ACE 33
I struggled as the dark, rusted tide covered me, Vi’s grip on my arm the only bit of stability as we were caught in the shifting river of junk and rust, my mind working furiously as I tried to figure what to do, looking for any hint or clue, hitting something back-first hard, having to hold onto the girl twice as tightly to not have her ripped away from me as the constantly flow of refuse pressed down for a moment, before I was pulled free and dumped downwards once more.
Bringing my free hand in tight across my body, to have to push through the least amount of material, I was able to grab onto Violetta and, as we shifted through the tumbling trash, slowly pull her in close, something in the back of my head going crazy, the foreign instincts of Wild Talent, the same one that’d warned me of this, now trying to figure out how to survive it.
The first suggestion it spat out was to let go of Vi, spread out my limbs slightly, and push off as anything hit me, but that wasn’t going to happen, so it started to feed me other suggestions, as, once again, we hit a wall, or something, only it was the other girl who impacted first, slammed forward into my chest as, reacting as fast as I could, I twisted to slam my shoulder into the mess of metal behind her, some of it giving way and trying to tear into my shirt, the spider-silk underlayer holding, instead of hitting the girl with the full force of my body instead.
More bits of junk slammed into my head, and, with a jerk, I shoved us both into the main ‘stream’, which was flowing to the side, and down, flashes of chemtech lights occasionally visible as we tumbled down inclines, fell down pits only for the shifting trash to break our fall enough to only leave us with bruises, slid down enormous brass pipes that almost shone in the faint light of our surroundings, and kept going down, down, down.
Only after what felt like an eternity, but was probably only a few minutes, did we have a time to recenter ourselves, skidding down a vast, shallow incline, carried mostly atop a stream of junk which had spread out dozens of feet in all directions, barely able to see from the glow of far-ahead chemlights, both of us partly buried, both of us struggling to try to free ourselves as Violetta, looking my way with wide eyes, swore guiltily, “Jayce, fuck! I fucked up!”
“We’ll survive this,” I promised, focusing at the task at hand to the exclusion of all else, grunting with effort, my leg caught on something large I could move, but that itself shifted back and force, pressing a rusty edge into my calf, but the black lining of my pants held. Peering into the gloom, I realized we were in a giant funnel, the trash heading towards a gaping hole in the center several hundred feet away, and I hoped I wasn’t lying as I resummoned my phone to my hand, “Then we’ll worry about what happened.”
She gave me a searching look, pausing as she had almost fully pulled herself out, before nodding. “I, yeah, yeah we will.”
I tried re-summoning the hoverboard, but the App rejected doing so, since it was still ‘in-range’, which would be nice if I knew where the hell that was. I dismissed it, and a bit of trash a dozen feet in front of us dropped slightly, the end of the funnel coming up faster than I was comfortable with as I resummoned the glowing green device, trying to get my leg free again, but what I was caught on was being pressed down by all the other trash around us, and I couldn’t even get any leverage with the pressure of all the other junk shoving everything together.
Okay, get her to safety, then focus on myself, I resolved, grabbing Vi with both hands, and, straining, wrenched her free of the last of the junk, the girl almost squaking in surprise as tossed her up onto the craft. “Lean forward to go faster, back to slow, forward and lift from the back to go down, reverse that to go up, lean left or right to go that way,” I rattled off, watching the next drop. “Take it slow and you should find a way up and out, but it’ll go only straight up for a little before it stalls, so spiraling where you ca-”
“Jayce, what about you!?” she interrupted, looking more concerned than, well, I’d ever seen.
“Spirit, remember? I can survive more than you can,” I shot back with a confident grin I didn’t feel, “And if something happens to you, Powder would be sad. Now, go, I’ll try and figure something out.”
She frowned, grabbing my arm and trying to pull me up, but I was well and truly stuck, the girl almost unbalancing her ticket out as she did so. Shaking my head, I stripped my arm of her grip, shoving the hoverboard away with a command to, “Go!”
Violetta grimaced, but then started to fly away, unsteadily, pulling up out of the downward path the hoverboard was set on to match my own, and I started to breathe a sigh of relief. However, my Science Talent gave me the instant ability to use any vehicle, and while I could fly it instantly, the craft apparently wasn’t that user friendly, as the girl, trying to lift herself higher, pushed too hard, flipping it upwards too fast, and dumped herself right back into the river of trash, a couple dozen feet behind me, the hoverboard flipping off into the distance.
