightheaded, as that stumble had made clear, and exhaustion is seeping in around the edges, but her heartbeat is steady, and that’s the most important thing.

“You shouldn’t exert yourself so much. I can handle any healing left on my own.”

“You went through a stressful ordeal down there, too.”

“Jean….” Barbara frowns at her briefly, then relents with a sigh. “I know you have more duties to take care of when we get back, so please, leave the healing to me. Don’t strain yourself until you’ve recovered. Let me do my part, too, and concentrate on getting enough rest.”

“I’ll try.” It’s as much as Jean can promise, and she knows that Barbara knows it, even if her disappointment is visible on her face. “I can’t neglect my responsibilities to Mondstadt. But I’ll do my best. I don’t want to trouble you again so soon.”

Barbara glances away. “It wasn’t any trouble. Even if it was scary… I was happy to help. To help you,” she adds, rushing the words out as if she’s afraid of being silenced. “You’re always busy. If I can help you out, we get to be together- not that it’s the only reason I want to help the people of Mondstadt! But sometimes it feels like the only way I can spend time with you.”

The words sink into Jean like thorns, scraping flesh raw. She takes a deep breath that doesn’t steady her at all. It’s true. Even if she had been able to attend the vigil and see Barbara’s hymn as it was meant to be performed, she wouldn’t have been able to stay and spend any extra time with her. Other duties would have called. And she wouldn’t have been certain, as she is now, that Barbara would have wanted her to stay.

“I don’t want it to be like that,” she says softly. “What I was most grateful for last night wasn’t having you there to heal me, or to help with the lawachurl, or to help me stay warm. It was having you there at all.”

When Barbara looks back up at her, there’s that same look of hope on her face that she wore when Jean was inviting her to sing. “You do need to rest and recover. I could supervise that, as the healer responsible for your care. It’s too cold for fishing, but… Jean, could we take a day off together?”

Every task and duty and obligation waiting for her make themselves known to Jean, the rigid lines of her schedule seeming to dance behind her eyes. She shakes her head to brush them all away.

“Yes,” she says, and in the brilliance of Barbara’s smile she feels her heart grow light.
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