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    Truth be told, Collei finds herself a little terrified as she sits next to Cyno.

As much as she’s grateful to him for everything, she’s never quite been comfortable with him, especially without Tighnari as a buffer between them. Their one-on-one interactions, as few as they are, have always been slightly awkward. So when Cyno had asked Collei,  if you have time, can I speak with you privately, she really hadn’t known what to expect, and her imagination had run amok with increasingly terrifying scenarios. What if her grades are so bad that Cyno is going to tell her she’s banned from the Akademiya before she’d even started attending it? What if he’s disappointed in her Genius Invokation gameplay? And so on, and so forth. 

Cyno clears his throat, and Collei freezes. “So. How are your studies?”

Collei blinks. “They’re… fine.” 

“Made any new friends?”

“A few, I suppose?” She can’t take it anymore. Any longer and Cyno is going to start reciting jokes. “General Mahamatra, did you… need something from me?”

“Not particularly, I just—” Collei braces herself. “Do you—do you know if Tighnari is seeing anyone at the moment?”

“Excuse me?” Collei says brightly, certain she’s misheard him. 

Cyno rubs the back of his neck, looking almost… embarrassed. “Tighnari,” he says, looking at the ground. “Is he seeing anyone?”

Collei stares at him. 

“I’m asking if he has a lover, Collei.”

“I know,” Collei says, finally able to speak.  But why, she wants to say,  why are  you  asking? 

 

You see, there are a number of good, reasonable reasons for Collei’s confusion. 

The first: she has, on numerous occasions, seen Cyno smile at Tighnari. Cyno, who hardly smiles at all. And Tighnari, without fail, always smiles back at him. At times like this, they will both be blushing—in Tighnari’s case, his tail wags as well.

The second: she’s heard from Kaveh that Cyno strokes Tighnari’s ears and tail when they’re a little tipsy on wine, and that Tighnari  asks him to.

And last, but truly not least: they share a bed when Cyno stays over. Collei knows this firsthand because she’d once made the mistake of bursting into Tighnari’s house early in the morning to report an emergency in the forest, and had been greeted by the two of them sitting up drowsily, side-by-side in Tighnari’s bed. She’s not sure she ever wanted to know this about either of them, but she can’t unknow it now. 

And so Collei had come to her own conclusions, had accepted them readily. In fact, she’d found comfort in Cyno and Tighnari’s closeness—it had felt like a constant in her life, a source of warmth. So really, all this coming from Cyno is quite the shock. When he keeps looking at Collei expectantly, all she can do is answer truthfully.  

“No,” she says. “No, I don’t suppose he does.”

“Ah,” Cyno says, and even he can’t hide the relief and pleasure on his face. “That’s good.” And then he catches himself. “I’m—I’m asking for a friend, you see.”

“A friend,” Collei echoes. 

“Yes. They think he’s very… endearing.”

“I’m sure,” Collei says.“Good luck to your… friend.” 

“Thank you,” Cyno says. “I mean, they say thank you. Or they will. When I tell them.”

Collei plasters on a smile. Gods, this is painful. 

“I trust you will keep this conversation between us,” Cyno continues. 

“Yes,” Collei says, already wailing internally. “Of course.”

“Thank you.” 

Collei laughs awkwardly, makes some stupid excuse about forgetting to water her flowers, and promptly flees to her house. 

 

When Cyno leaves the next day, it is as if they have never spoken at all. 

“See you, Collei,” he says. 

“Goodbye, General Mahamatra!”

Cyno turns to Tighnari. “I’ll see you soon,” he says. 

“I’m sure you will,” Tighnari says, which—what does that even  mean, Collei thinks, but the two of them are smiling at each other again, complete with the blushing and all. 

Cyno takes a step away, and then, almost too quickly, turns back and embraces Tighnari for a brief moment. Tighnari blinks, evidently too shocked to respond. 

Cyno clears his throat. “Anyways, I’ll see you soon,” he says again, and leaves hurriedly. 

It takes Tighnari a few moments. And then his tail is wagging so hard it hits and upsets a flowerpot. Collei catches it just in time. 

Tighnari blinks, seemingly returned to earth. “Ah, sorry, Collei. Thank you.” 

“No problem,” Collei says. 

Tighnari fidgets with his earring, almost awkward. “I must seem foolish, don’t I?” he says wryly. “I’m sorry you have to see me like this.”

“Not at all, Master Tighnari,” Collei says hurriedly. “As long as you’re happy.”

Tighnari smiles. “Thank you, Collei,” he says. 

“You know,” Collei says, “I’m sure the General Mahamatra would be pleased to know that you—you’re so partial to him.”

“Why? Did he say so?” Tighnari looks at her so intently, it’s a little jarring. 