“Well. . . fuck,” I swore, as the girl sat up on the rusted metal, at least not knocked unconscious by the fall. If only I could open a portal, but to do so you needed a stable platform, either solid ground or a large enough vehicle, like a boat, that it gained enough metaphysical presence for the gate to anchor itself to it. A river of trash didn’t count, and even if I opened it on the floor of the funnel itself, without me physically carrying her through, Vi couldn’t enter, so even just throwing one off to the side and having her make a run for it was a no-go.
And then, we were out of time.
Preparing myself, I still grit my teeth as the thing trapping my leg tipped over first, revealed to be a bit of scaffolding that was partially intact, wrenching my leg up painfully, flipping me ass over teakettle, but tossing me across the hole in the process. Throwing a hand out, I was able to lesson my impact on the far side, but, trying to grab onto the lip, it was slick with grime, and I was dumped into the hole anyways, in free-fall along with the stream of trash, hearing Violetta, with a cry, thrown out above me to start her own descent.
Blackness enveloped us for several seconds, and I started to worry, the landing getting more and more deadly with every moment of acceleration, until suddenly the pipe opened up into an enormous, tall, and dome shaped room, a shiny black floor dimly reflecting the lights over a thousand feet below us, and I felt a thrill of hope. 
It was an emergency use, and, like Aparture Lab’s signature creation, momentum would be conserved, but opening a Gate parallel to the ground and passing through it would let us survive instead of slamming into the trash that would gather on the black metallic-looking floor.
Summoning my phone, I tried to open the gate, needing to do so before the mess of trash reached the bottom and messed up the targeting, only. . . it refused. ‘Unsuitable location’ my device read, which made no sense, the range on this thing was over a mile specifically for stuff like this, and it was a perfectly smooth metal floor so why-
The first bits of junk hit the floor, piercing it easily, sending ripples in every direction.
Oh. That’s not metal, I realized. That’s oil.
Okay, okay, I can work with this! I thought, as hundreds of feet below me, more and more trash hit the surface, completely wrecking any surface tension, which was a good thing, though the rain of trash above us would be an issue, but. . . okay!
Trying, just to see if I could, I dismissed my hoverboard and tried to resummon it, but, yeah, there was too much shit in the air around me for it to be reformed, which we’d been warned about in Basic, so instead I opened my limbs trying to slow myself down, succeeding somewhat as I was hit by faster trash from above.
It was going to be close, but calling back, “Vi! Pull your limbs in!” got her to do so, accelerating her, until we almost hit, the surface coming closer and closer, and we’d only get one fucking chance, but we could do this!
Hitting the girl, I yelled, “Hold onto me!” as, pulling on Vi as she latching onto my arms, I twisted us both to the side out of the main stream of junk, the lake of oil a mass of ripples.
“Jayce!?” Violetta called, on the edge of panic, but holding together as we spun wildly, but, our altered trajectory was exactly what I wanted.
With another twist, I cancelled out our spin beyond thankful of my time working in Zero-G with Viktor, commanding, “Close your eyes, breathe in, and hold! This is gonna suck!”
She did as I asked, and I did the same, making sure I’d make contact before for her, absorbing some of the force, feet-first, Wild Talent furiously feeding me instructions that I followed to the letter. Hitting, my tilt was such that, while I protected Vi, it knocked the wind out of me, Wild Defense allowing me to breathe in the acrid substance without issue, the force of the impact, combined with the slipperiness of the substance that now covered us, knocking her free as I opened my eyes, both of us separating slightly as we bled off our momentum.
Vi’s eyes flew open as well, then she squinted as the substance clearly irritated her un-Defensed body, and she flailed, which was when I realized Violetta didn’t know how to swim.
Twisting about, I started to make my way to her, the dark liquid muting everything around us, only inky darkness below our feet and the constant stream of impacts behind us a muted roar. Getting closer, Vi was still struggling, but the abyss below us bloomed into light, as a green orb lit up, then more, a lot more, hundreds of them in the depths. They were hard to make out, but, as something moved in the liquid below us, I realized we weren’t alone, and whatever it was, we’d woken it up.
