
outside looking in


    
    1. 

Dori loves her customers.

To be specific, she loves her customers’  Mora.  While she would never admit out loud that she has favorites—that’s just bad for business—the ones with the most Mora will always have a special place in her heart, and in her wallet. 

Believe it or not, one of her favorite customers is none other than the General Mahamatra himself.

Cyno is a good man. He has deep pockets and a good head on his shoulders. Never once has he tried to haggle for prices, nor does he ever demand discounts despite being one of her loyal customers. If he asked, she would hand him a coupon, really. 20% off his next purchase, or something like that. Wait, no. That’s too high. 10% then. That’s fair, isn’t it?

Anyway, the point is, Cyno is a good man, and Dori is always happy to sell him her wares.

She’s lounging on the docks of Port Ormos when she sees him, cutting through the crowd with a stern gait and a hard set to his jawline. He does not look happy to be seen in a place as shady as Port Ormos, and the people lingering by the harbor are none too pleased by his presence, either. They all scatter, murmuring amongst themselves, making a clear path for him to walk through.

He stops in front of Dori. She pops one eye open to look at him.

Cyno crosses his arm over his chest. “Do you have what I ordered?”

Dori hops up, stretching her arms over her head lazily. “Of course, of course,” she says. “Just give me a second, General.”

She retrieves his order: a potted plant, of all things. It’s a Windwheel Aster, fresh from Mondstadt. She had to strike a deal with the plucky little girl running Floral Whisper to get it shipped to Sumeru safely. It wasn’t easy, not when Flora stubbornly refused to give her a discount. Still, Dori has to appreciate an exchange with a fellow entrepreneur. 

Honestly, when Cyno approached her and asked to place a special order, she was expecting him to request more Genius Invokation TCG merchandise. 

What she wasn’t expecting was for him to request flowers from Mondstadt, of all places.

As soon as she presents the pot to Cyno, his face lights up with gratitude. “Thank you, Lord Sangemah Bay.”

He reaches over to take it, but Dori pulls back. “Ah-ah.”

Cyno frowns at her. “I already paid you. It was a rather hefty sum, if I recall correctly.”

Dori flashes him her signature smarmy grin. “Yes, but I have a question I would like to ask.”

Cyno raises an eyebrow. “Go on.”

“Who are these for?” Dori asks.

Cyno coughs. He looks away, but the length of his thick white hair fails to hide the way the tips of his ears go red. “They’re for myself,” he stammers. “I thought a plant would spruce up my home. Is that all?”

Hm. Cyno would definitely kill any houseplant he tried to keep. For him to request flowers from Mondstadt, the City of Romance… Well, Dori has her suspicions. 

Ah, no matter. She’s not getting any answers from Cyno, as stubborn as he is. She already has an idea who these flowers are for, anyway.

“That’s all,” Dori says, handing him the potted plant. She grins up at him. “Pleasure doing business with you, General.”

Cyno nods. “As with you, Lord Sangemah Bay.”

With that, he’s walking away, potted plant in tow. The Windwheel Aster spins happily in the salty wind billowing past the harbor.

“Ah, young love,” Dori muses, pottering back to her stall. 

Perhaps she should start offering a couples discount. Fresh flowers from Mondstadt, two for the price of one! Now if only she can convince Flora to work with her some more… 

Just think of all the Mora they could make!

 

2. 

When Nilou dances in the town square, she always racks up an enthusiastic crowd. With the sheer density of the people gathered around her, she’s rarely able to differentiate individual faces, but she’s grateful for all her viewers nonetheless.

Still, when she catches the face of the General Mahamatra in the crowd, it gives her pause.

He’s standing in the back, arms crossed over his chest, the hood of his cloak drawn over his head. Still, his white hair and sharp red eyes are unmistakable. What could he possibly be doing here?

Nilou is nothing if not professional, so she pushes the thought away from her head and resumes her dance, moving in slow, languid motions, pulling her body along like an ocean wave. 

She spins around, lifting her hand, and her layered blue skirts rustle along with the motion, twirling with the wind. It’s a beautiful day, and the people around her are clapping along to the beat, so she laughs, letting her joy show on her face. 

When she’s dancing, the whole world falls away. What the sages think, what her family thinks, what anyone else thinks—none of it matters as long as she’s doing what she loves.

Her heart swells as she takes one final leap before settling into a bow. The music dies down, and the audience claps as she catches her breath. When she looks up, the crowd is slowly starting to disperse, but the General Mahamatra is still standing there. He has a pen in hand, as well as a notepad, and he’s writing something, clearly deep in thought.

Nilou approaches him carefully, slipping next to him silently. “General Mahamatra,” she says quietly, tilting her head. “Good afternoon.”

Cyno jolts. “Ah, Nilou. Good afternoon to you as well.”

“I’ve never seen you at one of my performances before,” Nilou says. She probably shouldn’t be talking to him, but he came to her show. He can’t be all that bad. “I’m not in trouble, am I?”

Cyno blinks. “Of course not,” he replies. “My apologies if I made you feel that way. I simply wanted to watch.”

