
This Ballad We Sing
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It figured, Link thought, that he couldn’t sleep.

Every night. Every single night, for the last week, he struggled to get more than a scant few hours of sleep. A scant few hours of awful, restless, no-good-at-all sleep.

He went to bed a bit late, sure, but who cared? He and Zelda were out in the wilds, cataloging and discovering. No one needed them. Besides, both of them stayed up late. He would cook meal after meal to store in the slate, repair saddles or reins, or mend the tears he and Zelda constantly put in their clothes. She would sketch and take endless notes, or flip through the pictographs on the slate.

Were they avoiding sleep? Possibly, but neither mentioned it. Both of them would regularly toss and turn, and they both knew it. They put their bedrolls next to one another and this helped greatly, but it wasn’t always enough.

Like this night, for example. When they both gave in to their body’s need for rest, Link valiantly put his head to his pillow and closed his eyes. And, for a short time, he slept. But his dreams were troubled. Just flashes of memories he could understand, far more flashes of things he did not. He chest started to hurt and soon he was knocked awake.

Well used to this maddening dance, Link rolled over and closed his eyes again. The flashes immediately came back, as if they hadn’t left at all. They mocked him; circling him with harsh laughter that echoed in his ears and threw him back awake.

Stubbornly, Link blinked, trying in vain to will them away. His eyes watered and burned, drawing a low groan from him as he rubbed at them with the heels of his hands. He wanted, more than anything, for the sun to rise and the night to finally be over.

So maybe something had disturbed him. As vigilant as he’d trained himself to be, he could’ve heard something. A flutter of a bird’s wings, or the step of a goat or boar. He went still and listened, but when nothing stirred, he frowned. The area was clear enough. He himself had taken the time to scout the area before they settled in. Besides, not much  could  sneak up on them. The rest of their herd, Din specifically, would sound the alarm at the first sign of danger. He settled for reaching back under his pillow and making sure the dagger was still there.

That thought of his horses eased him back to sleep. But this time, he found his body frozen. He was pinned in place, unable to move and hardly able to even breathe. Heart beating hard against his ribcage, he fought, with everything he had, to claw his way awake. Eyes flashing open, he lunged into a sitting position. The trees writhed around him and he sat there, panting, as the nightmare clung to him like oil.

Heavy stillness in the air. Silence. A feeling of bright blue light shattering into a thousand shards. There was a low gurgle of water and bright sunlight that seared like fire. There was a voice:  Return. 

Staring sightlessly, Link struggled to make sense of his surroundings. He was in the campsite with Zelda and the horses. They were all safe. The twilight was calm all around them: the moon glowing low on the horizon and a few owls hooting as they settled in for the morning.

He shivered as a breeze skated across his damp neck. Return? To what? A shrine buried and forgotten, one he had hoped to never see again? Why would he want to?

It was all over! The Calamity had been defeated and sealed by Zelda’s hand. The Champions, and their Divine Beasts, had been freed. The people, from those living in small cottages or villages, to those in Gerudo Town or the Domain, were safe to do as they pleased. Efforts to rebuild were already underway–though, of course, many had already made their homes in the wilds.

Breathing in a stuttering breath, Link looked down. His blanket had tangled about his legs and he stared at it for a moment, puzzled. Freeing himself, he scooted off his bedroll and stood up.

He tiptoed past where Zelda still lay on her own bedroll. Her eyes were covered by the arm that she’d thrown over them. With a mutter, she rolled to her side to reveal a mass of tangled blonde hair. If she was awake, which was distinctly possible, she gave no sign.

Settling down by the fire, Link stirred it and watched the embers float up towards the canopy. They danced and twirled in the air, all oranges and reds. As he got a little lost in them, he noticed Zelda groggily sit up and raise her arms with a yawn.

Handing him the slate so that he could fix something to eat, she disappeared into the undergrowth. Well aware of their routines, Link swiped through the menus until he found what he was looking for. A pot, a mug, and a tea blend he’d purchased in Rito Village. While the water heated near the fire, he searched for more ingredients.

He kept his head down as he did so, hoping to keep himself busy.

“You’ve got that look in your eyes again.”