As it furiously swam, I was grateful for Wild Defense, but as a long tentacle, lined with toothy suckers, sinuously extended upwards, coming for the girl, I remembered that while I was protected, she wasn’t.
Reaching out, relying on my Company-granted powers to translate my attempt to somehow tell it, or them, ‘Wait, we’re friendly!’, I blurbled an odd sound, a guttural wail that carried oddly, and Vi looked at me confused, until the tendril tightened on her leg, and she looked down, at the leviathan below us, starting to scream before she clapped her hands over her mouth.
However, she wasn’t pulled down, and I got the impression whatever had grabbed her was. . . waiting.
‘Let us go, and I’ll give you twice as much food as she weighs,’ I tried to convey, my body moving on its own, gesturing as I let out a warbling cry, and the orbs, in a rippling pattern, blinked, the tentacle pulling a little, Vi crying out again, the bubbles escaping between clenched fingers, and I upped my offer to, ‘Three times!’ calling out to it once more.
Watching, holding my metaphoric breath, it blinked once more, before, with a sound that shook my bones, whatever the fuck that thing was replied, my Talent translating that as, ‘Deal.’
It let go of Vi, who was clearly panicking and, as I got to her, she latched onto me, hard, but I was able to position the smaller girl so I could still swim to the surface, making our way even further away from the slowly petering out stream of garbage, dozens upon dozens of tendrils reaching out from below, sorting through the rubbish. Breaking the surface, she gasped raggedly, blinking furiously, as she repeated, “Oh god, oh god, oh god,” over and over.
“I-“ I tried to say, only to cough up oil, having forgotten that I’d been breathing the stuff. Resisting the urge to vomit, I turned away, focused, and breathed out the fluid, a sensation that they’d gotten us used to in the Wild Defense class, the one for people who were already going to purchase it. They’d used super-oxygenated liquid, as none of us actually had that ability at that point, but it was something that, while really fucking weird, was doable.
The hacking got the girls attention, who, right next to me, asked, terrified, “J-Jayce?”
With a last coughing heave, I cleared out my lungs, though, breathing, the taste was metallic and foul, the sensation. . . greasy. “It’s okay, we’re good,” I reassured her, as I’d originally meant to. “Breathing oil sucks, but I can do it. Spirit, remember?” I quipped, with a wink, though, from her expression, she didn’t find it that funny. 
Thankfully, my training with the girl meant that the exertion of keeping both our heads above ‘water’ was fairly easy, but, looking around, the enormous chamber was hard to make out, the last bits of junk falling down behind us. “Gimme a sec,” I told her shifting the girl’s position, which she resisted at first, but slowly allowed me to, and I dunked my head back under the surface, to address the. . . trashtapus.
‘Which way is the exit for us? I need to get your payment,’ I told it, gurgling out the multi-pitched sound. A single tentacle reached towards us, and I stiffened, before it pointed off to the left, and back a bit. ‘Thanks!’  I expressed, letting the Talent handle it, surfacing again, taking a deep breath. “Okay, exit’s this way,” I told her, bringing the girl in a bit closer so I could start to swim.
Vi complied as I repositioned her, holding onto my chest instead of my arms tightly, still breathing hard, even as her oil-stained expression screwed up with confusion. “I, you, what?”
“I asked for directions,” I replied, swimming for two much harder than swimming for one. When we’re done, I’m installing a fucking pool, I resolved, having assumed, because everyone I knew in my previous life could swim, as could all of my Class in Basic (with a required test in doing so), that everyone here could as well, which was just. . . dumb.
Where would they go swimming, Jayce? I chided myself. Hell, Caitlyn might not even know how, as, short of a pool, every natural body of water nearby was hilariously deadly to go into, as evidenced by the lake we were currently in.
“You. . . okay, yeah sure,” she agreed, in shock, but alive to be in shock, so this was a win in my book. “Ask the monster for directions.”
“Well, I promised I’d pay it in three times your weight in meat, so it’s in its interest to help us do so,” I offered. “Speaking of which, how much do you weigh?”
She blinked, “You. . . right. Spirit. Sure. Whatever. I weigh, uh, I don’t know?” Violetta told me, which was kind of expected.
“Don’t worry about it, I’ll overdeliver,” I reassured her, legs feeling a bit tired, but the shore was inching ever closer. A silence stretched between us, a little awkward due to our proximity, prompting me to state, “Also, when this is all over, I’m teaching you both how to swim.”
