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    When Tighnari turns six years old, his mother gifts him a magnifying glass.

He spends most of his days after that using it to explore the Avidya Forest, careful not to stray too far from their village. She goes with him on some occasions, but most frequently is she busy with her own studies in paleontology. Tighnari is gone often from dawn till when his mother comes calling him for dinner. She shakes her head tiredly with her hands perched on her hips as he comes trudging out of the thick trees, smudged with dirt and grinning ear to ear. Unlike most mothers, she doesn’t squeal when he offers up a beetle to her in the foyer of their home; instead she laughs, taking it from him and setting it on the open windowsill.

“Like father, like son,” she chides.

The mention of his father brings the room to a somber silence as his mother picks leaves from his hair quietly, brushing the dirt from his cheek with her thumb.

“Where is he?” Tighnari asks, young and unaware. 

“Oh, Nari,” is what his mother says instead. She runs her fingers through his hair. 

“You always say that.  Oh, Nari. But I wanna know, mama.”

She smiles sadly. “I suppose you’re right. Your father - he’s just- you can’t keep life in a bottle, you know. He is a free spirit. But you are incredibly dear to him, Nari. You cannot forget that.”

He doesn’t understand what she means when she says this. He does, however, understand that his father is gone; and in his absence, Tighnari comes to resent him for it.

He receives a letter every year at the beginning of December claiming he’ll make it home in time for Tighnari’s birthday. And every year, without fail, Tighnari falls for it. 

He waits at the window, angry deep inside yet still somehow holding out for a bit of hope. On his tenth birthday he’s convinced his father means it this time, because to this letter is attached a gift - a handcrafted Inazuman Bakufu bow engraved with his name and wrapped in green cloth. His mother disapproves when he opens it, but it’s so cool to his ten year old mind that the hatred he feels for his father seems to dissipate when pulls back the string. That year he’s sure of it - more sure than anything in his life - that his father will finally come home and teach him. 

It’s half past eight when Tighnari’s mother calls him into the kitchen for dinner. His stomach growls with hunger and his eyes sting with tiredness, yet he’s scared to leave the window in fear of missing even a second of his father’s presence trotting up the hill, finally into his life. It will happen. He’s sure of it. 

His father never does come.

Somehow Tighnari’s hope still festers in him like a virus, despite all best efforts - keeping him at the window each year on his birthday until it’s tradition for he and his mother to eat dinner with the table pushed against it. Each year Tighnari waits for him to come over that hill. And each year, he never does.

Presents still come intermittently, for his birthday and randomly throughout the year. His mother leaves them for him to find on the kitchen counter; they sit, intricately wrapped, like a foreign meteor that’d crashed into unknown territory. It’s alien, almost, the way it sits there so out of place until he tears into it.

But there is little a present can make up for - only so much it can say - when one lives their childhood in the total absence of their father. Small gifts and such from around Teyvat are wondrous things, trinkets Tighnari comes to keep and value like memories all piled up on a shelf in the corner of his room. When he looks over them, he imagines himself filled with the stories of his father’s travels, the hollow shell of a Liyue Starconch speaking to him when he holds it to his ear, imagining what those stories would sound like were they told by the man himself. Tighnari assumes he once did know the stature of his father, beyond grainy Kamera pictures and keepsakes; that he knew him well, like the texture of his palms, the size of his ears, the sound of his laugh. But he does not.

When Tighnari turns sixteen years old, his mother dies in the night and there is nothing he can do to stop it.

It is a natural death; something about the fragility of her heart, sad and too soon yet not abnormal according to her condition. “A pity,” is what the other members of his village say. “A real pity.”

A fucking pity. That’s all it is; and by extension, that’s all anyone sees him as, anymore.

The morning Tighnari finds his mother dead and the day that follows afterward is hollow. He barely feels anything at all. Then the next day - which is barely the next day, as he doesn’t sleep - is filled with bone-deep exhaustion and a primal flush of emotion that comes from the great depths of his chest.

He’s all alone in his home when he re-enters it, having come back from discussing funeral plans with the village chief. The foyer is cold; the windows are closed. The candles are dry and melted and the house is empty. 

It’s a pity. It’s a real fucking pity.