Startled, Link looked up to see Zelda standing across the fire. Her hair was brushed and freshly braided, her clothes changed to a thick green tunic and riding gear. He’d been lost in his head for a bit, then.

Shrugging one shoulder, Link muttered a response: “Nightmare. Nothing to worry about. Sorry I woke you up.”

“It’s fine.” She regarded him for a few moments before sighing quietly and taking a seat across the fire. “I get them too. The nightmares. It may be normal, but it’s nothing you have to endure in silence.”

No. It wasn’t. And they’d discussed this.

The teapot whistled, the shrill sound slicing through the morning air. Shaking himself, Link took it and poured hot water into the mug. It hissed over the teabag and a warm, evergreen scent drifted upward in wisps of steam. It reminded him of the thick pine forests in Tabantha, of the crystal blue waterfalls, the ice crusting the edges of the rivers, and the trilling music floating in the air.

His chest ached. It had only been a few months since that fight on Hyrule Field. The gash on Amelia’s side had healed nicely with only the faintest scar starting to form, the burn on Flower’s hip the same. Of course, the endless attention Link had poured over them had probably helped. The attention had begun to annoy even the gentle-tempered Mollie, and he’d earned himself several bites.

His own wounds had healed, as had Zelda’s. But it seemed that the other injuries, the invisible aches and bruises, were still so very sore.

“But I won’t pry,” Zelda continued, her voice gentler this time.

Silently thankful for that, Link offered a small smile and handed the mug to her. She drank it plain, with no honey or milk or sugar. How different, he thought with some fondness, than the mountain-sized sweet tooth she usually had.

As he got breakfast started, he glanced over to where his horses gathered. Amelia, the haughty white mare, slept beneath an oak tree. Flower was on her side, the patch of blue blossoms by her nose swaying with each snore. Din, the high-shouldered, red-maned one, was laying down for once but her watchful nature was clear.

The next mare, his darling Epona, slept leaning against her. Her mane was black like onyx, the strands still braided from the day before. Her tail twitched as she dreamed and a warmth overcame him. She had found him, as she always had. He had found his own way this time, his own people and family, and then she had joined him.

Perhaps she wanted to help him heal. Or…she was as cantankerous as always and just showed up when she was good and ready. He was not sure which option had him smiling widest.

Ah, then there was Mollie. His first horse, and the one who, he was sure, held his whole heart. As if feeling his eyes on her, the brown-and-white paint raised her head, expression one of annoyance. Clearly she believed it was much too early to rise.

There was a huff and he bit back his laugh. He waved a hand, well used to the herd’s moods.

“Din’s eager to get going, I suppose,” Zelda commented. She looked over her shoulder to where the giant horse had peeked her snout through the underbrush. “Our sincerest apologies. You are correct, the sun  is  up now.”

The snout disappeared and they heard the heavy footsteps fade as Din wandered off.

“I’ll see to them. Thank you for making breakfast, Link.” Zelda stood and dusted her trousers off before heading over to tend to the herd.

By the time she finally returned, Link had finished putting together their meal. On each plate went eggs, scrambled with potatoes and peppers, and a thick slice of bread with butter. Zelda took hers with a look of gratitude before settling in to eat. They ate in relative quiet, each still too groggy and preoccupied with their own thoughts for speech. By the time they were done, the morning sun was shining painfully bright between the trees.

Though there was no reason to rush back to the world, they decided to move on. They cleared their campsite and took to the road.

Northward they traveled. On Amelia’s back, Zelda led the way. She had her journal out and she was flipping through page after page of sketches and harried scrawl. They had discovered much in the depths of Faron Woods, including a new type of mushroom Link had somehow never found. Where they were headed next, well, that didn’t matter so much. There was still so much to catalog and learn.

As they went, Link eyed the shadows under the trees with interest. Noticing this, Zelda chuckled and then wondered loudly if they would see their newest friends (the Hero of Twilight and his own steady Epona) again. At no sign of the turquoise spirits, they shared disappointed looks and continued on.

The sun rose high in the sky. They picked their way across the lake, through the remains of old garrisons, and finally northwest across patches of a broken road. Tufts of grass and small patches of bracken grew between the cracked cobblestone. Along the one side of the road there were rolling fields. On the other were the ruinous walls of the Great Plateau.

