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standing at a lightswitch
by DeadPatrol

Summary

“I would nuke someone for you,” Tubbo says plainly with all the confidence in the world. Because
he has. He’s done it before and he would do it again in an instant — a thousand times over.

It strikes him with a sudden gripping fury. He needs Ranboo to know. He needs Ranboo to know it
like Tubbo knows it, deep and intrinsic. Utter truth.

“That’s… nice?” Ranboo says, hesitant, cautious, nervous.

“Your face is nice,” Tubbo spits, because that’s also the truth.

“Thank you?” Ranboo’s voice pitches up into incredulity.

Ranboo doesn’t get it. And Tubbo desperately tries to convince himself that that’s alright. He will
soon. It’s a work in progress.

*

Modern Setting Reincarnation AU: With the server reset impending, Tubbo made a Deal With The
Drista. Now, Tubbo is the only one in the new world who remembers their past life and the events
of the Dream SMP, and he's on a mission to reunite with all the people who don't remember him.
This time, he will protect them.

http://archiveofourown.org/users/DeadPatrol/pseuds/DeadPatrol


The Truth

Chapter Summary

In which Tubbo reunites with some strangers.

Chapter Notes

Welcome to my Reincarnation AU. In short, Tubbo made a Deal With The Drista to remember
the events of Dream SMP after the impending server reset, and as a result, all of the characters
are now in a modern day setting and Tubbo is the only one who remembers their past life. Just
to clarify, this is meant to be the Dream SMP characters in a modern day setting, not RPF.

Title from Dashboard by Modest Mouse.

See the end of the chapter for more notes

Ranboo’s fingers skitter nervously across the steering wheel. He tap-ta-taps out an unsteady
rhythm, just barely keeping in time with the song playing quietly over the radio. The radio is still
tuned to a station from about a thousand chunks back. Every once in a while, the connection will
fizzle out and lose itself, drifting in and out of reality. Ranboo’s fingers never stop moving, keeping
up the beat — uncertain yet unerring — until the white noise radio static hums back into something
comprehensible.

Tubbo leans against the car door, his forehead smushed up against the window glass. Tubbo’s eyes
never leave the road, but his smile grows a little wider every time he feels the burn of Ranboo’s
gaze land on him for brief and flickering seconds. Making Ranboo nervous is funny. There isn’t
anything to worry about. Not yet, at least. Everything is going well.

Ranboo doesn’t have anything to be afraid of, least of all Tubbo. It’s a truth he knows in his bones,
even if Ranboo’s not quite with the program yet. It’s not a problem. Ranboo will figure it out soon
enough.

Tubbo lifts a hand to the buttons on his door and rolls down his window.

A wordless noise startles out of Ranboo as he realizes what Tubbo is doing. Ranboo’s hand jumps
to the window lock button before his hesitancy and second-guessing catches up with him and
freezes him in place.

The window finishes rolling all the way down, filling the space with the tear of wind whipping
through the small vehicle.

“Uh?” Ranboo’s eyes flick to Tubbo again, asking a million questions without saying much of
anything at all.

https://open.spotify.com/track/0Fe3WxeO6lZZxj7ytvbDUh


Tubbo answers just as much as Ranboo asks. Tubbo hums back, feeling the grin split his face and
bare too many teeth than would be considered polite for strangers. Tubbo feels the burn of
Ranboo’s gaze flicker nervously away once more.

What, is Ranboo afraid he’ll jump out the window?

Actually, that is a reasonable fear. That’s definitely something he’d do.

For now, Tubbo only folds his arms across the open window and rests his chin on top of them. The
sky is littered with a scattering of rolling clouds, but the sun peeks through just enough to settle
warm against his arms and lap. The wind cards its way through his hair, tangling the strands
between wild, intangible fingers. It buffets his face, cheeks already sore from the smile that hasn’t
left him all day, maybe longer. Actually, he doesn’t think he’s stopped smiling since he asked the
pounding tug in his chest to lead the way five hundred chunks south of the international airport
right up to knock on the door of that shitty motel, and Ranboo answered. A stroke of luck, but he’ll
call it genius.

Keeping his eyes open against the wind makes them tear up a bit, but he doesn’t dare close them for
a second. His eyes trace carefully over every street, building, alleyway, crosswalk, and bus stop that
speeds past. There’s nothing to be scared of, yet, but the thought of missing them — getting so
close only to let them slip through his fingers because of one moment’s lazy mistake — now that
makes a quiet fear squeeze tight around his throat and chest.

It takes a couple more half-fuzzed-out commercial breaks before Ranboo builds up the courage to
open his mouth again. “So, uh, what actually is the plan here?” Ranboo asks over the roar of the
wind and the hiss of radio static. “Sorry if that was rude, or, uh— I’m not, like, questioning you or
your— uh, I’m sure you know what you’re doing.”

“Simple. We find the others,” Tubbo answers, turning to lean back into the car and waving a hand
vaguely towards the horizon line, or the red light they’re stopped at, or the city in general.

“You keep saying that…” Ranboo’s tone is skeptical. Excellent. Tubbo will lure that snark out of
hiding soon enough. Tubbo catches more and more glimpses of the mocking sarcasm he knows and
loves as Ranboo slowly grows more comfortable around him again. Maybe it would go faster if he
stopped intentionally making Ranboo nervous. In his defense, it is funny, but the novelty is wearing
off fast and the glimpses are making him homesick.

“Well, I don’t know. Not much else to do, is there? Figure we might as well,” Tubbo admits with a
shrug that he tries to play off as casual.

“Uh-huh… And who, exactly, are we looking for?” Ranboo asks the stranger in his car.

The cold wash of reality makes the grin fade in bits from Tubbo’s face. He smiles, but it’s a
lopsided and semi-sweet thing. It’s too easy to pretend that everything is exactly how it used to be
until Ranboo goes and says something like that.

“Just some friends of mine,” and that’s half the truth, but not even close to the whole of it.

Tubbo loves Ranboo too much to lie to him, except for when he does.

The truth hurts, and Tubbo loves Ranboo too much to hurt him.



Ranboo takes an aimless right turn at a random intersection, his eyes fixed on the road to avoid
looking at Tubbo. “Are you sure they’re here?”

Tubbo wiggles his hand in a side-to-side motion. “Eeh, maybe. I can definitely feel they’re close.
They’ve got to be somewhere around here.”

“Ah, yes. Feel them. Of course.” Ranboo takes one hand off the steering wheel to gesture broadly
at the city surrounding them on all sides. “Have you considered just… I don’t know. Calling
them?”

A bark of a laugh forces its way from Tubbo’s throat. The grin is back with a vengeance, and the
force of it makes his face ache. “Wish it were that easy, bossman!”

Ranboo’s hand returns to the wheel and his fingers dance lightly across the surface, a nervous habit.
“You can, uh, use my phone, if you don’t have one, if that’s the problem. Sorry, was that rude? I
didn’t mean to just assume you don’t have a phone. But really, it’s no problem. Obviously. I mean,
I’m driving you across the country. Borrowing a phone is at least a step below that in terms of, like,
effort to go through to help you out, man.”

“Thanks. I—” Tubbo chokes on his nonchalance. He’s suddenly slammed with the full force of the
reality of the situation.

The sight of Ranboo’s face — not the clean split of a black and white divide, but an unremarkable
uniformity dusted by tan and blush, painfully human — makes a special kind of cognitive
dissonance rear its head and scream. Tubbo forces himself to breathe through the slam of nausea,
forcing it down and away.

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

It’s so, so easy to pretend. When Ranboo is here next to him, chatting away like they’ve known
each other for years, decades, eons. But Ranboo doesn’t know him. Ranboo doesn’t know him.
Ranboo is doing all of this for Tubbo, some stranger, a dude he’s never met. Tubbo may not know
this Ranboo, not really, but the overwhelming selflessness that draws Tubbo to his side remains.

“I— appreciate it,” Tubbo breathes haltingly, tripping over words spilling out of his mouth.

There aren’t enough words in the world to say everything he needs to say. There are a million
things that want to come rushing out of Tubbo’s mouth all at once: the quick quip of an inside joke,
an assurance of safety whenever Tubbo is around, a love confession well worn, the painful truth,
the absolute truth. Tubbo presses his lips tightly together, biting the inside of his cheek hard.
Ranboo doesn’t know him. And Tubbo doesn’t know Ranboo. Not here, in this time, in this place.
Not anymore.

The car falls into silence.

A patch of green rolls by the window, a square of public park nestled in the middle of this
sprawling city. Water arcs high into the air from a fountain in the pond. In the distance, a set of
playground equipment hosts a handful of squealing kids. Tubbo immediately looks away. Fuck.
Fuck. He misses Michael. He misses home. He misses the Ranboo who knew him. This was a
terrible idea, actually. He should have just stayed in the UK. He should have just let the server reset
his memory like everyone else.



Tubbo twists his fingers, rubbing mindlessly at the spot where a gold wedding band might have
once occupied in another life. A nervous habit.

Ranboo takes a turn at the next street, and the park disappears behind the peeling paint siding of
someone’s home. Tubbo blinks until the tears that threaten and burn at his eyes abate to manageable
submission. They drift out of the radio tower’s signal area, and the radio fuzzes out once more. This
time, Ranboo reaches out and hits the power button on the dashboard, and the only thing left is the
quiet rush of wind from Tubbo’s open window.

In the silence, Tubbo can hear the quiet sound of Ranboo’s mouth opening and closing, hesitant.
Finally, Ranboo voices the question that’s been hiding behind radio static and red lights. “Why…
me? Why am I here?”

Now it’s Tubbo’s turn to hesitate. “You suggesting I find someone else crazy enough to drive a
stranger they just met across the country?” He hopes the chuckle he gives is convincing.

It’s not.

Ranboo says nothing, and the silence stretches like an open wound. Tubbo twitches, annoyed.
Irritated at himself.

“I don’t know,” he snaps, a little bitter, a little harsh. “You’re the one who offered me a ride. You
tell me, bossman.” The deflection is weak, the sharp edge of his words trailing off into a half-
hearted grumble.

He’s being too obvious, not even trying at this point, but honestly, he’s tired of it all. He’s homesick
for a place that’s gone forever. He figures he’s allowed to be a little bit sad.

“Okay,” Ranboo says cautiously, like approaching a cat all bristled-up and hissing. “It’s okay if you
don’t, uh, want to talk about it. I’m sure you have your reasons. But, uh, it’s okay if you do— want
to talk about it.”

Tubbo feels the gentle burn of Ranboo’s gaze on the side of his head, and he feels sick.

Tubbo whips his gaze to Ranboo, staring him down dead in the eyes. He turns his whole body to
focus his attention, his whole being, on the stranger in the driver’s seat.

“I would nuke someone for you,” Tubbo says plainly with all the confidence in the world. Because
he has. He’s done it before and he would do it again in an instant — a thousand times over.

It strikes him with a sudden gripping fury. He needs Ranboo to know. He needs Ranboo to know it
like Tubbo knows it, deep and intrinsic. Utter truth.

“That’s… nice?” Ranboo says, hesitant, cautious, nervous.

“Your face is nice,” Tubbo spits, because that’s also the truth.

“Thank you?” Ranboo’s voice pitches up into incredulity.

Tubbo can’t help the unwelcome laugh that rips its way from his throat. It’s either laugh or cry at
this point, and if he starts crying he doesn’t think he’ll ever be able to stop. So he laughs until his
whole body shakes with it, and even Ranboo chuckles nervously along.



Ranboo doesn’t get it. And Tubbo desperately tries to convince himself that that’s alright. He will
soon. It’s a work in progress.

Tubbo’s eyes float back out the window, returning to their ever-vigilant watch of the city streets.
There’s a flash, so brief, he almost misses it. But it’s there. A flash of light, color, a bright signal
flare from some deep part of his mind bursting violently to the surface. The deep pull in his chest
tugs him right out of his seat, leaning straight out the window and throwing himself up onto the
window frame, twisting his whole body to catch that fleeting glimpse, to hold on for just another
moment. He won’t lose them. He can’t.

“Tubbo— Tubbo! Tubbo!” Ranboo shouts with rapidly increasing panic.

Tubbo feels a hand grab tight to the back of his jacket. Long fingers lock on to the fabric in a
desperate grip, latching on to him, steady and grounding. Ranboo’s lanky form is stretched out
across the car, leaning over the center console. He’s got one hand on the wheel and one hand firmly
attached to the back of Tubbo’s jacket.

“Turn around! I saw them, I saw them!” Tubbo insists, leaning further out the window.

“Get back in the car, man! Seriously!” He hears Ranboo shriek over the wind whipping in his ears.
“I promise we will turn around first thing after you get back in the gosh dang car!”

The genuine fear spiking in Ranboo’s voice is enough to have Tubbo obeying the order on instinct,
even if only to put himself in closer proximity to a distressed Ranboo. Keeping Ranboo safe is
always top priority, and keeping Ranboo safe usually means putting a swift and immediate end to
anything that makes Ranboo sound like that.

Sitting back in his seat, Tubbo glares at Ranboo with a spark of irritation. How dare Ranboo use the
power he doesn’t know he has over Tubbo to make Tubbo be safe and protect him from what was
undeniably a stupid and dangerous move. Thoroughly thwarted, Tubbo reaches out and tries to
make a grab for the steering wheel instead. Ranboo is quick to bat his hands away with a sharp
noise from the back of his throat.

“We’re going! We’re going! Jeez. Calm down.”

True to his word, Ranboo makes a U-turn and drives back to retrace their path.

Tubbo leans over the center console, his attention wholly focused on the sidewalk opposite them,
searching with unwavering intensity for that glimpse of home.

“Um,” Ranboo says, raising objection to Tubbo leaning across his lap and blocking his vision.
“Please. I’m trying not to crash here.”

Well, he can suck it up. There are more important matters at hand than a little violation of personal
space among friends— strangers— whatever. Ranboo should be grateful that Tubbo’s still inside
the car.

Ranboo sighs deeply, seeming to sense Tubbo’s thoughts when he hasn’t said a word. “Okay.”

Tubbo hums, pleased, and pats Ranboo’s arm without taking his eyes off the sidewalk.



“Should we get out and walk? Might be better for, uh, you know, people finding,” Ranboo suggests,
leaning sideways around Tubbo so he can see out the windshield.

A glimpse. A flash of light off the surface of a rounded glasses lens. The sharp sound of ecstatic
laughter, ringing too loud to be anything but achingly familiar.

“There! There they are!” Tubbo shouts, slapping a hand against Ranboo’s arm frantically.

“Okay! I’m pulling over!” Ranboo accedes instantly, quick and steady and perfect.

Ranboo swerves the car over to the shoulder of the road. It’s not technically a legal parking spot,
per se, and there’s a parking meter a few yards away demanding payment that gets thoroughly
ignored, but none of that matters at all. Tubbo’s got his door open before the car stops moving and
he’s already out the door when he hears the stick grind forebodingly as Ranboo slams the car into
park. Ranboo hastily slaps the button for the hazard lights, ever diligent. The car’s steady blink,
blink, blink fades into the background of city noise as Tubbo darts away.

He’s too far away. He’s so close. Every second is another moment they could slip away. He needs
to get to the other side of that road if it kills him.

“Wait! C’mon, man! Please don’t die! I’m gonna feel so bad if you die,” Ranboo calls out urgently,
using his truly unfair reach advantage to grab Tubbo by the back of his jacket once again.

Tubbo forces the beaming grin off his face just long enough to glare at Ranboo.

Ranboo raises an eyebrow. “Huh, so it turns out this is the only way to— Tubbo!”

Tubbo slips his arms out of his jacket and dodges straight into traffic, leaving Ranboo holding
nothing but the limp fabric. It’s warm out, he doesn’t need the layers anyway.

He can hear Ranboo give chase after him, quickly shouting apologies to the cars that slam on their
brakes to avoid hitting the teenagers in the road.

Tubbo flies across the pavement. The rubber of his shoes snaps against the ground in quick steps,
barely hitting the earth before he’s up and off again. Ranboo’s longer strides echo his, reassuring
the frantic, desperate beat in his chest.

Tubbo skids to a stop on the safety of the sidewalk, whipping his head around to catch another
glimpse of that bright spot in his heart. Ranboo comes up beside him, breathing heavy, and before
he’s even stopped moving he throws out a hand and wraps it in a vice lock around Tubbo’s wrist,
holding on for dear life.

“You are not doing that again! Also! I take it back! I am gonna charge you for the help! You owe
me so much money for this!” Ranboo tightens his grip, all that polite nervous hesitation gone
without a trace. Good riddance.

Tubbo cackles, the pure blinding joy he feels burst in his chest overwhelming that desperate need to
search, if only for a moment.

Tubbo rams his head affectionately into Ranboo’s side, feeling Ranboo’s breath rush out of him at
the impact.

“Oww,” Ranboo whines, a bit too dramatic to be entirely genuine.



The material of Ranboo’s button-down shirt is warm and soft against Tubbo’s forehead. He can feel
the pulse of Ranboo’s heartbeat inside his ribs, steady and familiar. Tubbo stays leaning against
Ranboo for a moment longer, feeling like a thief, yet utterly unashamed.

“C’mon, don’t slow me down now, bossman. We’re so close,” Tubbo says brightly, pulling away
before he decides to stay there forever. He has things to do, after all. Can’t afford to be distracted.

Ranboo good-naturedly continues to allow Tubbo to lead the way, never once letting go of his hold
on Tubbo’s wrist. Tubbo is perfectly willing to use that to his advantage, tugging Ranboo along
after him as he sets off down the street, following the urgent pull in his chest.

Ranboo, still dutifully carrying Tubbo’s jacket tucked under the arm that’s not currently latched
onto Tubbo, clears his throat. “I might be more help if you tell me what I’m supposed to be looking
for. I can see over the crowd better than you can.”

Tubbo glances over his shoulder at the exceptionally tall boy being dragged along in his wake.
“You calling me short?”

“I’m not not calling you short,” Ranboo hums with saccharine audacity.

Tubbo hip-checks him for that one. “We’ll see how tall you are when I take out your knees,
dickhead.”

That gets a laugh from Ranboo, a bright and bursting thing, like it’s bigger and louder than it
expects itself to be.

Then he sees them.

Ranboo’s saying something, but Tubbo can’t hear a word of it.

His ears ring with the deafening pound of his heartbeat.

Two people stand at the street corner.

One stands hunched in at the shoulders, a wave of brown curls falling loose over the rounded edge
of wireframe glasses, the pull of a smirk resting comfortably at the corner of his lip, a deep well of
shadows bruising dark under his eyes, well-hidden nerves showing through only in the twitch of his
fingers.

The other orbits in unsteady circles, dancing around him in constant motion, rapid-fire words on his
tongue blending together, only broken up by the burst of unrestrained laughter that pulls the crinkle
of crow’s feet from the corners of his eyes.

Both of them remain insultingly tall.

The buzzing thing in his chest sings. Home.

“Tommy!” Tubbo shouts at the top of his lungs. “Wilbur!”

Wilbur and Tommy’s heads turn upon hearing their names, like flowers turning to greet the sun.
Tubbo can’t help the way he beams when their attention falls on him. He feels a missing piece
slotting into place perfectly, just like it was always meant to, filling the space that had been
yawning, devoid, empty for so long. His chest floods in a rush of something warm and bubbly and



revered. Something inside him wants to sing, or laugh, or maybe scream and break down crying in
the middle of the sidewalk.

“Who’s—” Ranboo’s cut off with a huff of breath when Tubbo yanks him forward.

Tubbo races across the remaining distance, covering the final stretch to the finish line. He comes to
a stop too close in their space for strangers, too close to be anything but familiar.

“Oh, heyyy…” Wilbur starts, but his confidence trails off rapidly as the seconds tick by and he fails
to come up with a name. Tubbo sees the fear enter his eyes, the awful dawning horror when you
can tell that someone recognizes you but you have no idea who the fuck they are.

Tubbo is maliciously gleeful, entirely willing to enjoy watching him flounder. The asshole. Prime,
how Tubbo missed him.

“…You.” Wilbur finishes with a wince after several agonizing seconds of dead silence. He’s quick
to give a charismatic twist of an awkward smile and a casual shrug in the roll of his shoulders, as if
to say isn’t this embarrassing for the both of us.

Tommy is on the same page as Tubbo — as in this world, so in the next — and he doesn’t hesitate
to burst out laughing at Wilbur’s expense. Tubbo laughs too. Tubbo couldn’t stop himself if he
tried.

“I’m sorry, man, but where do we know you from?” Wilbur asks, his tone friendly, not quite
suspicious just yet. But he will be.

Tubbo could lie, it might make Wilbur more comfortable, but Tubbo doesn’t intend to do him any
favors.

Tubbo opts to go for the simplest route. “Oh, you don’t.”

Wilbur is silent for a beat. “…Right.”

In the silence, Tubbo’s grin stretches out across his face, bearing too many teeth for polite
company.

“Yeah… he just kind of does that,” Ranboo speaks up softly, an awkward chuckle and a small
polite wave drawing Wilbur and Tommy’s eyes up to him for the first time. “I’m so sorry about
him, really.”

Tommy is quick to pick up the thread of conversation with a smile and easy chatter. “So, what? You
go around yelling names until someone answers? You on a gameshow or something?”

“No? I don’t think so?” Ranboo wavers, pausing to consider the possibility. “Although that would
make more sense, honestly. Hey, Tubbo, are we on a game show and you just haven’t told me?”

“Nope,” Tubbo chirps with a smile.

“Ah, so man’s lost it, then.” Tommy nods in stoic understanding as if this is a perfectly routine and
expected occurrence. Tommy isn’t able to hold down a straight face for more than a couple
seconds, and a gleeful bark of laughter escapes as his face falls back into a grin.

Ranboo shrugs, a matching smile fighting its way onto his face. “You get used to it.”



“Alright, so who the fuck are you, then?” Wilbur challenges, undeterred by their antics. His tone is
still friendly, but his eyes are cold and guarded.

Unfortunate, really. This would be so much easier if Wilbur would just get with the program and
didn’t ask stupid, unnecessary questions.

“I'm Tubbo, and this is Ranboo,” Tubbo says with a wave of his hand to indicate the taller boy.
“He’s American.”

Wilbur’s face screws up at one side, the corner of his mouth twisting down and one eyebrow
raising in a blatant show of disbelief, wordlessly calling them on their bullshit. He doesn’t trust
them one bit, and he wants them to know it.

“No,” Wilbur draws the word out, incredulity layering his tone.

Tubbo tips his head, uncertain which part of that statement in particular Wilbur is objecting to. It’s
all true, after all.

“No really, he is! Ranboo, say something American!” Tubbo shakes the arm that Ranboo’s holding,
craning his neck to look imploringly up at the taller boy.

“Uh—” Ranboo puts his hand up in the universal sign for I did not ask to be involved in this.

Wilbur splutters. “No! That’s— not— no way his name is Ranboo.” Wilbur enunciates the name
harshly, spitting his blatant disbelief.

Ah, there’s that good old unfettered distrust. Like a balm to Tubbo’s soul. The familiarity of it
makes Tubbo want to melt. He’s never felt more welcome.

“Uh, yeah, no. It's not,” Ranboo mutters, a hand reaching up to rub at the back of his neck, eyes
flickering away to avoid looking at anything in particular. His tone is grim like he’s admitting to a
dire mistake. “Tubbo just started calling me that and I kinda… went along with it?”

Tubbo goes still for a moment when he realizes his error, but the next moment shrugs it off with an
easy smile. Oh well. Nothing to be done about it now. Ranboo certainly doesn’t seem to mind.

“Well, alright. What is your name, then?” Wilbur’s bravado is out in full force, a flashy display that
screams I already know your tricks, so don’t even try. Tubbo can’t believe he ever fell for it before.

Ranboo hesitates for a long moment. Tubbo feels the way his long fingers squeeze nervously
around Tubbo’s wrist. “Uh… You know what? Probably best not to give my name out to strangers,
actually. No offense.”

Tommy laughs. “What, you don't trust us Ranboo?” Tommy tries to mimic Wilbur’s harsh
enunciation, but the levity in his tone breaks the illusion.

“No, actually. Not at all.” Ranboo shakes his head, a smile creeping back onto his lips.

“Right. And your name is… Tubbo?” Wilbur turns his scrutinizing gaze in Tubbo's direction with a
tilt of his head. Wilbur is uncomfortable, nervous tension lining every inch of his defensive posture.
Good. Tubbo doesn’t like to see him too comfortable.

“Yup,” Tubbo offers easily, popping the P.



“If we’re all getting fake names, I want to be Big Man,” Tommy offers enthusiastically, excess
energy buzzing in his step as he paces in place.

“No,” Wilbur shoots him down without a second’s hesitation.

“Yes,” Tommy insists breezily, completely immune to the fond eye roll Wilbur sends his way. “Big
Man Tommy, Haver of Wives. So very many wives. I say to them, ‘you are too good to me, I do not
deserve you.’ And then they leave.”

“Oh,” Ranboo mutters, sounding like he doesn’t know what else to say.

A wheezing laugh startles out of Tubbo, tearing from his chest uninvited, but oh so welcome. He
always forgets the effect that Tommy has on people who aren’t used to him. He’s not worried.
Ranboo will have all the time in the world to grow reaccustomed to Tommy. Tubbo will make
certain of it. Now that Tubbo has found them, nothing short of total planetary annihilation will take
them away from him.

Total planetary annihilation, or maybe the paranoia of one Wilbur Soot. Tubbo’s eyes carefully
trace the way Wilbur crosses his arms over his chest, defensive, and the deepening of the deadly
serious furrow that creases his brow. Wilbur knows just enough to know he’s out of his depth, and
it scares him. He’s not concerned for himself, of course. Not even in a new world would this man
place that much care on his own wellbeing, but the way Wilbur angles his body to keep himself
between them and Tommy speaks volumes.

Tubbo grins. It’s maybe a little too menacing.

“So, write any good songs lately?” Tubbo asks with faux innocence, just to freak Wilbur out.

Tubbo watches the dread creep into Wilbur’s expression. In an instant, the man’s stance goes rigid
and tense all over, his shoulders straightening out as if Tubbo shocked him with a live wire. Tubbo
cackles with giddy delight.

“Wait, wait, no, really! How do you know us?” Tommy asks, skipping around Wilbur and ignoring
the man’s growing horror to lean in close to Tubbo like kids sharing secrets.

Tubbo watches the way Wilbur’s fingers twitch in an aborted motion to reach out and pull Tommy
back behind him, and his grin splits his face impossibly wider.

“Well, I know you’ve probably got a pet spider. Shroud?” Tubbo’s honestly just guessing, but he
knows that he’s hit the jackpot when Tommy’s eyes widen, sparkling with something like awe, the
pull of relentless curiosity when you realize the world is bigger than you thought it was before.

Tommy hums, managing to wrangle his expression into a mockery of something cool, calm, and
collected. “Hmm. You know too much. I’m sorry, but I must kill you now. Unfortunate, but it had
to happen.”

Tubbo bursts into giggles and Tommy’s charade breaks the moment after, looking nothing short of
absolutely elated.

“Tubbo! My friend!” Tommy takes a bold step forward, crossing the invisible line between the
them-and-us. Wilbur jerks forward, pulled like a magnet, visibly itching to pull Tommy back



behind him, away from the potentially dangerous strangers. “Do tell me more about how to read
minds. Give me your secrets, I promise I will only sometimes use them for evil.”

Tubbo sticks out his tongue at Wilbur. Ha, Tommy likes Tubbo better and he doesn’t even know
Tubbo.

Ranboo eyes Wilbur warily, feeling the threatening aura pouring off the man increase tenfold with
the promise of swift and immediate violence.

“Welp! Okay. This sure has been… something!” Ranboo says with wavering cheer, trying to
maintain a nervous amiability. “I think we’re gonna go now, you know, before we get the cops
called on us. Or stabbed. Which is feeling more and more likely.”

“Aww, but I don’t want to leave!” Tubbo whines, spinning to face Ranboo. “Can we at least take
Tommy with us? We can keep him, can’t we?”

“No, actually!” Ranboo says already starting to back away in small steps without taking his eyes
off Wilbur. “How about not that?”

“Please Ranboo?” Tubbo pleads, forcing Ranboo to pay attention to him with a tug of his arm.

“Yeah, Ranboo, please?” Tommy slides right into place beside Tubbo, turning his puppy dog eyes
on full force directly at Ranboo without an ounce of hesitation.

“Oh wow,” Ranboo utters on a nervous exhale. Then quietly, under his breath, “you guys are really
good at that.”

Tubbo decides to take that as a victory, bearing a smug smile to match the satisfaction warming his
chest and bubbling in his veins.

Tubbo hums, graciously allowing Ranboo to retreat a few paces now that he’s gotten his way. “Do
you remember where we left the car? I think it was a bad parking spot—”

“Definitely not a parking spot,” Ranboo amends, muttering to himself more than anything. “It was
actually in front of a bus stop, I think. Very illegal.”

“—so we should go get that before someone tows it,” Tubbo finishes. He spins to face Tommy,
ignoring the way the motion makes his arm twist awkwardly in Ranboo’s grip. “You wanna go for a
ride?”