Tighnari, in a flash of uncharacteristic rage, screams gutturally and tears the paintings from the walls of his bedroom. He swipes the books off his dresser, panting hard, and cries harder as they fall. He rips the pillows and blankets off his bed and cries, kicks over his desk chair, knots his fingers in his hair and sobs. It’s a feeling much deeper, much scarier than anything he’s ever felt before. Still he rages on in blind fury; he turns and swings his foot into the wobbly wooden leg of his desk with a scream, fingers still knotted in his hair. The leg shakes, knocking over several books; then, in a flash of movement, he watches something small and black topple over the edge and fall.

The magnifying glass hits the floor and shatters.

He pauses; the rage leaves him in waves. Anger ebbs into horror, melts into shame. He falls to his knees slowly, too horrified to cry, picking up the pieces of glass with shaking hands until his fingers bleed. 

“Oh, fuck,” he whispers to himself, holding the shards in his palm. He hates how warbled and broken he sounds when he does. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m-”

The grief never does truly leave him. At times, when he looks at his hands, he still sees them stained with red.

On the rainy morning of his mother’s funeral, four days after her death, his father makes a brief return.

Tighnari is sixteen and brooding, yet in a way that is vastly different from boys his age - he is withdrawn, analytical, keeps indoors and cares little for much else besides his studies. Yet here is he momentarily stirred from the stoniness of his adolescence, facade shattering at the sight of his father, after all these years, making his way over the hill.

“Where were you?” is the first thing he ever asks his father.

The man’s eyes glimmer with something Tighnari still cannot place. “Experiencing the world, my dear boy.” Rage expands inside him at the words. His father’s voice is gruff yet somewhat soft, fermented with age and twinged with knowledge. His hands are calloused at the palm ends of his fingers; his ears are black, spotted with auburn. Tighnari has finally come to know his father; it’s bitter, when he does, because then the realization follows: I wish I never had.

“But the world didn’t need you,” Tighnari argues. “ I needed you. Both of us did. And you weren’t there.”

“One day you will understand the call of the wild, my dear child. Today is not the day. I beg, do not dish your anger to me - find it, understand it, then let it go.”

“This is bullshit,” Tighnari spits. “You’re a fucking coward.”

His father shakes his head, smiling softly, as if Tighnari cannot possibly comprehend him. “No. I have made my peace. This is my wisdom.”

He is gone the next morning before sunrise; when Tighnari wakes to check his hut, there is a Dendrobium placed on the pillow. Not even a note.

At least this year, when Tighnari turns seventeen, he does not wait at the window.


His brooding and solitary personality shells him away from his emotions, locking them tightly within the deepest parts of his chest. In their absence he focuses on knowledge and wisdom. These things are reliable; facts are inarguable, and intelligence is his shield. It’s this exact mantra that lands him a seat at the prestigious Sumeru Akademiya. When he receives his acceptance letter he is beyond ecstatic, but the joy dies in his chest. He has no one to show it to. He cycles through all the people he knows, standing in his empty kitchen; foreign scholars, the village chief, his father - though inevitably, they are all strangers more than they are anything else. He lets the letter fall in his hand, and again he begins to bury himself. He is a scholar; if nothing more, he can be this.

He is alone during his inauguration ceremony into the Akademiya’s Amurta Darshan. It spares him the embarrassment of being recognized, at least, as he stands idly in the crowd with a laurel wreath around his neck, waiting on the man operating the Kamera to snap his picture - alone on either side as if orphaned. When a newfound colleague, trailed by a proud looking mother and father, asks what of his parents, Tighnari says: “My mother is dead. My father is off experiencing the world.”

“Experiencing the world!” the scholar remarks. “Well, what of your world? Will he not experience that, too?”

“He hasn’t, so far.”

“How can a father sacrifice his own child for self-fulfillment? This is absurd!”

Tighnari shrugs in idle disagreement. “I have made my peace with it. This is my wisdom, I suppose.”


When Tighnari arrives at the Akademiya, the first piece of wisdom he receives from his fellow scholars is: do not upset the General Mahamatra. Do not even speak his name. 

“Why?” Tighnari finds himself asking over their first night’s grand feast. He sits with the other members of the Amurta Darshan at a dark oak longtable, all dressed in their robes adorned with the small green pins that bear their school’s insignia. It is the first time in many years that he’s felt a part of a group larger than himself. “Have we done something wrong?” 