“Uh, yeah. Swim. That’d be good,” Vi nodded, glancing back and sometimes down, but the thick film of grime on the surface, made of flakes of rust, dust, and god knows what else, made it impossible to see the creature below our feet.
Getting close, my hand bounced off a partially submerged edge painfully, stubbing my fingers on it, but that let me lift Violetta up and sit her on it, before hauling myself up. “Come on, almost there,” I promised her, seeing what was clearly a large doorway leading. . . somewhere. Chemtech tubes inside cast an ominous green light out into the large chamber, and Violetta nodded, struggling to her feet, still unsteady, and, when I offered her an arm, she took it, leaning on me, still recovering from her fall, and from almost drowning.
Getting to dry ‘land’, I opened the Gate, and the two of us transitioned from the thick, chemical laden air of wherever the fuck we were to the cooler, cleaner, and crisper air of my Home. Vi stumbled, and when I caught her, she shook her head, slowly lowering herself to the clean stone floor of the gateroom and shook, having the small breakdown that she’d been holding off.
Honestly, I didn’t blame her, but my job wasn’t done.
“J-Jayce, V-Vi? What happened?” asked Piper, who, yeah, was nearby working at a table. The girl wasn’t in the path of the gate, like I’d asked her, so that was fine, but she was looking at us in horror.
Looking down at us, we were both absolutely filthy, and the over-layer of our clothing, with the exception of our boots and Vi’s gloves, were in tatters, the spider-silk underlayers thankfully completely intact if stained well beyond any hope of slavaging. Looking at my hand, though, there were dozens of small cuts that, with my adrenaline, I hadn’t noticed. Summoning my phone, I turned on the camera, checking my face, and, yeah, while they were pasted over with dirt, I hadn’t exactly gotten out of this unscratched. It was surprising because, comparatively, Vi had come through this entire thing a lot better.
Sighing, and thinking about it, that. . . made a certain degree of sense. I’d protected her, pulling her to me, but that meant I hadn’t been able to protect myself. Well, good thing I’m immune to infection, I thought, dismissing the device, and turning my attention back to the blue-haired girl, who, right, was still staring. Maybe I wasn’t as cool and calm as I thought, Mind Defense keeping me going, but that was all. “Found Ekko, but he didn’t realize that we were us, or at least Vi was Vi, and we got caught in a. . . junk-slide. Did you know there was a whole bunch of stuff under the Lanes?”
“I. . . yeah?” the tween replied, still confused, looking between the Violetta and I.
Her sister, meanwhile, let out a ragged laugh. “Not like that, Powder. Oh god not like that!”
“Jayce?” the younger girl questioned, clearly worried.
With another sigh, I realized I was messing things up with the smaller girl. “We’re fine, Piper. Things got a bit dicey, but we pulled through. Right, Violetta?”
The white-haired girl, who’d stopped shaking, nodded, muttering, “We did. Holy shit, we did,” as she unsteadily trying to get up, and, when I offered her a hand, after a moment of hesitation, she grabbed it, letting me pull her to her feet. 
“Okay, so, go take a shower, get some clean clothes, and then we’ll look to your wounds,” I directed her, and, while she grimaced, she nodded, staggering off towards the stairs up.
Looking to her sister, I requested, “Can you go after her, and make sure she’s okay?”
“What about you?” Piper asked.
“I need to go pay a trashtapus,” I smiled, enjoying the girl’s incredulous look, but, as I waved her off, she left, leaving me alone.
“Fuuuuuuuuuck,” I swore to myself. Re-summoning my phone, I checked and, no, my dimensional ‘progress’ meter was sitting at two percent. Until it hit twenty, I’d be limited to a single portal anchor, which meant that I was going to have to go back to the surface the hard way.
Heading up myself, I stopped by a bathroom, and just walked into the shower, letting the grime run off me in grey rivers, knowing I shouldn’t be surprised. Dimensional travel was. . . complicated, and, once an Agent was on a world, yeah, it was split off of the mainline dimensional path, but the difference between it and the actual mainline was. . . slight. That meant, by leaving an anchor when you left, it was easy to return to it by going to that exact spot, the anchor still there even when the Gate was ‘closed’, but that until I peeled it far enough away from the mainline reality’s path, trying to go anywhere but that single continuous anchor meant there was a not-insignificant chance of missing my world and either ending up in the mainline one, an act which would split it off into a new instance but caused a ton of problems and gained a shit ton of attention, or I’d land in a pre-split world that was close but not quite the same, which had all of the problems of trying to enter the mainline, minus the attention, combined with AU problems and the very real possibility of ending up in another Agent’s world, the protections against intrusion from foreign elements the Company put in place not working against the Company itself, by design.