Tommy’s quick to answer, “Yeah!”

“Tommy, no!” Wilbur shouts, distressed.

“Don’t be a pussy!” Tommy yells back at double the volume, already skipping away on light feet.

“Do not get in stranger’s cars!” Wilbur’s voice pitches up rapidly, all his facades disintegrating in
an instant as his hand flies to grab at his hair in a show of undisguised horror.

Ignoring the rapid-fire argument that breaks out between Wilbur and Tommy, Tubbo turns back to
Ranboo, swinging their linked arms with an infectious glee. “You’re American. You live around
here, right?”



Ranboo hums, “Not at all, actually.”

“Well, you must know some good places to eat,” Tubbo continues, breezing past that minor
obstacle. “I’m hungry. Also, I don’t have any American money.”

“You want me to buy you lunch?” Ranboo asks, part incredulous, part defeated, like he can already
tell how this is going to end and is preemptively disappointed in himself for giving in.

“Yes, please,” Tubbo sing-songs with a smile, feeling buoyant enough that nothing in this world or
the next could bring down his good mood. “If you would.”

Ranboo stares at Tubbo dead-faced for a silent moment. Then, he heaves a deep sigh.

“Yay!” Tubbo cheers, lovingly ramming his head into Ranboo’s side.

Ranboo grunts at the impact, his breath forced out of his lungs.

“You owe me so much for this,” Ranboo mutters, his voice thick with affection. He carefully moves
his arm to keep Tubbo’s from twisting awkwardly as it becomes clear that Tubbo does not intend to
move from their new position.

“I love you. I would nuke someone for you,” Tubbo says into Ranboo’s side, utter truth.

“So you’ve said,” Ranboo chuckles, draping Tubbo’s jacket over his shoulders.

Tommy bounds over to Tubbo and Ranboo, walking backward to face Wilbur as he shouts,
“Wilbur! I’m going with the weirdos! I’ll be back in… eh, eventually. Or maybe I won’t! Who
knows! Buh-bye!”

“Tommy Innit!” Wilbur snaps furiously.

“Ooh, the full name,” Ranboo quips in a hushed tone.

Tommy groans, long and dramatic. “Well if you’re so worried about me just come on, then!”
Tommy turns to Tubbo and Ranboo, shaking his head in mock disappointment. “I’m sorry about
him.”

“’S alright, I know how he is,” Tubbo dismisses with a wave of his hand, finally pulling away from
Ranboo’s side.

“What an incredibly strange and concerning thing to say!” Tommy gasps, delighted.

Ranboo leads the way back to the car, which is indeed parked in front of a bus stop. He even insists
they take the long way around, crossing the street at a pedestrian crosswalk rather than just dodging
in front of traffic. Tommy is quick on the uptake, slotting right into place like coming home. He
orbits around the pair in relentless motion, keeping stride with Ranboo one moment before
bounding over to Tubbo’s side the next. Wilbur trails a few steps behind, scowling the whole way.
Maybe Tubbo should be nicer to him. He’s stuck with them now, after all, whether he likes it or not.
He might as well not be unpleasant the whole time.

Tubbo smiles and lets the rise and fall of Ranboo and Tommy’s conversation wash over him
contentedly. The last fading rays of the warm summer sun sink into his skin, their shadows



stretching out in front of them, leading the way onward. Tubbo closes his eyes, trusting Ranboo to
guide him steady and keep him safe. He just wants to feel this moment.

It’s not the same, but it is home.
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Tubbo paces circuits around the hotel room, patrolling a pointless perimeter no one cares enough to
breach. That’s what he tries to tell himself, repeating it over and over in his head, digging it into the
skin of his aching palms with blunted nails. There’s no one in the world that would care enough
about this odd assortment of strangers, not enough to track them across the country and break down
their door in the middle of the night. Not in this world, at least.

No one is out to get them. Of course. Why would they be? There are no politicians here. No
revolutionaries. No one with access to the launch codes for nuclear missiles. Just three teenagers
and a man barely scraping his thirties. No one of importance, no one worth hurting.

Tubbo paces the length of the room and doesn’t stop until he hits a wall. It’s a nice room.
Expensive. Two double beds with far too many pillows, a flat screen TV, a fancy armchair with feet
carved from dark wood, some neo-impressionist art on the walls, a tiny mock kitchen consisting of
a sink, a mini-fridge, and a microwave. They are high above the ground, the sixteenth floor. It’s
defensible. The walls are solid. They are safe.

The curtains are just how Tubbo left them, drawn tightly across the window, undisturbed. The very
first thing he did when they got to their hotel room was close those fucking curtains. Too risky. A
big window like that leaves them wide open to crossbow fire.

Tubbo is careful to never put himself in full view of the glass health hazard, maneuvering to
position himself with his body tilted so he’s shielded by the cover of the wall. He nudges the heavy
fabric aside — not much more than a sliver, just enough to spy on the world.

The pitch dark city decorates itself in soft points of glimmering light, rows of skyscraper windows
shining like strings of lanterns. The pale moon above glows steady and true, ever the dependable
constant. It’s harder to make out the stars, tiny pinpricks awash in the noise and light of the city.
The stars are softer here, but then again, a lot of things are.



Tubbo’s eyes scan intently, skimming across the nearby rooftops, open windows and balcony doors,
the street lamp illuminated pavement far below. There is nothing to note. There is no shadow of a
hooded figure. There is no gleam of light off a nocked flint arrowhead or the smooth, glassy surface
of an ender pearl. There is no one out to get them.

They’re safe. Of course. Why wouldn’t they be?

“Eleven,” Wilbur says dryly, deliberately loud in the quiet room.

Tubbo turns around, letting the curtain slip closed once again.

Wilbur lounges on the hotel room’s single clawfoot armchair, upside down, of course, because he
refuses to do anything the easy way. Wilbur’s socked feet tap idly against the wall, his legs thrown
over the backrest. His brown curls brush against the ostentatious carpet every time he tilts his head.
Despite himself, Wilbur still manages to hold himself like a king on the throne, or a president in
office. The standing lamp beside the chair casts ominous shadows across his face, silhouetting the
slow smirk drawn across his lips and making his eyes gleam under murky shadows.

The dramatic prick.

Tubbo knows for a fact that Wilbur picked that spot specifically for the sinister lighting.
Unbelievable. Tubbo can’t believe he puts up with him.

“Oh shut up, you’re being annoying,” Tubbo grumbles, rolling his eyes while he shifts his weight
from hoof to h— foot to foot.

“You walk on the balls of your feet, did you know that?” Wilbur points out, voice pointedly
cheerful and innocuous.

Tubbo freezes. Does he? Sure enough, he’s comfortably balanced on the balls of his feet, his heels
never touching the ground.

Feeling horribly seen, Tubbo hovers awkwardly, uncertain what to do with himself. Changing the
way he stands after Wilbur has drawn attention to it would feel too much like giving in, giving the
game away, giving Wilbur another piece to add to his puzzle. Tubbo should just ignore Wilbur, act
as if he said nothing at all. But now Tubbo’s doubting himself. Because standing on the balls of his
feet like a goat with a digitigrade joint structure isn’t something humans do.

And he is.

Human.

Well, it doesn’t matter now. Tubbo froze. He let his hesitation draw out too long, his uncertainty
painfully obvious. He’s already given himself away, because a person with nothing to hide doesn’t
stop dead-still over something as simple and innocuous as standing on their fucking toes.

Wilbur smirks, slotting another puzzle piece into place. An easy victory.

Of course it wasn’t going to be long before Wilbur found a way to get under his skin. Now that
Wilbur’s caught the scent of blood, he won’t stop picking at the scabs of wounds barely healed.

Wilbur keeps dropping casual remarks like bombshells, gleeful to watch Tubbo stumble under the
blast when one hits too close to home. Wilbur makes a game out of it, studying what makes Tubbo



flinch and what doesn’t even make him flick an ear — not that Tubbo would do that. Human ears
don’t flick.

With a huff, Tubbo drops his weight into his heels, trying not to unbalance himself in the process.
It’s whatever. It’s not like Wilbur will catch him more flat-footed than he already has.

Tubbo accedes Wilbur the victory, accepting that he’s been caught without putting up a fight.
Unlike some people, Tubbo’s never prided himself in being a sore loser.

Tubbo spreads his hands and rocks back on his heels pointedly as he stares Wilbur down,
unflinching. “Better?”

“Didn’t say there was anything wrong with it,” Wilbur lilts with a jaunty twirl of his hand.
“Interesting, ‘s all.”

Tommy groans. Tubbo and Wilbur both immediately break eye contact, losing all interest in the
staring contest as their attention snaps to Tommy instead. For all their animosity, Wilbur and Tubbo
can agree that some things are more important. One of those things is Tommy, without a doubt,
forever and always.

Tommy’s head pokes out from where he sits on the floor, nestled in the narrow crevice between the
hotel’s two double beds. He’s half-dragged the downy duvet off one of the beds, one blanket corner
still caught tucked under the mattress, but the rest wrapped around his shoulders like a particularly
heavy cape. His head rests lazily against the white sheets of the half-uncovered bed. Lanky legs are
splayed out across the walkway of space between the beds and the TV, providing the most
inconvenience for the least amount of effort.

More than anything, Tubbo wants to pull Tommy out of the room, to pull him aside like ducking
into the shadow of a ravine’s secret tunnel. He wants to ask Tommy how Wilbur is, if he’s hurting
Tommy, if he can be trusted. It’s possible that everything is different here. The Wilbur Soot who
walks city streets and lounges upside down in armchairs could be different than the ghost that
haunts Tubbo’s memory. Tubbo wants to believe, but he doesn’t know for sure, and he knows better
than to put his trust in a blind hope.

Although, one look at the dark, distrustful look on Wilbur’s face says there’s no way Tubbo is
going to be able to sneak away with Tommy where Wilbur can’t keep an eye on him. And there’s
no guarantee that Tommy would trust Tubbo enough to answer honestly, anyway.

Only once everyone’s eyes are on him does Tommy’s groan break off into a whine. “Will you shut
up? I can’t hear the TV over the sound of you two bitching at each other. I’m trying to watch the
American version of The Office. Do go on, American Dawn, I am so sorry about them. Rude,
honestly. They have no respect for the fine art of paper sales. It is simply too high-brow for them.
They don’t understand you like I do, American Dawn. Our connection is special.” Tommy ends out
the rant in a croon, clutching the TV remote lovingly in his hands as he makes exaggerated heart-
eyes at the TV, which is indeed playing reruns of The Office.

Ranboo snorts, the sound quickly resolving into a laugh. He stretches out a long leg from where
he’s reclined on the blanketless bed, using a foot to poke at the back of Tommy’s head. “Her name’s
Pam.”

“Don’t care,” Tommy says firmly, batting blindly at Ranboo’s foot with one hand, never taking his
eyes off the television.



Tommy flips the remote nimbly in one hand and proceeds to hold down the volume button without
remorse, turning the TV up to an obnoxious volume and drowning out everything else in the room.

Ranboo laughs and Tommy cracks up the second after, all too pleased with his own antics. Tubbo
can just barely hear the sounds of their voices, carrying on under the television’s blaring farce of
human life, all too bland when held up against the real thing. It’s easy enough to ignore the TV
ringing deafening in his ears when the sight in front of him is so much more vibrant, consuming all
his senses with a ferocity that makes him want to curl up and live in this one moment forever.

The clock on the bedside table glows a steady red — 3 AM. Tubbo smirks at the thought of
whatever poor suckers got stuck in the hotel room next to theirs. Hope they enjoy listening to The
Office. It’d be a shame if the walls are soundproof. Probably are, in a fancy hotel like this.

Wilbur covers his ears, knobby elbows knocking against the solid wood of chair legs, and shouts
loud enough to cut through the noise, “Tommy!”

Tubbo’s just grateful to have Wilbur’s eyes off him for a second. He knows that Wilbur’s just doing
all this to put him on edge, but goddamn if it isn’t working. From the fleeting there-then-not flick of
Tommy’s gaze, Tommy knows it too. Tommy laughs louder and turns the volume up until it
vibrates in the floor under their feet, a bright and distracting point to be made.

The surge of gratitude for everything that Tommy is breaks over Tubbo like a wave, like a bottle
over the back of his head. But Tubbo doesn’t breathe any easier for it, no matter how foolishly he
might expect to. The tight band around his chest refuses to give, not even for a gracious moment.
The grace that fills his chest like a mist — growing humid and heavy until he can feel the gentle
drag of it in every inhale — just has to find a space to co-exist in the constricted space of his lungs.

Tubbo is careful to keep his breathing steady and slow. Fill his chest, and let it leak out. Then do it
again. Never stuttering, never stopping. Just keep moving.

Tubbo takes a step away from the window, trying to distance himself from the pull of quiet fear that
thrums under his skin. He stumbles, landing off-balance on flat feet. He’s never been one to give up
easy, though. After one step, and then another, he catches onto the new rhythm. Tubbo is nothing if
not adaptable.

There’s an itch that tugs him forward, leading nowhere. Tubbo follows it.

He passes the first double bed — stepping carefully over Tommy’s outstretched legs — and then
the second, and he ignores the flicker of Tommy’s eyes dancing off his skin. There’s concern there,
but not enough to warrant an apology. If Tommy wants to make the mistake to be concerned about
Tubbo, that’s his own fault.

Forgotten bags of fast food sit on top of the mini-fridge, half-eaten burgers long since gone cold.
His stomach rumbles traitorously, and Tubbo’s struck by the gnawing hunger he’s been ignoring for
too long. Tubbo hesitates and the subtle change in motion almost sends him tripping over his own
unfamiliar feet. He catches himself with a hand on the wall, off-balance, and huffs irritation at
himself. He really should just go back to comfortably walking on the balls of his feet, but he’s too
stubborn to give up now.

He spares a glance at the food, his own burger sitting untouched among the pile of wrappers, plastic
silverware, and scattered fries. His stomach twists threateningly, and he dismisses that pipe dream
before he makes himself sick.



Working at a burger restaurant really kills your appetite for the stuff. Tubbo tries to pretend that
that’s all there is to it.

Tubbo paces a useless perimeter along the length of the room. He walks until he hits a wall and
there’s nowhere else to go.

The front door is just how Tubbo left it, the deadbolt and chain lock both slotted into place,
undisturbed. He slips up onto the balls of his feet, giving himself the extra inch he needs to peer
through the spyhole. He scans the fisheye-warped hallway outside their door. Empty, except for the
thing. The thing. The flicker of an unseen shadow on the wall. The looming figure around every
corner, always there just as soon as he looks away. The threat his brain insists is just beyond his line
of sight.

Tubbo touches the chain lock, twisting it around his finger and giving it a quick tug, just to reassure
himself that the metal links won’t crumble apart at his hand.

There is no one out to get them. They are safe.

Tubbo keeps watching the hallway.

From the corner of his vision that’s specifically dedicated to keeping an eye on Tommy, Tubbo
watches light and noise blend together, painting a scene Tubbo has only half the mind to appreciate.
Tommy twists to face Ranboo, chattering something lost under the crush of a too-loud TV
commercial break. Ranboo’s eyes fix on Tommy as he tilts his head and rolls his shoulders in a way
that Tubbo has learned to read — I’m about to do something you won’t like.

Sure enough, Ranboo snaps forward and snatches the remote from Tommy’s loose fingers. Tommy
opens his mouth and shouts something muffled, using a hand to make furious grabby motions at
Ranboo, but too comfortable to actually get up and move out from under his duvet cape.

With a flick of the remote in Ranboo’s hand, the TV volume sinks back down to a reasonable level,
and Tubbo can hear Tommy’s indignant offense break the surface of the noise level.

“—bitch!” Tommy screeches, making the barest effort to swat at Ranboo’s feet. “I’ll smother you in
your sleep!”

“You know what? No volume for you.” Ranboo hits a button and the TV mutes completely.

Tubbo’s ears ring in the abrupt silence. Suddenly, his breathing feels too loud, rasping against his
throat.

Ranboo is just a bit smug as he leans back against the headboard — an ostentatious thing, all
polished whorls and solid wood. It matches the clawfoot armchair, kind of. They’re similar enough
to pass as a matching set to an inexperienced eye, but Tubbo’s done enough woodworking in his
life to note the inconsistency. He wonders if anyone else can see it but him.

Tommy slumps over, leaning against the side of the bed. “Aww, but Ranboo, now I can’t hear
American Dawn! She needs me and my sage advice. Listen to me, American Dawn! Don’t date
American Tim, he is a creep and a weirdo. You can do so much better than him.”

“The closed captions are on, you can still watch the show,” Ranboo reassures him, and then after a
moment of processing, “And she can’t hear you.”



Tommy glares, affronted by Ranboo daring to tell him the truth. “I’m going to order so much room
service.”

“No. Don’t do that,” Ranboo says sternly but without heat, like scolding a puppy for chewing on
the furniture.

Tommy grins fiercely. “I am. I am going to order steak. And I will tell them oh, just put it on the
bill. You will pay for my steak, Ranboo. You can handle it, rich boy. You and your tory credit card.
Don’t worry, I will share some of my dessert with you. Just a little bit, though. Now hand me the
hotel phone, bitch.”

“That’s not what a tory is,” Wilbur interjects with the tone of a man who’s had this conversation
before and fully expects to have it again.

“Oh, well if I get some of the dessert — that I paid for, unwillingly — then I see no problem with
this whatsoever,” Ranboo quips, unrestrained sarcasm blooming from every word. Ranboo is
comfortable enough to give as good as he gets, and the sound of it warms Tubbo’s heart.

“Glad we agree,” Tommy chirps brightly, bearing his teeth.

After a moment of dead-silent stare down, Ranboo gives. “Say please.”

Tommy’s mouth opens automatically, the word already tripping off his tongue before he catches
himself. Tommy’s never been one to give in to demands. His nose wrinkles up, disgust and distrust.
Sure, he wants it, but the look on his face says he expected more of a fight. If he can’t find a fight,
he will make one. The pair fall back into a standstill, Tommy and Ranboo staring each other down
in silent challenge and waiting for the other to break.

Ranboo’s fighting a losing battle against the smile creeping its way onto his face, and Tommy isn’t
even trying to hide his grin.

This is everything they deserve. The thought hits Tubbo with a violence that makes his fingers curl
into tight fists. He’s glad his face is still mostly turned towards the door because he’s sure Wilbur
would have a field day with whatever his expression just did.

Now that it’s broken into his mind, Tubbo can’t shake the way the thought echoes in his head,
resounding louder and louder. They deserve to be happy and safe and warm, wrapped in heavy
blankets and surrounded by sturdy walls and ordering room service and eating anything they want
and watching the TV too loud, all laughing and smiling without a thought for how it could all go so
wrong.

Tubbo would fight the world to give them this, just this, for as long as they want it. And he will.

Because it’s only a matter of time before someone comes to take it away from them. Tubbo knows.
Tubbo’s not naïve. Not anymore. There is always someone out to get them. This is a truth that’s
been proven time and time and time again. But that’s alright. They’ve got Tubbo to protect them,
for as long as they want him. Tubbo knows. He would do anything for them.

There’s an itch in his chest that tells him to move. It led him to Ranboo, it led him to Tommy and
Wilbur, and now it leads him to the window, insisting that there is danger. It hasn’t led him wrong
yet.



The itch claws desperately at Tubbo, begging him to keep moving. So he does. He pulls himself
away from the door, turning to face the room again.

And he’s met by sharp eyes gleaming under deep shadows.

Tubbo doesn’t let himself startle, doesn’t let his breath hitch — keeping his breathing smooth,
keeping himself steady. Wilbur watches Tubbo carefully, tracking him from the other side of the
room. The man is indifferent to the squabble that seems to have cropped up between Ranboo and
Tommy over control of the hotel phone. His eyes never leave Tubbo.

Feeling bold, or maybe just tired, Tubbo flips Wilbur off.

Wilbur grins.

Tubbo huffs, trying not to let himself smile. What a massive fucking prick. Prime.

“‘M going to the bathroom,” Tubbo excuses himself to no one, because Ranboo and Tommy are
busy fighting over the phone and Tubbo doesn’t care if Wilbur hears him.

The steady burn of eyes against Tubbo’s back cuts off abruptly as the bathroom door clicks shut
behind him.

Tubbo breathes out and tries not to let it shake.

Tubbo feels safer with walls around him. It helps, but not much. He shivers, feeling bare and
vulnerable without a set of netherite armor weighing him down, defenseless without a nuke launch
keycard in his pocket.

Tubbo would do anything to protect them, but the worry that Tubbo may not be enough is one he
knows better than to doubt.

From the other side of the door, Tubbo can make out the sound of a phone dialing, of Tommy’s
delighted crow of victory, of Ranboo’s exasperated sigh. They are fine. They are safe. Tubbo can
just… stay in here for a moment.

Tubbo looks up, scanning the room. Time to find something to distract himself from the fine
trembling that crawls over his skin, a way to ignore it until it goes away. Maybe he can read the
back of the shampoo bottle, that never fails to—

Something moves in the bathroom mirror.

Tubbo jumps out of his skin, only half strangling the wretched scream that tears out of his throat.
He didn’t check the bathroom, fuck. He’s so stupid. And now he’s going to die for it.

His hands fly to his hip, reaching for a sword he doesn’t have. He’s defenseless. He’s weaponless.
He’s fucking useless. And now he’s as good as dead.

His arms go up, covering his face in a last-ditch effort to shield himself from the attack.

But nothing comes.

The only sound in the world is Tubbo’s ragged, harsh breathing echoing off the porcelain-tiled
bathroom walls.



Tubbo realizes he squeezed his eyes shut and forces them open.

He’s alone.

Tubbo’s gaze flicks back to the mirror with an awful sinking in his chest. He can’t suppress the
flinch at the sight of the person in the mirror. A stranger, a figure he doesn’t recognize.

The boy in the mirror stands rigid, muscles pulled taught like he’s expecting a fight, arms brought
up to protect his unscarred face. He’s breathing heavy, his chest heaving and stuttering on every
rocky exhale. He’s raised up on the balls of his feet, giving him a couple extra inches of much-
needed height and the swift mobility to dodge at a moment’s notice. Blonde hair falls over his eyes,
bangs shaggy and overgrown. There are no curling goat horns buried in his hair.

Tubbo tries not to throw up.

There’s a knock at the door, and Tubbo flinches so hard he almost hits the ground.

“Tubbo? You okay in there, buddy?” Ranboo asks with a nervous warble to his tone. “You kinda
screamed, a little bit. Just… checking. Making sure you’re all good.”

“Y—yeah,” Tubbo calls back, raising his voice enough to be heard and hating the way it scratches
in his throat and catches at the edges of his teeth. “Be out in a second!”

Ranboo hesitates. “…Are you sure?”

Tubbo closes his eyes, pressing the heels of his palms into them until his dark vision swims.
Through the trails of pinprick light that spark behind his eyelids, he can see Ranboo clearly. Tubbo
knows him well enough to hear the way he stands in the waver of his voice — hunched over,
curling at the shoulders, hovering hesitant, one hand raised, still in a fist from knocking, not
touching the door knob, but eyeing it nonetheless.

Tubbo knows that if he gave Ranboo even half a reason and the permission to open the door, he
would be here.

Tubbo breathes out, slow and full, just to feel the way it shudders out of his chest. He tries to live in
the dark space behind his hands, to convince himself for a moment that nothing else matters.

“I’m just— ugh, my brain’s being dumb,” Tubbo answers, honest. Too honest. Nowhere near the
truth. “All good.”

“Oh. Okay.” Ranboo doesn’t sound convinced in the least, but he doesn’t press Tubbo. “Well, we’re
— I mean. Whenever you’re ready.”

“Thanks,” Tubbo says, but it comes out hoarse and quiet, a whisper of something too big to fit
through his traitorous mouth.

Ranboo’s footsteps retreat, reluctant and lingering.

Tubbo does not have a breakdown. He does not sit on the floor. He stands until his legs don’t
tremble. He breathes until his chest stops shaking. He covers his eyes and presses his palms in until
he sees the stars that burn and he does not cry.



In the silence between rasping indrawn breaths, Tubbo can just barely make out the low murmur of
conversation.

The sound of Tommy’s voice slips in under the thin line at the bottom of the bathroom door, “Is he
alright?”

Ranboo sighs, long and conflicted. “I don’t, uh, no, I don’t think so.”

“Well, I mean, obviously not,” Tommy huffs. “Been pacing all night, hasn’t he?”

“Yeah. Yeah.” Ranboo mutters. “I’m not—”

“Not what?” Wilbur asks after a beat, sounding just indifferent enough to betray his total interest.

Ranboo startles, shocked that anyone was paying attention to him, “Oh, uh, I don’t— I’m not…
Well, I’m not sure how to help him.”

“You don’t know what’s got him all worked up?” Wilbur’s prying, fishing for answers. Tubbo
knows that tone well enough.

Ranboo, all too trusting, answers with unfiltered honesty. “No, I don’t actually know him all that
well. We just met today— er, yesterday.”

“Really?” Wilbur says brightly, perking up in new interest. “You two seem… close.”

“Well. Uh. It’s not— We’re not— I don’t…” Ranboo stutters to an uneasy stop, tripping all over
himself.

Enough is enough. Whatever cutting remark Wilbur was about to turn on Ranboo next is abruptly
silenced by the resounding click of the bathroom doorknob twisting under Tubbo’s harsh grip. He
throws open the bathroom door, spilling warm yellow incandescent light all over the room —
shedding new light on four strangers, out of place.

Tubbo takes a breath that doesn’t dare shake.

“Leave Ranboo alone, Wilbur,” Tubbo chides casually, not even sparing the man a glance as he
flips off the bathroom light switch and plods out into the room. “He’s delicate.”

“Hey,” Ranboo objects, playfully offended, and Tommy bursts with laughter. “I am not.”

Ranboo looks like he wants to say more, his eyes lingering on Tubbo and his throat working with
half-formed words. Tubbo’s eyes slide to the mock kitchen, avoiding meeting anyone’s eyes. The
kitchen is undisturbed, still littered with half-eaten burgers and cold french fries.

He should eat something.

“You alright, Tubbo?” Wilbur echoes Ranboo’s care, twisted with cloying derision. Tubbo would
be quick to dismiss it if not for the layer beneath, something genuine lingering under all the staging.
It hurts to hear the concern in Wilbur’s voice — even if that concern is only for the danger posed
by the volatile stranger in the room who's very obviously and rapidly nearing a breakdown.

Tubbo wishes Wilbur would just stab him and pull the answers from his dead body. It’d be easier
than this — less emotionally taxing, certainly. Tubbo’s died for Wilbur plenty of times before, he



knows he can handle it.

Tubbo picks up a fry and twists it around in his fingers. He tries to convince his traitorous body to
eat without throwing up. The stress that twists his stomach says that’s not going to happen.

“You can talk to us. We’re all friends here, aren’t we?” Wilbur presses and Tubbo twitches.

We are, we are, we are, something deep inside him sings, something he does his best to slam a lid
on.

“We’re not friends,” Tubbo answers evenly, and it’s not a lie.

Tubbo doesn’t think he’d consider Wilbur a friend. He did, once, when he was young. But they
haven’t been friends for a long time. Wilbur is a necessary evil, perhaps. Something important to
him. Family.

Wilbur hums, watching the way Tubbo’s face twitches with interest. “Well, as an acquaintance,
then. Are you alright?”

Ever so slightly, the window curtain shifts. The impression of a shadow flickers across the wall, a
fragment of a streetlamp disturbed by the motion. Tubbo can’t tear his eyes away.

“Mhmm,” Tubbo mutters in response, distracted.

Tubbo sets the fry back down absently, giving up on that particular lost cause. He doesn’t need it.
He’s still got plenty of lost causes he’s holding on to.

Tubbo paces the length of the room, lured by the siren’s call of danger, crossing over to check the
window again.

“Twelve,” Wilbur counts as Tubbo passes him by.

Tubbo ignores Wilbur and puts his back to the wall, careful to stay out of sight and covered from
crossbow fire. He nudges the heavy fabric away just enough to peek outside, and it’s a marvel when
his right arm and fingers bend without any stiff pain from old burn scars.

Tommy groans, “Seriously! Can you two stop fucking politicizing at each other for ten minutes?”

Wilbur’s head cocks, his eyes sliding back to Tubbo with a new light. “No, no. Tommy’s right. You
talk like a politician. A shit politician, but still.” Wilbur grins, shifting some things into place in his
head. “All sorts of wiggle room, never quite saying what you mean or revealing your whole hand.”

Tubbo hums without taking his eyes off the low-light illuminated street below. “I’m as much of a
politician as you are,” Tubbo says plainly, telling the whole truth and none of it at all.

It’s a familiar game, reading his tells, managing his mood, placating his paranoia, never telling a lie
because he can smell them like blood in the water. Between Manberg and Pogtopia, Tubbo has
learned to play the game well.

