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      i, uh, went a little insane thinking about how ominous dottore’s part in the harbinger pv was + the end of tighnari’s voiceline about kakarta. “that way, you can care for it even if i’m gone.” interesting stuff!

(warning: there are minor, non-detailed descriptions of injuries in this. please proceed with caution.)

    


    
    It’s been storming in the Avidya Forest for three days.

Cyno pays the rain no mind, mud squishing beneath his feet as he tries to make haste to Gandharva Ville. He passes several groups of forest rangers on the way there, all gathered around scorched trees and the incinerated remains of flora as they survey the damage caused by the recent wildfires. The news spread across Sumeru quickly – how the Irminsul had been set ablaze, hungry flames eating away at the network of roots underground until it had eventually spread to the ones on the surface, right in the heart of the Avidya Forest. It’s still unknown to the general public how, or rather who started it, but Cyno has a pretty good inkling on the culprit’s identity.

That’s why he’s in such a rush to get to Gandharva Ville. If anything happened to Collei or Tighnari –

Cyno shakes his head, fingers tightening around his polearm as a deafening thunderclap resounds overhead, shaking the ground underneath his feet. He can’t think like that. Not yet. He just needs to focus on getting there in one piece.

It takes a few more hours before the giant, sprawling roots of the great tree housing Gandharva Ville comes into view. The huts hanging from the branches sway dangerously in the wind as leaves and wooden planks lay scattered all around the main road – the storms created by the intense heat from the fires are vicious, unforgiving things. Cyno can feel his Electro vision pulse with each strike of lightning, humming in response to the thick veil of ozone left in the air.

He finds Amir standing guard in front of the bridge with his dogs, alert and attentive even with the storm raging on around them. All three of them start barking at Cyno as he approaches, bent down in defensive stances, and only stop when Amir shushes them with a wave of his hand.

“General Mahamatra,” he calls out, surprised. He crosses his arms. “What brings you here? Are you looking for shelter? Our huts are a little crowded at the moment, but if you need –”

Cyno holds up a hand. “I’m fine. I’m looking for Collei,” he says, squinting through the rain to try to get a glimpse of her hut in the distance. He can’t see anything aside from a vague outline of its general shape. “Is she in her home?”

Amir’s expression falters. “Ah, Collei…” he starts, rubbing at the back of his neck. “No, she’s not here. She went to Sumeru City a few days ago, around the time the wildfires started.”

Cyno’s visible eye widens. He steps closer. “Why? She’s not hurt, is she?” he asks urgently.

Amir seems a bit taken aback by his reaction, but shakes his head. “No, she’s fine. Any injuries she had were superficial.” His mouth turns down, set in a grim line. “She helped transport another ranger who hadn’t been as lucky to the Bimarstan and insisted on staying in case…” He clears his throat. “In case something happens.”

Cyno opens his mouth, but no sound comes out. The ground feels like it’s steadily being pulled out from underneath him, taking his voice with it. His stomach’s churning, heartbeat ticking up, up, up with each passing second – he’s scared, Cyno realizes. He’s fucking terrified to ask a question to something he’s not sure he wants to know the answer to.

“This ranger,” he manages to get out, swallowing past the bile rising in his throat. “Who was it?”

Amir’s devastated expression tells him before he speaks. “It’s Tighnari.”

 

-x-

 

The rain’s lighter in Sumeru City.

 

Cyno ignores the stares and whispers that follow him as he hurriedly weaves through the crowd of people gathered along Treasure Street, cutting through the Grand Bazaar to get to the Bimarstan as quickly as possible. He tries his best to keep his expression neutral, unwilling to show others how distressed he is, but he must be giving off an anxious sort of energy because even his fellow Matra wordlessly give him a wide berth as he passes through.

Please, Cyno thinks, fists clenched at his sides as he climbs the stairs leading to the Bimarstan. Don’t leave me yet, Tighnari.

It’s a madhouse. Cyno should’ve expected no less, but it somehow still surprises him. Several patients occupy each of the beds stationed outside, and even more are huddled underneath the makeshift triage tents set up around the entrance. Doctors, interns and medical assistants scurry hurriedly through the crowd; fretting family members attempt to hush their loved one’s pained cries as stitches are sown, burns are debrided, and wounds are wrapped. A child hugs an Aranara toy to her chest as a doctor applies a salve to her burned leg; an elderly woman weeps into her son’s arms as an intern speaks to them with a tight, solemn look on his face.

Cyno has never seen devastation of this magnitude in his entire life. It feels like – like this is war. 

He searches through a sea of unfamiliar faces for Collei’s, standing up on the tips of his toes to scan over the crowd. Dread seeps through his veins when he doesn’t spot a flash of green hair or a pair of dark, fluffy ears.

Wiping rainwater from his face, Cyno makes his way through the tents, trying to discern which one of the staff members running around might be the leader of this organized chaos. If memory served correctly, the Bimarstan was infamous for being extremely strict about giving out patient information, but if Cyno explained the situation, surely they would –

“Um, e-excuse me, Miss Tamara – how much Nilotpala Lotus do I need to mix in here again?”

Cyno freezes. That’s Collei’s voice.

He moves past a family to his right, and spots her immediately – she’s seated at a tent beside the message board near the front, mixing some kind of medicinal paste in a mortar. There’s a small bandage taped to her left cheek, damp hair falling into her eyes as she carefully listens to an intern holding a basket of mint.

Relief rushes through Cyno. She’s alright. Visibly, at least. “Collei,” he calls, stepping forward.