Link held the reins loosely in his hands. He trusted Mollie to follow the road. As she walked, hooves clicking loudly, he looked up and took in the walls. And from there he caught a flash of blue light. 

Orange light, flickering with blue. A suffocating silence.

Mollie stopped and turned her head. Perhaps she had noticed how he’d started to twist the reins between his restless fingers. More likely, she had caught onto his mood. When he glanced away, stubbornly refusing to meet her eye, she planted her hooves and gave herself a rough shake.

“Are you–” Zelda turned Amelia around, eyes going wide. “Mollie! What’s gotten into you?”

Link caught himself on the pommel before him with a grunt. Gotten into her? Oh, this behavior was nothing new. Patting Mollie’s neck, he straightened and heaved a sigh.

Trying not to feel like a child being lectured, he braced himself and spoke. It wasn’t just a nightmare that had woken him that morning. It was a feeling, one he didn’t know how to put into words.

Zelda drew closer and offered him a nod. “Alright. Perhaps it would be a good idea to speak about it.”

Link shrugged. At Zelda’s further prompting, he described it as best as he could. Her face turned pensive, green eyes flickering down to where her nails scratched against the leather of Amelia’s reins.

“So it feels like a shrine. And you heard water? Several have that, from what you’ve told me. But this felt more…personal? Like…oh. Like how you felt when you woke up the first time in…” A look of pain flashed across her face. “I see, I see. You think something’s demanding you return?”

Grimacing, Link crossed his arms over his chest. It sounded so stupid to hear it spoken aloud. Why would he be asked to return? 

“Did you want to look into it?”

There was a curiosity in Zelda’s voice, but it was carefully tempered by her concern. A thin sense of amusement broke through Link’s discomfort and he looked back up.

Would looking into it help? Probably. Was he interested in doing so? Not particularly.

So he nodded and then jerked his chin to the crumbling walls of the Great Plateau.

 

—-

 

The shrine stood open to the air. No door sealed it, locked it, or kept it secure.

Link hesitated at the entrance, shoulders and back tense. One hand worried at the bottom of his shirt, the other found the belt across his chest and tugged.

“I can’t do this.”

“Well,” Zelda said. “We don’t have to. If you truly don’t want to go in there, we won’t.”

The thought was appealing. Link considered nodding. He considered turning on his heel and sprinting away as fast as he could. He considered finding a way to bury this shrine forever.

But no. He had to know what, or who, was pestering him. Then he could leave. Sure.

Shaking his head, he put a hand on the dagger on his belt and started down the steps.

The air soon went cold and it was heavy with the smell of mud and moss. The steps were smooth in spots, rough and cracked in others. The stone grit scraped under their feet, and more than once a larger piece was kicked ahead. It disappeared into the gloom.

The staircase was broken about halfway down and Link held out an arm to keep Zelda back. It was a fair drop, one that would twist an ankle if the person landed wrong. He peered over it and, sure enough, there was that shallow puddle of stagnant water. It reflected a faint blue glow and he felt bile at the back of his throat.

Nodding, he lowered himself down over the edge and then offered a hand to steady Zelda as she did the same. The uneven break was cold and almost slimy under their fingertips.

Zelda’s face had gone a shade or two paler, the corners of her mouth tight. Her eyes darted from his face to the corridor before them, over and over.

Link pretended that he didn’t see this. He hunched his shoulders and marched onward. The corridor opened before him, dust motes swirling and the metallic smell of technology hanging sharp in the air. Orange lights on the walls glowed through the shadows, illuminating the ebony-colored floor and the spiderwebs sprawling the the corners.

They came to a large doorway and Link stopped. To his right was a pedestal. He faintly recalled how, many months ago, its bright orange lights had swam like fish in his vision. He had touched it, fingertips as tentative as a fawn, and it had held out the device he now knew as the slate. He stepped past it and then froze.

He froze because in the center of the small room was the basin, surrounded by harsh blue light, in which he had woken all those months ago. 

The basin was full still and a stink hovered in the air. Under the dust and the cold of the underground air, there was something electric. Something like metal and lightning, and a little something like mud. The stench filled his nose and settled at the back of his throat.