Wilbur’s good, maybe the best. Tubbo respects him for that. Wilbur’s operating without a baseline,
and he’s still matching Tubbo step for step, always getting more than he gives up. Tubbo may have
learned all his tricks from the best, but the damning truth is that he's never gotten close to
replicating it.



With an arduous sigh, Wilbur leverages himself up in the armchair. Drawn by the motion, Tubbo’s
eyes shift back to him. Wilbur swings his legs to dangle over the edge of one armrest and lays so
that his head falls over the other, effectively draping himself across the length of it. He’s too tall,
his legs and head hanging awkwardly off either side, but he seems unbothered. Wilbur turns his
upside-down gaze to rest on Tubbo, shining in the low lamp light like cat’s eyes, like eyes of ender,
like something powerful and numinous.

Tubbo tenses. Wilbur’s posture is lax, but he’s not smiling anymore.

“Tell me, Tubbo. What are you afraid of?” Wilbur shoots, point-blank. “Who’s after you? ‘Cause if
we’re all about to get shot up ‘cause you’ve got some shitty ties to the mob, I’d very well like to
fucking know about it.”

Tubbo bristles. How dare he. How fucking dare he. As if Tubbo would ever be the one to put them
in danger. As if Tubbo’s not giving everything he can to keep them safe.

Tommy and Ranboo watch uneasily from the sidelines as the tension in the room ratchets up.
They’re doing their best to act like they’re not paying attention, their eyes both solidly glued to the
muted television, but it’s clear where their interests lie. Tommy’s leg bounces, buzzing with
anxious energy. Ranboo’s hands fiddle with the remote, picking at the buttons with a fingernail.
Neither of them would make very good spies. Then again, neither was Tubbo, in the end.

Tubbo takes a jagged step forward to get in Wilbur’s face and snaps, “Tell me, dickhead. What’s
got you on the run? Get yourself exiled from England, too?”

Wilbur doesn’t flinch, doesn’t so much as twitch a finger. He raises an eyebrow, all smooth and
calm, meeting Tubbo’s heated gaze with nothing more than casual amiability — as if Wilbur’s
being perfectly reasonable and Tubbo’s the only one making a scene by acting out.

Wilbur’s blatant composure makes Tubbo stumble. The embarrassment and regret that floods him
and flushes across his face is instant. He snapped so quickly over nothing at all, too jittery to keep
himself composed. Tubbo shifts back half a step, awkward and halting. He breaks eye contact and
turns his eyes to the floor like he’s trying to burn holes in the carpet.

The room goes quiet and stays that way. Tubbo’s breath comes out in stuttering hitches he tries and
fails to smooth out. He glares at the floor and resolutely doesn’t look at Wilbur. He doesn’t cry. He
hasn’t cried in a long time, and he’s not about to break that streak now, over nothing.

“We’re not on the run,” Wilbur answers, which is more than Tubbo was expecting. His tone is level
and unruffled, but there’s a soft lilt to it, an unrehearsed yet earnest attempt at something less than
utterly incendiary. “Just visiting, actually. Here to meet up with some friends, see the sights, all
that.”

More than a little caught off guard, Tubbo pauses. Warily, his searching stare creeps back to Wilbur
from the corner of his eye. He’s looking for the barest hint of a sign, a tell, a lie. He finds none.

In a room full of politicians, information is currency and secrets are the most valuable thing you
have. Giving them away freely, willingly, without getting anything in return is stupid. It’s a risk, a
deadly show of vulnerability.

Wilbur meets him with a steady gaze, resolute and dangerously compromising. Tubbo doesn’t
know if he can trust it.



Tubbo hesitates, wetting his lips, whetting his tongue. “…Really?”

Wilbur tilts his head. At this angle, the shadows that fall over his face are softer, illuminating the
gentle crinkles worn into the corners of his eyes.

“Yeah. Got some friends in the U.S. I haven’t seen in a while. Figured a roadtrip’d be a nice
vacation. Plus, Tommy’s never been.” Wilbur’s voice echoes distant memories of nimble fingers
dancing over guitar strings, lulling verses hummed around a campfire late at night when the rumble
of TNT explosions rang in young ears and no one could sleep.

It’s an olive branch. A thin twig, probably riddled with hidden thorns, but an offering nonetheless.

“What brings you across the pond?” Wilbur pokes, testing the stability of a bridge barely built.

Tubbo doesn’t want to trust it, but he finds himself leaning into the first gesture of genuine care
shown to him before he can stop himself. Against his better judgment, he wants to trust Wilbur. He
wants to trust him so badly. He should know better — he does know better — but all the same, he
can’t stop himself from wanting.

“Uh, same, actually. I’m trying to find some friends of mine,” Tubbo answers, tentative on a throat
that scratches his words to bits. It’s not the whole truth, not even close, but it’s a start at something
like trust.

Wilbur is quiet, waiting patiently. It’s Tubbo’s turn to ask a question.

It feels like a trap because it is a trap. But maybe Tubbo is willing to let himself be trapped here, in
this room with the people he cares about and everything they deserve.

Tubbo only thinks for as long as it takes to clear his throat, then the clumsy and rushed question
comes tumbling out of his mouth. “Are you and Tommy related?”

Wilbur’s smile bears teeth, a little bit sharp-edged and victorious, but the creases around his eyes
soften in equal measure. “Tommy’s adopted.”

Tommy laughs, never missing a chance to quip back, “You picked me, and now you’re stuck with
me!”

Tommy leans over the edge of the bed, chin propped up on his crossed arms. The television plays
on silently, entirely forgotten as Tommy’s attention finds a more interesting anchor. The grin on
Tommy’s face comes easy and teasing, openly invested in their drama without a hint of shame.
Ranboo’s not much better. He’s not staring outright, but the lingering sidelong glances are less than
subtle. Absolutely awful spies, the both of them.

At least they’re more relaxed now. The tension that drowned the room leaks away with every even
breath. Tubbo feels a little bit bad for making them nervous, but he doesn’t have time to linger on
the constriction that tightens around his heart. He has to stay focused. The game’s not up yet, but it
will be if he lets himself get distracted.

Wilbur kicks a leg placidly, knocking his toes gently against the wall. “How old are you?”

“Seventeen,” Tubbo hands the information over easily, eager for his turn. “How many times have
you died?”



Wilbur’s face does something complicated, screwing up in a split between suspicion and concern.
Tubbo briefly worries that he asked too soon, pushed too far, but when Wilbur speaks, it catches
Tubbo off guard. “What are you doing by yourself in a different country at seventeen?”

“Not your turn,” Tubbo whines, deflecting quickly. He tries not to think too hard about the genuine
care in Wilbur’s voice before it can get under his skin and leave him uncomfortably reeling.

Wilbur’s eyebrows scrunch up in the barest admission of frustration and puzzlement. He huffs
irritation, but the veneer is thin. “Can’t say that I have died before, seeing as I only get the one.”

Oh. That’s… new. They’re within the perilous territory of a hardcore server now. They only get one
life. Good to know. He’ll have to be careful about how he uses it.

Tubbo tries to get a grip on his lost composure, grasping at the anxiety, or the resentment, or
anything at all to keep him grounded. He has to bite his tongue to keep himself in check, stop
himself from boiling over with enthusiastic, desperate, needy curiosity. He really does try, but
everything holding him down slips through his fingers like water. He’s never been good at holding
on to grudges, for better or for worse.

Giddy threads slip into Tubbo’s voice, a dam cracking before it breaks. “What are you working on
right now? Like, what do you do as a job?”

It’s risky, revealing where his interests lie, but he can’t help it. He’s so curious he can hardly stand
it. And here Wilbur is with an open palm offering information, that most valuable and precious
thing. Wilbur let him ask, Wilbur’s giving him answers. There’s so much he wants to know — how
they live in this world, how their lives are different here, what’s stayed the same, everything, all of
it.

Wilbur’s eyes all but light up, echoing Tubbo’s enthusiasm right back at him. Wilbur smirks,
quietly pleased with making progress in their game of back and forth, no longer at a stalemate. Isn’t
this better? Tubbo reads, written all across Wilbur’s face. Tubbo rolls his eyes, but it’s blisteringly
fond.

“Not your turn,” Wilbur parrots back to Tubbo, his smile edging on the borderline of dangerously
genuine.

Tubbo blows out a puff of air, biting his tongue to keep himself from going on and asking more. He
wants to toss his head, impatient, but he doesn’t do that because humans don’t do that.

“How do you know what you do about Tommy and I?” is the question Wilbur decides on after a
pause.

Tubbo swallows, his throat is tight and dry. He hums in a way he hopes sounds thoughtful and
falters for a long moment.

Wilbur goes on, filling in the silence with a noise of frustration and a restless kick of his legs. “It
doesn’t make sense. There’s no logical pattern to what you seem to know and what you don’t. You
know our names, you knew where to find us, you knew the name of Tommy’s pet goddamn
tarantula, but you weren’t sure if we were related or what my job is. Anyone who’s done a five-
second Google search on me would know what I do for work.”

Tubbo shifts uncomfortably. His hands want to shake, but he forces them still.



“I’m the head of a non-profit political activism organization, by the way,” Wilbur boasts, radiating
well-worn pride as he freely indulges the question Tubbo asked out of turn.

“Of course,” Tubbo mutters quietly. Something deep inside him gives off a warm glow, pleased and
fond. It’s nice to see Wilbur proud of a community he’s created, it brings back tattered memories of
blackstone walls and a flag unburned.

“And then, there’s what you’re wrong about,” Wilbur continues, and Tubbo feels the smile fade as
cold, pressing dread creeps slowly along his fingers.

“Exiled, again? Have I died?” Wilbur raises an eyebrow, staring Tubbo down intently. “Tubbo.
You’re a smart kid. You’re not asking these for no reason.” Wilbur hums consideration with a tilt of
his head. “Unless you’re just trying to throw me off, which I hate to admit, is working.”

“This feels like more than one question,” Tubbo objects weakly, stalling for time.

Wilbur is unimpressed, eyes hard and relentless. “It’s one question. Where are you getting your
information?”

Tubbo scowls, crossing his arms over his chest and diverting his gaze back to the floor. He
scrambles to come up with an answer, or better yet, find an excuse not to answer at all. But then the
game would stop. Tubbo doesn’t want to go back to drawing blood from stones. He still has so
much he wants to ask. He wants Wilbur to trust him enough to answer. This is a two-way bridge,
but he’s not sure if he wants to build it.

“You won’t like the answer,” Tubbo tells the carpet, an honest truth all on its own. “And you won’t
believe me, anyway.”

If anything, Wilbur’s face only lights up brighter, a shark scenting blood in the water. “Humor me.”

Tubbo huffs, the sound contorting into a disbelieving laugh halfway through. He can’t fucking
believe he’s doing this — that he would even consider it. He scrubs a hand across his eyes and tries
to convince himself this isn’t a terrible idea. But there are no excuses on his tongue, no room for
anything at all in Tubbo’s head besides the endlessly selfish need to be known.

The room is unnervingly quiet. Tommy and Ranboo are frozen static still in awful anticipation.
Neither of them make a sound. It feels wrong.

Tubbo doesn’t dare look in their direction. He keeps his eyes firmly on the ground. He doesn’t want
to see their faces, to know what they’re thinking. He tries to pretend they’re not there at all, but it’s
a futile effort. Tubbo can’t escape the way their attention digs into his skin, burning down to the
bone and deeper, deeper. A brand of possession on his soul.

Knowledge has not made Tubbo better, or kinder, or stronger. It’s only made him worse. It haunts
him in the shadows on the wall and the itch under his skin. And he would give this burden to them
— why? Because they asked for it?

Philza put a sword through Wilbur’s heart when he asked. Tubbo thinks he gets it now.

He will give them anything they ask for. He will protect them from everything that would harm
them. He can’t do both.



“Tubbo?” Ranboo speaks, quiet, barely more than a whisper.

Tubbo doesn’t look, doesn’t meet his eyes, and he tries to convince himself it’s for Ranboo’s sake.

Tubbo’s mouth opens before reason can catch up with him. “I made a deal with the devil.”

The blood in Tubbo’s veins fizzles, electric. His pulse beats through his body too hard, like four
hearts in sync. It shakes his whole being, right down to his trembling fingertips. The world might
come crashing down in that moment, but Tubbo wouldn’t know, consumed in his entirety by the
thing in his chest, the brand on his soul.

“Metaphorically?” Wilbur breaks after a beat of dead silence, leaning forward hungrily.

Tommy gives a weak chuckle, too quiet, too nervous. Wrong. “Hey, maybe we should—”

“Literally.” Tubbo bites the word off before he can stop himself.

“Why?” Wilbur’s speech grows eager and rapid, sounding as breathless as Tubbo feels. “What did
you get? What did you give?”

“Not your turn,” Tubbo interrupts desperately, but he can’t halt the way the words echo off every
corner of his mind.

The horrible, awful, wonderful, extraordinary part is: Wilbur sounds like he believes Tubbo. Or at
least, he trusts that Tubbo thinks he’s telling the truth. Tubbo doesn’t know what to do with that. He
wants Wilbur to trust him; he hopes Wilbur just dismisses everything that slips through Tubbo’s
teeth as lies and delusions; he wants to tell Wilbur everything; he wants to protect Wilbur from the
painful truth; he wants Wilbur to remember him; and some battered, childish, naïve, persistent part
of him just wants Wilbur to be happy.

Every inch of Wilbur’s wild, wired posture screams his desire to dig deeper, but he relents. Wilbur
sighs testily, but it’s a showman’s pretense through and through. He leans back in his seat, slow and
deliberate, releasing the tense muscles pulled taut over his frame one by one, like he hadn’t noticed
he had leaned forward in the first place and he’s just correcting the misstep. Wilbur lets himself go
lax and boneless once more, and Tubbo suddenly feels he can breathe again.

Tubbo tries to get himself back under control, struggling to force order onto his racing thoughts.
The reverberating force wracks his body in fine tremors until it feels like everything he is will fall
apart, shaking himself to pieces on the sixteenth floor of some upscale hotel.

He needs something to stall with. A simple question, something easy. He gives himself a moment,
just long enough that he can be sure that there is air in his lungs, and then he asks, “Who are you
here to visit?”

“Just some friends of ours,” Wilbur flicks a hand dismissively, impatient to move on from Tubbo’s
painfully obvious attempt at stalling.

“Humor me,” Tubbo echoes, tripping on the hard edge of pleading with a voice that shakes right
along with the rest of him.

Something in Wilbur’s expression gives. There’s a flash of something hushed — understanding and
considerate — the sort of weakness that only shows itself in fleeting glimpses between battlefields



and political offices.

With a lazy roll of motion, Wilbur turns over in the armchair. He props his elbow on the armrest
and rests his chin in his hands, allowing Tubbo aching seconds to collect himself under the guise of
self-indulgence.

Once he’s comfortably settled, Wilbur starts rambling. His voice lulls along gentle dips and peaks
— a familiar, winding path. “We’re not here to visit anybody in particular, just staying with some
friends of mine along the way — an old friend of my dad’s, a couple of mates from Uni, a business
partner, you know. Well, ‘friends’ is maybe the wrong word, but I know them and they have a place
for us to sleep that isn’t a shitty motel or another night sleeping in the van. Although I’ll admit,
Dream’s couch is looking a lot less appealing after an all-expenses-paid stay like this,” Wilbur says
with a smirk and a cheeky side-long glance at their altruistic benefactor.

“You’re welcome,” Ranboo mutters, sounding pleased under that thin layer of sarcasm.

Ranboo’s smile, tentative and playful, is a victory to be coveted, but Tubbo can’t feel it. He can’t
feel anything under the wash of cold dread and the alarm bells ringing in his ears. Light beyond the
curtain shifts and shadows clash on the wall. There are phantom footsteps outside the hotel door.
Somewhere, netherite gleams enchanted and a crossbow is loaded with fireworks. Tubbo shakes his
head, half of a flinch and half of an instinctual threat display with no horns to back it up.

“Wait, wait. No. You—” Tubbo scrambles to find words panicked. “You can’t be serious— Surely
not.”

Wilbur’s eyes snap back to Tubbo with an impact that burns against his skin, but Tubbo knows
where his focus should be. On Tommy, who’s curled up on the floor under a stolen duvet. On
Ranboo, who’s leaned up against the headboard and surrounded by bed pillows. On the people that
matter most, more than anything else — the people Wilbur is leading right into deadly clutches.

Dream. Fucking Dream. And Wilbur just expects him to— what? Open up his door and invite them
into his home? Maybe serve them a nice home-cooked meal before he stabs them in the back?
Maybe he’ll even have the courtesy to wait until they’re asleep before he holds a sword to their
throats so they don’t have to see it coming.

Tubbo’s eyes swing to meet Wilbur’s gaze with a desperate ferocity, a brutal force that makes him
grit his teeth and dig his nails into his palms. All the words in the world and yet none at all clog up
his throat until the pressure threatens to burst. He stares, pleading, desperate, begging, and he hopes
that there is some part of Wilbur that understands.

Tubbo fights for a way to ask, can everything be different here? Please tell me things are different.
And for the sake of everything I’ve lost to get here, please don’t be wrong.

Please, please, please let Tubbo be wrong. If he even can be wrong, with all the foreknowledge in
two universes, he wants it to be now. Just this once.

“Who’s after you?” Wilbur blurts gracelessly. Like someone who doesn’t have a clue what he’s
doing. Like someone who knows exactly what he’s doing. Like someone who wants to be
underestimated. Like someone trying to throw Tubbo off enough to answer without thinking.

Wilbur’s quick to throw his hands up, a show of placating surrender. That’s the only thing that stops
Tubbo from snapping at him again — that, and the look on his face. The line of Wilbur’s mouth



isn’t sly or amused, it’s pressed thin into something deadly serious, something that demands
attention and respect.

“Look. I don’t care. Honestly, I don’t give a shit what kind of trouble you’re in. But if it’s going to
put Tommy in danger—” Wilbur’s glare is harsh and cold to match his tone. “—that’s a problem.”

Aggrieved, Tubbo hisses, “No one is after me.”

It’s the truth, though it tastes like lies on his tongue.

Tubbo’s never the one being exiled. Tubbo’s never the one being hunted down. No one is ever after
Tubbo. But someone is always after Wilbur. After Tommy. After Ranboo.

Tubbo would give anything to keep them safe. Even if they don’t know the danger they’re in —
especially when they don’t know the danger they’re in. Even when there’s no real danger to protect
them from.

Wilbur's eyes narrow and he tilts his head, considering. “I don't like it when people lie to me,
Tubbo.”

Tubbo clenches his teeth together until they hurt and stays stubbornly silent.

Without breaking eye contact, Wilbur shifts. It’s a subtle movement, sliding an arm beneath the
core of his body for leverage. His motions are smooth and languid like a cat, like a snake poised to
strike.

And then Wilbur is in front of him.

Wilbur springs out of the chair with a flourish, kicking off the wall for momentum and twisting his
body, using a steady hand on the chair as a pivot point. It’s vicious and deadly quick, the kind of
attack you don’t walk away from. Across the room, Ranboo shouts, voice warbling with shock and
distress. But he’s too far away to do anything.

Wilbur pitches himself forward, right into Tubbo’s space, coming to a stop inches away from
colliding bodily with Tubbo. Wilbur breathes heavy exertion and Tubbo feels the puff of air ruffle
his bangs. Tubbo gets an up-close and personal view as Wilbur’s face splits into a beaming grin.

“You didn’t flinch!” Wilbur exclaims, bright and gleeful, the rapid switch in tone sending Tubbo
sprawling onto the backfoot.

“Uh,” Tubbo falters, the tickle of an involuntary nervous giggle threatening his throat. What the
fuck.

Wilbur’s grin stretches impossibly wide across his whole face, pulling at the crow’s feet engraved
at the corners of his eyes. Tubbo holds Wilbur’s gaze, and he knows they’ve crossed a point of no
return. In his own fucked up way, using some method of convoluted logic Tubbo couldn’t hope to
untangle, Wilbur has decided. Wilbur has claimed Tubbo as one of his.

Tubbo swallows nervously. Tubbo isn’t sure he wants to be Wilbur’s — he isn’t sure he can survive
it another time around. But, he doesn’t think he has much of a choice. The thing in Tubbo’s chest
buzzes with laughter and calls him a fool. As if Tubbo wasn’t Wilbur’s already.

Just a little bit, something in Tubbo eases. Accepted.



“What the heck was that?” Ranboo shouts, breaking through the silence with fervent appall.

The moment shatters and Tommy immediately breaks into hysterics. He startles himself with a bark
of laughter, and then he can’t stop. His whole body shakes with uncontainable laughter that clamors
out of him in bursts until he tips off the edge of the bed and collapses into a pile of blankets and
giggles.

“You’re so fucking creepy, man!” Tommy cackles between gasps for air. “Lay off, you fuck!”

Tommy is more than accustomed to his brother’s peculiar brand of misshapen affection, but
Ranboo is less than comforted. Ranboo gets up off the bed with a floundering scramble and
marches over to Tubbo and Wilbur’s corner of the room.

Ranboo hums low in his throat, a rumbling warning. “No, no, nononono. Nuh-uh! No more weird,
messed-up trust exercises! Stop that!”

Ranboo latches onto Tubbo’s wrist, tugging Tubbo away from Wilbur. Like an echo on his skin,
Tubbo can feel the impression of where claws should be, tipping the ends of Ranboo’s long fingers
in wide, long, blunt claws, perfect for digging and carrying. With one last glance to Wilbur’s
manic-bright eyes, Tubbo lets himself be pulled away.

Ranboo drags them back over to the relative safety of the bed, all but physically setting Tubbo
down as if his legs will give out from under him. Tubbo sinks into the plush mattress and, oh wow,
this thing is really soft. Tubbo runs a hand curiously over the sheets, marveling about the lavish
texture under his trembling fingers. Definitely not sheep’s wool.

Ranboo hovers, quiet warbling notes of anxiety leaking steadily from his throat. Tubbo allows
himself to be fussed over, mouth slipping into something approximating a smile as Ranboo’s
fluttering hands refuse to settle in any one place, checking Tubbo over again and again.

“‘M all good, bossman,” Tubbo murmurs, catching one of Ranboo’s hands between his own and
squeezing it reassuringly.

Tubbo cringes, his hands still shake and refuse to stop. In an instant, he knows Ranboo can see it
too — can feel the way Tubbo’s hands tremble around his own. Tubbo pulls his hands away and
Ranboo whines distress, making a tentative effort to grab Tubbo’s hands again. Tubbo grimaces and
shoves his hands under his thighs, sitting on them and pinning them down.

Tubbo tries to ignore the way Ranboo looks like a particularly sad kicked puppy, distracting
himself with the sight of Wilbur bouncing around the room, skipping from foot to foot in an
exuberant little dance. As soon as Wilbur feels Tubbo’s attention on him, he beams.

“You’re not worried about us, no! Well, you are, but not like that! You’re worried for us,” Wilbur
proclaims to the room at large. “You’re locked in a room with three strangers and you don’t see us
as a threat at all, do you? You see us as something to protect! Why?” Wilbur whips back around to
face Tubbo, spinning on his heel with a flourish. The grin across his face is fierce and radiant —
glowing pride, joy, victory, and the thrill of the hunt.

Check, but not checkmate. There’s still a long game ahead of them yet.

“Pretty sure it’s not your turn,” Tubbo indulges a small laugh and tries to pretend that laughter is
the only thing that shakes in his chest. He does his best to imitate Wilbur’s grin, but he always falls



short in a million little ways. In the end, all he has to give is a wobbly smile and an assurance.
“But… yeah, yeah. I do.”

The bed dips as Ranboo leans his weight against it, one arm braced against the mattress as he
lowers himself down to crouch on the floor in front of Tubbo. They’re at eye level now, on an even
playing field. Tubbo averts his gaze, an old habit.

He can’t meet Ranboo’s eyes. He can’t, he can’t, he can’t. He ignores the way Ranboo frowns and
searches his face — pretends that he’s the one with the aversion to eye contact. The questions
Ranboo doesn’t voice are harder to answer than Wilbur’s prodding. It’s possible that Ranboo might
stop if Tubbo ignores him for long enough. He’s still naïve enough to try.

“I had it all wrong. I should be asking, who do you think is after us?” Wilbur smiles fiercely,
burning brighter and brighter as he paces a staccato pa-pa-pa-pa of socked feet against the plush
carpet.

The swirling orbit of Wilbur Soot’s madness pulls at Tubbo, drawing him back into the game.

Tubbo opens his mouth to retort, but then Tommy laughs.

“This is fucking nuts, man!” Blonde hair and blue eyes pop up over the edge of the mattress as
Tommy sits up from the nest of piled downy duvet between the two beds. Tommy leans in towards
Tubbo, dipping the mattress in the other direction, catching Tubbo in the shifting well of two
gravitational pulls. “You think you’ve met the devil? For real?”

“C’mon, this isn’t—” Ranboo tries, pleading.

“Yeah,” Tubbo cuts in firmly, staving off Ranboo’s offered shelter before he has a chance to grow
soft with it.

Tommy is one hundred percent on board to ignore Ranboo outright, and he at least seems to have
the good grace to be less internally conflicted about it. “Was he all—” Tommy mimes two pointy
devil horns on top of his head and bears his teeth. “Red skin and pitchforks and all that?”

Tubbo laughs, quiet and rough in a way that tells him he’s going to have a sore throat when he
wakes up in the morning. Today is the most he’s spoken in… weeks, perhaps. There wasn’t much
use for words, after the reset, before now, in that awful, empty in-between space. He’s gotten rusty.
No wonder he’s losing to Wilbur. Well, that’s not fair. Wilbur’s always been a better public speaker,
a better politician, a better president.

“Well, I mean, she does have a pitchfork. She calls it Fork.” Or so you’ve told me, stays firmly
locked behind his teeth, rattling around in his sore-throat-to-be. It’s a challenge even saying as
much as he has.

He’s not really giving anything away, he justifies. Most everything he knows about Drista comes
from tall tales told by Tommy himself. So Tubbo’s not giving away invaluable information, he’s
just… reminding Tommy of stories he’s told. That’s okay. Tubbo can do that.

“She? The devil’s a woman?!” Tommy shouts. “What— really? Oh my god, I bet she’s hot.”

That startles a bark of a laugh from Tubbo — a sound that was hiding away somewhere deep and
unreachable, pulled free effortlessly with less than a thought by Tommy’s careless comfort. Tommy



leans in closer, bit by bit leeching away the buzzing tension that shakes Tubbo’s body.

“Tommy! No!” Tubbo laughs, disbelief and relief spilling from him. “She’s, like, fourteen!”

“Ahhh! Nevermind, nevermind! Not hot! The devil is so not hot! She is a child! What the fuck!”
Tommy screeches.

Tubbo smiles, it’s a weak and small thing, but it’s bright and real and painless in a way he didn’t
know he could manage anymore. Tommy throws himself backwards with a dramatic scream that
trails off into a whining groan. With Tommy’s weight suddenly lifted from the mattress, Tubbo
overbalances and tips back, knocking into Ranboo lightly.

“Sorry, sorry,” Ranboo leans back with a whisper, giving Tubbo his space.

Tubbo doesn’t want him to leave. Quickly, Tubbo slides one hand free from where he had trapped it
under his leg to pat at Ranboo’s arm, a reassurance, permission, a silent request to stay. “S’alright.”

The mattress shifts again as Ranboo silently draws his arm back. Tubbo is just a little bit sad as he
watches it go, but he won’t force Ranboo to stay. As Tubbo follows the motion, he finds Ranboo
holding out a hand, palm open and exposed, somewhere in the neutral ground between an offer and
a request.

With fingers that tremble, Tubbo reaches out and takes Ranboo’s hand. Ranboo releases a breath,
all stunned and pleased like a wishful hope being unexpectedly fulfilled.

For a beat, Ranboo stays frozen still, not daring to move. Putting a stop to that, Tubbo pinches the
delicate human skin between Ranboo’s thumb and finger. Ranboo huffs and settles, only hesitating
a moment before rubbing the pad of his thumb gently across each ridge of Tubbo’s knuckles like
worry stones.

“…Do you think the devil is mad that I called her hot?” Tommy asks cautiously, leaning up over
the edge of the mattress to peer at Tubbo. “She’s not gonna drag me down to hell, is she?”

“Nah,” Tubbo dismisses easily, feeling contentment seep into his bones and weigh heavily there
alongside the buzzing in his skin. “She’s got a soft spot for you, actually. She thinks you’re funny.”

“The devil thinks I’m funny?” Tommy’s voice comes out breathless, choked with awe and horror,
like he’s won first place only to find the prize is an eternity of torture. His face bounces between
expressions rapidly before he cracks into pieces with nervous giggles. “Oh god— I mean— aw
fuck! Wait— Is that? Like, is that wrong? Should I be going around saying ‘oh god’?”

“Please don’t answer that,” Ranboo begs, his grip squeezing a comforting pressure around Tubbo’s
hand. “It is four AM and I am way too tired for… any of this, actually. Can we just… go to bed and
have this conversation in the morning? Or never. I’ve decided that I really don’t need to know
about god’s opinion on blasphemes.”