“No,” Collei squeaks. “I just—I just thought…”

Tighnari sighs. “It’s fine,” he says. “I appreciate your consideration for my feelings, but please keep them in confidence.” 

 No,  Collei wants to wail,  no, not this again! Out loud, she says, “Of course, Master Tighnari.” 

“Well then.” Tighnari shakes himself. “It’s about time for patrol, don’t you think?” 

 

A few days later, she catches Tighnari penning a letter while they’re resting on patrol. 

“Are you—are you writing to the General Mahamatra?” she says.

“Ah, how did you know?” Tighnari asks.

 Your tail is wagging and you’ve been smiling at your paper for ten minutes, Collei doesn’t say. “Just felt like it,” she says. 

Tighnari blinks, but doesn’t inquire further. “Did you want me to add anything from you?” 

Collei shakes her head. Cyno is literally coming back to visit in two days. “I’m fine,” she says. 

So Tighnari returns to his writing, the corners of his lips quirking upwards. Between eating her pita pockets and sipping on water, Collei steals a few glances at the letter. If she didn’t know better, she would swear that Tighnari is writing out actual feedback for Cyno’s jokes. 

But—no, that can’t be it. Collei sighs, and thinks that she’ll have to practise her reading skills, after all. 

 

The next time Collei finds herself alone with Cyno, she isn’t as anxious. Truth be told, it’s hard to be nervous when Cyno is going through a bit of a crisis himself.

“I’ve never done this before,” Cyno tells her. “Asked someone out, I mean.” 

So he’s dropping the whole  my friend  pretence. That’s good, Collei thinks. That’s something.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Collei says, trying to reassure him. And then, curious, “Why now, though? You’ve known each other all this time, so… why not earlier?”

“Well,” Cyno says, and clears his throat. “Recently, I found… reason to believe that my feelings might be—well, reciprocated.” He’s trying very hard not to look happy, and failing.

 Wow,  Collei wants to say.  What gave it away?  “I see,” she says instead. “That’s good, isn’t it?”

“But I don’t know for sure,” Cyno says. “And I’d rather not push things, so I don’t want him to know just yet. Not until I’m ready.” He tilts his head. “That being said, if I were to court Tighnari properly, how should I go about doing it?” 

“I’m not sure,” Collei says. “But I think he’d like whatever you came up with, General Mahamatra.”

Cyno shakes his head. “That’s not good enough,” he says. “I want things to be perfect. Or else he might say no.”

“Really, that probably won’t be an issue—”

“Do you think he’d like flowers? Ah, but maybe fungi would be better, now that I think about it…” 

“I don’t—” Collei exhales. “I don’t think I’m the right person to ask about this, General Mahamatra.”

“You’re right,” Cyno says. “I’m sorry. I’ll ask Tighnari.” 

“Oh!” Collei says, relieved. “Good luck, then.”

 

With this, Collei had thought that the matter would be resolved. Key word: thought. 

 

“Has Cyno seemed strange to you, lately?” Tighnari asks, a few days later.

“Strange?” Collei squeaks. “How so?”

“Well, it feels like he’s not telling me something,” Tighnari says, his brow furrowed. “And he keeps asking me for… dating advice. You don’t think he—” He swallows, looking a little upset. “Never mind.” 

 Oh, gods, Collei thinks, horrified. Oh, they are just barreling towards a misunderstanding, aren’t they?  Don’t be sad, she wants to tell Tighnari.  Don’t, it’s not what you think,  but she’s made a promise to Cyno, and all she can do is sit there silently, helpless. 

 

They are having dinner with Cyno again, and Collei is going through hell. 

Cyno has abandoned his usual joke-reading for asking Tighnari extremely specific questions pertaining to courting and wooing and first dates and all that:  what colour do you think the bouquet should be,  where would you go for dinner,  and so on and so forth. Not to mention, he’s actually taking notes in his notebook, which is usually reserved for jokes. Which would be fine, if not for the fact that he doesn’t specify who he’s asking this  for. 

Tighnari looks increasingly upset with each question, his ears almost drooping as he gives half-hearted answers. Collei is so stressed she doesn’t have much of an appetite left. Her pita pockets don’t even taste good anymore, and she’d made them so well this time, had put so much effort into them! 

“So,” Cyno says, painfully oblivious and hardly looking up from his notes, “you said you’d rather have Padisarahs—”

“Cyno,” Tighnari finally says, interrupting him, “why are you asking? Are you trying to ask someone out?” 

Cyno blinks, swallows. “Well—yes,” he says. 

Tighnari exhales. “Listen,” he says icily, “I’m happy for you, but this is a personal matter, and I’d like you to keep me out of it.” He gets to his feet. Despite the frustration in his voice, he looks like he’s about to cry. “I’m going to finish up some work. Excuse me.” 