Collei’s eyes snap up to him, widening as she takes in his dripping form. “General!” she gasps, nearly dropping the pestle in her hand. Her chair screeches against the wet pavement as she jumps up to stand. “What’re you doing here? You’re not injured, are you? Come, I think I can flag down one of the doctors—”

Cyno holds out a placating hand when she moves to leave the tent. “No, I’m okay. I came to check on you. Amir told me you were here,” he explains, pushing the hood of his cloak back. He taps at his own cheek. “Is this the worst of it?”

Collei reaches up to touch her bandage. “Ah, yes. Mostly.” She tries to smile, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “I had some minor bumps and bruises, but that’s all gone now. I got lucky.”

Cyno releases a breath he hadn’t known he was holding. “Good. I’m glad,” he says with a nod, looking around the tent. It seems like a preparation tent of some sort; there’s tables filled with medicinal herbs, needles and syringes, bandages and jars of greenish liquids. “You’re helping out here?”

Collei nods, sitting back down. “It’s all hands on deck, as you can see,” she says, gesturing to the unrest around them. She picks up the pestle again, steadying the mortar with her other hand. “I was going crazy just sitting around, so I thought I’d make myself useful and do what I can to help. Master always says —”

She cuts herself off, mouth pursed into a thin, trembling line as she stares down at the herbal paste. Cyno watches, skin prickling unpleasantly, as tears begin to well up in Collei’s round, lilac eyes.

“Collei,” Cyno says, pulse quickening with fear. His tongue feels sticky. “What happened? Where’s Tighnari?”

Collei’s hands shake terribly around the mortar. “Master Tighnari, he’s…” she whispers around a hiccup, voice quavering, “He saved me. He tried to save the forest, too, but that – that man, he—”

Cyno feels like the walls are caving in on him. “Collei,” he tries again, in a voice that’s not quite his own. “Where is Tighnari?”

Collei’s face crumples. She points behind her, to the doors of the Bimarstan. “In there.”

 

-x-

 

The day Tighnari left the Akademiya for good, he and Cyno had gotten into an argument.

“I just don’t understand,” Cyno had said, pacing back and forth in the small space of Tighnari’s room. It was all packed up, stripped bare of all evidence of Tighnari’s presence here for the past few years. Of all the memories they’d made here, together. “If you don’t agree with the Akademiya’s principles, then why not try to change it from the inside? Stay, teach, and create the change you want to see. That’s why I took on the role of General Mahamatra. You could do it, too. Easily. I mean, people adore you, Tighnari, so –”

“See, but that’s the problem,” Tighnari interrupted, crossing his arms. “I’m not you, Cyno. You might consider it your life’s mission to dismantle a corrupt system, but I don’t. What the Akademiya does or doesn’t do is of no concern to me – I just happen to disagree with most of it, no more, no less. It’s a matter of personal opinion, not a call to action.”

Cyno huffed out a frustrated breath. “You always say that knowledge shouldn’t be treated as a commodity,” he argued, restless. “That it should be available to all those that choose to pursue their passions. Don’t you think teaching is a way to bring that dream to fruition?”

“Sure it is,” Tighnari agreed. “And I intend to do just that. In the Avidya rainforest.”

Cyno scrubbed at his hair. “You could do it here, too.”

“And enable the very institution that I’ve so openly criticized? I’ll pass.”

Cyno stopped his pacing, heaving a heavy, defeated sigh. He sat down next to Tighnari on the floor. “So you’re really going to leave?” he asked. “Just like that?”



Tighnari gestured to the boxes scattered throughout the room. “Seems that way, yes,” he said, not budging an inch.

Cyno pursed his lips, staring down at where he’d been fidgeting with his fingers in his lap. “And if I asked you to stay? For me?” He looked at Tighnari, then, hopeful. “What would you do?”

Tighnari had let out a quiet breath, reaching up to brush his fingertips against Cyno’s chin. “Don’t do that to me,” he whispered, rueful. “Don’t be selfish.”

“I want to be,” Cyno mumbled, leaning into Tighnari’s touch.

“The forest needs me,” Tighnari said. He tangled his hand into Cyno’s hair, stroking his thumb across the soft skin just underneath his ear. “And I need the forest, too. I have to go.”

Cyno knew, in that moment, that there was nothing he could say or do to change Tighnari’s mind. He’d always known him to be stubborn, but he often found it more endearing than not. This was one of the rare times that he hated it.

He couldn’t stop his voice from quivering as he confessed, quietly, “I just don’t want to lose you.”

Tighnari smiled then, pulling on Cyno’s neck to gently bump their foreheads together. “You already have me,” he said, and pressed his lips against Cyno’s for a brief moment. “You always will.”

 

-x-

 

Tighnari looks frighteningly pale.

Cyno feels like his mind’s been detached from his body as Collei guides him into the chair beside his bed. She draws the curtain hanging from the ceiling closed, a small gesture of privacy that’s Cyno’s grateful for – he’d really rather not have anyone watch him throw up.

Even now, Cyno’s barely holding his breakfast down as his eyes travel over Tighnari’s body lying on the bed. He holds a shaking hand to his mouth as he asks, “What happened?”

Collei sniffles from her seat beside him. “It was the Doctor,” she spits, roughly wiping a stray tear from her cheek. “That fucking Fatui Harbinger. He – he found me.”