That sounds nice. Curling up under a heavy blanket on sheets softer than anything he could dream
of making with his own two hands, resting his head on Ranboo’s arm or against his chest and
pretending for a night that there’s nothing missing — it sounds more than nice. It sounds like more
than he deserves, but maybe something he can have.

But.



Tubbo doesn’t need to feel the burn of Wilbur’s eyes on him to know that he can’t rest yet. The
tension that buzzes just under Tubbo’s skin refuses to let him close his eyes. The game’s still on.

“Go to sleep, Ranboo,” Tubbo insists, giving Ranboo’s hand a returning squeeze and looking away
when Ranboo’s face falls. “I’ve just got a couple more questions to ask Wilbur.”

“A couple, huh?” Wilbur teases with a flash of a predatory grin in Tubbo’s direction, still trotting
lively little circles around the room. “What makes you think you get two?”

“I answered both of yours,” Tubbo shoots back. “It’s fair.”

“Playing fair is a loser’s game,” Wilbur says it like a joke, like something to be dismissed. That’s
how Tubbo knows he means with his whole heart. “You didn’t have to answer the second question,
you did it of your own volition.”

Tubbo groans. “Prime, you’re insufferable.”

“Prime?” Wilbur jabs, his grin growing wider, and it takes everything in Tubbo not to scowl at his
own endless missteps. “Can't say I've heard that one before. Where’s it from?”

Tubbo tries to force himself up from the bed, shifting to stand on legs that shake and pulling his
hand away from Ranboo’s grasp. He doesn’t even make it that far. Feeling the shift, Ranboo’s
gentle hold immediately solidifies into a steadfast grip.

“Mm-mm, no,” Ranboo hums, holding tight.

Tubbo kicks Ranboo’s leg, stubborn and vindictive, but he makes the mistake of meeting Ranboo’s
eyes, and then he can’t do much of anything at all. Ranboo smiles, and Tubbo just stops, stilling
perfectly. Ranboo, who is growing more bold and self-assured by the hour. Ranboo, who catches
Tubbo’s gaze and smiles like he’s done something worth smiling for. Ranboo, who wants him to
stop, and so he will.

Ranboo’s smile splits a little wider. “Shh, just sit. There you go. Nap time for Tubbo.”

Tubbo huffs, but he can’t even begin to stop the creeping smile that forms to match Ranboo’s.

“I’ll bite you,” Tubbo warns, making the barest show of effort to wiggle his hand free.

“I don’t think you will, actually,” Ranboo says, smiling at Tubbo all the while. And he’s right. “I’m
not letting you go. You’ve fallen into my trap. You’re stuck with me, now.”

Tubbo takes a shuddering breath. He wants. Prime, does he want. But he is nothing, fucking
nothing, if not eternally stubborn. And he has a goddamn job to do.

Tubbo doesn’t try to stand again, he gives Ranboo that, at least — for Ranboo, he can let the rigid
muscles along his arms ease in increments and leave his hands trembling all the worse. But he can’t
sleep.

Tearing his eyes away, Tubbo sweeps his gaze across the room. The locked door, the curtain-
covered window, Wilbur. There’s still a game to be lost.

“Your friends, the ones you’re staying with, what are their names, Wilbur?” Tubbo asks, his voice
steady and even, his gaze trained on Wilbur’s cheshire grin.



Ranboo follows Tubbo’s line of sight back to Wilbur. Shifting subtly on light feet, Ranboo turns his
body ever so slightly to keep himself between Tubbo and the bright point of motion that is Wilbur.
Tubbo is more grateful for that than he should be, even if it’s a pointless gesture. Wilbur wouldn’t
hurt him. Not directly. Maybe even not intentionally, but that one is harder to trust.

“Why do you want to know?” Wilbur sing-songs, teasing like he already knows the answer.

“Names please,” Tubbo chirps, his artificial cheer bleeding sarcasm all over the nice hotel bed
sheets.

Wilbur waves a hand dismissively and easily rattles off, “Technoblade, Quackity, Schlatt, Dream.”

Tubbo’s face screws up with something sour and bitter before he can smooth it out. Ink, pig’s
blood, gunpowder, protein powder, netherite scraping across a whetstone, the hum of an
enchantment table, blackstone under calloused fingers — a hundred senses that don’t matter at all
assault his memory in a snap of a moment before they fade in the next. Wilbur traces the reaction,
but he says nothing, cataloging it silently.

“Do you know you can trust them?” Tubbo demands sharply, cutting straight to the heart. Wilbur
can fuck around and play his games all he likes, but not with this. Not anymore. Tubbo’s done
trading his friends for empty promises. “Are you certain?”

Tubbo’s leg picks up a rapid pace, bouncing jittery anxiety against the floor. He fights to cling to
some semblance of lost optimism, the fool’s hope that everything might be different this time
around, but it’s hard to grasp against the resurging itch that urges him to breathe faster, to stand up
and pace, to check the window again.

Ranboo runs the pad of his thumb against the back of Tubbo’s hand, rubbing small circles over
smooth skin where the phantom texture of burn scars should be. It makes his skin itch, but Tubbo
won’t tell him to stop.

When Wilbur speaks, his voice is even and grounding, the kind of reassuring lilt that says here’s the
plan and gathers them all to huddle close in the sturdy walls of the Camarvan. “I’ve known
Quackity and Schlatt for years. They’re old Uni mates of mine from back when I did a semester
abroad. Met in student government.”

“Uncle Tech was around all the time when we were growing up,” Tommy chips in. “Practically
helped dad raise us after mum died.”

“That he did,” Wilbur nods, keeping his voice level and smooth, never breaking eye contact with
Tubbo. “Hell, Dream damn near saved my life, once.”

Tubbo grimaces, assaulted with too-fresh memories of a crater, a sunrise, a manic laugh, and the
awful dread on Tommy’s face. “That’s not actually comforting to hear.”

“They wouldn’t hurt us, none of them would,” Wilbur insists, firmly, holding Tubbo’s gaze with a
steady intensity.

“You’d better be right, Wilbur,” Tubbo breathes, and the poisonous little thing growing in his chest
like hope is painful and unwelcome. “Because if you’re wrong, I don’t care what you mean to
anyone here, I’ll put you back where you fucking belong.”



“Sure,” Wilbur tilts his head and smiles something lop-sided, only growing softer in the face of all
Tubbo’s protective malice, the contrary bastard.

“Okay.” Tubbo exhales sharply and tries not to crumble. “Okay.”

Ranboo gently nudges Tubbo’s fingers, and Tubbo uncurls his fists obligingly. He doesn’t know
when he clenched them. Ranboo takes the opportunity to thread their fingers together loosely,
humming a pleased little note. With slow, avid sweeps, Ranboo traces patterns over empty space,
the blank spots where Tubbo’s skin should be marked by pickaxe callouses, firework burns, and
little nicks from wires, metal scrap, and welding torches. The only blemishes that mar his skin are
four red crescents, marks left from blunt human nails digging into soft human skin. Tubbo observes
his own trembling hand with the same curiosity Ranboo does, looking at something new and
unfamiliar.

“I’ve got another one,” Wilbur says into the silence, pulling Tubbo from his momentary distraction.
Tubbo looks up, and Wilbur tips his head, considering. “Who am I to you, Tubbo?”

Tubbo freezes, his whole body going cold and numb and unfamiliar. For an awful moment, Tubbo
looks in Wilbur’s eyes and he knows.

“No one.” The lie falls out of his mouth with a blank sort of desperation, emotionless and
thoughtless and empty.

Wilbur frowns, disappointed. “I’ve been honest with you. Haven’t I, Tubbo? I’ve told you
everything you wanted to know. Where did all your talk about playing fair go?”

“I—” Tubbo stutters, and this time the nervous giggle manages to slip out of his throat before he
can choke it down. Ranboo’s hand squeezes around his comfortingly, and Tubbo’s fingers twitch
like the touch burns. “I don’t think I can answer that.”

“It’s not that hard,” Wilbur presses, taking a meandering step closer to them. Tubbo feels Ranboo’s
hand tense around his, closing in. “Just tell me what you think of me. Your honest opinion, don’t
hold back.”

Tubbo shakes his head, keeping his teeth pressed tight together, not trusting himself enough to open
his mouth. Because he knows if he does he’ll give Wilbur anything he wants — and by the gleam
in his eyes, Wilbur knows it too.

Wilbur’s not scared of Tubbo. Not anymore. Tubbo really fucking wishes he still was. Because now
that Wilbur recognizes Tubbo isn’t a threat, isn’t going to hurt them, that Tubbo’s even worried
about them and trying to keep them safe in his own fucked up way, there is nothing stopping
Wilbur from prying and picking and prodding until he’s satisfied and Tubbo is an empty shell
where secrets once lived.

Wilbur’s playing with a puzzle he doesn’t have all the pieces to — a puzzle Tubbo’s not sure he
wants Wilbur to solve.

There’s a part of Tubbo — the naïve part that refused to die to a dozen withers and grows in the
empty spaces where scars were — that wants Wilbur to figure it out. Because if Wilbur figures it
out, that means Tubbo doesn’t have to say it. It’s easy. It could be so, so easy. All he has to do is
give in, tell Wilbur everything he wants to know. Then, maybe, Wilbur would believe him, would



remember him, would know him for all he is. Surely any consequence would be worth it, to be
known, to have that fleeting taste of something real.

And the part of Tubbo that has been built into secret nuke blueprints and a thousand empty walls
assures him that he’s already lost. He lost this game the moment he stepped into it, the moment he
called Wilbur’s name, the moment he burned that book and summoned Drista to a snowy seaside
mansion. He is the human error — a dangerous outlier in a careful, complex construction. He’s
taking up the space where the real Tubbo should be — a human with no horns and no scars and no
illicit memories — living a lie in a body that belongs to someone else.

This was a game of second chances, the prize a new, fresh start for everyone free from any strings
attached or payment required. And he’s lost.

Everything in Tubbo screams, you’ve already lost, so there’s nothing to lose, and wouldn’t it be so,
so nice to just give in. Accept it. Earn your acceptance.

But Tubbo’s grown to learn the hardest lessons best, and he knows better now than to trust himself.

Tubbo isn’t to be trusted. But neither is Wilbur.

Tubbo doesn’t know what to do.

And the thing in him sings, would it be so bad? Would the world come crashing down if Tubbo
said I knew you, in a past life. All of you. And it was bad. And it was good. And I loved you like
family. And I cared about you too much to let you go, to let you have your second chance. Am I too
selfish? Would you tell me to leave if you understood the full gravity of what I’ve done? What I’ve
taken from you?

He's tired. He's so tired.

Tubbo’s breath hitches, scraping along the ragged edges of his sore throat and catching on the
points of unfamiliar canines.

“I hate you,” Tubbo answers, and the truth comes out warbly and weak.

Tubbo stares down at his hand so he doesn’t have to deal with whatever stupid fucking face Wilbur
is making right now. Ranboo rubs an attempt at comfort along his knuckles where a gold ring
should overlap a sword scar and his skin itches and burns — wrong, wrong, wrong.

“And you’re kind of a massive fucking prick,” Tubbo spits. He blinks hard to scrape away the
burning behind his eyes that threatens to spill over.

Tubbo grimaces and scrunches up his nose. Still, he’s helpless to stop the tear that drips off his chin
and splatters, leaving a wet mark on the perfect, too-soft sheets.

“And you never know when to st-stop,” To his growing horror, Tubbo can’t stop the words spilling
out of his mouth.

Anger builds in the pit in his chest, clawing against the bones of his ribs and pulling his lungs tight.
He fights desperately to even out his breathing, take a deep breath, cut this shit out, but he can’t, he
can’t, he can’t. Everything is wrong. His skin itches and burns in waves that crawl across his whole
body. It’s all wrong. He shouldn’t even be here.



“A-ha-and I wish I didn’t c-ha-are about you. F-fuck!” Tubbo chokes through hot tears that spill
without his permission, scorching tracks down his face.

“Hey, hey, it’s alright,” Ranboo pleads in a whisper.

Slowly, Ranboo reaches up, careful fingers aiming to wipe the wet trails on Tubbo’s cheeks away.
Tubbo flinches away. It’s a reflex, an ingrained instinct trying to prevent Ranboo from burning
himself on the water. Ranboo recoils like he’s burned anyway — except he wasn’t, because that’s
not something that happens anymore. Ranboo is human and wrong just like everyone else.

Unable to take it anymore, this sitting still, this nothingness, Tubbo staggers to standing on legs that
won’t bend right, ripping his hand from Ranboo’s hold and pulling it close to his chest. The look on
Ranboo’s face says he’s fighting to keep himself from reaching out again, watching Tubbo with
something miserable and torn in his eyes.

Tubbo shakes his head, trying to clear it, trying to make everything make sense.

“I need— I’m sorry, I— please leave me alone.” Tubbo’s voice wavers as he stumbles back and
moves.

He needs to move. There’s nowhere to go. He just needs to keep moving.

He paces, up and down the length of the room and then back again, tracing the same path over and
over. The vibrating energy that races under his skin and pounds through his heart refuses to grow
satisfied, screaming for him to move, move, move — to fucking do something.

Tommy pulls his legs back from the narrow line of space between the TV and the beds, and when
Tubbo rounds yet another loop of the room, he tries to catch Tubbo’s attention with a look of
concern. Tubbo keeps his eyes trained steadily in front of him, not looking at anything except the
space where his foot goes next, the next stretch of ostentatious carpet he has to cover.

The line of Tubbo’s throat aches, pulled taught with everything he fights to swallow down. If
Tubbo opens his mouth, he doesn’t know what is going to come out of it. He doesn’t want to risk
finding out. So he locks the muscles of his jaw tight and he does not scream or sob or spill secrets
or make any noise at all.

Now if he can just stop crying. That’s the next step.

Wilbur shifts his footing, awkward and out of step. Tubbo watches the lamp-light shadow that
doubles Wilbur’s performance against the wall because he can’t risk looking at the man himself.

Wilbur’s ever-present guise of certainty and confidence speaks, “We should—”

“Leave ‘im alone, Wil,” Tommy cuts him off, no longer content to observe the game from the
sidelines. And Wilbur listens, at least for the moment, because it’s Tommy. “You’re just being
mean. He’s not gonna—”

There’s a knock at the door.

Tubbo’s halfway across the room, but he’s turning on instinct before he even realizes what he’s
heard — before the sound can process to meaning in his brain.

Finally, his chest screams. Now fucking MOVE.



Tubbo’s already moving.

You knew this was coming. Because it always does. And you were RIGHT. This is what you were
afraid of. And you are ready for it.

Tubbo is ready. He’s ready, this time. He’s not losing anyone else. Never again.

With a snap, the tension in Tubbo’s body gives way. He moves, smooth, practiced, violent. He
covers the distance to the door in an instant — he’s done it a thousand times before.

One hand reaches for a sword at his hip, but his fingers slip through empty air where they should
meet the cool touch of a netherite pommel. A hand over his shoulder comes back empty as well, no
well-worn wood of a crossbow handle.

Weaponless, defenseless, useless.

When he passes the mock kitchen, he slips a plastic butter knife from the pile of fast food utensils
into his hand without slowing. He doesn’t have a sword. But he can improvise.

He reaches the door before anyone else in the room can even react, unlatching the locks and tearing
it open with a brutal efficiency. Without an ounce of hesitation, Tubbo puts himself between the
stranger, the threat, and everything in this world he cares about.

The threat is a young adult, maybe early twenties, with dark hair braided down their back. They’ve
got a shiny pin on their suit lapel that reads “they/them”. No visible weapons, but that doesn’t mean
anything. The threat stands next to a service trolley loaded with various covered dishes, plates, and
glassware — one ornate serving dish balanced in their free hand.

When the door slams open, the threat startles and bumps their cart. The glasses rattle. It sounds like
splash potions clinking together. Small and easy to conceal, any one of those covered dishes could
be hiding potions of weakness, of slowness, of harming.

With tears still streaming down his face, Tubbo stares them down.

“Uh,” the threat hesitates, taking a step back. “Ribeye steak with potatoes and hazelnut-cherry iced
parfait for… Tommy Innit?”

With a clatter of noise from inside the room, Tommy appears behind Tubbo. Before Tubbo can do
anything, Tommy slips between Tubbo and the doorframe. A sharp whine of warning and distress
tears from Tubbo. He throws out a hand to grab Tommy, to pull him back inside the safety of the
walls. Quick as anything, Tommy weaves under Tubbo's reach and comes to stand too close to the
threat.

Tommy plucks the serving dish from the threat’s hands before turning on his heel and pushing
Tubbo back inside the room.

“Thank you!” Tommy calls out hastily before slamming the door closed and locking it.

The moment the door snaps shut, Tubbo is up on the balls of his feet and peering through the
spyhole. He watches the threat blink and recover for a second before pushing the cart to clatter
along, continuing on their way down the hallway. He watches until they’ve left his field of vision.
He keeps watching.



They’re safe. They have sturdy walls around them. No one is after them. But it doesn’t matter to
the thing in Tubbo’s chest, the tension strung tight across his shoulders and through his rigid spine
not easing in the slightest. The buzzing under his skin rattles him, sending waves of tremors
through every inch of his body. He needs to move, but he can’t. He’s frozen dead-still in this one
spot, watching the hallway, waiting for the moment the door opens again.

Tommy presses a hand warm and firm against his arm, and Tubbo doesn’t react with more than a
huff of acknowledgement, unable to take his attention off the fish-eye warped hallway.

“What the fuck, man. C’mon, you can’t just— fuckin’— do that.” The hushed waver in Tommy’s
voice is disquieting to something deep and intrinsic in Tubbo.

It’s not often that the world gets to see anything less than Tommy Innit at one-hundred percent in
all things, and those times are more often than not followed by a sword at his throat, a crater in the
ground, an exile sentencing. When Tommy needs something the most, he asks for it quietly.

Tubbo opens his mouth, tries to find some words to reassure Tommy, but there’s nothing. There are
no words in his throat. His lungs are empty and they don’t move at all.

“C’mon,” Tommy says on a whisper as he tugs gently on Tubbo’s sleeve, and it’s all Tubbo can do
to nod.

Tubbo forces himself to peel away from the spyhole. Each step away from the door is aching and
anxious, but Tommy asked, and Tubbo would give him anything.

Tommy stops and sets his tray of room service food down, brushing the remnants of their cold fast
food to the side to make room for something new, but Tubbo keeps moving. Now that Tubbo’s
moving again, he falls back into a soothing pattern, pacing the familiar length of the room from the
door to the window. His feet don’t click against the floor in a restless tik-tik-tik like hooves should,
and he tries to pretend for a moment that it’s only the carpet muffling the sound.

Pulled along by gravity, without any thought required, Tubbo peers out the window again, shifting
the curtain to the side just enough and not a fraction more.

“Thirteen,” Wilbur notes blandly.

“Piss off,” Tubbo croaks, his sore throat and his overwhelmed brain barely managing that much.

Wilbur, remarkably, stays silent.

Cars glide along the pavement, flickering in and out under the rolling rhythm of street lamps.
Tubbo counts his breaths until he can feel them again, his lungs resuming the pace once they find it,
easy and familiar. Tear tracks dry into tacky streaks on his face, but he’s too busy breathing to do
anything about it. He feels numb and weightless, and he’s self-aware enough to recognize he’s
coming down off the adrenaline of his paranoid panic attack.

The smell of butter and herbs and fresh seared steak wafts through the room, and Tommy coos
pleased excitement over his meal. It smells good, rich and mouth-watering. Tubbo’s stomach twists
and his dying appetite rots on his tongue.

“Was a bit of a dick move to wind you up like that, huh?” Wilbur remarks, settling back down in
his armchair and pulling one leg up to his chest. “Sorry.”



“S’alright,” Tubbo rasps, keeping his voice low to avoid the ache that claws at his throat. His words
are underlain with utter truth, maybe more than anything else spoken in this room. Tubbo’s
forgiveness comes easy and immediate and without condition; it always has, for better or for worse.
“Buttons are made to be pushed.”

Someone in an apartment across the street flicks on a light. Tubbo watches with muted interest as
they step into the freshly illuminated kitchen, opening the refrigerator and rubbing at their eyes.

“Just one more thing. Last one, I promise,” Wilbur says into the silence, speaking with the utmost
confidence, like he knows for a fact that Tubbo won’t refuse. Maybe he does, Tubbo wouldn’t put it
past him to have figured that out by this point. It’s not like he’s been doing a very good job of
pretending otherwise. “You don’t even have to give me a real answer, just tell me if I’m totally off
base, yeah?”

“Sure,” Tubbo agrees tiredly, not believing Wilbur’s promise in the slightest. The man really does
never know when to stop.

The person in the apartment across the street pulls out a carton of something before closing the
refrigerator again. They take a drink straight out of the carton, not bothering with a glass. They take
their carton and plod out of the kitchen, flicking the light off as they go. Tubbo watches mutely and
thinks about nothing at all.

Hardly dissuaded by Tubbo’s lack of attention, Wilbur leans his chin on his knee and rambles,
“We’re not friends, you said that yourself. But!” Wilbur throws up a finger for emphasis, sounding
jaunty and self-satisfied. “You care about us. That much is rather painfully obvious, what with the
whole protective rage and all. You can drop the silverware, by the way. You’re not gonna be
defending anyone against the room service with that — unless you want to be defending yourself in
court.”

Tubbo’s fingers tighten around the handle of the cheap plastic knife until it creaks. He doesn’t want
to set it down. He feels more comfortable holding it, with something even vaguely weapon-like in
his hands. That’s probably not a good thing. Tubbo carefully sets the plastic butter knife down on
the windowsill. He tries to tell himself he doesn’t need it, channeling the same vehemence he uses
to ignore the way his fingers twitch and tremble.

“You care about us more than you should — you care more than we’ve given you reason to. But I
don’t think you’re a stalker. You don’t act like a stalker. If you had some kind of unhealthy
obsession with us, you wouldn’t be pulling away at every opportunity. Nah, you’ve got something
else going on.”

Tubbo shifts, letting the heavy curtain fall closed. He can’t find the energy in himself to move,
though. He finds himself still and empty, staring blankly at the delicate weave of the cream-colored
fabric.

“A ‘deal with the devil’, you said. But you haven’t said what for. Money? Influence? Power? Now,
Tubbo, no offense, but you just don’t strike me as the type.” Wilbur clicks his tongue dismissively.
He seems like he's on a roll, so Tubbo doesn't bother interrupting to tell him just how wrong he is.

“A deal for information, then, sure. But why? What do you stand to gain?” Wilbur questions, but he
doesn’t stop for an answer. “Given that I accept your claim about a devil’s deal, you could have had
anything in the world you wanted, and yet somehow you ended up here, in another country, in a
hotel room with three strangers.”



“You want the three of us here, in this room. For some reason, you wanted this. But honestly,
Tubbo, I don’t have a clue what you want from us,” Wilbur admits, speaking low and soft. “And I
think, neither do you.”

Tubbo nods silently.

Wilbur is right. He doesn’t have a clue what he’s doing. This, just this, is more than he could have
asked for — more than he deserves. Now that he has this, he doesn’t know what to do except hold
on to it, stay close and protect and make himself useful for as long as they’ll let him.

“Now. Why do you care? What do we mean to you, Tubbo?”

Checkmate. Wilbur sets his piece on the board, closing in, and that’s it. There is no escape. Game
over.

Tubbo lets air flow into his lungs, and then holds it there until he feels it, and then lets it seep back
out again. The quiet beat of his heart counts out a steady rhythm. He stares at the curtain and
doesn’t see anything at all. He’s done. He’s giving in.

Quietly, Wilbur continues. “You play the game well, I’ll give you that. You somehow managed to
earn the total loyalty of someone you met yesterday,” Wilbur looks pointedly at Ranboo, but Tubbo
doesn’t follow his gaze. “And you’ve managed to win over Tommy in a matter of minutes. That’s
impressive. But you aren’t playing with an end goal in mind, so there’s simply no way you can
win.”

Tubbo knows that. He knew from the start that he had already lost. But Prime if he wasn’t going to
take the chance to play one more game against Wilbur — even a losing one.

“I impressed you?” Tubbo asks, and it’s small and childish.

Wilbur smiles, “You did. You did good.”

The thing in Tubbo’s chest settles, growing warm and content. And maybe it’s just another cheap
tactic, Wilbur telling him what he wants to hear just to get on his good side, but Tubbo doesn’t care.
He’ll take Wilbur’s praise, even if it’s an imitation of the real, unattainable thing. He will cradle it
close to his chest and let it warm his heart all the same.

He’s lost. There’s nothing left to do now but accept it.

“I…” Tubbo trails off, hesitating. He doesn’t know what he wants to say. He opens his mouth, but
he’s not sure what’s going to come out of it. Wilbur is silent, patient. “I will tell you everything.
Anything you want to know. But…” Tubbo’s words stick in his throat, and he swallows raggedly.
“Please. Not tonight. I’m just… tired.” He breathes out, shaky. “And… be careful what you ask for.
You might not like the answer.”

The gleam in Wilbur’s eyes reflects his desire to know more, his need to dig deeper with obsessive
intensity. He’s caught opportunity in his sights, and in no world is he going to let it go unexploited.

Tubbo tries to steel himself against the oncoming interrogation that he’s opened himself up to, but
his resolve wavers and folds. He can’t fight anymore. He’s drained, running on dead-empty
nothing. Wilbur will ask, and he will give.



Tommy holds out a hand in silent communication. Ranboo passes him a pillow without needing to
be told. Tommy reels back and chucks the pillow, smacking Wilbur square in the face. The pillow
thumps to the floor softly, landing on the carpet by Wilbur’s chair.

“Bitch,” Tommy crows, laughing as he shoves a spoonful of parfait into his mouth. “Shut the fuck
up!”

Tubbo’s smile is weak and lopsided, but Tommy calls it from him like it’s no effort at all.

The familiar wear threaded into the carpet tugs at his feet, and so Tubbo paces. He’s so, so tired, but
he can’t stop moving. He doesn’t know what else to do with himself. He traces the path to the door,
passing Wilbur’s armchair, Ranboo on the bed, Tommy at the kitchen counter, and he looks at none
of them.

Tubbo slows to a stop at the door, the last dregs of his energy only getting him so far. He pauses
long enough to peer out the spyhole, out into an empty hallway. He tugs at the chain lock and it cli-
clinks cool iron reassurance under his fingers. He turns and paces the length of the room back to the
window, pulled mechanically like a magnet. It’s nice, movement without thought. Easy and simple.
He can do this. Even if his vision wants to blur together at the edges and trembly legs want to give
out from under him, he can do this.

Ranboo is perched on the edge of the bed, sinking weight into the soft mattress, watching Tubbo all
gentle and cautious. That’s good. It’s reassuring to the buzzing core of his chest. Ranboo’s safe, but
Ranboo’s not happy. The small frown that slants his face itches at Tubbo, fix it, make it better.

The air conditioning kicks on with a snap of noise from the other end of the room. Tubbo jumps out
of his skin, twisting to face the danger. His heart jolts in his chest, pounding erratically against his
ribs. The heart is a muscle, and Tubbo’s is wound up in all the same tension that pulls his shoulders
taught.

“Tubbo, you’ve gotta lie down, man,” Ranboo says.

Tubbo just shakes his head and forces himself to keep moving. He doesn’t know how to say that he
can’t, that if he stops moving he’ll collapse and fall apart completely. The ache in his throat tells
him he wouldn’t have much luck with words, anyway.

“…It would make me feel better,” Ranboo tries, and Tubbo pauses. “If you came and sat down with
me.”

Tubbo hesitates, swaying back and forth slightly where he stands. Finally, he rasps, “You are evil.”

As the frown falls away from Ranboo’s face, Tubbo feels a tightness in his chest ease. “Does that
mean it’s working?”

“Manipulative. Evil,” Tubbo accuses, his feet already carrying him to Ranboo’s side. “The absolute
worst.”

Ranboo extends a hand, reaching out eagerly as Tubbo approaches. Tubbo gives Ranboo his hand
and lets himself be pulled forward, lets Ranboo tug him down into softness. Ranboo herds Tubbo to
the head of the bed, patting a spot right in the middle for Tubbo to sit. Tubbo shuffles over
obligingly on knees that sink into the mattress and sits with his back up against the headrest.



“Good, good,” Ranboo hums, smiling pleased contentment. “Here, I’ve got— Let me— Here.”

The mattress shifts and gives under Ranboo’s weight as he waddles around on his knees, gathering
up bed pillows that had been displaced in the night’s chaos. He shuffles back to Tubbo’s side, a
pillow cradled under each arm. With hands steady and purposeful, Ranboo tucks a pillow on either
side of Tubbo, nestling him in plush and silk. A warm hand tipped in phantom claws lands lightly
on his shoulder, hardly any pressure at all, just the impression of a request. Tubbo tips and lets his
body loll forward obligingly, and Ranboo hums as he slips another pillow behind Tubbo’s back.
The butterfly pressure of the hand on his shoulder shifts, guiding Tubbo to lean back and sink into
the soft cushion.