The surface was still as ice and glowed a sharp, eye-watering blue. He had rested there, he knew, for a century. And then he had finally rose, bleary eyes unable to make sense of the blue and orange machine bearing down on him. He had stumbled from the basin, eerie blue liquid running down his legs and gathering in thick puddles that illuminated his hands when he’d fallen to the floor.

He’d barely been able to stand. His knees had wobbled and his head had hurt so much he hadn’t been able to do anything but sit in the corner, knees to his chest, and fight off wave after wave of nausea.

Link took one step forward. Pause. One more step. He reached out and caught himself on the door frame. Since when had his legs given out?

“Link.” Zelda rested a hand on his shoulder.

He wasn’t alright. He knew this. But he shook his head anyway and offered a smile that he knew did not meet his eyes. He tried not to notice the worry growing in her features and instead walked forward again.

This place was not dangerous. He was healed here. He could do this.

The feeling from before grew heavier in his head and he grew restless. Why, his mind demanded. Why was a voice calling to him again? What, in Dinraal’s name, did it  want from him?

He was so tired! All he wanted to do was rest. To bury his face in his blankets and hope that this night, this one fucking night, he could have a good dream and not another nightmare.

He moved to stand over the basin. He looked into the water and saw a muddled reflection of what he assumed was himself. He tilted his head, more than a little unsure.

Zelda approached. She stood beside him. The gold of her hair was barely visible against the thick blue liquid. “Do you…” She stopped and wrung out her hands. “Hear anything?” She winced. “What woke you this morning, I mean. That feeling.”

Link looked over at her. She was troubled and he couldn’t help but think of the Springs she had prayed at and how, no matter how fervent her words, she heard no response. So he offered her a smile.

“Yeah,” he replied. “This is the right spot. I just…I don’t know where to go from here.”

Slowly, she nodded. A determination came over her and she squared her shoulders. “Alright. There may be more to this place, then. I suspect…”

She moved away from the basin and began circling the room. She ran her hands over the walls, inspecting the corners and the lights. Nothing shifted and she stepped back to rest her hands on her hips. “Perhaps not? I do recall that this shrine was built over a spring deep underground. The water had healing properties, of course. The Sheikah who built this shrine found ways to improve on that.”

Eyeing the basin, Link felt a bout of vertigo. How far down was that spring? How much piping brought the water up through the soil and how much technology sat under their feet?

“Now, is this shrine for healing alone? Or is it to test heroes like the others are?”

Fair question. Link walked over to join her and they faced the back wall. It sat smoothly against the others, but Zelda seemed unconvinced. She continued running her hands along it and then gave a huff and got down on her hands and knees. Her inspection continued.

“Just as I thought.” She waved her hands. “Look here,” she continued and tapped the floor.

Link got down and leaned in close. Along the floor were faint scuff marks.

“Link. This wall moves.”

Eyes going wide, Link took in the room once more. There had to be a way to open it, then. A pressure plate, an orange-ringed target, scales to balance. But there was nothing.

Wait. His eyes caught on the pedestal near the basin. It had opened this room before. He pointed urgently to the slate, finger stabbing at the air. Taking it when Zelda passed it over, Link went over to the pedestal. Like all those months before, like at the top of every tower, like the terminals in each Divine Beast, Link set the slate carefully into the glowing slot.

With a twist and a low hum, the pedestal accepted the slate. Light flared. An electric trill echoed in the small room before the slate’s screen flashed the message of acceptance and the pedestal finally released it.

A few moments passed. A sound came up from his chest, one of irritation. Just as he started to tap his fingers against the edge of the slate, fighting the urge to scream, a grinding sound came from behind him. It was loud and it scraped at his ears. He turned to see the wall shudder and slowly slide downward. Dust and dirt and bits of mortar rose in a cloud only to clatter back to the floor.

Zelda scurried backward to avoid being caught, but the delight in her eyes was unmistakable. “I was right!”

Her tone was both satisfied and awe-struck. Despite his frustration, Link snorted and this earned him a laugh.

When the wall had settled, she crawled forward and peered into the dusty shadows. “Let’s go, Link!”