So, I needed to butterfly the fuck out of things, and Stamping people was a good way to do that, as either their absence, via selling, or their differing actions going forward helped push things away. In a more ‘focused’ world, with a single protagonist, or a cohesive team, that fate followed, messing with them was often enough that universal identifiers were more malleable and made splitting off a dimension much easier. The larger the world, however, and the more ‘stories’ contained within, the harder it became to split off.
The average time to incite splitting in Azeroth, for example, was measured in decades if you didn’t try a Thunder Run, and doing a Thunder Run in a place like Azeroth was just a very fancy suicide attempt. I’d known that, with as complex as Runeterra was, I was gonna be there for a fucking while, but, given my own self-appointed task, I was perfectly fine with that.
Though it was biting me in the ass now.
Once the water ran clear-ish, I left the shower, well aware I was trailing water, but, hey, what’s the point of a self-cleaning house if you don’t give it something to self-clean every once in a while? Now that I wasn’t going to rub likely disease-ridden grime on everything I touched, I made for the kitchen, heading into the walk-in freezer, and, yep, it read my mind, frozen, halved pre-butchered pigs just hanging there. Grabbing the first one I hefted it up onto my shoulder, pegging it about a hundred, most of the fluids already drained. 
Hefting the second, I had to laugh, once again glad for Vi’s training. I really need to tell her this, I thought, as, while it was certainly heavy, it wasn’t unmanageable, the fact that the frozen bits of meat were stiff helping greatly. Heading back down to the Gate room, the girls were still gone, so I went through the portal, pausing as the feeling of the atmosphere down there smacked me straight in the face. The air was hot, damp, reeked of chemicals and rust, and was just. . . heavy in a way that made it harder to breathe, thick with a feeling of. . . potentiality that was hard to put into words.
Is it ambient Mana levels? I wondered, something to look into later, but I already had enough on my plate. Regardless, I got to the edge of the oil-lake, and dropped one slab o’ pig, trying to figure out how to get it to the creature without taking another dip into that. . . mess.
Listening to the whisper of my Talent I breathed deep and set off a trilling cry that echoed oddly through the space.
And then nothing happened.
“Um, what?” I asked the air, before, absolutely silently, the black, glass-like surface of the lake rippled, and a single glowing green eye, on a milky-white eye-stalk, poked above the blackness, swirling around until it saw me. 
I waved with one hand, hefting the meat with the other, and waited for it to head over, but the eye-stalk didn’t move, and I had to control my reaction as, a couple dozen feet away, where the ‘shore’ dropped off vertically, a long, off-white toothy tentacle broke the surface, with barely a sound.
Okay, I thought, wanting to smile in a friendly manner only for my Talent to tell me under no circumstances was I to do that, so I kept my expression neutral instead. That thing’s. . . bigger than I thought.
Regardless, as I held out the piece of pig, the trashtapus reached out, grabbing it, toothed mouths, which weren’t suckers because I clearly saw tongues, latching deep as it hesitantly pulled it away, not dragging it under at first as the creature tasted the frozen meat, confused, before it found something it liked, a second tentacle shooting out much faster, and I barely dodged out of the way before it grabbed the one on the ground next to me.
The eyeball wiggled, and, distantly, I heard a call that my Talent translated as ‘More?’
Nodding, I let my power translate my ‘Yeah, this is half. I’m gonna go grab the rest.’, and another two tentacles shot up, curling and uncurling in, what my Talent said, was excitement.
Backing up, I didn’t turn my back on it until I was through the Gate, swearing, “Holy shit that thing’s fast. That’s just not fair!”
Opening and closing hands that shook slightly, as, just. . . what, I jogged back up the stairs, reminding myself that, while I was hot shit when it came to thugs, or even Enforcers, my rating likely mid-Tier 3 now, Runeterra was a Tier 6 world for a reason, and that it took being Tier 5 before you even rated, with Tier 7 and higher bullshit running around in the dark corners of the world, and this place absolutely fucking counted.