Across the room, Tommy perks up as he recognizes Ranboo’s new task. With a bounce in his step
and a mischievous grin on his face, Tommy snatches up the pillow from the ground by Wilbur’s
armchair and passes it along. Ranboo accepts the offering with a gracious smile and slots it into
place. Tommy laughs and starts grabbing even more pillows from the other bed, adding his
contribution to the rapidly growing pile that surrounds Tubbo.

From the distant look on his face, it’s clear Ranboo’s attention has been utterly absorbed by
building — the simple, thoughtless task of putting everything where it belongs, making it right.
Tubbo watches him work languidly, letting his static-edged vision settle on the lull of steady,
hypnotic motion as he lets himself be grounded.

Ranboo’s face lights up as he seems to think of something, because the next moment he’s leaning
across the length of the mattress, stretching a long arm out to reach the foot of the bed. Ranboo
grabs the end of the downy duvet that clings to the bed corner, reeling the heavy blanket back up
onto the bed from where it had been spilled all over the floor.

“Tubbo in a blanket!” Tommy cheers, grabbing a corner and helping Ranboo add it to the pile.

“What will he do?” Tubbo echoes on reflex, something tender and fatigued muddling all other
thoughts in his brain.

“Sleep,” Ranboo finishes dryly, leaving no room for argument.

“Mmm,” Tubbo hums, doubtful and dismissive.

Good things aren't ones he gets to keep. This, too, will end — will be taken from him. And when it
is, it will surely hurt enough that he will regret having accepted it in the first place. But until then.

Until then, Ranboo adjusts the blanket with serene focus, tucking the sides of it around pillows and
wrapping Tubbo up in the delicate pile. He pauses when Tubbo shifts, broken from the trance
enough to look to Tubbo curiously. Indulging a nudge from something placid and quiet in the core
of his chest, Tubbo lifts a heavy arm with bones that weigh more than they should and lifts one
corner of the blanket.

Wordlessly, Tubbo stares at a point just below Ranboo’s chin, not quite bold enough to meet his
eyes. It’s a silent request, something he doesn’t have the words for.

Ranboo understands anyway.

“Can I?” Ranboo asks quietly, not declining, but staring at the offered space like he’s not sure what
he’s seeing is real.



“Yeah, of course,” Tubbo manages to scrape from the bottom of his lungs. And then, because he
needs Ranboo to know that he means it, “Please.”

Ranboo takes the offered open corner of the pile, lifting the blanket enough to crawl under. He’s all
start-and-stop jagged movement, hesitating at every odd second. He keeps glancing at Tubbo
cautiously, ready to pull away at the slightest indication of discomfort, waiting for the moment he’s
gone and crossed some invisible boundary.

Tubbo snorts, amused. There’s no need for all that. If Ranboo crossed a boundary, Tubbo would
simply bite him.

After what seems like far too long, Ranboo settles himself under the makeshift nest of pillows and
blankets, stretching out long legs until he’s comfortable.

“Is this still okay?” Ranboo checks, and Tubbo wastes no time leaning into him in response. “Ah,
alright.”

The texture of Ranboo’s dress shirt is smooth and silky against his forehead. When breath shudders
into Tubbo’s lungs, the air smells like laundry detergent.

Idly, Tubbo picks at one of the buttons on Ranboo’s shirt. “Do you have pajamas?”

“They’re out in the car, I think,” Ranboo hums, and Tubbo feels the sound rumble through the
cavern under his cheek.

“You can use Tommy’s,” Tubbo offers without thought. “You’re taller, but they should fit alright.”

On the rare occasion that Tommy would stay the night at their mansion in Snowchester, he would
steal Ranboo’s pajamas. They were too long in the sleeves for Tommy — too long in the
everything, really, and Tommy always had to roll up the pants so he would stop tripping over them
and tie the waistband really tight just to get them to stop falling off — but they worked well
enough. Tubbo guesses that Tommy’s pajamas should fit Ranboo well enough, too. They’re closer
in height now than they were before. Tubbo doesn’t see any reason there would be a problem with
this plan.

“Uh, no thanks. I’m fine,” Ranboo says carefully, like he’s worried that rejecting the offer might
just make Tubbo double down and insist.

And he would be right, because Tubbo is not content to let Ranboo go to bed in a days-old dress
shirt. Not while he has something to say about it. Tubbo cracks open the eyes he hadn't realized that
he'd closed, argument ready on the tip of his tongue, but Ranboo wiggles enough to free one of his
arms from the blanket pile and uses it to pat Tubbo on the head, awkward and hesitant.

And Tubbo melts.

“Oh, well.” Ranboo sounds surprised, like he wasn’t expecting Tubbo to go limp and boneless
under even the slightest positive physical affection. Really, he should have seen this coming. To his
credit, he’s quick to accept this new situation, patting Tubbo again with a bit more certainty this
time. “M’kay.”

Tommy skips across the room, stealing a fuzzy knit blanket from where it was artfully draped
across the back of Wilbur’s armchair.



“Hey,” Wilbur complains, but his tone is amused and mild as the blanket is dragged away.

“Need it! Thanks, Wil!” Tommy snickers and dances away with the fuzzy blanket half tucked under
his arm and dragging across the floor.

Without stopping, Tommy grabs his plate from the counter and shoves a whole baby potato into his
mouth. Then Tommy weaves back over to the bed, chomping happily on his too-large bite with
puffed-out cheeks. He tosses the fuzzy knit blanket over Tubbo and Ranboo and then proceeds to
throw himself onto the bed, the staggering motion almost managing to dump all his food onto the
sheets. Tommy shrieks, muffled by the mouthful of potato, scrambling to tip the plate dangerously
in the other direction before leveling it out.

“Please don’t spill your food on me,” Ranboo pleads, deadpan. “Also, don’t choke.”

Tommy tries to speak through the mouthful and only manages some garbled nonsense — the words
are lost, but the way he extends the piece of seasoned and buttered potato on the end of his fork
towards Tubbo is a clear enough message on its own.

Tubbo’s stomach twists threateningly, and Tubbo’s face does something to match. But Tommy isn’t
deterred, shaking the potato in Tubbo’s direction insistently and garbling some more angry almost-
words. Begrudgingly, Tubbo takes a bite.

“Please don’t choke,” Ranboo repeats with stress as Tommy cheers through his muffled mouthful.

Tommy chews and swallows quickly, only to turn to Ranboo and crow, “Bitch.”

Before Tubbo’s even through forcing himself to chew the piece of potato, Tommy’s already
extending a bite of steak. Tubbo scowls, but he eats that too.

The taste of steak and potatoes is as familiar as the sight of rolling green-leafed potato fields and
cow farms plentiful enough to feed a growing nation, but the flavors here are new. Butter and salt
and rosemary, rich and heavy on his tongue — scarcities that were too hard to find and too time-
consuming to make when you had resources to mine and houses to build and wars to fight.

Tommy extends a bit of parfait on a spoon, and Tubbo eats it unthinkingly, sleepy and lost in
thought. It’s sweet and utterly unfamiliar — honey and milk and sweet berries and cocoa beans are
the only things he can think to compare it to.

Tommy coos, “Like a little baby! Ahawww— pffhaha!” Tommy breaks off into a laugh at Tubbo’s
unimpressed stare.

Tubbo eats a couple more bites obediently until he really does feel like he’s going to throw up, and
then he pulls away and buries his face in the soft of the downy duvet.

“I’m going to order more room service,” Tommy declares. “Tubbo, what do you want?”

Ranboo whines dismay for his credit card, and Tubbo can’t help but agree. He doesn’t think his
heart can handle another knock at the door.

“Don’t,” Tubbo mutters into the blanket against his scratchy throat.

“Please don’t,” Ranboo agrees.



Tommy huffs, groaning a long, drawn-out, “Fiiine,” and then shoves another spoonful of parfait
into his mouth.

It helps, having Tommy by his side and Ranboo’s chest rising and falling under his cheek, but he
doesn’t think he’ll ever be rid of the buzzing that runs restless and anxious through his skin. Even
with his lightly trembling body wrapped in warm blankets, he can’t sleep. Something in him fights
to keep himself awake and aware, screaming danger every time his drooping eyelids slip closed.

Tubbo knows with awful certainty, the moments he feels safest are the most dangerous. So, he
keeps watch, eyes scanning across the room, watching for a shadow on the wall or a knock at the
door. His eyes slide over Wilbur as he makes his vigilant patrol, and each time Wilbur gets a little
more exasperated.

“Are you coming, Wil?” Tommy asks, bouncing idly on the other bed as he kicks off his socks.

“No fucking way am I gonna sleep with a suspicious motherfucker like this one in the room,”
Wilbur says with a pointed gesture at Tubbo. Tubbo meets his gaze and sticks his tongue out
petulantly. Wilbur doesn’t break eye contact with Tubbo, and his next words are slow and
deliberate. “Go to bed, Tommy. I’m gonna keep an eye out, just in case.”

“You’re so pa-ra-noid,” Tommy clips the syllables of the word, a teasing smile spread wide across
his face.

Tubbo, grudgingly, feels safer knowing that Wilbur will be awake and keeping watch for the few
remaining hours of the night. Probably exactly why Wilbur pointed it out. Although, Tubbo
considers, Wilbur probably also feels safer if Tubbo is asleep and too unconscious to be a threat. A
win-win for the both of them.

Tubbo shifts until he’s nestled entirely in the curve of Ranboo’s arm, limp and too heavy to move
another trembling muscle.

“I love you.” Tubbo yawns, and this time he can feel the way Ranboo’s chest stutters in shock for a
fraction of a second. “Do you believe me?”

Ranboo takes a long moment before he puts his words together. “I believe you. I don’t understand
why you would — like, at all,” Ranboo huffs a quiet chuckle. “…but I definitely believe you.”
Ranboo says it with a steady surety, but the sharp edge of wonder says his certainty is a surprise to
himself. “You love me.”

“I do. I do,” Tubbo murmurs, burying his face harder against Ranboo’s ribs, like he could live in
just this one moment for eternity.

Tubbo tries to match his own breathing to Ranboo’s, and he keeps trying until his lungs don’t falter
and shake. He lets the gentle rise and fall of Ranboo’s chest and the steady pulse of his heartbeat
become the only thing in his small world, quieting his thoughts until he’s too tired to question it, to
ask himself what he’s done to earn this, to rack himself for a justification, a reason he should get to
rest.

“I knew you in the last life. All of you.” Tubbo mumbles the secret into the haze of silk and laundry
detergent, words slow and tranquil like they don't matter at all. “I’m trying. I’m trying so hard to
make it better this time.”



Ranboo hums, the vibration rumbling against his cheek. Whatever Ranboo says next is lost to the
haze as Tubbo falls asleep.
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Snow falls in slow and heavy clumps, bound crystalline together in the clouds and carrying a
measure of that untouchable unreality with them down to the world below. The snowflakes pat
against the window and melt there, giving away their structure and dissolving into water against the
radiating heat. The drips run in rivets down glass window panes until the chilling wind can whet
them to icicles and hang them from the windowsill.

It is warm here. The vast, empty space under grand vaulted ceilings is filled with the flickering
glow of heat that breathes from the fireplace. The walls of the mansion are new, still young and
unbroken. They creak pacifying whispers under hushed breath, naïve enough to think they can calm
the whipping winter winds that skim ocean waves and batter themselves against window panes.

Michael squeals excitement and Tubbo glances up from the papers spread out on the kitchen table
in front of him. Benson the chicken flutters to land on the bridge handrail, squawking and ruffling
her wings. Michael chuffs and chases Benson, happily darting after the chicken as they chase each
other back and forth across the bridge.

The bridge dangles above the gaping maw of his ossuary nation, never full, never satisfied. The
crater of L’Manberg echoes Michael’s snorts back again and again. The playful noises join the
melody that reverberates quietly between jagged grey stone and mirror-still pools. Once a sound
hits these walls, it stays trapped, caught up in the endless echoing cycle. It echoes forever and never
forgets. You can press your ear to the sun-warmed stone and hear voices from years past singing,
yelling, cheering, screaming.

Tubbo hears his own voice embedded in the chorus that these walls sing quietly to themselves,
lonely. He tries to visit when he can. He is responsible for this place — he is still its president, after
all. No one else is going to keep the crater company, and it is so very lonely here.

Tiny piglin hooves clatter against wooden floor beams and bright sunlight reflects in a golden sheen
off the sword securely rattling in the sheath at his back. The sight of it makes Tubbo itch. Tubbo
keeps trying to give him a netherite one, something better to protect himself with, but Michael



refuses to give up his battered and worn golden sword. Tubbo huffs a breath and pushes the itch
away. Tubbo understands. Some things are too important to let go of.

Michael lets out a victorious knuff-knuff-knuff when he catches Benson. She squirms and squawks
her annoyance until he bundles her safely under his arm. Michael darts back to Tubbo, eyes shining
bright, and he grunts and chitters to Benson. She clucks, her head bobbing with each of Michael’s
quick steps.

“Having fun, Michael?” Tubbo laughs.

Michael snorts at the sound of his name, holding Benson out with two hands and presenting her
proudly.

“Good job, you caught her!” Tubbo smiles and gives Michael a thumbs up. Michael understands
enough Player — more than they realize, sometimes — but he still finds that physical gestures and
body language are better at getting across the language barrier. Actions speak louder than words.
That’s what people keep telling him, at least.

Benson, displeased at being held aloft, beats her wings and squirms until she frees herself. As soon
as her feet touch the floor she’s darting away down a hallway to hide, claws scratching against
spruce floorboards. Michael watches her go with a quiet chuff, then turns to look up at Tubbo
hopefully. Tubbo can only smile sadly in return.

Tubbo shakes his head. “I can’t, not just yet. I’ll play after the work is done.”

Michael’s ears droop, and Tubbo leans over and knocks his forehead gently against the top of
Michael’s head. The touch of coarse pink fur prickles against half his skin and the ivory of exposed
bone is smooth and solid on the other. Tubbo closes his eyes and leans into the pressure for a long
moment.

The fireplace crackles and a log snaps, releasing a shower of sparks. The sparks dance and whirl as
they’re sucked up into the chimney and flung out to scatter on the breeze, drifting and whistling
along rocky crater walls.

“Why don’t you go find some toys to play with for a bit, yeah? I promise I’ll be free to play soon.”

Tubbo leans back to sit up in the chair, and as he pulls away Michael quickly hops up and bonks
their foreheads together one more time. Tubbo laughs and rubs at the spot before he makes a
shooing motion with his hands. Tubbo gives his best attempt at a grunt and snort, ill-suited vocal
cords warping around the gruff way of saying I love you. Michael snorts, echoing the sound back,
and skips over to the stairs that lead to his bedroom, hooves clicking against each step up.

Tubbo smiles and watches him go, absently brushing some cookie crumbs off the papers, messy
remnants of afternoon snack time. There’s a blotch of chocolate chip staining the blueprints, a dark
smear across delicate white lines detailing a bunker buried far beneath the sand of a snowy desert,
but that’s alright. He sees the lines and angles in perfect detail every time he closes his eyes,
repetitive patterns burned there by long exposure. At least it wasn’t one of the tomes — bound in
cow’s leather with sugar cane pressed pages, ancient and yellowing at the edges. If the margin notes
written in Philza’s messy scrawl are to be believed, they might even be one of a kind — records of
history from a time before the world was made, written in a lost language Tubbo can’t hope to
decipher. But he’ll try. He has to try.



The salty sea tang of squid ink hits his tongue and stains his lips black, and Tubbo realizes he’s
chewing on the end of his quill again. He sets it down on the kitchen table and leans back in his
chair, the spruce wood creaking quietly under his weight as he rubs a hand over tired eyes. He leans
back and back and back until the chair tilts up onto two legs, and then tips further until it clicks
against the crater wall behind him.

Tubbo’s head falls back until his horns scrape against the rocky cliff face. With empty eyes, he
stares up into the thick clouds that blanket the world, a dull glow of fading sunlight and dusting of
snow are the only things that leak through. The pale stretch of sky is cut through by the jagged
overhead above, dangling vines rooted firmly in a thin slash of a crevice. He reaches up and picks a
leaf from the vine, absently tearing little pieces free to keep his hands busy.

Somewhere, a siren outlined in blueprints echoes off blast-carved cliffs, singing warning. It
resonates with the staccato beat of sea waves crashing against frost-bitten shores and the trickle of
river water dripping from dangling vines.

He reaches out, one half of a whole, and presses a keycard to a lock on a frost-painted stone
podium. A siren grows louder. Across a stretch of shallow, rocky ocean, the devil laughs as she
presses a keycard to a podium that flashes green, acceptance, finality, a deal sealed.

Tubbo licks his lips and tastes ink and salt and seawater. He idly rips the bit of green leaf to shreds.
He stares up at the sky blankly, waiting for the moment of inevitability, the moment he watches the
warhead puncture the thick blanket of clouds and plummet down, down, down, until—

Tubbo wakes up warm and soft. A slow and heavy kind of consciousness seeps into his brain bit by
bit, brewing and dripping steadily into his skull where it gathers and condenses.

He can feel the comforting weight of Ranboo’s presence around him, radiating warmth and
contentment. One of Ranboo’s arms lies curled across his back and along the curve of his shoulder,
and the other hand is tucked away in the dark hollow of space between them, cradling Tubbo’s
sleep-loose fingers and running an idle thumb in steady patterns across the ridge of his knuckles.

Ranboo is still sitting more or less upright, but Tubbo must have moved in his sleep at some point
last night. The memory of falling asleep to the gentle rise and fall of Ranboo’s chest under his
cheek plays in his mind, taking the place of the last dregs of dream-memory and sweeping them
away to the dark corners of his mind. Now, Tubbo finds himself snuggled deeper into the wall of
their impromptu pillow fort. His head is awkwardly shoved against the bony wall of Ranboo’s ribs
and the pillow against the headboard, his neck craned at an angle that’s sure to come back to bite
him later. Already, he can feel the way his sore neck and shoulders want to ache with dull little
pulses of discomfort.

Tubbo shifts lazily and he feels the way Ranboo’s breathing changes — aware, curious, attentive.
Ranboo’s thumb stills, hesitating over Tubbo’s knuckles. Tubbo curls his legs up before stretching
them out until his whole body shakes with the good stretch. Then he yawns and wiggles down,
burrowing himself deeper into the blankets until he can only see a sliver of dull morning light
leaking into the dark warm space beneath.

After Tubbo settles, and then a beat more, when he stays still and quiet, Ranboo wraps his arms
tighter around Tubbo, pulling him close. Tubbo hums and smiles as he pushes his forehead into the
side of Ranboo’s thigh. He’s too boney. Tubbo grumbles. He needs to feed Ranboo more.



Tommy is still asleep, Tubbo can hear it in the heavy push-pull of Tommy’s breathing from the
other side of the room. The click of plastic silverware and the crumple of paper bags is
accompanied by the quiet shuffle of socks on carpet, clear signs that Wilbur is already awake and
moving with his sunrise.

Tubbo just closes his eyes and lets himself drift, fading in and out with the th-thump pulse of a
steady heartbeat and the rise and fall of each breath.

There is no need, here. It might come as a surprise — if he were awake enough for that sort of
thing. As it is, Tubbo can feel the distant murmur of the emotion floating somewhere else,
somewhere beyond the warm, sleepy haze. It’s the first time in a long time that there hasn’t been
need — need to wake up, need to move, need to fight. There’s no need to do anything except rest
here and breathe.

Tubbo’s eyes blink open again some indeterminate amount of time later, answering to the sound of
Tommy’s whining groan.

“Get up, child,” Wilbur says, fond and exasperated.

“Nooo. Don’ wanna,” Tommy grumbles.

Tubbo grasps with fumbling fingers at the blanket and tugs, peeling an edge back enough to peer
out. Wilbur nudges Tommy, and Tommy curls up tighter and throws the blanket over his head.

Wilbur huffs and pulls the blanket away, “We’ve gotta get moving if we want to reach Techno’s
before dark.”

Tommy whines and curls up tighter, throwing out a hand to smack at Wilbur without opening his
eyes.

Morning light seeps in along the edges of the curtains, glowing dull green-yellow-white. Tubbo
doesn’t need to see the cloudy sky or feel the press of humidity against his skin to know there’s a
storm coming. He can feel it in his bones, pulsing along the phantom fractures and seams that used
to ache.

A little smile spreads across Tubbo’s face and rests there. Rainy days are good days. It’s a truth
that’s been ingrained in him. Rainy days are good for the crops, good for fishing, good for war.
Nobody wants to fight in the slippery mud and chilling rain.

“Good morning,” Ranboo says quietly, tapping his fingers against the back of Tubbo’s hand.

“G’morning,” Tubbo mumbles and winces at the way his throat aches. Yup, he’s definitely going to
have a sore throat today.

Ranboo unwinds his arm from around Tubbo’s shoulders and gently, slowly, so Tubbo can see the
motion coming from a chunk away, brushes Tubbo’s overgrown bangs out of his eyes. Tubbo
blinks, chasing away the last dregs of sleepy haze and nudges up into the pressure of Ranboo’s
hand. The corners of Ranboo’s eyes crinkle as he smiles down at Tubbo, soft and adoring, but
Tubbo frowns, his gaze catching on the dark purple shadows under Ranboo’s eyes and the way his
eyelids droop.



“I didn’t wake you up, did I?” Tubbo asks. Ranboo’s head tilts, confused, so Tubbo clarifies,
“Nightmares.”

Tubbo doesn’t remember waking up to a nightmare at any point last night. Usually, he’s up for
hours after he thrashes himself awake, breathing frantic and panicked, a cry tearing from his throat.
Although, it wouldn’t be the first time Ranboo had sat with him through the night, soothing his
sporadic whimpers with wide eyes and low, hushed tones. It’s nothing that demands apology — the
apologies already worn down to nothing but a brief murmur in the night. The routine is something
they trade back and forth like weightless favors, familiar enough that Tubbo is more inclined to
wake up to Ranboo’s nightmares than his own. Or. It was.

Ranboo’s smile takes on a sad tilt, and the lack of familiarity shows in his freshly apologetic tone.
“Ah, no. No. There wasn’t— you didn’t.”

Tubbo just narrows his eyes, only somewhat disbelieving. “Did you sleep at all?”

“Er,” Ranboo hesitates, fingers stilling for a moment as his smile takes on an awkward, apologetic
slant. “Not… really?”

Tubbo lightly kicks at Ranboo’s leg and scowls. “Idiot. Should have slept. Now you’re gonna be
tired and boring all day.”

“Sorry, sorry!” Ranboo laughs, bright and fond. “I was… thinking.”

“Yeah?” Tubbo smiles back, the sound of Ranboo’s laugh making something sick-sweet melt in his
chest. “What about, bossman?”

Ranboo’s eyes flicker away from Tubbo’s, darting off across the room. “Nothing.”

Lie.

The thing in Tubbo’s chest buzzes. Tubbo tilts his head curiously, rolling closer so he can peer up at
Ranboo’s averted gaze. Some of Tubbo’s skepticism must show on his face, because Ranboo
immediately starts babbling nervous elaboration.

“I just— sometimes I do this thing, when I’m sleeping I— it’s weird. I didn’t want to freak you out.
But that’s not the reason— Well, I mean, it kind of is, but, also, I guess I just didn’t want to wake
up, you know? Because what if this is all a dream? It’s stupid, but you… well, you know. You’re
kind of unbelievable. Not in a bad way! I just… wanted to stay here, in this moment. I didn’t want
you to… disappear.” Ranboo stutters to a stop, trailing off with an uncertain kind of pleading
desperation, a need to be understood that Tubbo feels echoed deep in his bones.

“So you stayed up all night doing nothing? Boring.” Tubbo blows a puff of air, letting it ruffle his
bangs and tickle the fingers Ranboo has buried in his hair.

He doesn’t need to say I won’t disappear. I won’t ever leave you behind. I will be with you forever,
for as long as you want me. All you have to do is ask, and I would give you anything. It’s self-
evident. It’s written into the carbon of everything he is. It’s wrapped around his finger in a band of
gold and a promise spoken in an empty church of a religion now forgotten. Saying it out loud is
redundant when every move he makes speaks that utter truth.



Ranboo smiles, and it’s soft and sad and a little bit disbelieving. Maybe Ranboo doesn’t get it, yet.
But that’s okay. Tubbo will prove it to him, again and again and again. As many times as it takes.

“I wasn’t bored,” Ranboo insists with a low, rumbling chuckle, moving his fingers to scratch lightly
at Tubbo’s scalp. Tubbo hums and closes his eyes, melting into the feeling. “Wilbur was awake,
too. We had… a talk.”

Tubbo opens his eyes and follows the line of Ranboo’s gaze, landing right where Wilbur stands.
“Oh.”

Ranboo doesn’t elaborate, and the smirk on Wilbur’s face says that he’s not planning to make
himself useful any time soon — that he finds it funny that Tubbo doesn’t know something. Wilbur
wordlessly flicks a hand before returning to cleaning up last night’s mess of stiff stale french fries
and greasy burger wrappers, casual and dismissive. Ranboo shifts as he glances back down at
Tubbo, uncertain and nervous, but he doesn’t say another word.

They talked about him. Of course. What else do you talk to a stranger about besides your threaded
link, the one tentative thing you know you have in common.

But Tubbo doesn’t press. Between book clubs and long walks in the dark of night and journals
labeled Do Not Read, Ranboo has never kept secrets with the intention to harm Tubbo, and that’s
more than he can say about most of the people in his life. So, if Ranboo doesn’t want to tell him
what he and Wilbur talked about, or his real name, or where all his money comes from, or why
Tubbo found him hiding in that shitty motel, or why he’s so easily swayed to drop everything and
follow a stranger across the country, that’s all fine. Tubbo doesn’t need to know anything Ranboo
doesn’t want to tell him.

Tubbo has his own secrets, after all. For all the hours upon hours Tubbo spent locked away in a
building with no windows and yellow-and-black hazard painted in unheeded warning on the walls,
Ranboo would welcome him home with not a question but how was your day? It would be
hypocritical of him to demand anything more than what he’s willing to give.

Tubbo hums and throws an arm around Ranboo’s middle, burying his face in the narrow space
between the pillows and Ranboo’s ribs. From that muffled space, Tubbo demands just one thing,
“Tell me if he said anything weird to you. I’ll rupture his spleen.”

“Pffthahaha! What the fuck?” Tommy barks through his laughter, giving up the pretense of sleep to
roll over in bed and face Tubbo and Ranboo.

Tubbo feels Ranboo’s arm return to laying gentle pressure along his shoulders, and he sighs
contentment when Ranboo twists to curl protectively around him.

Wilbur kicks the foot of the bed, rattling the frame lightly. “C’mon. If we’re not out by eleven the
staff’s going to be pissed at us, and I don’t want to spend any longer driving in the rain than I have
to.”

Tubbo grumbles darkly, muttering threats under his breath, but Ranboo loosens his hold enough for
Tubbo to move, and so Tubbo forces himself to sit up and wipe the sleep from his eyes.

Tubbo eventually stumbles to standing with a yawn that cracks his jaw. Ranboo isn’t much better,
shuffling along under the groggy, sleepless weight. Thankfully, there’s not much that needs to be



done. Ranboo never even brought his suitcase up from the car and Tubbo travels light — he’s never
needed anything except a pickaxe and a sword, and he hasn’t even got that.

The four not-quite-strangers stumble out of bed in rumpled, day-old clothes and shuffle downstairs.
The lobby is just as ostentatious as the rest of the hotel, all black marble desks decorated with
porcelain flower vases and glittering chandeliers draped delicately from rafters of dark rose-tinted
wood, artfully exposed and polished to a shine.

The Big Innit Hotel was never this nice. Tubbo smirks and nudges Tommy, teasing dig on the tip of
his tongue, but Tommy meets his eyes and Tubbo’s breath catches and chokes in his sore throat.
Right.

Tommy tips his head curiously, but Tubbo just shakes his head and waves the thought away
dismissively, “Nevermind, bossman. Wasn’t important.”

Ranboo awkwardly splits off to the front desk to check out, and Tommy tugs Wilbur in the
direction of a snack vending machine. With nothing better to do but wait, Tubbo wanders off to
stand at the front doors, following the soft glow of cloud-filtered morning light. The motion tugs at
his chest, keep moving, and he steps outside to stand on the smooth face of the parking lot.

The sky is viridescent, the grass and leaves breathing vibrancy into the thick, humid air. Humidity
sticks to his skin, water weight seeping into clothes and making them weigh heavy. A warm breeze
blows across the dark pavement, stirring in wild anticipation of the coming storm. Tubbo breathes
in the early morning mist and ozone, tasting metallic electricity like copper in the back of his
throat.

A familiar melody resounds in his chest, a tune often sang to the tone of momentary peace on the
war front. He gives in to the moment and sways, letting the wind pull him along as it will, moving
to the beat that urges his fingers to slide along ukulele strings. Overwhelmingly whimsical and just
a bit too hard on the edge of melancholic, Tubbo opens his mouth and lets the thing hiding in his
chest seep out on the words of a song. He’s never been proud of his voice, not like Wilbur was, but
he can belt out a tune just as well as the rest of them.