Of course. Cyno had suspected as much. Only one of the famed Fatui Harbingers possessed the power to make this much of a mess of Tighnari. Bandages swathed nearly every inch of his ashen, bruised skin; his right eye is swollen shut, a consequence of the deep gash stitched right above it. The fur at the tips of his ears had been singed off. His face contorts in pain every now and then, covered in a light sheen of cold, clammy sweat. There’s a binder wrapped tightly around his abdomen; Cyno shuddered to think about what was hiding underneath.

“I still can’t figure out how,” Collei continues on, hands curling into fists on top of her knees. “It has to be related to the fire, because I know he’s the one who started it. I can feel it. He’s the only monster cruel enough to do such a despicable thing.”

Cyno looks sharply at her neck, covered by the coat she’s wearing. “Collei,” he says, tone harsh, “Did you –”

Collei’s chin wobbles. “No,” she grits out, shaking her head. “I didn’t. But, looking at Master now, I really wish I did.”

“Don’t say that,” Cyno scolds her. “Tighnari would never let you even consider it.”

“Yeah? Well, look where that got him!” Collei shouts, springing to her feet. Her chair clatters to the ground behind her; Cyno stares, wide-eyed, at the way her shoulders heave with her shaking breaths, face flushed bright red with anger. “If I had – if I were stronger, then none of this would’ve happened. It’s my fault. It’s always my fault –”

“Collei!” Cyno snaps, drawing her attention back to him. His eyes are stern, expression pulled tight as he adds, “That’s enough.”

Collei visibly deflates. She keeps her head down as she bends to pull her chair back upright, fringe covering her eyes as she sits down. Still, though, Cyno can see the tears rolling down her ruddy cheeks, dripping from her chin into her lap.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers through clenched teeth.

Cyno sighs through his nose. “Blaming yourself isn’t going to help Tighnari now,” he says, softer, and offers her his hand. Collei stares at it for a moment, then takes it, holding on tight. “He’d already be giving you an earful if he was awake for even suggesting such a thing.”

Collei laughs a little. “Definitely,” she agrees, sniffling.

Cyno smiles then, melancholy. “He’s stubborn, our Tighnari,” he murmurs, squeezing Collei’s warm hand. It grounds him, somehow. “He’ll protect the things he cares about until his last breath. You, me, the forest – as long as we survive, he doesn’t care about what happens to him.”

Collei’s quiet for a long moment. “I wish he would,” she says, reaching out to place her free hand on Tighnari’s shoulder. Her lip trembles, voice breaking as she adds, “We need you, Master. Please, please come back to us.”

She lets go of Cyno’s hand, hunching over Tighnari’s unconscious body as she cries, mumbling more pleas under her breath. Cyno just watches her, silently allowing her the space to grieve, and wrings his hands together in his lap. He has to be strong, he reminds himself, biting down on his lip and ignores the way his own eyes sting with the threat of tears. He has to be her pillar.

And who will be yours? a voice echoes in his head, then. One that’s foreign, unfamiliar, carrying the falsetto of a young girl.

 

-x-

 

That night, Cyno dreams for the first time since he was a child.

He finds himself standing in front of a massive, stained-glass greenhouse surrounded by sprawling, blooming flowers and plants – it’s Pardis Dhyai. Students and researchers alike mill around the gardens, robes adorned with the verdant symbol of Amurta; in comparison, Cyno sticks out like a sore thumb in his black Haravatat cloak.

The strange thing is, nobody seems to notice. People walk around him like he isn’t even there, laughing with their friends, exchanging notes as they scramble to finish their schoolwork by the fountain. It’s the kind of anonymity he used to wished for, always surrounded by suspicious stares and whispers wherever he went when he had just accepted the position of General Mahamatra. Only a singular bird seems to acknowledge his presence – a small sparrow chirps at him as he walks towards the entrance of the greenhouse, wings flitting restlessly in the wooden cage it’s trapped in.

“Poor thing,” Cyno says, reaching for the latch. “Here, come on out –”

“Tighnari, I thought you didn’t like spicy food? Why are you growing Harra fruit, of all things?”

Cyno stops, hand frozen in the air, and looks up. There, crouched before a bush of budding Harra fruit, is a noticeably younger Tighnari – his hair spills over his shoulders in a way it hasn’t in years, eyes still rounded with teenaged youth as he glances up at his classmate. His right ear has a simple silver hoop hanging from his piercing instead of the gold, intricate custom-made leaves that Cyno had commissioned for him as a graduation present.

What the hell?

“I don’t,” Tighnari agrees. His smile has a fond, secretive sort of lilt to it as he strokes one of the fruit’s red leaves. “My friend does, though. The spices made from Harra fruits are some of his favorites. He lives in the desert, though, so he can’t come by them as easily as we can here. I thought I’d harvest some as a gift.”

Cyno breathes in sharply. It’s him. Tighnari’s talking about him. He remembers receiving a handful of Harra spice packets years ago, clearly homemade, signed with both a small doodle of a leaf and Tighnari’s neat handwriting: I know moderation is a foreign concept to you, but don’t use it all at once.

This is a memory. Tighnari’s memory.

He moves to step closer, but something – or rather, the lack of something catches his eye. The wooden cage in front of him is empty. The sparrow is gone.

Cyno blinks, bewildered.

“Ah, that’s nice of you,” his classmate says, nudging Tighnari’s shoulder with a sly grin. “You must really like him if you’re going through all this trouble, hm?”

Tighnari flushes. “That’s none of your business, Farhad,” he mumbles, turning back to inspect the fruit.