Nilou beams. “That’s wonderful,” she says. “What did you think?”

Cyno shifts, almost awkwardly. She expected the General Mahamatra to be intimidating, but he’s actually rather sweet. 

“You were… good,” Cyno offers. “I—I enjoyed your performance.” He winces. “I’m sorry. I don’t know much about dancing.”

“That’s alright,” Nilou says. “I appreciate it. You’re always welcome to watch.”

“Tighnari loves your performances,” Cyno says. “But he can’t go to the city much. It gets too loud here for him.”

Nilou offers him a sympathetic smile. “Perhaps I could come to the Avidya Forest to dance one day. Nature is wonderful for inspiration.”

“I think he would like that,” Cyno says. “Tighnari admires you very much for following your heart and doing what you love. He did the same thing, when he left the Akademiya.”

“And what about you, General?” Nilou asks, peering at him curiously. “Are you following your heart?”

Cyno’s face softens. “I’m trying to.”

Her gaze lands on the pen and paper in his hands. “What’s this?”

Cyno shifts slightly. He tucks the notepad away. “I came here for… poetic inspiration, so to speak,” he says.

She raises an eyebrow. “Did you find it?”

Cyno’s lips curve into a smile that could almost be described as cheeky. “So to speak,” he says. “It was nice meeting you, Nilou. Perhaps you’ll catch me in the crowd at your next performance.”

With that, he’s slipping away into the bustling city streets, his dark cloak billowing behind him. 

Nilou places her hands on her hips. The General Mahamatra is indeed a mysterious man. But she knows what that soft gaze means. She’s seen it thousands of times before.

That’s the face of a man in love.

 

3.

Al-Haitham is minding his own business, carrying a tall stack of books in his arms, when he nearly trips over another person.

A few books clatter to the floor. He clicks his tongue and bends down to pick them up, but a gloved hand beats him to it.

Al-Haitham finds himself face to face with Cyno, who narrows his sharp red eyes at him. He assesses Al-Haitham with disdain and suspicion. Cyno has never liked him, and Al-Haitham has never tried to get on the General Mahamatra’s good side. What Cyno thinks of him is ultimately irrelevant.

“Al-Haitham,” Cyno greets, his tone curt. He places the books back on top of the pile in Al-Haitham’s arms. 

“Cyno,” Al-Haitham responds, his tone equally as chilly. His voice echoes in the nearly empty halls of the Akademiya. “What are you doing here?”

“Filing for my leave.”

Al-Haitham pauses to raise an eyebrow. “Leave?”

“I’ll be gone for a week,” Cyno says, crossing his arms over his chest. “Don’t miss me too much.”

“Where are you going?”

“That,” Cyno says, “is none of your business.” 

Then he turns heel and leaves, slipping past the hall without a single perfunctory glance backwards. 

Al-Haitham sighs and keeps walking. It doesn’t matter where Cyno is going, or what he’s going to do. What  does  matter is that Al-Haitham is going to have a week of peace and quiet. 

Thank Lesser Lord Kusanali.

 

4.

As a member of the Eremites, Dehya has seen it all.

Still, seeing the General Mahamatra clamber into her caravan is a  little  jarring. He has a simple rucksack at his back, which he places on the floor, and a mysterious box resting on his lap. 

“And… you want us to stop by the Avidya Forest?” Dehya asks, bemused.

Cyno nods, wrapping his arms around the box. “If you would be so kind,” he says. “I know you’re headed back to the desert, so you don’t need to go out of your way. Just drop me off by the outskirts of Gandharva Ville.”

“Alrighty then,” Dehya says, none of her confusion abated at all, but she knows better than to question a client. “You heard him, boys! We’re taking a stop by the Avidya Forest today.”

Her men murmur their agreement, though she catches a few confused looks being exchanged between them as well.

She settles down next to Cyno, resting her hand on her claymore. The roads are dangerous nowadays. If anything happens to them, she’ll be sure to keep them safe, though she doubts the General Mahamatra would need her protection.

Dehya gestures to his staff. “We should spar sometime.”

Cyno looks surprised that she’s still speaking to him, but he nods nonetheless. He doesn’t say anything more. Tough crowd, huh? Well, Dehya can talk enough for the both of them. 

“Is there anything you want to do to pass the time?” Dehya asks. “I know one of my boys has this card game he really likes, and he usually gets me to play with him when we’re on the road. Uh, I forgot what it was called.” She scratches her head. “Genius… something something.”

Cyno’s face suddenly lights up. “You know how to play Genius Invokation TCG?”

Dehya blinks, bewildered by his sudden change of attitude, but she smiles. “Yeah, a little. I’m no expert or anything, though.”

“We can play to pass the time,” Cyno says. He rummages through his bag. “Here, you can borrow some of my cards. Be careful with them, though, if you don’t mind.”

The thing about people, even the most closed-off ones, is that everyone has something they love. If you want to get them to open up to you, you need to find out what that thing is. Once you do, starting a conversation is easy.

It’s easy, the rest of the ride to the Avidya Forest. Talking to Cyno is easy when they’re playing this game he loves, and the ride goes faster than she expected it to.