His foot slips off the round edge of a sidewalk curb, and the song catches and stutters in his throat
for a brief weightless moment before he rights himself again. He laughs, bright and full and
featherlight even on solid ground and stumbling feet.

“Tubbo?” Ranboo says, quiet and tentative.

Tubbo twists, looking over his shoulder to see Ranboo standing in the doorway, fingers tangling
together nervously. Checking out must have been a quick process, or maybe Tubbo’s been out here
on his own for longer than he thought.

The storm wind ruffles his hair and tugs at his shirt, and Tubbo smiles blissfully. “Mm?”

“How are you?” Ranboo asks, leaning against the door frame, his head dipped forward just enough
to avoid hitting the head jamb.

A soft, dove-grey cloud rolls on the distant horizon. A single raindrop splatters on the smooth black
pavement, then another. There is a deep-rooted concern in the back of his brain, an instinctual fear
for the ever-present danger of Ranboo getting caught out in the rain. But he doesn’t have to worry



about that anymore. Ranboo is different — maybe not better, maybe not worse, but certainly
different. The hope-filled thing in his chest buzzes, maybe everything can be different.

“I’m good,” Tubbo chirps, twirling a bit in place just to feel himself spin with the breeze. “In fact, I
am excellent.”

“Good, good,” Ranboo laughs, and his smile is all caught up in the infectious energy that floats in
the open air and fizzles in Tubbo’s chest.

Ranboo opens his mouth, looks like he wants to say more, but he startles when the door beside his
slams open with a bang.

“What’s up, bitches! I’ve got American snacks!” Tommy crows, presenting his haul of vending
machine food proudly.

Tommy bounds out the door, and Wilbur follows smoothly in his footsteps. Ranboo just sighs with
a fond, lopsided expression and steps outside, letting the door swing shut behind him.

“Well, this is goodbye, then,” Wilbur says, sidling up to their little group as Ranboo and Tommy
crowd in close to huddle around Tubbo.

“So it is,” Tubbo hums and nods agreeably.

“Nice meeting you.” Wilbur smiles, all courteous and pleasant, politely dripping venom all over the
conversation.

“You as well.” Tubbo matches Wilbur’s tone and smiles back, bearing every one of his pointed,
omnivorous teeth.

“Aww,” Tommy wilts, all his cheer and excitement draining out of him the instant he’s reminded
that they have to say goodbye. He turns doleful eyes on Tubbo, his voice low and somber. “Bye,
Tubs-o.”

Tubbo is unruffled, his bright smile never fading. Tubbo has every intention of following them,
tailing along after them anywhere they’re going. The exhausted look on Wilbur’s face that he’s
hardly bothering to conceal says he knows it too. Tubbo smirks at him and Wilbur rolls his eyes,
exasperated, but the sharp edge of fondness is clear. It’s not like Wilbur has any intention of letting
him go either — not until he’s satisfied, at least. Wilbur still hasn’t gotten the answers Tubbo
promised him, after all.

Tubbo gives a little wave and chirps, “See you around, Tommy!”

Wilbur snorts, amused, and doesn’t say a word.

Tommy opens his arms and Tubbo doesn’t hesitate to pull Tommy into a hug, clinging tight to him
and relishing in the familiar warmth of Tommy’s arms wrapped around his back. Tommy’s snacks
crinkle in their plastic wrappers, getting smushed in the fierce grip of Tommy’s hug. When Tommy
eventually, reluctantly pulls away, he only looks more dejected.

Tubbo reaches up, rising on to his tip-toes, and gives Tommy a gentle pat on the head. “It’s alright.
We’ll see each other again soon, big man. Promise.”



Nothing in this world or the next could keep him away. For as long as Tommy wants him, he will
be there.

With one last wave goodbye, the whole parts. Wilbur and Tommy split off in the direction of their
van while Tubbo and Ranboo head towards the car in the back of the lot, passing rows and rows of
sports cars and luxury rides in deep blacks and rich jewel tones. The beat of footfalls, one after the
other, keeps time with the song Tubbo is humming under his breath.

“So, we’re following them?” Ranboo asks the moment they’re ostensibly out of earshot.

“Of course!” Tubbo confirms, skipping along to match Ranboo’s longer stride.

Ranboo chuckles and unlocks the car. “M’kay.”

Ranboo dutifully ducks into the driver’s seat, tucking himself into the space of the small car. Tubbo
slides into the passenger seat with elation buzzing in his veins, keeping up the rhythm as he ta-t-
taps out a musical beat against the smooth plastic of the dashboard. Ranboo slots the key into the
ignition and the car lights up, hitting a crescendo as the vehicle comes to life around them.

“Let’s gooo!” Tubbo cheers, drumming his hands against his knees in wild, uncontained joy.

Ranboo laughs, bright and loud, and turns the key. Only, the car doesn’t rumble to life. A sharp
clack-clack-clack and the groan of metal grinding cuts into the rhythm, bringing everything to a
shuddering, uncertain halt.

Ranboo stills and pauses, and Tubbo stops tapping. Ranboo tries to turn the key again, and the car
gives a pathetic metallic knocking sound.

Slowly, Ranboo deflates and sinks forward. His forehead collides quietly with the steering wheel
and he lets out a heavy sigh as he closes his eyes. Ranboo slides his hands against his face, rubbing
the heels of his palms into the dark circles under his eyes.

After a long, silent moment, he mumbles into his hands, “…I forgot to change the oil.”

“Aww, well that’s alright,” Tubbo reassures affably, leaning over to nudge a hand comfortingly
against Ranboo’s shoulder. “Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

“Should’ve remembered,” Ranboo mutters, slouching lower into his seat.

Tubbo hums and rubs a circle into Ranboo’s shoulder absently while he thinks. “We can hide in
Wilbur’s trunk. Big fucking van. He probably won’t notice. Or we could steal one of these rich
fucks’ Mercedes, take it for a joyride.”

Ranboo huffs a laugh. Tubbo feels pleased contentment curl in his chest at the sight of Ranboo’s
small smile returning to spread across his face.

“You really are unbelievable,” Ranboo mutters into his hands, bewildered awe creeping along his
low, hushed tone. “I—”

“Go on,” Tubbo urges, leaning across the car to knock his forehead against Ranboo’s shoulder.

“You’re not gonna… You’re real, right?” Ranboo asks, not lifting his head from the steering wheel
as he peers up at Tubbo from the corner of his eye.



“I think so,” Tubbo answers honestly, tipping his head in mild contemplation. “Could be a ghost,
maybe.”

Ranboo snorts, a sound just half an intonation away from the Piglin word for gilded-golden, and
lifts a hand. He touches long fingers with phantom claws firmly against Tubbo’s arm, pressing in
warm and steady and real. “Not a ghost, I don’t think.”

“That’s good,” Tubbo croaks weakly, struck stunned-still and just a little too overwhelmed by the
solidity of the moment, the simple, quiet reverence, the soft smile on Ranboo’s face.

He is here. He is real. This is real.

Oh.

A raindrop splatters against the windshield.

“My mind isn’t the most… reliable, sometimes,” Ranboo admits haltingly, words caught up in
over-thought. Ranboo huffs a rough chuckle before he continues, “It’s kinda funny. I don’t
remember people that I should know, a lot of the time. I’m pretty used to people I don’t recognize
acting like my friends, and just, playing along because I don’t want to be rude, you know? So, it
took me a while at first to realize I actually just hadn’t met you before. But it’s, like, the opposite
this time. I— I feel like I know you. You’re… familiar. You feel familiar in a way that other people
don’t. But I don’t know you. Or, I should? I don’t know.”

Tubbo desperately wishes Ranboo would stop talking, stop telling him secrets. Something deep and
scarred in him shifts, uncomfortable and restless, sending fearful little spikes zinging along his
fingers. Tubbo’s hand twitches in an aborted motion, an itch to clasp over Ranboo’s mouth and halt
the outpouring of vulnerability.

An admission like that, a lack of certainty, asking for confirmation — it’s putting yourself on the
chopping block for manipulation, begging for a puppeteer to come along and grasp your strings.
The thing in his chest that screams protect them from everything says Ranboo is being too risky, too
vulnerable, trusting too quickly, giving away weaknesses to people he doesn’t know, people who
might use them against him.

(Tubbo would never, never, never.)

“If only Wilbur liked me as much as you do,” Tubbo chuckles uncomfortably, an awkward attempt
to shift the topic of conversation into safer territory, away from the danger of open vulnerability.

When Ranboo glances back at Tubbo, the conviction — you would never, never, NEVER — burns
startlingly bright in Ranboo’s eyes. Tubbo leans back a fraction in shock, reeling like all the breath
has been stolen from his lungs.

Ranboo straightens up a bit as something crosses his mind. “Oh, actually. Speaking of Wilbur,
would you call him?”

Ranboo slides his phone from his pocket, holding his thumb to the screen until it lights up and
clicks unlocked, and then holds it out to Tubbo. Tubbo heaves in a breath that feels like relief,
accepting the offered phone with only a little fumbling.

“His number’s in there. If the problem is just the car battery, he might be able to give us a jump.”



“When did you get Wilbur’s number?” Tubbo raises an eyebrow, glancing over at Ranboo.

“Ah, uh, last night.” Ranboo’s eyes flicker away, a little nervous, a little guilty at the reminder of
their unheard conversation.

But Tubbo doesn't care about that — there are so many sex jokes on the tip of Tubbo’s tongue. He
immediately turns to Ranboo with a devilish grin and glee dancing in his eyes. Ranboo catches the
look on Tubbo’s face and huffs amusement, sensing Tubbo’s thoughts without him even having to
voice them. Tubbo splits into delighted cackles, and Ranboo just rolls his eyes as he opens his door
and ducks out into the heavy green humidity.

Tubbo traces the flow of movement as Ranboo circles the front of the car, then watches him
disappear from view as he pops the hood to check the engine. With nothing else to distract him,
Tubbo looks down at the bright screen of the phone in his hands. He hesitates. He… doesn’t
actually know how a phone works.

Whatever. He can figure it out. It can’t be that much different than a communicator. Tubbo swipes a
finger across the screen like he’d seen Ranboo do, trying to figure out which one of the colorful
little squares will call Wilbur.

Tubbo’s grumbling to himself in dark frustration and severely missing the holographic displays he’s
used to when he’s saved by the crunch of tires on loose pavement. Tubbo twists in his seat, peering
out the back windshield to see Wilbur and Tommy’s van roll to a slow stop behind them.

“Tubbo!” Tommy cheers, leaning dangerously out of the passenger side window before the van has
even stopped moving.

“Tommy!” Tubbo throws his car door open and bursts out into the new world.

Tubbo keeps the momentum as he skips over to the still van and throws himself forward, head-
butting Tommy’s chest and driving the breath from him unexpectedly.

“Oww,” Tommy whines before smacking at Tubbo’s arm in retaliation. “Warn a guy! That shit
hurts!”

“Looks like you’re having some trouble,” Wilbur says conversationally from over Tommy’s
shoulder, leaning into Tommy’s space as he tips his head towards the propped open hood.

Tommy squawks, shoving a hand into Wilbur’s face and pushing him away. Wilbur laughs and
retreats back to the driver’s seat. Tommy follows after him, leaning back inside the vehicle, but
only after a raindrop plops into his messy, ruffled curls.

“I think the engine’s seized,” Ranboo admits with a sigh and shuts the hood, careful not to let it
slam. “We probably need a mechanic… or a new car, actually.”

“Well?” Wilbur prompts, his steady burning gaze falling on Tubbo. Tubbo tips his head in
confusion, and Wilbur rolls his eyes with a wave of his hand. “Get in, then.”

“No, really?” Tubbo lights up immediately, grinning brightly as the bubbling excitement returns
ten-fold. “Thank you!”



Tubbo crawls into the back seat of the van without hesitation, without giving Wilbur a second to
reconsider. Tubbo scrambles across cracked and worn faux-leather seats, held together in places by
strips of duct tape. There’s a guitar case shoved into the trunk at an awkward angle, so the neck of
it sticks out into the back seat. Tubbo ducks under it before plopping himself down and buckling in.
His feet knock against a couple of empty soda cans tossed in the footwell, morning light gleaming
off the angles where the aluminum has been dented in at the sides.

After hauling his suitcase into the trunk, Ranboo follows behind more cautiously, eyes roaming the
interior of the van curiously. Ranboo settles in carefully, gaze catching on glow-in-the-dark stars
tacked to the ceiling. He looks like he wants nothing more than to reach up and touch them, but his
hands remain politely folded in his lap.

“Can’t be rid of you for even a second, huh?” Wilbur says dryly as Ranboo closes the door behind
them.

“No such luck!” Tubbo agrees, smile lighting up his face impossibly brighter. He kicks his feet
happily as he sways to the tune of whatever is playing over the stereo, rattling the soda cans and
adding their tinny cymbal-crash to the melody that beats along in his chest.

Wilbur clicks the gearshift into drive, hits the gas, and they are off and moving. There’s a nervous
little skip of hesitation that interrupts the smooth drag of Wilbur’s fingers across the wheel as they
pull out of the hotel parking lot, and he is so very resolutely not looking in the rearview mirror that
it loops right back around to being painfully unsubtle.

“The car really did break down,” Tubbo says casually, quietly reassuring the paranoid part of
Wilbur that itches in the same way across a thousand different worlds, the nagging fear at the back
of his brain that is always searching for a threat where there isn’t one.

Wilbur hums — not quite believing, maybe, but he accepts it without argument. “We can give you a
lift to a mechanic. They’ll be able to give you a tow.”

Tubbo nods his thanks. Stopping at a mechanic will delay them from tailing Wilbur and Tommy,
but all things have their solution. He already knows where they’re headed, after all, and judging by
the way Tommy hasn’t stopped grinning since Tubbo got in the van, it shouldn’t be too hard to
coax Technoblade’s address from him.

“Thank you for giving us a ride. You didn’t—” Ranboo interrupts himself with a yawn. He shakes
his head minutely and blinks to clear his eyes before he picks up again. “You didn’t have to.”

“Hmm, you’re right. Actually, I’ve changed my mind. Get out.” Tommy demands, twisting in his
seat to grin at Tubbo and Ranboo.

Tubbo flips him off with a pleasant smile, and Tommy cackles joy, loud and bright.

Tommy drags a heavy case up from the footwell of his seat, unzipping it and flipping it open to
reveal reams of plastic pages filled with the shiny circular surfaces of CDs. Tommy takes control of
the car stereo with ease, like he can’t imagine a reason why he shouldn’t, ejecting the old disc and
slotting it back into its empty sleeve before flipping through the massive CD book to find
something new.

The rain picks up as they drive headlong into the storm. Rain slides in drops and rivets down the
windows and patters against the roof over their heads, blending into a steady white noise that hums



in the background. With a flick of Wilbur’s fingers, the beat of the windshield wipers joins in the
chorus, carrying on their thunk-thunk, steady and constant and wonderful.

Tubbo leans his head against the window for a moment, feeling the cool press of glass against his
cheek and staring aimlessly up at the grey-green sky. He doesn’t have to close his eyes to see
himself back in the Camarvan — wind rattling the steel walls and stirring lapping waves on the
surface of the lake outside, a temporary truce between warring fronts, enforced by the crack of
lightning and overseen by rolling grey clouds.

“Want some?” Tommy asks, drawing Tubbo’s attention back into the here and now. Tommy’s got a
bag of Twizzlers extended, a couple of the cherry-red strings dangling precariously and all but
falling out of the bag.

Tubbo takes the offered bag and splits off a couple, handing them over to Ranboo.

“They kinda taste like shit,” Tommy says contemplatively, humming as he chews through another
one.

“Hey! You take that back!” Ranboo pipes up, mock-indignation warming his voice. “Twizzlers are
good.”

Tommy whines, high and mocking right back at him, “Oh, I’m sorry your American candy is shit,
just like you, Ranboo. Don’t be mad just because strawberry laces are so clearly superior.”

Wilbur stretches out a hand towards Tommy without taking his eyes off the road. “Pass me the
Chex Mix.”

“No!” Tommy shouts, offended and grinning.

“What do you mean, ‘no’? Those are my snacks, I bought them!” Wilbur, indignant, reaches out to
snatch the bag from Tommy’s lap.

“Well, whose hands are they in? Huh, Wilbur?” Tommy shouts back, gathering up the armful of
colorful plastic wrappers in a swift movement and hugging them close to his chest. “Mine! That’s
what I thought!”

“Give me my snack, you insufferable child!”

“Not yours! We’re in America now! Possession is nine-tenths of the law!”

It hasn’t ever taken much more than that to pull Tommy and Wilbur into an argument, insults and
threats shot carelessly across the van in between bursts of laughter.

Tubbo leans back and watches the others in the van shamelessly with a soft smile. He bites off a
piece of the Twizzler absently, his attention focused in whole on the easy ebb and flow of
conversation around him. For a gracious moment, he exists without seeking or wanting or fearing
for anything.

Tubbo is flush and full of something he can only think to describe as wholeness. He never got to be
a part of a real herd before, but he imagines this is what it must be like. It is the feeling of being
surrounded by laughter and conversation and presence — the simple act of moving as a group of
people, being a part of that group, being a piece of a whole, being something bigger than yourself.



His body is too small to contain it. It rings in his ears and overflows in his lungs and bleeds out
through every scar that used to denote his skin.

Ranboo yawns again, the sound quiet and unobtrusive against the bickering in the front seat.

Tubbo leans over and pokes Ranboo’s arm hard. “Go to sleep.”

Ranboo’s face screws up like that’s the worst idea he’s heard all day, but the sleepy blink he gives
tells a different story.

Tubbo leans across the divide, his shoulder reeling out his seat belt like a lifeline until it catches
and jerks to a stop. He’s still too far to properly smush himself against Ranboo like he wants to, so
Tubbo just lets his forehead fall across the gap and thunk against Ranboo’s hunched shoulder. He
feels it dip as Ranboo relaxes under him. Ranboo tugs gently at his own seat belt, leaning in to meet
Tubbo halfway. Tubbo buzzes with the contact, humming contentment as he presses himself into
Ranboo as best he can.

“You shouldn’t let me lean against you,” Tubbo scolds bitterly, leaning further into his side. It
makes a hypocrite out of him, but it’s nothing he hasn’t been before. “I’m a stranger, you know.
You don’t know me. I could be luring you into a false sense of security.” His words tail off into a
mumble against Ranboo’s shoulder, growing quieter as the last dregs of tension leech out of him.
“Don’t trust so easy. You’re gonna get yourself hurt. Gotta be more careful.”

“Okay, Tubbo,” Ranboo says placatingly and pats his head gently, letting him spill resentment out
in messy little mutterings.

“I love you,” Tubbo bites out in retaliation, and he grins victory at the way Ranboo stills so
suddenly, every time, without fail. He feels Ranboo’s steady heart stutter for a moment, feels the
skip-beat of it in the pulse against his forehead. It only lasts a half-second before Ranboo smooths
out, huffing something fond and exasperated and disbelieving on a single breath.

Ranboo is silent. In the quiet, Tubbo can hear him thinking and over-thinking, processing
something as he turns it over and over again in his mind.

Tubbo just nuzzles in further to his place at Ranboo’s side, seeping up every bit of warmth that he
can. Tubbo lets Ranboo spin his threads, twist himself in knots and double back to unweave them
just as quickly, waiting for whatever ends Ranboo will come to. When Ranboo puts his thoughts
together, he’ll have something to say. And Tubbo will be here, waiting patiently to listen, whenever
he’s ready.

The van rocks gently, rumbling over every bump and crack and dip in the road. Dim street lights
fuzz and glow under the raindrop smears on the windows. The green blur of a traffic light passes
them by. The crinkle of a plastic wrapper snaps open with a pop of air, flooding the van with the
smell of milk chocolate and sugar. Tommy sniffs the treat exaggeratedly and smacks his lips loudly
just to hear the way Wilbur groans fond annoyance.

“Why?” Ranboo asks quietly, pressing the sound into Tubbo’s hair and breathing it along his scalp.
Such a small word for so much thought. Such a big question for so little words.

“Why do I love you?” Tubbo asks incredulously, like it’s the stupidest thing he's ever heard. He
feels the dip of Ranboo’s nod against the top of his head. Tubbo huffs. “I don’t know. I just do,”



Tubbo says easily, because that’s really all there is to it. “I just— If this isn’t love, I don’t know
what is.”

“I’m a stranger. You don’t know me,” Ranboo gives a tiny chuckle, amused by Tubbo’s stubborn
conviction as he echoes Tubbo’s words back at him. “What if I can’t live up to whatever image of
me you’ve got in your head? What if I’m not… whatever you think I am?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Tubbo states firmly, utter truth. “You’re willing to let me love you, and that’s
enough.”

Ranboo snorts, smiling disbelief into Tubbo’s hair. He mutters admittance, “I don’t have a clue
what’s going through your head. I have no idea what you think of me, but it must be something
pretty impressive. I don’t know if I’m all that.”

“You’re Ranboo,” Tubbo says. Simple as that.

“I’m Ranboo,” Ranboo mutters, and it’s true in all the ways it’s not, true in the only way it needs to
be.

When Tubbo finally turned up in the right place at the right time, knocking on his door in the
middle of the night, Tubbo gave him the name Ranboo, and Ranboo had accepted it. It’s a gift, his
to do with whatever he likes.

Ranboo hasn’t given up the gift yet.

Ranboo will be Ranboo for as long as he wants to be. And Tubbo will love Ranboo for as long as
he is able.

“I love you,” Tubbo says it again just to feel the heart-breath stutter and slip under the easy truth,
every time, without fail. In any place and any time, some things remain the same.

Tubbo doesn’t expect Ranboo to say it back. In fact, if Ranboo did, Tubbo might just smack him
for being so reckless. Ranboo shouldn’t love him yet, shouldn’t trust a stranger so entirely without
reason. But Tubbo doesn’t need anyone to love him. All he needs is someone willing to accept his
love and let him love them. It doesn’t matter to him if his feelings are one-sided. When he gives, he
doesn’t expect anything in return. He is content to exist, just like this.

Ranboo runs careful fingers through Tubbo’s hair, combing out the knotted strands. It’s a mess, all
tangled and wild; he didn’t have a brush to go through it this morning. He can feel the tug of pain
when Ranboo gets caught on the rough parts, but Ranboo doesn’t seem to mind. He works steadily,
threading fingers through matted patches and smoothing them out until they resemble something
like peace.

It doesn’t take more than a minute for Ranboo’s breathing to slow. It rises and falls deep and
shallow across the span of his chest, measured and steady and even. Ranboo’s posture droops
incrementally, his chin falling to rest heavily against the top of Tubbo’s head, even as his fingers
continue to card lazy little scratches against Tubbo’s skull.

“Go to sleep,” Tubbo demands again, flicking Ranboo’s side where his ribs lie close to the surface.
“‘M not gonna disappear.”



Ranboo huffs out a breath of air, sliding his hand through Tubbo’s hair and only catching lightly on
the remains of uncombed knots. It’s a valiant effort, but a mess like this isn’t sorted in a day. Tubbo
will have to put some effort into it himself.

Eventually, Ranboo nods, the sleepy dip of his chin rolling against Tubbo’s head. “M’kay.”

Tubbo knows the moment Ranboo closes his eyes, because he slides into sleep weightless, the last
of him slumping over to lean against Tubbo in whole. The van continues to rock gently over city
streets, lulling right along with the low melody of whatever Tommy has playing over the stereo.

In the tranquil quiet, Tubbo leans against Ranboo and allows himself to engage in the most
dangerous activity of all — he thinks.

Tubbo has them all so close now, and it’s more than he ever could have asked for. He doesn’t know
what he’d do if he lost them. He will give them anything, of course, for as long as they want him,
but the creeping thing at the back of his mind whispers how long will that last? And it’s not wrong.

Wilbur is willing to keep Tubbo around because Tubbo is interesting and Tubbo promised him
answers, but he doesn’t believe Tubbo, not really. Of course, Tubbo hasn’t given him any solid
proof — all he has is Tubbo’s word. And while Tubbo is good with his words, he’s not good
enough to keep. He’s holding onto Wilbur’s interest by a tentative thread, and that’s not good
enough. He needs to find a way to keep it.

The second Tubbo becomes more dangerous than he is interesting, Wilbur will drop him. And
Tubbo is very dangerous, even if Wilbur doesn’t see the full extent of it yet. Wilbur will leave,
sweeping Tommy away out of harm’s reach, and Tommy will go because it’s Wilbur.

For all his worries about Wilbur, at least Tubbo understands him. Tubbo knows what makes Wilbur
tick and how to use it to his advantage. Tubbo doesn’t understand a thing about Ranboo. Ranboo is
kind and selfless beyond measure, always so willing to give, but once that good samaritan
kindness, or polite obligation to a stranger in need, or whatever it is runs out, Ranboo will leave
too. Tubbo doesn’t know what motivates Ranboo to be so selfless, and so he has no way to predict
when that seemingly bottomless well of goodwill will run dry.

Ranboo stuck around the first time because Ranboo loved him. Here, Ranboo doesn’t love him.
That’s a good thing. He shouldn’t. It would be reckless of him to love a stranger he met in a day.
Tubbo just has to make him fall in love all over again. A task easier said than done, especially
given that Tubbo has no idea what Ranboo saw in him in the first place.

Tubbo has to keep Wilbur’s interest and he has to make Ranboo fall in love. Then they will let him
stay.

That’s all he has to do.

“He asleep already?” Wilbur asks, tossing a glance in the rearview mirror.

“He was up all night,” Tommy points out, licking the remnants of bright orange Cheeto dust from
his fingers happily.

“So was I,” Wilbur says, bearing the deep purple bruises under his eyes with pride — as if his
perseverance through suffering somehow validates the necessity of his suffering to himself.



“You’re just gonna collapse as soon as we get to Tech’s,” Tommy jabs playfully, taking a massive
bite out of a chocolate Hostess Cupcake. He crows muffled delight through a stuffed mouthful as
soon as he discovers the vanilla frosting filling inside.

Right. Technoblade. Tubbo hasn’t really stopped long enough to consider it, but this might be…
awkward. Well, for Tubbo, at least. Of course, Techno won’t remember the last time they saw each
other — or the heart-stopping sight of a nuclear warhead puncturing the snowy cloud cover that
followed. Only Tubbo gets to remember the red-white-blue burst of fireworks, the swipe of the
whetstone gliding smoothly across the reflective face of the axe, the sickly-sweet and iron-heavy
smell of pig’s blood, the pull of a lever, the drop of an anvil, the drop of a nuke.

Tubbo’s mind wanders, his eyes staring aimlessly out the rainy window as Wilbur and Tommy’s
voices carry on in the front seat. He lets the weight of Ranboo pressed into his side anchor him, and
he drifts.

He doesn’t regret it. Any of it. Not really. He did what needed to be done. Maybe he would have
done it differently if he had another chance, but probably not. He knows himself well enough to
know that.

Quackity was right. It was only a matter of time before Technoblade rode in on the pale horse of
death to finish what he started. The Butcher Army and Tommy’s betrayal and every little moment
in between, they only sped the process along. Long before the withers, he promised them a smoking
crater from which no new country could rise in its place. For all that Tubbo can say about the man,
he can’t call him a liar. Technoblade always keeps his promises.

Tubbo was never going to give up L’Manberg and Techno was never going to let it stand, like an
unstoppable force and an object doing its best impression of something immovable. Doomsday was
inevitable from the start.

When he closes his eyes, he can still feel the crunch of snow under his hooves, feel the ache in his
arms from rowing to the stolen direction of the little red compass needle, feel the top-heavy weight
of the unbalanced axe in his curled fist, feel the chill of dry air in his throat. The landscape The
Syndicate buried itself in was harsh and inhospitable, all snapping cold and dry air that sucked the
breath from your lungs. Nothing like the heavy, wet breeze that blew in from the ocean of
Snowchester, covering the small coastal nation in rolling waves of mist and fog — the peace it
brought that he hadn’t yet known.

He remembers Quackity, headstrong and determined and so, so scared. He remembers Ranboo,
agreeable and uncertain and far too trusting for his own good. He remembers Fundy, boiling fury
and eager smiles and quick to give himself over for any cause to fight for.

Oh, wait, Fundy. Fundy. Tubbo’s heard assurances of Quackity’s name leave Wilbur’s lips, but
Tubbo doesn’t know what happened to Fundy. Where is he, in the new world? Is he okay?

Well, Tubbo thinks as his unfocused eyes slide back into reality, glancing over at Wilbur through
the narrow slit of the rear-view mirror. Wilbur must feel the eyes on him, because the next moment
Wilbur’s burning gaze catches his and holds. He could just ask.

Tubbo opens his mouth and lets the words slip out, hesitating. “Does… is there… do you…”

Something tells Tubbo this is a bad idea. Wilbur hardly trusts him as it is, and prying about his son
out of nowhere isn’t going to help matters. That isn’t even to acknowledge the selfish, fearful voice



at the back of his head that insists asking opens himself up to being asked, and he doesn’t know if
he’s prepared for that right now. The promise he made still hangs heavy over his head, poised and
ready to drop like an anvil at any moment.