Cyno stares as Farhad shrugs and passes him on his way out. Again, he doesn’t even glance in Cyno’s direction; just continues to whistle under his breath, tapping at the Akasha Terminal hovering over his ear as he disappears around the corner. Instinctively, Cyno reaches up to touch his own ear, jolting a bit in surprise when he feels the familiar hum of Dendro energy thrumming against his fingertips. He hasn’t worn an Akasha Terminal in years.

Though, if this is a memory, then he supposes it isn’t unusual that he’s wearing one. Tighnari is, and he’d long since sworn off of them once he cut ties with the Akademiya.

Drawing closer, Cyno’s chest tightens with longing as he gazes at Tighnari’s profile – he looks healthy, happy. Unscathed. Full of life. It distracts him enough that he isn’t paying attention to his dragging footsteps, the sound echoing across the high ceiling of the greenhouse and catching Tighnari’s attention. His ear twitches and flicks in Cyno’s direction.

Cyno freezes, eyes widening when Tighnari turns his head and looks directly at him.

“Cyno?” Tighnari calls, flush darkening across his cheeks. He jumps to his feet and shifts a bit to his left, blocking the bush of Harra fruit from his view. “What are you doing here? You said you were going back to Aaru Village for a few months.”

Cyno just stares back at him, dumbfounded. “You can see me?” he blurts out, unthinking.

Tighnari looks at him like he’s grown three heads. “Yes? Am I not supposed to?” he asks, confused, then narrows his eyes as he puts his hands on his hips. “Are you testing out another weird rune of yours?”

He doesn’t know. It shouldn’t surprise Cyno that he doesn’t, but it does. If this is Tighnari’s memory, dream, whatever it is – then as the host, he would have no idea that none of this is real. Or rather, that it was real, but the Cyno that stands in front of him now is several years older and, for some reason, invading a part of Tighnari’s psyche that he shouldn’t be.

Perhaps it was a manifestation of grief. Perhaps it was the consequence of the unchecked, constant flow of Ley Line energy still bleeding from the scorched Irminsul roots.

Whatever it was, Cyno can’t take the risk of letting Tighnari know the truth.

“I am. It’s supposed to grant me invisibility,” he lies, wiggling his fingers in an attempt to look spooky. Tighnari just laughs, and the sound makes Cyno ache. He misses his laugh. “Guess it needs some tweaking.”

“Evidently,” Tighnari says, shaking his head. He raises his eyebrows, expectant. “Well? You still haven’t given me an answer.”

“I just gave you several.”

Tighnari rolls his eyes. “Why are you here, Cyno?” he asks, again.

Cyno bites the inside of his mouth. “Akademiya business,” he says, offering his most typical excuse. It works, though; Tighnari just hums in understanding. “I won’t bore you with the details, but it was a short trip. I thought you might be here, so I wanted to check in before I returned home.”

Tighnari smiles. “So I’m just lucky, then?” he teases, tilting his head. “To be graced by the great General Mahamatra’s presence.”

Cyno cracks a smile at that. “I know you don’t mean it, but you calling me that really feeds into my ego.”

Tighnari lets out another sharp, tinkling laugh. “Ah, then should I call you what everyone else does?” he asks, eyes flashing with mischief. “You know what it is, don’t you? Desert dw—”

Cyno quickly crosses the short distance between them to slap his hand over Tighnari’s mouth. “Don’t,” he warns, but it sounds a little whiny even to his ears. Tighnari’s shoulders shake with laughter; Cyno can feel the curve of his grin against his palm, warm, the first sweet bite into the flesh of a poached Zaytun peach. “Tighnari! Come on, that’s a cheap shot and you know it.”

Tighnari pries his hand away from his mouth. “You have to get over this complex of yours someday,” he says, slightly breathless, cheeks dusted a light shade of pink. He’s beautiful. “There’s nothing wrong with being short.”

“Tell that to them,” Cyno grumbles.

“Cyno,” Tighnari chuckles. “Are you pouting?”

“No,” Cyno says, quickly sucking his lip back in.

Tighnari sighs. “Listen. People are idiots. I should know, I speak to several of them every day.” Cyno laughs at that. “They don’t respect the work you do because they don’t respect themselves enough to do things the right way. Picking on you is easy. Facing the truth is harder.” He rests a hand on Cyno’s shoulder, smiling softly. “Don’t let them get to you. Besides, I like you this way. Feels like I’m finally on equal ground with someone.”

Cyno smiles back at him, hopelessly fond. “You’re cheating with your ears, though,” he points out, glancing up at them.

Tighnari snorts. “They don’t count,” he says, letting his hand fall away from Cyno’s shoulder.

Cyno catches his wrist before it drops back to his side, cradling it gently in his hand. “I missed you, Tighnari,” he murmurs, soft, a half-confession. The real one comes later, on a night not too far from this point in time, but for now, this is enough. “I miss you, still.”

Tighnari’s smile turns wistful. “I’m right here,” he says, gently.

But he isn’t. Not really. Not in the way Cyno wants him to be, needs him to be. The real Tighnari’s fighting for his life in a hospital bed, comatose, but this Tighnari – he feels real, tangible, and despite the frightening reputation he’s made for himself, Cyno’s a weak man. He’s desperate, he’s in love, and he’s willing to hold on to any small sliver of hope he’s given that Tighnari’s still in there.

“Come back with me,” Cyno suddenly pleads, overcome with emotion, fingers tightening around Tighnari’s wrist. “Please.”

Tighnari stares back at him evenly, placing his hand gently over Cyno’s. “I can’t handle the desert heat, Cyno,” he says patiently. “You know that.”