Cyno blinks rapidly, looking panicked. “No,” he says, “no, Tighnari, wait—”

Collei can hold it in no longer. “Oh, for Lesser Lord Kusanali’s sake,” she exclaims, “it’s for  you, Master Tighnari! He’s asking all this for you!”

Cyno and Tighnari both whip around to look at her. Cyno looks horrified. Collei continues. 

“He’s been trying to figure out how to—how to court you, and I told him I didn’t know, so he said he’d ask you, but I thought—I thought he’d do it normally!” She turns to Cyno. “General Mahamatra, why can’t you just… do things normally? Can’t you see that Master Tighnari is crazy about you?” 

“Collei—”

“And I wasn’t allowed to say  anything!” Collei continues. “But I have to, I have to! And what is wrong with you both, anyhow? How are you not together yet? Am I just stupid? I thought—I thought you were  married!” 

She is panting, finally running out of steam. Cyno and Tighnari are staring, eyes wide. 

Collei remembers herself. She shrinks, horrified. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I didn’t—I didn’t mean to…”

There is a moment of silence, the longest moment Collei has ever lived through. 

“Cyno,” Tighnari says, “is this true?”

Cyno looks unbelievably flustered, embarrassed. Perhaps even more so than Collei. He nods, once.

Tighnari exhales and turns to Collei. “Collei,” he says, giving her a small smile, “I’m sorry. For many things. But do you mind giving us a moment?” 

“Of course,” Collei says, and leaves quickly, but not without grabbing a pita pocket. She almost heads to her house, but finding herself worried, hides under Tighnari’s open window instead, listening. 

“Are you—are you angry?” Cyno asks, breaking the silence.

“Not anymore.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I’m sorry, too.”

“For what?” 

“For misunderstanding. And kissing you without permission.” 

“But you’ve never kissed—”

Cyno’s words are quickly cut off. Collei doesn’t have to try too hard to guess why. She’s fairly sure that it’s her cue to leave—she can apologise tomorrow. After all, Cyno will surely stay the night; she will see him again in the morning. 

And so Collei walks back to her house, feeling lighter and happier than she has in a long time. Absently, she hums a little song, the lyrics of which she doesn’t quite remember, but she has no doubt they are happy and full of love. 

 

The next morning, Collei finds Cyno and Tighnari sitting on Tighnari’s doorstep. Tighnari has an arm around Cyno’s shoulders; they look happy. 

Collei greets them a little awkwardly, and then takes a deep breath. “About last night, I’m—”

“I’m sorry,” Cyno says. “We’re sorry. And thank you for speaking up.” 

Tighnari nods. “I didn’t know that you were under so much pressure,” he says. “Please, just let us know next time: if you’re stressed, or if we’ve asked something ridiculous of you.” He smiles. “We deserve to know.”

“Oh,” Collei says, a little taken aback. “Okay! And it’s—it’s alright! Just please—please, never involve me in stuff like that ever again.” 

Tighnari laughs. “Gladly,” he says. 

“So,” Collei says, “did you… did you figure things out?” 

“Yes, we did,” Tighnari says. 

“Well, I’m not sure,” Cyno says. It takes Collei a moment to realise that he is teasing. “Tighnari wouldn’t say. He wouldn’t say a lot of things—”

“Gods!” Tighnari says, sounding a little exasperated but fond all the same. “Fine! I like you, I adore you, I’m crazy about you! Is that enough, General Mahamatra? Are you satisfied?“

Cyno’s face is very red, but he looks unspeakably gratified. “I don’t know,” he says. “Maybe if you said it again.”

“You’re terrible,” Tighnari says, and Collei can tell he means not a word of it.

At this, Cyno smiles—one of his rare grins, bright and unrestrained. “Yes, yes,” he says. “I beg your forgiveness, General Watchleader.”

Tighnari rolls his eyes, and Collei laughs. Seeing them like this makes a familiar feeling come alive in her chest. She’s not quite sure what to call it, but it is overwhelming in its loveliness—a quiet joy that warms her to the tips of her fingers and almost brings tears to her eyes. 

“Come here, Collei,” Tighnari says, patting the spot to the left of him. Collei sits obediently; Tighnari puts an arm around her shoulders as well. For a few moments, they stay like that, the three of them together under the vast dawn. 

Before them, the sun rises, and all is right with the world. 

 

It isn’t until later at night that Collei realises when she’d last felt the same feeling. 

It had been many years ago, when she’d lived with her parents as a young child, when she’d known nothing but care and love. When she’d lain drowsily in her little bed, and heard her parents laughing quietly the next room over, their words a language of joy and affection. And in those moments, she’d felt like the world was a kind place, after all. 

 Ah,  Collei thinks.  So that’s what it was.  

With a little laugh, she hugs Cuilein-Anbar to her chest and closes her eyes, smiling.
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