With a grimace twitching at his lips, Tubbo lets his gaze shift away, breaking eye contact.
“Nevermind.”

“Ask.” Wilbur is demanding, singular, leaving no room for argument.

Tubbo bites his lip, but he doesn’t even get through a respectable second of hesitation before he
releases all his breath in a huff. He’s never been able to deny Wilbur anything. “The name Fundy
mean anything to you?”

Wilbur’s face darkens immediately. He looks for all the world like he’s contemplating murder,
protective. But still, he opens his mouth and bites out, “Yes.”

Tubbo puts a hand up, placating. “I was just…” What? Curious? Concerned? Tubbo scowls at
himself. This was a stupid idea. He knew he shouldn’t have asked, but he did it anyway, like a
reckless idiot. “Nevermind. Whatever. Sorry. Forget I asked.”

“Is Wilbur going on about Fundy again?” Tommy groans, tuning back into the conversation, only
half paying attention as he uses his sleeve to wipe away the smear of chocolate and vanilla cupcake
frosting across his chin. “God, don’t let him break out the baby pictures,” Tommy complains as he
pulls out his phone and opens an album full of baby pictures. Just as quickly, Tommy is twisting in
his seat and extending the screen towards Tubbo, showing off glowing pictures with a proud
beaming grin scrunching up his face. “Isn’t she adorable? Aww, look at her little hands!
Awwhaha!”

Tubbo blinks, eyes adjusting to the sudden brightness. There’s a child staring back at him from the
screen, unrecognizably human. He blinks again, trying to clear his vision, but the image stays the
same. The human child peers up at the camera through a shock of wavy orange hair and what are
undeniably Wilbur’s eyes. He can’t be any older than four.

Tubbo’s brain stutters and reels, trying to connect what he’s seeing to what he knows.

He knows, factually, Fundy was born not that long ago. He remembers sitting under the shadow of
L’Manberg’s walls, leaning against the sun-warmed steel of the Camarvan with Tommy as they
waited anxiously, listening to Wilbur’s wails, Eret’s reassurance, Ponk’s encouragement intercut by
brisk orders for more water or a clean rag or another potion. He remembers fingers stained red with
sweet berry juice and milk for a change, cradling the little swaddle of blankets in his arms, petting
gently through soft grey fur, only just beginning to flush orange. He remembers groaning and
complaining every time he was stuck with babysitting duty, a task that Tommy flocked to with
excitement and shining pride.

He knows, factually, that foxes age faster than humans. One human year is over five and a half
years for a fox, in terms of maturity. Hell, Fundy was only a kit for ten months before he was
standing on his own, serving as a member of Schlatt’s political cabinet and carrying a war-worn
sword right alongside the rest of them. He remembers celebrating Fundy’s third birthday in Las
Nevadas, the pop and fizz of a bottle uncorked in uproarious celebration.

He knows, factually, that the child in the photo is Fundy.



It still doesn’t make sense.

“…He’s so little.” The mutter slips from Tubbo’s lips. He leans in closer, staring intently with wide
eyes, trying to make it make sense.

The toddler on the screen sits in the lap of an older man, blonde-haired and smiling wide with
pronounced crow’s feet crinkling the corners of his eyes. In the backdrop, a figure with a wild mane
of long pink hair shuffles past, motion blur fuzzing away at their edges. Wilbur sits on the couch
next to the blonde man — his father — Philza — looking for all the world like overwhelming pride
has him bursting at the seams. A hand-painted paper banner stretches across the wall, Happy 3rd
Birthday!

Tommy chatters on, swiping a finger across the screen and flipping through the images. The screen
flashes bright and colorful pictures at a rapid pace — Fundy, Wilbur and Philza and Fundy, Fundy
and Philza, Fundy, Fundy, Fundy and Wilbur, Tommy and Fundy, Fundy. Tubbo can’t really hear
Tommy, lost in the buzzing shock, but he hums along anyway, leaning in ever closer to the
incomprehensible truth.

Ranboo shifts in his sleep, disturbed by Tubbo’s movement. Tubbo is quick to snap back to the
present moment, sliding himself back into place to support Ranboo’s tilting weight. Ranboo
wiggles a little bit, settling down into a comfortable position with his cheek nuzzled into Tubbo’s
hair, but his breathing stays even and he doesn’t wake.

“She’s almost four, can you believe it?” Tommy coos.

“He is?” Tubbo says, quiet and awed.

“He?” Wilbur asks, gaze sharp in the rearview mirror.

Oh. How long has Wilbur been watching Tubbo like that? Tubbo freezes, pinned by the knife-point
precision of Wilbur’s studying gaze. Tubbo really should be keeping a more careful eye on Wilbur,
he should know better than to let the man go unchecked, even for a moment. Tubbo should be
expecting it at this point, after everything, but still he’s thrown off. In his defense, Wilbur never
cared this much about him before. He’s not used to having Wilbur’s eyes on him at every
opportunity.

“Uh,” Tubbo stumbles. “Yeah?”

“You keep using he/him pronouns for Fundy,” Wilbur states, sharp like a blade, but it’s not cutting.
He keeps his tone level above the surface, not digging in like he could be — not demanding, but
requesting. “Why?”

Wilbur’s deadly serious. He cares about Fundy, that much is clear. Maybe more than anything else.
The way Wilbur holds his gaze says he’s not letting this go.

Tubbo takes a deep breath and says, “Fundy… might prefer different pronouns when he— uh, she?
Gets a little bit older.”

Wilbur looks considering. He blinks, and in the next moment, his eyes are back on the road,
releasing Tubbo without another word, without further interrogation. That, more than anything,
sends Tubbo reeling on a blank.



The seconds tick by in silence, and Tubbo keeps waiting for the next bomb to drop, but it never
does.

Tubbo can’t help the words that burst from him, spiking incredulity and confused irritation all
across his tone. “What? You’re just gonna believe me?”

Wilbur sighs, his eyes staying on the road. “Look. You know things. I don’t know how, but you
know things. If you say Fundy might prefer different pronouns, then I’ll keep that in mind. Not
saying I believe you completely, but I won’t just dismiss it without reason.”

Tubbo stills, not a single thought forming in his mind. “…Oh.”

Tubbo’s not sure what his face looks like right now, but it must be a sight. Wilbur flicks a glance
back in the rearview mirror and snorts a surprised laugh, a sound that quickly spreads to an amused
smile across his face.

Tubbo slides his gaze back over to Tommy, clearing his throat before he quietly asks, “Can I see
more pictures, please?”

Wilbur nods silent permission, and Tommy lights up like he was already planning on it whether
Wilbur wanted him to or not.

Tommy leans over the back of his seat in a way that most definitely does not comply with vehicle
safety regulations, flipping through his photo gallery to find the best pictures to show off. There are
lots of pictures of Tommy himself, but there are even more pictures of Wilbur, Philza, and Fundy.
Sometimes Tubbo catches a glimpse of a camera-shy pink smudge in the backdrop, caught blurry
and half out of frame. Tubbo doesn’t ask. He’s fairly certain he knows the answer, anyway.

Tubbo smiles and nods along as Tommy retells story after story, giving Tubbo a glimpse into all the
things he’s missed. It seems like every photo has some long, intricate explanation behind it, places
and people and years weaving into each other to create a grand tapestry Tubbo will never get to
properly experience. They slide steadily back through time, and the people in the photos get
younger and younger. Tubbo allows himself to get lost in the narrative Tommy lays out for him.

It’s mindless when Tubbo points at a particular picture and says, “Oh, does Fundy chew on his
fingers? Michael did that too. Took us forever to help him break the habit.”

For a moment, they pass under a bridge. The white noise of rain against the roof cuts out and
everything in the world goes silent.

And Tommy tips his head curiously and asks, “Who’s Michael?”

Then they emerge on the other side, and everything crashes in at once.

The rain returns in a torrential downpour, hitting the windshield with an unending clatter and
rattling against the walls all around him, surrounding him, swallowing him in the sound.

“Are you… crying?” Tommy asks, looking alarmed. He’s quick to lean even further out of his seat,
reaching a hand out towards Tubbo to hover uncertain in the space between them. “Hey, hey, no!
It’s okay! What—! What’s wrong?”



Tubbo swipes a sleeve across his face, smearing messy tear tracks across his cheeks. Tommy’s
looking at him with alarm and concern, and now Wilbur’s eyes are back on him, too.

“What, uh,” Tubbo stutters out, forcing himself to take a deep breath so his voice doesn’t shake.
“What happens to kids without parents, here? Like, orphans. What’s the deal with them?”

Wilbur and Tommy share a look, silent communication passing between them in an instant. Tubbo
doesn’t meet either of their eyes, hiding his face in his sleeves and closing his eyes tight like he can
pretend he’s somewhere else.

“Well, there’s the foster care system. Kids get passed around between foster families for a while
until they find a good fit and get adopted,” Tommy explains, tone aiming for a casual levity but
falling just short. “I mean, you hear lots of horror stories, but really it’s not all bad. ‘S how I ended
up with Wilbur.”

“Good.” Tubbo chokes a little bit, holding back a sniffle as he clears his throat. “Uh, that’s good.”

Tubbo likes that. It seems like a better system than getting left in a box on the side of the road and
hoping for the best.

"Yeah, yeah, they try to make sure kids go to good homes, stable families with lots of money and
stuff. Do background checks and regular check-ins and all that,” Tommy continues rambling, the
frantic, wavering edge to his voice smoothing out into something incrementally more soothing.
“Are you— are you alright?”

Tubbo nods into the fabric of his sleeves. He doesn’t trust himself to speak. He’s not ready to
emerge back into reality just yet — he can still feel the warm drip of tears soaking into his sleeves.

There’s a shift of weight and warmth against Tubbo’s side as Ranboo moves in his sleep, disturbed
by the sudden noise or maybe the motion of Tubbo curling into himself. Tubbo digs the heels of his
palms harder into his eyes and tries to stay perfectly still, tries not to sniffle or make a noise,
waiting for Ranboo to fall still again.

Tubbo wants to ask where Michael is, if he’s in the foster system, if he has good parents, if he’s
safe, but no one would be able to answer him.

It doesn’t matter, anyway, because there’s nothing he can do about it. Not yet, at least. They’re not
gonna let Tubbo adopt a kid, here. He’s not stable. He’s not rich. He’s not a good family.

He’ll just have to plan. He can get money, no problem. He can get lots of money. Then he’ll figure
out what a good home is and he’ll make one. He can do that. And hopefully, maybe someday, he’ll
get to see Michael again.

Tubbo feels a hand press against his arm, hesitant at first, but not for long. Tommy’s quick to
squeeze comforting pressure into his arm. It’s grounding, warm and real and solid, dragging him
back into his body in this present moment.

Tubbo takes a deep breath and tries to make it steady. He takes everything on his mind and shoves
it all away to deal with later, later, later.

When Tubbo finally pulls his face out of his hands, the wet spots on his sleeves stick clinging to his
face before they give and peel away. He has to blink as his eyes readjust to the light, blurry vision



returning in spots and squiggles.

Tommy is leaning far too close into his space, watching Tubbo from inches away. Up close, Tubbo
can see with perfect clarity the way that Tommy’s eyes are bright and pinched at the corners,
eyebrows upturned in a soft sort of concern. Tubbo flicks his eyes to the side, looking out the
window, looking at anything else than that uncomfortable, burning concern.

Tubbo makes the mistake of glancing in the rearview mirror, and he shouldn’t be surprised when he
meets Wilbur’s gaze, but he is, he always is. Wilbur looks like a dog at the end of his leash, fixated
with single-minded intensity on the curious thing before him.

Wilbur’s jaw works slowly, rolling words around in his mouth. He wants to ask, to pry, to dig.
Maybe it’s the red flush to Tubbo’s face, glazed by tacky tear tracks, or maybe it’s the lingering
promise that Tubbo will answer anything he asks, in good time, or maybe it’s the way Tommy
knocks harshly into Wilbur as he retreats to sit properly in his seat, hissing something demanding
under his breath, but Wilbur’s eyes eventually return to the road in front of him.

Wilbur is all sharp edges. He can’t dull himself, wouldn’t even know how to if he tried. But he can
relent. And he does.

Tubbo is intolerably grateful. He hates it. He hates that he can’t face the truth, can’t even think
Michael’s name without breaking down. He doesn’t know what he’d do if Wilbur pried it from him
and forced it into the open where he would have to see it, think about it, live with it. Maybe just
curl up sobbing. Maybe scream until his throat went horse and his voice left him. Maybe just go
numb forever and give up entirely.

Ranboo shifts again, murmuring something in his sleep. The sound is a raspy croak, rumbling
through his chest. Tubbo shushes him, holding still and quiet so Ranboo won’t wake up, but
judging by the way Ranboo picks up his head and yawns, it’s a little too late for that.

Ranboo lifts an arm, rubbing at his eyes as he drifts back into wakefulness.

Tubbo tries to keep his tone low and hushed, relentlessly squashing any part of it that wants to
wobble. He doesn’t need Ranboo waking up to tear tracks and wavering sniffles. “Go back to sleep,
Ranboo.”

Ranboo makes a noise like he’s clearing his throat, but it pitches into something else at the end. It’s
too breathy, too rattling, too clipped to pass as anything but deliberate. It almost sounds like—

“⏁⎍⏚⏚⍜?” Ranboo mutters sleepily, the dissonant language crackling off ill-suited human vocal
cords.

And spoken like that, beloved, Tubbo would recognize his name anywhere.

“U-uh?” Tubbo stutters on a nervous, involuntary chuckle that wavers without his permission,
because surely not. Surely he’s misheard. “Come again, bossman?”

It’s like earlier, when Ranboo snorted. He hadn’t meant to say gilded-golden. Piglin language is just
easy to misconstrue. Ranboo hadn’t meant to say Tubbo’s name like that. He hadn’t. Tubbo is just
shaken up by the memories rattling in his brain. He’s hearing things, hearing what his traitorous
brain wants to hear.



“⏁⎍⏚⏚⍜!” Ranboo crackles in exclamation, pulse register phonation rumbling under the syllables
like an earthquake, rattling Tubbo to his core.

Ranboo is leaning up and off of Tubbo in an instant. Ranboo leans back and peers down at Tubbo
as he blinks himself awake, his hands grasping onto Tubbo’s shoulders like Tubbo might disappear
under his fingertips. The smile spreads across Ranboo’s face rapidly, growing overjoyed, looking
like he can’t believe his eyes.

Gone is the curl to Ranboo’s shoulders that hunches himself down and makes himself look smaller
than he is. He’s stretched out to his full height now, his head just barely brushing the roof of the
van.

“⊬⍜⎍'⍀⟒ ⊑⟒⍀⟒?” The words creak, edging on crumbling cliffs. Tubbo can’t tell if the static
ringing he’s hearing is coming from Ranboo or his own ears.

“Is he alright?” Tommy asks, raising an eyebrow, but Tubbo can’t answer him. When Tubbo
remains frozen silent, Tommy turns to Ranboo instead. “You’re making some weird noises there,
pal.”

Tubbo wants to ask, You can hear it, too? But he can’t. He can’t. He can’t. Tubbo can only stare.
His perception blurs into the surreal. He can’t move, he can’t speak. It’s all he can do to feel the
pressure of Ranboo’s fingers gripping tight to his shoulders and observe the way Ranboo’s eyes
roam over him. Like he isn’t even occupying the space of his body, Tubbo watches.

Ranboo’s eyes never meet his — avoiding eye contact habitually in a way that is all too achingly
familiar but sits wrong on human features — but they sweep carefully over every other part of him.
Ranboo is intent and aware, but his eyes are hazy, not quite awake.

Ranboo’s hands slide up from Tubbo’s shoulders, frowning a bit at the sight of wet tear-track
smears across Tubbo’s cheeks, but he strays far away from them, careful not to touch. Ranboo
continues to reach up, up, up, gaze catching and lingering on Tubbo’s blonde hair. Carefully,
Ranboo slides fingers through the strands, but it’s different this time. Tubbo has grown used to the
way Ranboo would comb through his hair, aimless and repetitive. Now, it’s all the more salient
when Ranboo’s nails scratch light and curious, returning again and again to circle the spots above
his temples — right where curling horns used to grow.

Ranboo opens his mouth and the sound that comes out echoes the resonance of a comforting little
vwoop. It’s contorted by the limitations of human vocal cords, but still. Unmistakable. Undeniable.

“Pull over,” Tubbo says numbly, voice dull and toneless in shock.

Tommy twists in his seat, looking to Tubbo with a concern that hasn’t faded in the least and a
confusion that only seems to grow by the moment. “What? Why?”

Why?

Why?

“Fucking pull over!” Tubbo snaps, maybe a little too loudly, but he can’t hear himself at all over the
swell of white-noise buzzing in his ears.

Because something is wrong. Something is very, very wrong.



It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

This wasn’t part of the deal.

Ranboo’s fingers still suddenly in his hair. A trickle of distress leaks into his warble and shines
bright concern through the clouded lens of his hazy eyes. His hands float to Tubbo’s face carefully,
uncertain and confused. He must recognize the cold fear that has etched itself into the downturn of
Tubbo’s lips, the tenseness in his jaw, the frozen-wide blow of his eyes. Of course he would. He
would know it well, a familiar sight.

Ranboo’s hands stay where they are, gently cupped around Tubbo’s jaw and wrapping around the
sides of his neck, thumbs hovering over wet tear tracks, never touching, but his eyes break away to
sweep the surroundings. Up so close, Tubbo can see with perfect, awful clarity the change that has
consumed Ranboo.

Before, Ranboo had traced his gaze over duct-taped faux-leather seats, a footwell littered with
empty soda cans, the little glow-in-the-dark stars tacked to the ceiling, the tentative new friends in
the front seat — equal parts caution and curiosity on his face as he slowly took in the new space
around him.

Now, Ranboo’s eyes flick methodically — windows, doors, locks. They don’t linger anywhere for
longer than they need to. It’s a danger sweep, something vigilant, practiced, and terribly knowing.

It should be wrong. It should ring in his head, wrong, wrong, wrong. But it doesn’t. And somehow
that’s worse. Because Ranboo was supposed to be different. He was supposed to have the chance to
be different, this time.

Ranboo doesn’t even make it through a full sweep of the car. Something slips, and he goes from
intent to lost in a matter of seconds. His gaze just drifts, meandering from spot to spot without a
focus to ground him. His gentle hold on Tubbo’s face loosens and falls, his distress fading away
without a trace.

When his hazy eyes find their way back to Tubbo, he takes in the dread woven into Tubbo’s
expression anew, and his face scrunches up in concern all over again. “⏁⎍⏚⏚⍜? ⍙⊑⏃⏁'⌇
⍙⍀⍜⋏☌?”

Too much.

It’s too much.

All at once, the crush of panic bursts bright like fireworks behind his eyes, in his chest, along his
fingertips. It overflows uncontrollable in his lungs, stuffing them full and binding them tight. It
twists and rots in his nauseous stomach. It buzzes inside his head, slamming echo off every inch of
the inside of his skull. It’s crawling over his skin and inside him and consuming him until it’s all he
is.

Tubbo is on the other side of the van before he can think, ripping himself out of the hands caging
him in. His head slams against the window painfully in his blind scramble to throw himself back.
Ranboo’s whine only gets louder, less human.

“What’s wrong with him?” Tommy asks, alarmed. He’s panicking because Tubbo is panicking,
voice picking up in register until he’s bordering on screeching.



“I don’t know!” Tubbo cries hysterically, and it’s not a lie. He doesn’t understand how this
happened.

“Alright, alright. Calm down,” Wilbur demands, firm and harsh and leaving no room for argument.
His tone is steady, grounding, in control. Tubbo tries to focus on that and nothing else, but the
ringing in his ears is just getting louder. “There’s a service station right here. We’re pulling over,
okay?”

A wild, uncontrollable giggle is bubbling up in the back of Tubbo’s throat like vomit. Tommy’s
looking at him desperately for answers, like he might somehow know how to fix this. But Tubbo
doesn’t know what to do. He needs to do something, but he doesn’t even know where to start. He’s
panicking. He needs something. He needs to do something. He needs to get out of this fucking van.

Tubbo wrenches the door open and stumbles out before they’ve even fully stopped moving. The
rain slams down, instantly doing its best to soak him to the bone. It strikes against his goose-bump
tender skin in pin-prick bursts. Shivers wrack his body, and Tubbo can’t even pretend it’s from the
cold, because he still feels like he’s burning alive.

Tubbo shoves his head into his hands and tries to think.

“What the hell,” Tubbo mumbles, quiet and shaking in panic. “What the hell.”

Something is wrong. Something is wrong with Ranboo. Everything was fine, and now something is
wrong. He doesn’t even understand what happened. And Prime. Fuck. Ranboo’s in no state to tell
him anything.

It could get worse. He doesn’t know what made it start. He doesn’t know how to stop it from
getting worse. He doesn’t know anything.

Fuck. Tubbo has to fix this. He needs to. Tommy and Wilbur can’t help, they don’t even know
enough to be worried. This is his responsibility.

Tubbo’s mind spins, rapid-fire thoughts whirling, slipping out of his grasp at every turn. He can’t
do this. He can’t be like this right now. He can’t afford to panic. He needs to figure out what the
fuck is going on so he can fix it.

From behind him, Tubbo hears the panicked call of rasping little croaks. Tubbo hadn’t closed the
car door in his haste, and that’s where Ranboo sits, straining at the doorway Tubbo had left open
behind him, leaning out as far as he dares without getting caught in the torrent. Ranboo’s calls grow
more rattling by the second. Ranboo edges closer and closer to the wall of rain as Tubbo stands still
and unresponsive, and he tries to figure out what to do.

In all his humanity, Tommy isn’t so bound. He’s already opening the door and following Tubbo out
in the rain with a shouted curse, shoes soaking into parking lot puddles.

Tubbo regulates his breathing forcibly. He breathes in, and holds it, and breathes out, strict and
rigid. He shuts down hard on the way his lungs burn and scream not enough.

Without thinking, his shoulders raise, tense and square and perfectly level. He slips into something
familiar, a headspace that fits like a hand-me-down suit jacket, just a little too big in the shoulders,
a little too long in the sleeves. He needs it desperately right now, comforting in its reliability. He
needs to be in control. He has people who need him to be in control.



He suppresses the shake in his limbs until it’s nothing. He takes every bit of excess, every frantic
double beat of his heart, every little scrap of emotion that floods and builds and swarms in his
brain, and he crushes it down, down, down. He forces it all into a box and locks it away
somewhere, out of mind, to be dealt with later.

It’s not healthy, probably. But it gets the job done.

“Alright, alright,” Tubbo mutters under his breath, trying to convince himself to pull his head from
the dark enclosed safety of his hands.

Tubbo takes a deep breath and he swallows the last bit of himself that isn’t necessary for the task at
hand.

It’s easier with the freezing rain soaking into his jacket, blessedly cool against his panic-flushed
and fever-hot skin. It’s easier with Tommy, somewhere, distantly, grabbing too-tight to his shoulder
and shouting his name and looking at him like he expects him to have all the answers. It’s easier
when he has a plan, when he has a task set out in front of him.

He has a plan. It’s a shit plan, but it’s all he has. All he has to do is follow it. He can do that. That’s
all he has to do. He is the task. That’s all he is. That’s all he has to be. He can manage that.

Tubbo looks up and lets his hands fall away, resting at his sides perfectly.

“Okay,” Tubbo cuts in, halting whatever tirade Tommy was about to launch into. Tubbo’s tone is
cold and distant, even to his own ears, but the part of him that would care about that is locked in a
box in the back of his mind at the moment.

Tommy stumbles, caught off guard, and he looks to Tubbo earnest and anxious. “Y-yeah?”

“Tommy. With me,” Tubbo orders, brisk and even, a command that has Tommy startled and
scrambling to obey. It won’t last long, the shock of the switch is the only thing keeping Tommy
quiet. Tubbo needs to be quick about this, before Tommy’s shock wears off, before the trembling in
his fingers can catch up to him.

Tubbo’s eyes flick to Ranboo, who is watching Tubbo intently, leaning far enough out of the van
now that rainfall scrapes his skin and drips into his hair. “And you!” Tubbo shouts, raising his voice
to be heard over the roar of downpour crashing against pavement. He points a stern finger at the
van and ignores the way it shakes. “Stay in the van!”

With that, Tubbo turns on his heel and marches towards the gas station.

Tubbo has resources to gather.

He may not have answers. But he knows how to reach someone who will.

That is the plan. He is the plan.

Ranboo rumbles, a rolling hiss that’s only getting more and more frantic. “⍙⊑⏃⏁'⌇ ⍙⍀⍜⋏☌?

⏁⎍⏚⏚⍜? ⏁⍜⋔⋔⊬? ⍙⊑⟒⍀⟒ ⏃⍀⟒ ⊬⍜⎍ ☌⍜⟟⋏☌? ⌿⌰⟒⏃⌇⟒, ⏁⎍⏚⏚⍜!”

Nausea spikes hard in Tubbo’s gut at the alarm in Ranboo’s tone. But what really makes him want
to throw up is the homesickness brought on by the familiar rumbling language. Tubbo chokes on



the surge of emotion until he can shove it down, down, down. It all goes in the box, and Tubbo
keeps moving.

Tubbo shoves the door open and lets himself in, the entry chime ringing out like a siren to herald
his arrival. On the other side of the parking lot, Ranboo snaps, pulled like a tether, and steps out
into the rain.

Ranboo hisses, loud and aggrieved, as he dashes across the rain-soaked pavement and darts into the
dry safety of the gas station building. Under buzzing fluorescent lights, Ranboo rattles and growls,
shaking himself uncomfortably like a wet cat. He’s not sizzling and melting — of course, even in
this state he’s too human for that — but he doesn’t look happy about it, either.

Tubbo is quick to snatch a handful of paper napkins from the dispenser next to the baked goods
display, then rushes back over to Ranboo’s side.

“Told you to stay in the van, bossman,” Tubbo grumbles softly, the twist of a scowl sitting on his
face. He tries to pat Ranboo dry as best he can with the napkins, but they’re cheap and thin and not
doing much more than falling apart to mush. “Now you’re all wet.”

Ranboo only gives a rumbling croak in response. He crowds in close to Tubbo and hovers over
him, ducking down so Tubbo can reach up and wipe the water away from his face.

Tubbo sighs.

This is fine. This is fine. He is in control. He has a plan. He is going to fix this and everything is
going to be fine.

The band around his chest constricts, winding a little tighter. The tremor in his fingers shakes a
little bit worse. The box rattles.

“We need flint and steel and something to write with,” Tubbo recites, rattling off sharp and steady.
His eyes fall on Tommy, shoulders hunched and strung anxious. Tommy is watching Tubbo with a
furrowed brow, and he pairs it with a stubborn scowl to match. “Tommy?”

“Why?” Tommy demands, stance squared and not moving a muscle.

Tubbo huffs out a breath and takes his gaze away dismissively, already sweeping the gas station
shelves for what he needs. He doesn’t have time to waste on unhelpful, pointless arguments. If
Tommy’s going to choose now to be obstinate, Tubbo’s just going to do it himself. He doesn’t need
Tommy’s help, it’s simple enough to do on his own.

“Why?!” Tommy says again, louder, never content to be ignored. He side-steps and puts himself in
front of Tubbo’s vision, taking up as much space as possible.

“Tommy,” Tubbo says, tone low and cold. He’s not in the mood for this. He doesn’t have the time
for this. He needs to fix this, now. Before anything else goes wrong. He has to. He doesn’t have a
choice. All he has is the plan, the task at hand. He is nothing without it.

If Tommy doesn’t want to help, that’s fine. But Tommy doesn’t get to stand in his way and make
himself a problem just because he’s upset.



Ranboo is already fading, posture loosening and attention drifting. He takes a step away from
Tubbo, eyes wandering to the colorful rows of backlit drink displays. The moment Tubbo feels him
slide away, Tubbo snaps out a hand and locks his grip around Ranboo’s wrist, anchoring him in
place. Ranboo just pauses and blinks at him, unseeing, lost in the haze.

“You haven’t even told us what’s going on!” Tommy crosses his arms over his chest, anxious and
not knowing how to express it unless he’s yelling. Tommy tries to keep his heated glare on Tubbo,
but the flicker of his eyes to Ranboo’s dazed face reveals the source of his worry. “He’s hissin’ an’
shit! He’s being all weird and you won’t tell us why! You promised! You said you’d tell us shit —
you weren’t goin’t keep shit from us anymore!”

“Oh, I promised, did I?” Tubbo says as he tips his head and smiles, awful fake and sickly-sweet.
The smile wipes away quickly, and all that’s left is Tubbo, standing anchored adrift, lost with all his
panic locked in a little box but still managing to tremble his fingers with cold fear. “Listen. I can’t. I
—I can’t explain this to you, Tommy. I just can’t. Actually, I reckon you should be grateful you
don’t understand. I just need you to trust me.”