He’s not getting it. He doesn’t understand the weight of what Cyno’s asking of him, and Cyno can’t even explain it to him. “Please, Tighnari,” he repeats, begs, forgoing his pride entirely. “I’ll do anything, please – I can’t leave you behind.”

Tighnari frowns, opening his mouth to reply, but Cyno never gets to hear what he has to say. A loud, cracking noise suddenly bursts in his ears, ripping him from the dream and startling him awake. His eyes snap open with a sharp, quiet gasp, body immediately springing upright in his chair – he turns to find a metal basin swiveling in a large puddle on the floor behind him, rattling to a stop as Collei stutters out an apology to a woman sitting with her sick child a few beds away.

Cyno whirls back around. A low, shuddering breath leaves him when he sees Tighnari, wounded and unconscious once more, lying there on the bed. There’s a bag of ice placed over his right eye now, and a dark shirt loosely covers his bandaged waist. Must be Collei’s doing.

He needs to go help her. He will, soon, but first – he needs a moment to just take Tighnari’s limp hand between his own, press it against his forehead, and allow himself to cry.

 

-x-

 

Dehya looks pissed off.

“Let me get this straight,” she says, arms crossed, voice hushed but stern in the echoing halls of the Bimarstan. “You, a high-ranking government official of the Akademiya, want my help tracking down a Fatui Harbinger, who reports directly to the Tsaritsa herself, to… what, get revenge?”

Cyno purses his lips. “When you put it that way, it sounds childish,” he mutters, looking away.

“And stupid,” Dehya adds with a snort. “Like, insanely stupid. Cyno, I know you’re angry, but don’t be foolish. You know very well the political implications going on that kind of suicide mission would have. Sumeru and Snezhnaya would be at war.”

“Are we not already?” Cyno argues, hands balling up into fists at his sides. “Look at the destruction they’ve caused. Half of the Avidya forest was nearly incinerated, for Archon’s sake.”

Dehya sighs, quieting as a medical intern passes by. She ducks her head down, only speaking when they disappear around a corner, “You know as well as I do that the Fatui’s involvement is all hearsay. Nobody’s been able to prove anything yet. Are you really willing to stake the Sumerian people’s livelihoods on that?”

She has a point. Several, in fact. Cyno’s not an idiot – he’s well aware that every action he takes, every word he says is a reflection of the Akademiya as a whole. He would be forever seen as the General Mahamatra first, Cyno of Aaru Village second; he knew that when he accepted the position years ago. He’d never had any qualms about it, ever, until now.

Now, it feels like a curse. Cyno wishes he could just toss his title aside, brand himself as a deserter of the Akademiya and leave, anything that could help this – this aggravating helplessness he feels, the maddening frustration that overtakes him as he just stands idly around, useless, while the person responsible for driving Tighnari to the brink of death just gets to walk away scot-free.

Cyno’s voice shakes with anger as he seethes, “If Tighnari doesn’t – if he –” He can’t even bring himself to say it. “It can’t be for nothing. What he’s done for the forest, for Collei, for every stupid fucking adventurer he’s helped – his life means something, Dehya.”

Dehya softens at that. She lets out a quiet breath. “You know, there’s a saying I learned in Liyue a long time ago,” she says, gentle. “Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves. One for your enemy, and one for yourself.”

Cyno stays silent, glaring down at the floor.

Dehya reaches out to rest a hand on his shoulder. “Tighnari doesn’t need you to avenge him to give his life meaning. He’s already achieved that on his own. Do you know how many people attended his vigil in Pardis Dhyai?” Cyno shakes his head. “Hundreds. People from all walks of life – Akademiya researchers, Eremites, adventurers, Forest Watchers. He’s touched so many people, Cyno. So many lives. Nothing can take that away from him.”

Cyno swallows thickly, eyes stinging. “I just want to do right by him,” he whispers.

Dehya smiles and squeezes his shoulder. “Then stay,” she says. “Wait for him. He’ll come back to you. And when it happens, trust me – you won’t want to miss it.”

 

-x-

 

 

Gandha Hill is a pain in the ass to climb.

Cyno curses as he slips on the slick, slimy moss on the branch leading to the hill for the nth time, crouching to scramble for purchase on the damp bark with his fingers. The rain had finally stopped two days ago, but the effects of a week-long stretch of torrential rainfall still lingered, turning the forest into a pseudo-marsh. He should’ve taken Collei up on her offer to buy him a pair of boots; his feet were clearly used to the steady, solid warmth of sand and had yet to adjust.

“Thank the Lesser Lord,” he mumbles as he manages to shimmy himself off the branch and onto the wet grass of Gandha Hill, shaking his hands free of loose specks of dirt.

He moves along the main trail, deserted at this time of day – it was early dawn. The moon still hung high up in the sky, slightly hazy from the remaining smoke lingering in the air from the fires, and the first of the birds were just beginning to sing. Cyno feels his eyes droop with exhaustion as he walks; he’d only come out here at Collei’s insistence after spending days at Tighnari’s bedside, only leaving to eat and bathe, waiting for him to wake up.

Find a tree hollow, she’d said, gently ushering him out the door. Tell it your worries. Don’t look at me like that – it helps, you know. The forest is a great listener.