When the caravan screeches to a halt, Dehya is almost disappointed to say goodbye. Cyno packs up his cards, slings his rucksack over his back, and picks up the mysterious box he’s been carrying this whole time. 

He slips out of the caravan, lifting his hand in a wave. “Thanks, Dehya.”

Dehya waves back. “What’s in the box, by the way?” she asks.

Cyno smiles, something small, and Dehya suddenly feels like she’s intruding on a private moment. “A gift,” he says softly. “For someone special.”

 

5.

Collei is  late.  

She was on track to be back at Gandharva Ville before sundown, but she got caught up helping an adventurer who got rammed into by a Sumpter Beast. Tighnari was right. Airheaded adventurers are truly the worst part of this job. Day in and day out, there’s always someone who accidentally eats a poisonous mushroom, or falls out of a tree they shouldn’t have climbed, or—

Anyway, the point is, Collei is  late,  and she’s rushing back to Gandharva Ville as the sun is setting. 

She nearly trips on a tree root or two on the way back, but she makes it back unscathed, for the most part. 

Collei stumbles up the steps to Tighnari’s hut. She rushes inside, putting her bow and quiver away. The lamps are all lit, filling the house with a warm glow. She takes a moment to catch her breath. There are voices coming from the kitchen.

“I’m sure she’s fine,” Tighnari is saying. “Patrol never finishes when you expect it to. She’ll be here at any moment.”

Cyno mutters something incomprehensible.

Tighnari laughs, a soft, tinkling sound. “Fine, fine. If she doesn’t arrive in a few minutes, we can set out and look for her.”

Collei rounds the corner and finds Tighnari hunched over his kitchen counter, a paring knife in his hand as he prepares dinner. Cyno is draped over his back, one hand curled on top of Tighnari’s, his white hair tickling his cheek. 

She freezes. Should she go? She’s intruding on a private moment, isn’t she? It’s not often that she gets to see them both like this: quiet and gentle, their walls down, hearts bared for the world to see. 

How many people can say they’ve seen the General Mahamatra with his guard down, his eyes fond, his hand curled around another’s, radiating a happy sort of warmth instead of the stern chill of a high-ranking officer?

Tighnari’s ears twitch. “Ah, Collei,” he says mildly, unfazed about being caught. “We were just talking about you. Cyno was worried.”

Cyno pulls away from Tighnari to huff. “I’m allowed to be worried. God only knows what lurks around the forest at night.” He turns to Collei and smiles. “Hey, Collei. How are you doing?”

“I hope you’re hungry,” Tighnari says. “I think I accidentally made enough food to feed the entire village.”

Collei relaxes, offering them a small smile. “I am a little hungry,” she replies. “I had a long day.”

Cyno gestures for her to join them. “Tell us all about it.”

Tighnari’s kitchen is warm and inviting, and Cyno is watching her with a gentle gaze as Tighnari carries on with making dinner. Collei takes a step forward.

If her past self could see her now, she would be thrilled to have a warm home and a family. She’s never had either of those things before.

 

+1.

Night has fallen, bathing Tighnari’s bedroom in darkness. Cyno lights an oil lamp for him, then places a box on his desk.

Tighnari stares at it. “What’s this?”

Cyno smiles. “A present,” he says. “Go on, open it.”

Tighnari squints at him. “This isn’t one of your stupid pranks, is it?”

Cyno laughs. “Just open it already,” he says, gently nudging Tighnari by jostling his arm.

Tighnari sighs, but he does as he’s told anyway. Cyno wanders off to open a window, letting a cool night breeze in as he opens the box. His eyes go wide when he sees what’s inside. 

It’s a Windwheel Aster.

Tighnari carefully pulls it out, placing the pot on top of his desk. He marvels at the pointed red petals, reaching over to stroke them. They’re beautiful, bright and healthy as they are.

Cyno wanders back to his side, tilting his head. “What do you think?”

“They’re lovely,” Tighnari breathes. “I’ve always wanted to see them in person.”

“Check the bottom of the box.”

Tighnari pulls out the small slip of paper resting at the bottom of his box. He squints at it, trying to decipher Cyno’s chicken scratch.


  
     Are you a Windwheel Aster? 
  

  
     Because you blow me away!  
  


Tighnari snorts, reaching over to smack Cyno’s arm playfully. “You’re so stupid,” he says, but he’s grinning. “Thank you. I love it.”

Cyno smiles. “I was going to write a poem for you,” he admits. “I went to watch Nilou’s dance for inspiration and everything, but I’ve never been good with words.”

Tighnari raises an eyebrow. “A poem? Whatever about?”

“About how much I love you,” Cyno says. 

Tighnari grins. “I suppose brevity is the soul of wit, General.”

Cyno cups his face and smiles back. “Actually, I figured that instead of writing about it, I’d show you instead.”

That’s when Cyno leans in to kiss him. Tighnari meets him halfway.

A gentle wind blows. The Windwheel Aster spins in the breeze. 

  
Author’s Note:apparently i’m trying to speedrun writing as many cynonari fics as i can before 3.0 drops lmao
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