The corridor narrowed. The steps were in complete shadow and as they picked their way down, both had hands outstretched to keep track of the wall on either side. Their steps were crisp against the suffocating silence lingering over them. There was a twist partway down, one Link found by bumping into it, and when he turned to relay this information, Zelda bumped into him.

“Are you certain we are fit for this?” she asked with some humor.

“Sure, why not?” It wasn’t like he was the most dignified or heroic, and he’d cleared more shrines that he cared to count.

When they finally reached the bottom, they found themselves in a small room. A sharp cold dug talons past their clothing and into their bones. Trying not to let their teeth chatter, they advanced to the center only to stop short. Before them was what looked like a weapon. The blade was buried in a stone pedestal and it’s handle was wrapped in colorful cloth. There were tassels tied to the end and they fluttered in some kind of otherworldly breeze.

A…weapon? Link circled it, arms crossing over his chest once more. Just as he looked back to Zelda, a voice broke out into the still air. It was low. Resonate. It was if the walls themselves vibrated with the humming tone. Link’s eyes went to the ceiling and he felt shivers break out under his skin. It was the voice from that morning, who demand he return, and it scratched his nerves raw.

Still near the doorway, Zelda clapped a hand to her mouth.

“You have returned.” There was a pause. “It seems you are not alone. That is…unexpected, but I will not forbid it.”

Did they surprise this person? Link glanced over to catch Zelda’s eye and thought he saw the slightest twitch at the corner of her mouth.

“I am the Monk Maz Koshia, creator and guardian of this shrine. I was also the arbiter of worthiness for those who wished to pilot their Divine Beasts. If you both seek my knowledge and the power I can bestow, you may proceed. If you consent to facing my trial, you only need to take hold of his weapon. The trial will begin.”

“We need to understand just what we are consenting to,” Zelda pointed out mildly.

“Of course. This trial will lead you across the Great Plateau in search of four sources of power. Your skill in combat will be tested, as well as your endurance and your will. You will have to work as a team to survive. Complete this, and unlock further trials that match the ones each Champion faced.”

“You mean to tell me,” Zelda continued. She was looking at the ceiling with raised eyebrows. “If we succeed in this task, we will be faced with ones the others had to complete in their training?”

The answer was in the affirmative. “Each Champion was tested in trials tailored to their specific needs. Should you wish to be trained like they had been, proceed. But exercise caution,” Maz Koshia added. “Should you fail in this, or fail in any subsequent trial, you will lose your life. It is no illusion.”

“…understood.” Zelda turned to face Link squarely. “Well, what do you think?”

Link blew out a breath. The day he took hold of the Master Sword had held a similar warning. She had stood as a test to anyone who would dare try to wield her. While his opinion had been a firm  Well, that’s good,  right? that test had included him. He had struggled to pull her from her pedestal, and the pain of it had left him lightheaded.

Then again, finding her, being reunited with her, had been worth it all.

This…wasn’t that. But he’d come all this way. He’d had been dragged, repeatedly, out of his dreams. He finally had an inkling as to  why. He wasn’t sure he wanted to turn away. He wanted to see it through. And maybe, as he said to Zelda, they would find some worth in this apparent trial.

“I agree,” Zelda said. “I find myself a bit intimidated, to be completely clear. Trials they faced? But I’ve…been thinking a lot about each of them, lately. I miss them all.”

The hurt in her voice was unmistakable. Link could only nod. He missed them, too. So much still, like the wounds had yet to close.

“Then let’s do this. Or…well. Should I even go?”

Link frowned. “Why not?” There was not a single good reason she couldn’t participate. Honestly, he would appreciate her presence and even her aid. And there was no way she would agree to just  stay behind  while he went out and did this. He chuckled and then he said this, to which Zelda scoffed and braced her hands on her hips.

“For the record,” she said, speaking clearly and placing her hand on her chest, “I own that this trial is, or was, designed for Champions. That’s you, Link. Not me. If this is a space you need to yourself, I will respect that.”

Link eyed her, one eyebrow slowly raising.

“However,” Zelda continued. “…I will also admit that I am far too curious to stay away. If you have no objections, I would like to go too.”

Link grinned wide. Of course she could.