The thought of it seemed a bit silly to Cyno, but he supposes he doesn’t have any better options. He refused to dump all of his feelings onto Collei, and the only other person he trusted enough to vent to was Tighnari himself. It’s funny. Cyno’s never really considered himself to be lonely, before – his lack of friends was a conscious decision on his part, one that he stuck to each day he doled out punishment after punishment to yet another scheming, deceitful scholar. People just couldn’t be trusted. They never were who they said they were.

Still, though – Cyno’s still human. Everyone needs someone to turn to, someone to confide in when things get tough. And now, as Cyno stares up at a tree hollow just big enough for him to fit inside of, alone with only the birds and insects as company, he finds himself feeling so unbearably, achingly lonesome.

He misses Tighnari so fucking much.

Sighing lightly, Cyno reaches for the nearest branch and hauls himself up, climbing into the hollow. It’s a little cramped, damp moss sticking to his back as he relaxes against the bark, but it feels oddly comforting. Safe. He’s starting to understand why Collei likes them so much.

Something rustles in the leaves just outside of the hollow; it’s probably a squirrel foraging for acorns. Cyno doesn’t pay it any mind, fiddling with his fingers in his lap.

“I, uh, don’t know how to do this,” he mumbles, cheeks warming a bit in embarrassment. He really hopes there aren’t any stray adventurers around to overhear him. “I guess I’ll just, uh, say whatever comes to mind.”

The rustling quiets.

“I think I’m just – angry,” Cyno admits, lowering his head. “At myself, mostly. For not being there. Tighnari can handle himself, certainly, but I – he’d been asking me to visit more often, before all this happened. To make more time for Collei, for him. For our family.” He bites his lip. “I told him I’d try, but I didn’t. Not as hard as I could’ve. Work always seemed more important.”

At the time, Cyno truly thought it was. The pressure he felt as General Mahamatra was immense – there was so much corruption hidden beneath the surface within the Akademiya, and Cyno had a duty to control it before it got out of hand. Months would pass before he’d clear enough time out of his schedule to make his way to Gandharva Ville, where Tighnari and Collei would be waiting for him with a warm meal on the table. It was always bittersweet – he cherished his time with them, catching up and falling right back into old patterns, but each time it became apparent just how much he’d missed while he was away.

Oh, these? I grew out of my old ones, Collei said once, shyly showing off her new shoes to Cyno. I gave them to one of the kids in the village. I like these better. I feel like a proper adult in them.

I’m teaching weekly seminars at Pardis Dhyai now, Tighnari told him another time, smiling as he leaned his cheek against the crown of Cyno’s head, resting snugly in the crook of his neck. Quite a few people showed up at my first one a few weeks ago. I wonder how long I’ll be able to fly under the Akademiya’s radar? Tell me, General, does this count as the dissemination of knowledge according to your standards?

Ah, Gen– erm, Cyno, are you feeling sick? I can whip up some medicine for you! he remembers Collei saying proudly during one of his more recent visits. I’ve learned a lot of recipes from Master. Come, I’ll show you.

“I wasted so much time,” Cyno whispers, hands shaking. Hot tears drip onto his open palms, trickling along the deep groove of his life-line. “So much time, thinking that I’d always have more. Tighnari, he – he told me he wanted us to be mates. We were supposed to make it official in January. We’re supposed to grow old together, to raise Collei together, and now –”

He cuts himself off, fingers digging into his hair as he hunches over himself. His chest aches with a pain he’s never experienced before, crashing over him again and again in excruciating, unrelenting waves.

“I’m not ready to say goodbye,” he gasps through hiccuping breaths, “Please don’t take him away from me.”


  Don’t be sad. Nara Nari will be okay. He is not ready to go to Sarva.


Cyno’s eyes fly open. He straightens up and pokes his head out of the hollow, looking around for the source of the voice, but finds no one around the tree. It sounded like a child. Were they hiding?

“Who’s there?” he calls out, quickly swiping a hand across his eyes.

Nara Nari is a good Nara. He helps and protects the forest, the voice continues, as if Cyno hadn’t spoken at all. So the forest will protect him, too.

Cyno blinks, puzzled. He’s certain that he’s never heard this person’s voice before, but somehow, it sounds so familiar. As if – as if he’d known them, long ago. “Hello?” he tries again. “Is someone there?”

No good thing fades away, the voice sings, a whisper in the wind. Cyno’s head swims with a sudden wave of drowsiness. The forest will always remember.

The last thing Cyno sees before he’s dragged into unconsciousness is a small leaf, drifting in the air.

 

-x-

 

 

“—no? Cyno? C’mon, wake up already!”

Cyno startles awake, instinctively grabbing onto the arm of whoever’s been pushing at his shoulder. He squints against the sunlight streaming directly into the hollow, relaxing when he sees Collei grinning back at him.

“Oh, Collei, it’s just you,” Cyno breathes, releasing her arm. He rubs at his swollen eyes. “What time is it?”

“Who cares? C’mon, hurry up and get down. We have to get back to the city. Right now,” Collei says, insistently tugging at the sleeve of his cloak. She doesn’t wait for him as she drops down from the closest branch, landing on the grass with a quiet oof. 

Cyno starts climbing out of the hollow slowly, joints stiff from sitting in one position for too long. “What’s the hurry?” he asks, landing silently next to her. He eyes her big, excited smile warily. He doesn’t want to get his hopes up, but with the way she’s looking at him –

“He’s awake,” Collei says with a bright laugh. Cyno feels his heart stutter to a stop for a brief moment. “Master Tighnari’s finally awake.”

-x-

 

The hall leading to Tighnari’s room seems to stretch on for miles.