“You should be grateful,” Tommy mocks, high and scathing. He winds himself up tighter, drawing
his crossed arms close to his chest as he spits bitter accusation, “God, you know who the fuck you
sound like?”

Tommy doesn’t say Schlatt, but Tubbo hears it anyway.

“Either move out of the way or go wait in the van with Wilbur.” Tubbo tries to shove past Tommy,
but Ranboo is weighing him in place and Tommy refuses to be ignored for even a second.

“I’m not just gonna— fuckin’— do whatever you tell me to. I’m not just gonna — oh, yes Tubbo,
right away, Tubbo. Quit actin’ like I’m some dumb kid! I’m not stupid. I want to help!”

“Well I don’t want your help,” Tubbo hisses back, bearing his teeth.

Tommy’s scowl deepens, hurt and anger welling up with the way his shoulders raise and tense.

“Fuck you.” Tommy’s tone is low and quiet and cold.

The entry chime sounds, splitting the tension sharply as Wilbur stalks into the gas station. Tommy
and Tubbo both turn to face the rain-soaked arrival. It only takes one glance between the two of
them for Wilbur to put together an image he doesn’t like. Wilbur’s gaze doesn’t linger on Tubbo, a
cold, apathetic dismissal. Wilbur’s done with their game, interest lost the minute Tommy got hurt,
and now he’s going to take Tommy and leave.

“Tommy, c’mon,” Wilbur says without hesitation, already opening the door to step back out into the
rain.

And maybe that’s for the best.

Wilbur and Tommy will go back to the van, and Tommy will yell his feelings out, and Wilbur will
listen and give him the attention and assurance he needs. That is a good thing. Wilbur will drive the
van out of the parking lot, and they will carry on with their road trip. And Tubbo will be here, at the
gas station, with no car, and with a Ranboo that can’t focus and can’t tell him what’s wrong, and
Tubbo can’t breathe—



“No.” Tommy immediately stomps off in the other direction, turning his glare on the morning’s
selection of donuts, cookies, and muffins.

“Tommy,” Wilbur insists, letting the door fall shut as he steps inside after Tommy.

“No!” Tommy repeats louder, turning on his heel aggressively and walking very purposefully away
in the direction of the slushie machine.

Tubbo’s arm twists uncomfortably as Ranboo tugs at it, trying to walk off again after he’s forgotten
Tubbo’s holding on to him.

Tubbo takes a deep breath.

This is fine. Tubbo is in control. Tubbo has a plan. All Tubbo has to do is follow it. He can do that.
He can do that. He can do this.

Tubbo ignores Wilbur’s whispered argument and Tommy’s not-so-whispered responses. That’s not
important to the task. All Tubbo has to do is find three things. He needs something to write with,
something to write on, and a flint and steel. That’s all. He can do that. He is the task.

He tugs at Ranboo’s arm, trying to redirect him to walk down the aisle. Ranboo follows easily, eyes
catching on various trinkets and snacks between absent little vwoops. Tubbo has to bat his hands
away from more than one unintentional attempted theft, but Ranboo still ends up with a box
containing a stick of strawberry chapstick clutched in his free hand.

There’s a pen sitting on the cashier counter which Tubbo swipes without remorse, but Tubbo
doesn’t see any books in the gas station. He sees a rack of magazines, but the pages are glossy and
sleek, not good for writing on, ink would bead right off the surface of that. He needs something
different. The wet napkin mush squeezed tight inside the curl of his clenched and trembling fists
gives him an idea. It doesn’t need to be paper, it just needs to hold ink and burn. He grabs another
handful of fresh, dry napkins and shoves them in his coat pocket.

Tubbo paces another circuit around the gas station, scouring every bit of it that he can while
carefully avoiding the slushie machine where Wilbur and Tommy are lurking in their argument. He
can’t find any flint and steel. What kind of store doesn’t have something as basic as a flint and
steel? Tubbo feels frustration and helplessness prick at the corners of his eyes, but he viciously
pushes it down.

“Will a lighter work?” Tommy asks, startling Tubbo out of his skin.

Tommy stands at the end of the aisle. He’s avoiding Tubbo’s eyes, scowl still etched firmly in the
harsh downturn of his lips, but he’s holding out a plastic container with a pair of brightly-colored
little tubes like a peace offering.

Tubbo nods stiffly. “If it’ll start a fire, it’ll work.”

“Cool,” Tommy nods back, the rigid pull of his shoulders releasing just a bit. “Let’s go burn some
shit.”

Tommy spins on his heel and walks back towards the front of the store. Tubbo follows, tugging
Ranboo along behind him. At the cashier’s counter, Wilbur is leaning with his arms crossed and a
dark look on his face.



Tommy drops the lighters on the counter, immediately looking to Wilbur expectantly.

“I’m not buying lighters for you,” Wilbur says dryly, hard edge lingering at the curve of his tone.
He’s not happy with Tommy. He’s not even looking at Tubbo.

“No, you are, because I want them,” Tommy states, taking the chapstick from Ranboo’s hand and
throwing that on the counter as well. He glares challenge at Wilbur, a silent battle of wills, but it’s
not even a breath before Tommy breaks. His shoulders droop, expression falling into something
quiet and pleading. “Please.”

With a face that melts achingly soft for only a fraction of a second before he slides something
exasperated and indifferent in its place, Wilbur gives. “Fine.”

“Thanks, Wil,” Tommy smiles, speaking warm and quiet. Immediately, he tacks on, “You look like
a drowned cat, by the way.”

Wilbur just smirks fond annoyance as he flips his wallet open. “And you smell like a wet dog.”

With a pocket stuffed full of newly acquired lighters, napkins, and one stolen pen, Tubbo tries to
figure out what to do next. Outside is a no-go, the rain will disintegrate their napkins and bleed
their ink before they can even attempt to burn the thing. There’s not enough room in the van, not if
Tubbo’s plan works, so that’s out too. Tubbo doesn’t suppose the cashier would be too happy about
him starting a fire inside the gas station, but then again, they look just dead enough inside that they
might not mind.

As if sensing Tubbo’s thoughts without needing to be told, Wilbur turns to the cashier with a polite,
charismatic smile. “Could I get the restroom key, if it’s not too much trouble?”

The cashier, who has definitely overheard them loudly discussing burning shit, glances down at the
receipt for the lighters they’ve just finished ringing up. Their expression doesn’t change from dead-
flat apathetic. “Sure.”

Perfect.

“Thank you,” Wilbur sing-songs with a dazzling smile, taking the offered key along with his
receipt.

Wilbur leads the way, as always, with Tommy, Tubbo, and Ranboo following in his wake. Wet
socks squelch uncomfortably inside his shoes with every step. Prime, this is the worst. Tubbo really
wishes he had his hooves back. What cruel flaw of evolution decided that having nerve endings on
the bottoms of your feet was a good design choice?

“I’m still mad at you,” Tommy informs him sternly, leaning over to nudge his arm into Tubbo’s.

“And you’re still a bit of a dickhead,” Tubbo replies, matching his tone.

In retaliation, Tommy shoves himself bodily into Tubbo’s space again and refuses to leave his side.
“But we’re in this together, yeah?”

Tubbo sighs, letting the steady comfort of having Tommy near ground him. “We are.”

Wilbur herds them into the gas station’s lone family restroom and clicks the door locked firmly
behind them. Wilbur immediately takes up a position leaning against the locked door, surveying the



room from the edges in a cold observance. Tubbo shouldn’t feel so safe having Wilbur standing
guard between him and the only exit, but the tension leaks in increments from his shoulders
regardless.

There’s a toilet, a sink, and a baby changing station, all circling around the drain embedded in the
center of the tiled floor. There’s more than enough room for the four of them in the odd rectangular
room, and with any luck, it’ll fit a fifth.

Tubbo doesn’t waste any time. Tubbo pulls the handful of napkins out of his pocket, flipping down
the baby changing station and spreading them out across its surface. They’re a little bit damp from
his pocket, but they’ll have to do. This has to work. There isn’t another option.

When Tubbo lets go of Ranboo’s wrist, Ranboo’s attention drifts back to him curiously. Head tilted
in question, Ranboo rumbles, “⏁⎍⏚⏚⍜?”

“Right here, bossman,” Tubbo assures him, giving him a pat on the arm.

Tubbo watches as Ranboo’s focus fades out again. In a matter of seconds, Ranboo goes from
something bordering on clarity right back into that hazy cloud, eyes drifting away without seeing,
without recognition. Ranboo catches a glimpse of himself in the mirror above the sink, and that’s
where his fractured attention catches. He wanders closer to the reflective plane, leaning in until his
breath fogs and muddles the image in front of him. Tubbo lets Ranboo poke at the glass — as long
as he can’t wander off and get lost in an unfamiliar place, he should be okay.

Tubbo pulls the pen and the lighters from his pockets, cringing at the way his water-logged jacket
clings. It sticks to his skin and weighs him down, stiff and cloying like an old suit with the stitching
worn to fraying at the seams. Damp fabric sticks and itches uncomfortably along his arms and
back, but he determinedly ignores it — his discomfort is not relevant to the task at hand. Besides,
it’s helping. It’s grounding. It’s keeping him inside his body, which is something he desperately
needs at the moment.

Tubbo sets the pen down, click, and takes a breath. He sets the lighters down, click-click, and he
takes a breath. It isn’t enough. His lungs scream like they need more, but that’s just the panic
talking, and the panic is in a box right now and it can’t get to him. He is only the task. That is all he
needs to be.

Here’s something only three people in the world know: anyone can call on a god. All it takes is the
right words and a bit of fire. It’s stupidly easy, which makes it all the more surprising that the
knowledge has managed to remain so scarce for so long.

Anyone can call on a god, but it’s up to the god if they answer.

Drista might come if he calls her. But then again, she might not. Drista liked him well enough when
he had nukes and he was being fun, but he doesn’t have anything she wants, not anymore, and
Tubbo’s not exactly her favorite person in the world.

Now, Tommy, on the other hand…

“Hey, Tommy,” Tubbo says slowly, letting his gaze creep over. Tommy is quick to perk up, already
watching Tubbo as he hovers uncertain and scrapes a shoe idly against the bathroom drain. “Help
me summon the devil?”



Tommy splutters and laughs, startled. “What the fuck?”

Tubbo tries to pull a smile that he doesn’t quite feel. It’s hard, all the emotions are in the box, but
Tommy laughs, bright and full and unafraid, and it gets a little bit easier. “Yeah, I… could use your
help, if you don’t mind.”

Tommy is already sliding into place at Tubbo’s side, peering over his shoulder to eye the spread of
sparse resources on the changing table. He raises an eyebrow, incredulous and amused. “You gonna
summon the devil with a bunch of wet napkins?”

Tubbo nods, his smile pressing thin and serious. “That’s the plan.”

Tommy trips on whatever quip was about to come out of his mouth next, glancing back to Tubbo
with earnest curiosity. “Wait, can you really?”

“Sure, it doesn’t actually take all that much. See, it’s like sending a letter, only you burn it instead
of delivering it to their house,” Tubbo explains, picking up the pen and holding it out to Tommy,
the return of an offer extended.

Tommy accepts it, snatching the pen eagerly and spinning it between his fingers with a grin that’s
only a little bit menacing. “You ready to start explainin’ shit, then?”

“Yeah,” Tubbo acquiesces, solemn and steady. “I— Yeah. I am. Whatever you want to know.”

Tommy’s grin splits wider, and he shoves his way remorselessly into Tubbo’s side. “Cool.”

Tommy is relentlessly warm against his side, putting off heat in waves even after being soaked in
the freezing rain. Tubbo can’t help the way he dips and bonks his forehead against Tommy’s
shoulder — couldn’t stop himself if he tried. The shivers and shakes that tremble through him fall
quiet-still and truly steady without him trying at all.

“Now, tell me what to write, Tubs. Instruct me. I am your muse— or, no. Wait. I am the one who
does the writing. I’m the scribe, or something. I’m your knight, but like, with a pen, ‘cause the pen
is mightier than the sword,” Tommy rambles, growing more animated as he goes.

Tubbo snorts a laugh into Tommy’s shoulder, and the smile that graces his face feels easy and light.

Tubbo breathes and it feels like enough.

“Alright, then,” Tubbo declares, drawing himself back up and into the world. “Tommy, if you
would?” Tubbo extends a hand and Tommy passes him the pen, on the same page without needing
to be told. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

Tubbo copies down the first letter of the unspoken language — lost to time somewhere amongst the
ages — carefully tracing the lines from his memory onto the delicate surface of a damp napkin.
They trade the pen back and forth, passing it between them easy as breathing as they huddle close,
shoulders and elbows bumping while they make steady progress. Tommy works quickly, a little too
quickly, and he accidentally rips a hole through more than one napkin, but they start again on a new
page, and Tubbo has more than enough to give.

“This is some weird cult shit, man,” Tommy grouses, but he doesn’t stop writing, never taking his
eyes off the odd angles and twists of the unfamiliar language.



It would probably work just as well written in Player. It’s not the language but the intent that
matters, after all. But Tubbo has never tested that before, and he needs this to work.

Wilbur watches on, passive, but his unwavering gaze betrays his interest. At least now, with
Tommy laughing and smiling, he looks less like he wants to abandon Tubbo on the side of the road
again. Ranboo, meanwhile, seems to have figured out how the motion sensor in the sink faucet
works. He keeps running the sink curiously, darting his hand out of the way before it can get caught
under the stream. Assured that the two of them are okay for the time being, Tubbo focuses his
attention back on the task.

Tommy finishes copying the last word and then extends the pen back towards Tubbo expectantly.
When Tubbo doesn’t immediately take it, he glances up, confused.

Tubbo just shakes his head. “That’s it.”

“That’s it?” Tommy exclaims, and Tubbo nods. “Yes! Alright! Now what? Do we get to burn it? Do
a little bit of arson?”

“Would you like to do the honors, big man?” Tubbo slides the lighter across the changing table.

Tommy snatches it up with a grin. “You know me, I’m always down for some crime.”

Tommy flips the lighter around in his fingers, holding the colorful plastic body securely in the palm
of his hand before using his thumb to flick the little metal bit at the top. It scrapes and sparks a
couple times as Tommy fumbles inexpertly, but soon enough the flame catches and burns.

Tubbo gasps, leaning in to study the little fire-starter. “Oh! Well, isn’t that clever!”

He wants to take it apart and study how it works, make his own, make it better. He bets he could. It
doesn’t look that complicated. It isn’t nuclear science.

“It’s just a lighter, man. It’s not that impressive,” Tommy laughs, drawing the flame away from
Tubbo before he can lean in too close.

“Light those fuckers up!” Tubbo cheers.

Tommy joins in, shouting, “Yeah!”

“Over the sink,” Wilbur cuts in, and the smirk across his face is bright and amused. “Not on the
changing table. People use that. Don’t be an inconsiderate dick.”

Tommy groans dramatically, but he breaks out into laughter the second after when Wilbur shoots
him a disappointed look.

Tubbo gathers up their hard work and piles it into the sink, a messy little heap of napkin and ink.
Ranboo moves like he’s about to run his hand in front of the faucet’s motion sensor again, and
Tubbo snatches his hand back, locking their fingers together. Ranboo tips his head and vwoops
something like a question, hazy eyes landing on Tubbo and their interlocked hands.

“⊑⟟ ⏁⎍⏚⏚⍜,” Ranboo rumbles, words crackling oddly off his human tongue as he leans down to
press his forehead against the top of Tubbo’s head. “⍙⊑⏃⏁ ⊑⏃⌿⌿⟒⋏⟒⎅ ⏁⍜ ⍜⎍⍀ ⍀⟟⋏☌⌇?”



“You think this’ll fix him?” Tommy asks, setting flame to a blank napkin and dropping it into the
sink pile.

“I have no idea,” Tubbo admits, clutching tightly to Ranboo’s hand as he watches the flame slowly
eat away at the glowing-ember edges of the damp napkins. “But it’s the best plan I’ve got.”

Tubbo, Ranboo, and Tommy crowd around the sink, huddling close to watch flecks of grey ash
break loose and drift up into the air. Even Wilbur steps away from the door to join in their
anticipation. The four stand in silence with bated breath, transfixed by the orange glow of flame
gradually licking away at dark black ink.

“What’s supposed to happen now?” Tommy asks into the quiet, not taking his eyes off the charred
remnants of their hard work, up in flames.

“Nothing,” Wilbur snorts, amused and dismissive in his skepticism. “You’re lighting napkins on
fire in a gas station bathroom.”

“Well, it’s got to finish burning first,” Tubbo says anyway, fingers squeezing anxious around
Ranboo’s hand.

Tommy groans, impatient. “What, like, completely?”

“Yeah,” Tubbo takes a breath, tasting the familiar wisp of smoke on the air. “Then… I don’t know.
She just shows up. ‘S what happened last time.”

“And what if she doesn’t?”

Tubbo doesn’t answer. He doesn’t even consider it.

The pile of napkins gets a little bit smaller and the pile of ash gets a little bit bigger. The smell of
smoke sits heavy, but it burns clean. No gunpowder. No rotten stench of wither and decay. The four
of them watch the flame eat away the last scrap, dissipating evaporated ink into the air and sending
their message out into the world. The room holds its breath, anxious, anticipatory.

Nobody moves. Nobody makes a sound.

Nothing happens.

Until the pop of displaced air pressure has all of their heads turning at once.

And there, in all her glory, is Drista. With legs dangling indolently above the dirty bathroom tile,
she sits perched atop the baby changing station like she owns it, because she does. Tubbo makes no
mistake, this is her world. He’s just living in it by her own good graces. His world lies elsewhere,
lost among forgotten memories and nuclear fallout.

Tubbo breathes a sigh of relief.

Drista’s green hooded robes are nowhere to be seen, diaphanous fabric and glimmering golden
embroidery traded out for a hoodie and jeans — a sign of the times, if ever there was one. It seems
even their gods — ancient and unchanging as they are — get to start anew here.

The only thing that remains the same about her wardrobe is the mask. It sits where her face would
be, if she were close enough to human to bother with mimicking such a thing — a smooth circle of



white terracotta, or quartz, or maybe bone. One of the ancient tomes referred to it as end stone, but
Tubbo’s never heard of such a thing. It’s smooth, polished to a brilliant shine and perfectly
featureless, save for the scratches and chips marred into its otherworldly surface by time.

Drista turns her blank mask on Tubbo and he shivers, just a bit. He can feel the weight of her
judgement on him, a heavy gaze even if she doesn’t have the eyes for it. Faced with all-
encompassing power like that, fear is instinctual. The thing in his chest buzzes, resonant.

“Oh. It’s you again,” Drista says, voice going flat and disappointed as she takes in her
surroundings. Then again, she tends to sound like that even on a good day. “What do you want?”

Tubbo opens his mouth, but before he can get a word out Tommy is already screeching loud
enough to make Tubbo’s ears ring. The sound redoubles in the enclosed space, resounding ear-
splittingly loud off tiled walls. “AAAAA! Holy shit!”

“Tommy, please,” Tubbo winces, clasping his free hand over one ear. “Think of my eardrums.”

“Well I didn’t think it would actually work!” Tommy squawks, not quieting in the slightest. He
throws out an arm to gesture frantically at Drista, looking to Tubbo with a wild-bright disbelief, as
if to say are you seeing this? Without waiting a moment for a response, Tommy is already swinging
back around to Drista with a fervent mix of fear and excitement. “You’re the devil?”

“And you’re an annoying child,” Drista says with a tip of her featureless head.

Tommy looks surprised and a little sad, and his voice drops back to quiet when he whines, “Aww, I
thought Tubbo said you liked me.”

“I do like you,” Drista says, slightly offended, as if that wasn’t obvious.

“You’re kinda sending me mixed messages here, devil lady.” Tommy huffs, curiosity and
indignation boldening his stride as he takes a step closer.

Drista follows in kind, leaning forward from her perch. She leans until she tips forward into the
open air and floats there. She glides forward, feet never designing to touch the ground unless she
wants to. Wilbur and Tommy both take an instinctive step back, an incredibly human survival
mechanism buried deep in their hindbrain screams unknown, danger, powerful. Tubbo and Ranboo
stand unmoved at the front of the group.

Drista floats closer, and the thing in his chest grows. It vibrates against his heart, resonating
stronger and pulling deeper from within him. It pushes harshly against the inside of his rib cage,
tugging forward like a magnet to the source in front of him — insistent on coming home.

“If I may,” Tubbo cuts in, stealing her focus away from Wilbur, who looks to be rapidly
approaching the hard edge of a panic attack, and Tommy, who’s spluttering and growing red in the
face like he’s about to start yelling again. “Something’s gone wrong with the reset. Fix it, please.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the reset,” Drista dismisses, waving a hand as she sits back idly,
reclining on thin air. “Well, except you, of course.”

“But just look at him!” Tubbo insists, nudging Ranboo pointedly. Ranboo lets himself be pulled
forward with the motion, looking to Tubbo with a curious blink before his attention wanders to
Drista. “He’s gone all strange.”



“⊑⟟ ⎅⍀⟟⌇⏁⏃,” Ranboo rasps.

“Hi Ranboo,” Drista responds, unperturbed, like she doesn’t see a problem here. She may not have
a face, but she manages to communicate the idea of rolling her eyes just fine without one. “See?
He’s fine. Quit being dramatic.”

Tubbo huffs and steps forward, almost tripping over his feet at the unexpected force of momentum
as the thing in his chest pulls fiercely. He puts himself in front of her with a cold, determined set to
his face. Even still, he spreads his hands appeasingly as he coaxes negotiation from the devil. “He
remembers stuff he shouldn’t and it’s clearly messing him up. He was fine this morning. Can’t you
just put him back?”

Drista huffs right back at him, unimpressed. “I can’t just ‘put him back’. There’s nothing wrong
with him. Like, what do you want from me?”

“Look,” Tubbo bites, feeling the desperate, protective anger build in his chest. “I was under the
impression nobody else was gonna have to remember any of it, yeah? This is hardly the deal we
made. If I’d’ve known you were going to— you weren’t going to hold up your end of our deal like
this, I wouldn’t have given you those nukes.”





Drista folds her arms, irritation falling through the tip of her head. When she speaks, her words are
abrupt and clipped. “Yeah. Well, you did. So.”

Tubbo shakes, cold anger rolling through his fist clenched tight at his side. “Well. What goddamn
good—”

“No. I’m not— I can’t just fix him.” Between one moment and the next, Drista pulls a pitchfork
from nowhere and everywhere. The weapon is twice her height, triple prongs tearing jagged gouges
into the bathroom ceiling. She lets the weight of it drop, and the pommel cracks into the floor. The
tile under her shatters and disintegrates into nothing, destroyed utterly, not even leaving dust and
broken shards behind. “You’re literally being so rude right now. Stop. I will just kill you.”

Somewhere behind him, Tommy makes a sound like he’s been hit. Wilbur doesn’t make a sound at
all.

Tubbo narrows his eyes and opens his mouth, hissing reply on the tip of his tongue, but Ranboo
cuts in with a creaking warble and a nervous hand resting lightly on Tubbo’s shoulder. “⊑⟒⊬, ⎍⊑,

⌰⟒⏁'⌇ ⏃⌰⌰ ⟊⎍⌇⏁, ⋔⏃⊬⏚⟒, ☊⏃⌰⋔ ⎅⍜⍙⋏ ⎎⍜⍀ ⏃ ⋔⟟⋏⎍⏁⟒, ⟟⎎ ⏁⊑⏃⏁'⌇ ⏃⌰⍀⟟☌⊑⏁.”

Drista waves a hand at Ranboo, glaring unimpressed at Tubbo. “See? He literally said he’s fine.”

“⋏⍜⏁ ⍙⊑⏃⏁ ⟟ ⌇⏃⟟⎅, ⏃☊⏁⎍⏃⌰⌰⊬. ⏚⎍⏁ ⟟ ⏃⋔ — ⟟'⋔ ⎎⟟⋏⟒.” Ranboo rumbles, hazy eyes
fighting to stay focused. His grip on Tubbo’s shoulder tightens nervously. “⟟⌇— ⟟⌇ ⟒⎐⟒⍀⊬⏁⊑⟟⋏☌
⍜☍⏃⊬?”

“You can understand him?” Tubbo shouts, his tone going high and desperate. “What’s he saying?”

“Of course I can,” Drista’s tone doesn’t rise above the flat-level of disinterest, like this is something
Tubbo should just know. Her attention shifts from Tubbo to Ranboo, and she’s all too blasé when
she says, “Your husband over here thinks you’re dying or something. Can you, I don’t know,
control him? Make him stop yelling at me.”

“⍜⊑,” Ranboo croaks, looking more than a little lost in the drifting haze. “⍙⟒⌰⌰, ☊⍜⎍⌰⎅ ⊬⍜⎍

⏁⟒⌰⌰ ⊑⟟⋔ ⟟⏁’⌇ ⍜☍⏃⊬?”

“I already did, but alright.” Drista clicks her tongue, or at least, makes a sound like it. “He says it’s
fine. Seriously.”

Tubbo isn’t convinced. His scowl deepens, not appeased by Drista’s apathetic attitude.

Ranboo’s grip on his shoulder loosens, fingers sliding down to weave with Tubbo’s again. Ranboo
leans down to bump his forehead against the top of Tubbo’s head, and Tubbo releases a breath. He
lets it go.

Drista huffs. “Look. I don’t know what to tell you. I can’t help you. I don’t control the reset.
There’s nothing I can do, unless you want me to tell XD what the problem is.”

Tubbo very much does not want her to tell XD what the problem is. Tubbo isn’t sure how the god
would react to Tubbo’s secret deal with the devil, but he knows XD doesn’t take kindly to liars and



cheaters. And Tubbo is both.

Not only that, but Tubbo has managed to circumvent the order, and he’s sure that XD wouldn’t
appreciate that one bit. At the very least, he wouldn’t be allowed to keep his memories. That’s for
certain. Prime only knows what XD would design as a punishment beyond that.

Or, somehow even worse a fate than death, XD might find him interesting.

Tubbo huffs. “Fine. You’ve made your point.”

“Good,” Drista bites, matching his snide tone. Then, she sighs, gesturing with the massive pitchfork
casually, as if it doesn’t weigh a thing. “Just let him sleep it off. I’m sure it’ll be fine. Stop worrying
so much.” She carelessly drops the pitchfork, dismissing it with a flick of her fingers before it can
hit the ground, letting it fall back into nothing. “Bye.”

“Bye,” Tubbo grumbles back begrudgingly, still not quite over his anger.

And with that, she’s gone. There’s no sign of her but the pop of air rushing to fill the vacant space,
leaving Tubbo’s eyes to adjust to the sudden change in depth perception when the thing they were
focused on has suddenly vanished. The thing in his chest quiets immediately, settling back down
into the depths of him and returning to its quiet, steady humming.

In the ringing silence that follows, Ranboo rumbles, pressing the vibration of non-verbal comfort
against the top of Tubbo’s head.

Tommy, meanwhile, screams. Tommy takes a deep breath and unleashes a resounding shriek from
his core, holding nothing back from the bone-rattling cry.

“What the fuck! What the fuck!” Tommy screeches, immediately pacing the length of the small
room at a rapid pace, nearly tripping over the newly disintegrated hole in the tiles every time he
crosses it. “And I mean this wholeheartedly, what the absolute fu-uck!”

It isn’t more than a couple seconds before Tommy sinks into babbling, starting strings of sentences
that go nowhere or just making incoherent noises from the back of his throat.

In the space where Tommy actually has to stop to breathe, Wilbur mutters a quiet, “This… is real.
Oh, this is real.”

Tubbo just sighs, letting his eyes drop closed and tipping his weight into Ranboo’s side. Ranboo
doesn’t seem bothered by the noise, too busy rumbling quiet content into the curls of Tubbo’s hair.

“⌰⍜⎐⟒ ⊬⍜⎍.”

“Yes it’s real! Were you not there for the fuckin’— For the— Oh my god. Oh my god. What the
fuck!” Tommy shouts, letting himself trail off into a crying whine before picking right back up in
another full-bodied scream.

“I—” Wilbur halts. Tubbo is waiting for whatever Wilbur is about to say next, but it never comes.
It’s the first time in a very long time Tubbo has heard him at a loss for words.

“I did warn you,” Tubbo mutters sheepishly, the sly curl of an amused smile tugging at his lips. It’s
not an apology — that’d be more than Wilbur’s earned from him yet.



When Tubbo finally brings himself to crack open his eyes, Wilbur is watching him with something
like awe, something like fear, something like realization.

Tubbo laughs.

It’s the only thing he can do. He doesn’t really mean to, but now he’s started and he can’t stop. He
clutches to Ranboo’s side as his legs go weak under him, struck down hard by the absurdity of the
situation. He laughs until he can’t breathe and tears drip off his face, the sound shaking from him in
rattling gasps and hiccups.

Tubbo has them now.

Wilbur believes him. Wilbur believes him.

All it took was the destruction of his entire worldview.

Well, Tubbo has Wilbur’s attention now.

And Tommy is alive.

And Ranboo is here.

And they’re not going to leave.

Everything else is secondary.

Everything else can wait.
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