“Thank you.” Zelda nodded and then held up a hand. “But I will not do so as a bystander. I, too, saved this world. It is…not something I am of a mind to flaunt, but it is something I will not deny all the same. I will not  tag along  behind you. Clear?”

In response, Link pointed to the weapon.

Zelda blinked, mouth agape. “Aren’t you supposed to use it?”

With a shrug, Link folded his arms over his chest and cocked his hip. “How many legendary weapons is one person allowed to have, anyway? There’s got to be a rule about that,” he said and pointed again.

“If you’re certain.” Zelda approached the weapon, eyeing him as she did so. When he made no move to stop her, she gave an eager grin and planted her feet on either side of it. She took a few moments to regard it before folding back her sleeves, reaching out, and seizing the handle.

A look of agony flashed across her face. She went rigid, spine straightening and shoulders tensing. As if lightning had coursed through her, tightening muscle and tendon, her hands locked down around the handle.

Swearing, Link hurried forward. He was such an idiot! A short-sighted, reckless idiot! He skidded to her side and reached out, ready to pry the handle from her hands.

“No!” Zelda gritted out. “I’ve got it!”

She gave a tug, a heave really, and the weapon shifted. It squealed upward, glowing metal appearing from the pedestal between her boots. Her jaw was clenched, the muscles in her forearms coiled.

Link stood there. Though the pain in her features had him shaking (really, how could he be expected to just watch?) he did not stop her. 

Sweat beaded on Zelda’s forehead and slowly began to drip down to disappear into her hair. She tugged again and a shrill sound, a tormented keen, came up from her throat.

Oh, sweet Farosh, it had hurt! Link wavered on his feet as he felt the ground dip beneath him.

“Pull,” Zelda managed. “Pull again, Zelda.”

Shifting her stance, she heaved upward a third time. His scream was muffled, hoarse, and it ripped out between her teeth. But the weapon finally came free.

Zelda stumbled backward. Her books skidded against the smooth floor, struggling for purchase. She struck the back wall hard. The weapon was a heavy weight in her hand and it dragged her arm down. She let it fall; for the moment, it seemed that all she could think about, all she could even imagine, was trying to breathe.

She slid down the wall and landed on her behind. Her head came down, eyes falling shut. Link knelt next to her.

The voice spoke again. “This weapon defeats anything it touches with a single hit. However, the reverse is also true. You will fall to a single strike. And this power will only last so long before it needs to heal. Your power in this trial is matched by your vulnerability.”

“Makes sense,” Zelda murmured. She lifted her head to stare at the ceiling. “I am nothing if not familiar with that particular concept. Link, would you please…” She clamped her mouth shut as if against nausea. “Help me up?’

Immediately Link reached out and, a hand under each of her arms, he stood her back up. He held on as she stumbled, waiting patiently until she gave him a nod. It shook and trembled, and the jerk of her chin was harsh.

“Right.” She looked down at the weapon. It was a four pronged blade, and it threw blinding white and blue light against the floor. Her fingers were curled tight around the handle in a rictus of pain. “I am whole, but I…can tell just how fragile I am.”

A look of disquiet, of a some kind of long-held pain, crossed her face. She smothered this and Link felt something sick churn in his gut.

Zelda nodded to the slate. “Let’s see where those locations are. The map?”

Link navigated to the map and four orange dots flared on the screen. Around each one was a swarm of angry red ones and he knew, without a doubt, that they were hostiles meant to keep him and Zelda out. That said, the first location was to their north and it wouldn’t be a long hike to reach it. He turned the slate around and said as much.

With another nod, Zelda lead the way up and out of the small chamber. Link followed, but he could not help but worry when he caught the rigidness to her steps. Powerful and equally vulnerable, the Monk had said. Just how hurt  was she?

They went up the steps, passed around the basin, and left the shrine. Outside the sky was dark. Night had fallen, but there was no moon and not a single star. No clouds drifted above their heads.

When Zelda looked over to him, Link could see the unease he felt reflected in her features. They faced the forest and through the trees they could hear little sans a shrill, lonely wind. It caught tassels and tangled locks of hair, harshly swirling them about.

Zelda swallowed. “Let’s go, then.”