Collei pushes lightly at his back, urging him forward. “Go on,” she says, her smile knowing. “He’s waiting.”

Cyno looks back at her, visibly nervous. He doesn’t know why. “You’re not coming?” he asks, confused.

Collei shakes her head. “I’ll be helping out in the main medical bay,” she says, pointing down the opposite hall. Her eyes soften. “I’ve already had my turn. I think you two should be alone for yours.”

She walks away with one more encouraging push to his shoulders, heels clicking down the hall as she goes. Cyno watches her for a moment, heart swelling. She’s grown up so much. He’s going to work harder to be around to watch her grow further, still.

Cyno takes a deep breath before he starts walking, fingers tingling with nerves as he passes each room. Collei said he was in room number seven. It’s all the way at the end, just beside an open window; a warm breeze drifts over Cyno’s skin as he reaches for the door handle, not bothering to knock as he twists it open.

Tighnari’s already smiling up at him from where he’s sitting in bed, ears perked, the tip of his tail wagging up and down as he lowers the book in his hands.

“Took you long enough,” is all he says, voice still a bit hoarse from disuse.

Cyno can’t help it – he immediately bursts into tears.

“Ah,” Tighnari breathes, laughing a bit. Cyno quickly covers his face with his hands, humiliated. “Cyno, love, don’t cry. Come here.”

He blindly follows the sound of Tighnari’s voice, hissing quietly when he knocks his knee into a chair, and lets Tighnari’s bandaged hands guide him to sit on the edge of the bed. Warm arms wrap around his shaking shoulders, gently nudging his head forward to rest in the crook of Tighnari’s neck. He lets out a small whimper when he feels Tighnari start to card his fingers through his hair, soothing, shushing his cries lightly.

“It’s alright,” Tighnari murmurs, sounding a little watery himself. “I’m here.”

Cyno wordlessly raises his arms to hug him around his waist, carefully, mindful of the binder still strapped around him. Warmth radiates off his skin, and Cyno revels in the feeling of his chest rising and falling steadily underneath his hands. He was alive. He was alive.

He’s never been so thankful to the gods in his life.

Tighnari’s eyes are glassy when he pulls back, just enough to wipe his sleeve across Cyno’s ruddy cheeks. He laughs when Cyno sniffles noisily and wipes under his nose, too. “You’re such a mess,” he says, tucking a bit of Cyno’s hair behind his ear.

Cyno looks him over. His eye’s almost healed, still discolored around the lid, but better. Small tufts of fur are starting to grow back on his ears. There’s less bandages hidden underneath his shirt; a few thin, serrated pink scars stretch over the bit of skin Cyno can see peeking out from beneath his wide collar, shining in the afternoon sunlight.

“Speak for yourself,” he croaks, tracing one of them with his finger. “You were so much worse off.”

Tighnari’s smile dims. “I heard,” he says, reaching up to take Cyno’s hand in his. He presses their foreheads together gently. “I’m sorry. You were worried, weren’t you?”

“Understatement of the year,” Cyno says through a wet chuckle. He squeezes Tighnari’s hand. “You scared me half to death, Tighnari. I thought – I was so fucking scared you might –”

“I know,” Tighnari cuts in, reaching up to cup Cyno’s cheek with his free hand. “You don’t have to say it. I know.”

Cyno lets out a shuddering breath and leans in to press a short, soft kiss to Tighnari’s chapped lips. “I love you,” he whispers, letting go of Tighnari’s hand to cradle his face between his palms. “I never said it enough. I love you. Collei loves you.” He kisses him again. “Don’t be so careless with your life, Tighnari. Please. The forest might need you, but so does your family.”

A single tear slips from Tighnari’s eye; Cyno wipes it away. “I won’t,” he says, and it sounds like a promise. “Never again.”

 

-x-

 

Collei tip-toes down the hall, gently knocking on Tighnari’s door before creaking it open to poke her head inside. “Master, General, the doctors are…”

She trails off then, smiling fondly as she puts her hands on her hips. There, bathed in the fading glow of twilight, lie Tighnari and Cyno, fast asleep – arms wrapped loosely around each other, legs tangled together underneath the blanket, book left forgotten on the edge of the bed. The pages shuffle quietly as the cool, evening air blows in through the open window.

“Jeez,” Collei huffs, moving closer to pull the window shut. She turns and tugs the blanket carefully over their shoulders, smile widening as Cyno huddles closer to Tighnari in his sleep. “I guess I’ll tell the doctors to come by later.”

 

-x-

 

The road to Gandharva Ville is quiet tonight.

Relatively, at least. The crickets are still chirping, mixing with the tree frogs singing their nightly song; the sound of a creek babbling a short distance away reaches Cyno’s ears as he walks along the winding path, alone. It feels kind of odd. The quiet, that is. He’d gotten used to the commotion of caravans filled with burnt debris rumbling by, the sharp crack of axes chopping down dead trees, the light conversation exchanged between the Vanara and Forest Rangers as they worked together to plant new seedlings in the scorched soil. It’s almost jarring to see the road so deserted in comparison, but it’s nice. Peaceful, like before.

Nature is nothing if not resilient, Tighnari had told him, once. Cyno smiles to himself as the bridge leading to Gandharva Ville comes into view; the forest and Tighnari have that in common, he thinks.

Amir’s sitting at his usual post, surrounded by his band of dogs. He lifts a hand in greeting as Cyno draws closer, making a show of tipping an invisible hat. “General,” he says, smile playful. “Fancy seeing you here again. What is this, now? Your third visit this week? Poor Tighnari can’t seem to keep himself out of trouble.”