Grabbing two more pork halves, I headed back down, really not wanting to go face that thing, which needed a better name than the cutesy sound ‘trashtapus’, and something like ‘Junken’. . . no, that still sucked. ‘Krakoil’? ‘Levoilathan’?
Okay, naming things? Not my strong suit.
Regardless, bracing myself, I stepped out into. . . wherever this was, barely having time to toss them forward before the two tentacles, each bigger than I was by a significant amount, wrapped around their prizes and noisily dragged them under the surface, showing that they could’ve done the same thing to me so fast I’d barely have time to scream.
“Uh. . .” I said, the eye still staring at me, feeding ‘Pleasure doing business’ into the mental translation, which made me warble and shake my arms in the air, the. . . scary fucking oil beast extending two tentacles and replying with an answering wave, and faint answering warble audible. Then the glowing green orb dropped back down, just leaving me in the enormous chamber, the faint sounds of steam, pistons, and machinery distantly audible, from all around but from the tunnel behind me loudest of all.
Carefully turning my back, checking that, yeah, that’s fine, with my Talent, I closed the Gate and headed down the metal tunnel, under the soft multicolored glow of chemtech tubes that looked like glass, but, tapping one, felt like metal. The floor was dirty, and grimy, as I left footprints as I went, though, pausing to squat down, I saw a faded pair of paw-prints, like that of a rat, if it was the size of a corgi, going exactly one way.
Towards the oil lake.
“Well, that explains some of how you’re fed,” I muttered to myself, my Xeno-biology class in Basic going into detail on how magic, or ‘exotic radiation’, which was really the same thing, could often be passively absorbed by local wildlife, so you could get a whale-sized eel, but it wouldn’t need to eat as much as an actual whale would, which also meant that they could group up in a density that would normally be impossible, given the ecology surrounding them, and really fuck up your day without Wild Defense, and, if they were trained, or sapient, that might not be enough.
Hell, Dragons were almost exclusively low-level Thaumavores, in addition to their regular diets and absorbing it ambiently, as if elephants had to eat over three hundred pounds of food a day, the things that could snack on elephants would just be ridiculous.
Once out of sight, and with no other dangers around me, as far as I could tell, I re-opened the Gate and walked through, making my way up just Violetta and Piper were coming down. “Okay, oil lake monster thing was fed. Also, however big you thought it was, Vi, it’s bigger, and however fast you think it is, it’s faster.”
“There was an oil lake monster?” the smaller girl asked, perking up. “Can I go see it?”
“No,” both Vi and I said as one, then glanced at each other. “I just finished paying it for not eating your sister,” I told the small girl, “and there’s no ‘safe’ way to see it. I’m good with animals, which that thing counts as, but I don’t want to put you in unnecessary danger.”
Piper stared, blinking, before she nodded with an, “Okay!” that, for some reason, caused Vi to shoot me a confused look, but I had no idea what she was confused about, as it seemed a perfectly reasonably response.
“Follow me, Vi, let’s look at your wounds,” I instructed, both of them trailing after.
As we walked the older sister asked, “Just, ‘okay’?”
“Well, yeah!” Piper replied. “Jayce wouldn’t tell me no unless he had a good reason. And he had one, ‘cause he was worried about me!”
“I worry about you, but it’s never just ‘Okay,’” Vi argued.
“Well, yeah,” the younger sister repeated, though this time there was a bit of an edge to it. “But instead of ‘here’s the problem, and why you can’t’ it was always ‘It’s too dangerous’,” she said, voice going ‘gruff’ to mock her sister, “and ‘You’re too young’, and ‘You’re just not good enough’, and then you go and do it without me!”
There was a moment of silence. “I, he just said it’s too dangerous!” she tried to argue.
“Hey, Jayce!”  Piper called, despite being only five feet behind me, and, when I glanced back, she asked with faux-sweetness, “Are you gonna go see the sump-monster again?”
“We’re way below the Sump,” I corrected, “But hell no. I didn’t want to meet it the first time.”
Smugly, the small girl, “See? That’s not, ‘stay behind while we all do this’, this is ‘I’m not gonna do this at all!’ Totally different.”