Cyno snorts. “Funny,” he says, flatly. He reaches into his bag and pulls out a wrapped square of baklava from Puspa Café that he’d forgotten to eat earlier, tossing it into Amir’s waiting hands. “Here, a treat to keep you quiet.”

Amir rolls his eyes. “I’m not a dog, you know,” he mumbles, unwrapping the sweet pastry. As if on cue, all three dogs immediately sidle up to him, tails wagging as they greedily eye his treat. “Ah-ah, paws off. This one’s mine. Hey, Sag, you can’t just—!”

Cyno laughs under his breath as he watches Amir jump to his feet to chase after Sag, who’s running away with the entire piece of baklava snatched between his teeth. It’s funny. There was a time not too long ago where Amir struggled just to look him in the eye, and now he’s teasing Cyno like he was one of their own. Most of the villagers did that, actually. He supposed the shock of seeing the General Mahamatra hanging around their humble village wore off a while ago, after his monthly visits became weekly, and then almost daily. More often than not, he caught them starting to call him by his actual name before quickly correcting themselves, sheepishly apologizing for their forgetfulness.

He didn’t mind, though. It was nice. Cyno’s never pictured himself calling anywhere other than the desert his home, but maybe he should start reconsidering.

The lights are still on in Tighnari’s hut when Cyno approaches his walkway. The large leaves covering his door, too, are drawn wide open, even at this time of night - as if he were expecting someone.

Cyno smiles, chest warm, and doesn’t bother to announce his presence as he comes to a stop by the doorway.

Tighnari’s ear twitches from where he’s sitting at his dinner table. “You again?” he asks, smiling as he tips his head back to meet Cyno’s gaze, resting his book in his lap. His eyes dance with amusement, glittering in the flickering candlelight. “Y’know, I’m starting to think you might be developing a serious case of separation anxiety, General.”

“Really, now? I wasn’t aware that you had an interest in psychology, Master Tighnari,” Cyno shoots back, teasing. He removes his cloak, setting it aside with his polearm.

“Well, I am –” Tighnari starts, pausing to accept the firm, warm kiss that Cyno presses to his mouth, “Mm, I am the son of a Vahumana researcher, you know. It runs in my blood.”

“So it does,” Cyno murmurs, kissing him one, two more times before taking the seat next to him. He lifts the leg Tighnari had propped up on the cushion and places it in his lap, instead. “Did he leave already? Your father?”

Tighnari nods. “Yesterday morning,” he says, and gestures to the small basket of food sitting in the middle of the table. There’s jars of jam, dried fruits, and packs of various nuts nestled inside. “These are gifts from him and my mother he left in advance of mating season. He said he purchased the figs especially for you.”

“I knew I liked him for a reason,” Cyno grins, eagerly taking a few of out the basket. He pops one in his mouth, chewing happily as he offers another to Tighnari. “How’re you feeling today?”

Tighnari chews as he considers. “Better after Collei dropped by with this,” he says, holding up a small tin with a clear paste inside. It smells vaguely minty. “My side was really bugging me after I came back from a longer patrol route with Nasrin earlier. This – whatever it is, it helped. She’s learning a lot from the Bimarstan.”

Cyno smiles, chest swelling with pride. Collei had left quite the impression on the Bimarstan staff during her time there, enough for one of the doctors to invite her to shadow him from time to time. “She’s a hard worker,” he says, fond, and reaches over to flick Tighnari’s forehead. “You, on the other hand, work too hard. Didn’t you promise me you’d take it easy?”

“I am,” Tighnari insists, lower lip drawn down in a slight pout. Cute. “I’m not pushing myself too hard, I swear. It’s just – it’s frustrating, Cyno. You know I’ve never liked sitting on the sidelines. There’s so much to do to restore the forest, and Dottore—”

“I know,” Cyno interrupts, rubbing a soothing hand over Tighnari’s ankle. “I get it. You’re worried. I am, too.” He sighs. “But it’s not your responsibility to save Sumeru. That’s too much of a burden for one person to bear, let alone someone still in recovery. Just continue doing what you can. Time will take care of the rest.”

Tighnari curls his tail into his lap, running his fingers through his fur. “I guess you’re right,” he mumbles. His eyes flick up to meet Cyno’s, glinting with suspicion. “Ironic that you say that, though, considering you’re a workaholic yourself.”

“Reformed workaholic,” Cyno amends, smile turning sheepish. “I’ve changed my ways.”

Tighnari hums. “I suppose that’s true,” he says with a smirk, nudging Cyno’s hip with his foot. “I wonder who inspired you to make such a drastic change?”

“Someone pretty special,” Cyno replies, leaning in closer and lowers his voice, as if telling him a secret. “He’s an expert botanist, a talented archer, and a renowned researcher. Goes by the name Tighnari. Ever heard of him?”

“Never,” Tighnari laughs, eyes twinkling with mirth. Archons, Cyno loved him. “Guess he isn’t really that extraordinary after all.”

“Oh, I severely beg to differ,” Cyno grins, dragging Tighnari closer by his leg and muffles his surprised squeak with a kiss.

A gentle breeze carries their shared laughter outside, floating up to the treetops. There, a small sparrow preens on a branch, listening to a quiet voice sing an ancient song about a great, vast dream.

  
Author’s Note:90% of the lore i mentioned in this was totally just me making shit up. mhy gave us crumbs and my brain ran with it. can’t wait to be exposed for my lies when 3.1 drops!