The white-haired sister just growled in frustration as we entered the med-bay, and I had her sit on the bed, grabbing the Company’s broad-spectrum ‘anti-disease’ wound cream that handled most bacteria, viruses, and fungi up to a low-level of magic. Anything with a guiding intelligence it would only confer slight resistance to, and curse-based shit like mummy rot and lycanthropy it didn’t do shit for, but it was still probably better than most of what I would have easy access to in Piltover.
It was the same thing I’d used on Vi. . . before, and professional healers would almost certainly have things that were better for the local bugs, but it was a good stopgap, and, honestly, with the magic in her system just from training herself up she’d probably be fine, but better safe than sorry.
Half an hour later, and having made her switch out her long-sleeved shirt and pants for a tank-top and shorts to do a complete check, I was satisfied that I’d gotten everything.  I’d had the girl apply her own bruise cream, or had her sister do it for places she couldn’t reach easily, like the small of her back, but her injuries were ‘bad fight’ bad, not ‘almost died in an avalanche of rust metal’ bad.
What confused me, at first, was that, while the parts of her covered by the cut-resistant spider-silk undersuit were just bruised, her uncovered skin had suffered far less damage than were explainable even from me protecting her. It was only when I told her she could go change back, and saw her re-attaching her bracers of armor +2 that I had an idea.
“Hey, quick question,” I said, “does this feel muted?”
“What?” she asked, as I lightly flicked her in the nose. She reared back, eyes crossing for a moment in a way that made Piper laugh, before she frowned and slowly admitted, “Uh, yeah. It did. Why?”
Smiling, I tapped her bracers. “Remember Weave magic is weird. That stuff gives you full body protection, which means you’re also ‘wearing’ the equivalent of a leather full-face helmet, even over your eyes.
Grabbing the repositionable mirrors and swinging the assembly over to look myself over, tossing off my destroyed shirt, I grimaced as I looked myself over, my back a mottled mess of bruises, and, stretching, even my muscles were bruised as well. Guess I’m sleeping on my side tonight, I thought, popping a couple painkillers, and focusing on my Body Defense to let it through and start to work. I was still running off adrenaline, but the sprint was over, and I still had a marathon left to go.
That said, for what I remembered hitting me, I was. . . not as bad as it could be, likely due to the ring on my finger. While it wouldn’t confer any kind of ‘damage reduction’, it would turn ‘near hits’ into ‘near misses’, and sometimes that made all the difference.
Working myself over took longer, my injuries more extensive, stripping down to my boxers as I categorized and treated my injuries, absently accepting help from Piper, until I was finally done. Sitting back with a sigh, I realized Violetta was still there, just staring at me. 
“Can I help you?” I asked, when I met her gaze, and she didn’t say anything, just sat there with a thoughtful expression.
“Is the ring that much weaker than these?” she questioned instead, tapping her bracers.
I shook my head, seeing where she was going. “No, it’s half as good.”
“But you have more than twice. . .” she trailed off. “That’s right, like, math wise? If it’s half as effective at stopping stuff, then there should be twice as much?”
Not hiding my smile at her trying to apply my lessons, I agreed, “Yeah, to reverse a multiplicative effect, you divide by it, but with fractions that means it’s easier to just switch the numerator and denominator and multiply by that.”
“Then, why are you so screwed up?” the brawler questioned, the girl having an eye for injuries, at least.
Meeting her gaze, I questioned in turn, “Think about how we fell.”
Her brows knit, as she replayed it in her mind, glancing up at me. “But, why? I had more armor.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “You had better coverage. But, honestly, you think I was thinking about that? I just wanted to make sure you were safe, Violetta.”
“I don’t need you to protect me!” the girl reflexively shot back.
“Vi!” Piper reprimanded, but I held up a hand.
“You probably didn’t, at least for that bit, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going to still try to make sure you aren’t hurt,” I told her. “Just how I am, and I’d do the same for Piper, or for Ekko.”
The brawler frowned, but didn’t have a response to that, and so I stood, “Now, I’m hungry as all get out, so I’m gonna go freshen up, and make some dinner. That sound good for you? I’m thinking something easy, like burgers.”
“Burgers!” Piper cheered, throwing her small fists in the air, which caused her sister to just shake her head, as both girls left to go prep the ingredients for me to work my Faerie Feast magic on, as had become our custom.
Once they were gone, I let my smile drop, because, after that, was going to come a long journey.