The man next to him saws into his steak. “If you’re lucky, you’ll never find out.”

“I’ve heard the General is an alumnus of the Spantamad Darshan,” someone else pipes up. “But it was his sense of justice that landed him his position.”

“They say his jackal ears can hear injustice all around the world!”

“They’re fake,” another scholar argues. “Just cloth. What man could possibly have the will of a God?”

Resounding nods of agreement circle around the table. “He’s entirely too suspicious. I’ve heard he was trained by an ancient priest of the Scarlet King and was put here to enact Hermanubis’s will.”

Tighnari laughs under his breath, reaching for a sip of his wine. What foolish things to be discussed in a room full of scholars.

“I wouldn’t doubt it,” another says. “He and his Matra are the antitheses of academic breakthrough. They do more harm than good, policing all this research.”

More mindless nods. “The General paper-shredder,” one jokes, causing an outburst of laughter. 

“The Sumpter-matra!” another chimes, eliciting more howls that shake the table. Tighnari grimaces; it feels good to be a part of something again, admittedly, yet the sudden change from eating dinner with the Aranara in Avidya Forest to… this, is exhausting. His ears flatten against his head.

Another scholar clinks his fork to his cup; Tighnari recognizes him as Rumi, an eager young man with a big smile. He is the only one in the crowd that Tighnari remembers, thanks to the poignant and eager sense of adventure locked behind his eyes. He hoists his glass. “To never encountering the General Mahamatra,” he toasts. Tighnari raises his cup good-naturedly to join. “Here-here,” the others chant, cups sloshing and ringing laughter, and suddenly, everything is once again normal. 

He stares down at his cup. “To never encountering the General Mahamatra,” Tighnari repeats to himself, then tips back his head and downs his glass.

  



2. Chapter 2
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    The following months that come are long and arduous. In a way, Tighnari is grateful for it. Having so much work to do leaves him with no quiet moments to be alone with himself and his mind.

While some struggle to find a balance between assignments and personal life, Tighnari drowns himself in his work. Ironically, it becomes the only time he can truly be at ease. His efforts do not go unnoticed; on the first exam of the semester, more than half of the class fails. 

“Only one of you got an A,” their professor explains as he’s walking around passing back papers. Tighnari is holding his breath when he reaches his desk. “Well done, Tighnari.”

Suddenly, eyes shift to him from all around the lecture hall. His pride is short-lived before it’s quickly overrun by self consciousness - it’s probably the most amount people that’ve ever looked at him in his life. 

The crunch period just before midterms is the time when first years discover that their intelligence simply isn’t enough to keep them afloat; those who had been philandering or schmoozing about for the first month or so of the academic year, worried more about their connections than their studies - relying too heavily on their reputation for wisdom and not their enactment of it - flunk. Others simply aren’t mentally fit enough to keep up with the pace of the Akademiya’s rigor. 

The first time he realizes this is at the sight of a scholar breaking down in the dorm washrooms. Rumi had warned him it was a natural occurrence; everyone suffers in their own sort of way, he said. Especially here. No one thinks anything of it. It’s a prize within the Akademiya to be overwhelmed, in a way, to bite off more than you can chew and still somehow be able to stomach it. Only the best of the best can do so - and if you can make it here, you can make it anywhere. 

“Just do your thing and leave,” Rumi tells him. Yet standing here staring down at the other man, he finds that he can’t. 

“Are you alright?” he asks, kneeling. The man, not much older than he is, looks up in surprise. 

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” he confesses, voice shaking and tears pooling. 

Tighnari eyes the Amurta Darshan pin on the brim of his hat. “Well, I can teach you.”

So he does. 

His study group begins as a nightly gathering in an empty classroom occupied by just him and the man from the washroom, of whom he’s come to learn is named Ashshab. The next week Ashshab brings a friend, and then the next week, another. Tighnari finds it easy, tutoring people who are willing to improve. The unnecessary extracurricular keeps him occupied and gives him a chance to go over his own material as well, all the while providing aid to those who need it. 

It’s a perfect ordeal. Of course, until it isn’t.

One night there’s a surge in attendance. About 20 students pile into the classroom rather than the usual 5 or 6, even some in higher grades. They take up a wider portion of the classroom’s desks that Tighnari has to turn and gesticulate when he speaks in order to be heard. Apparently word had gotten out that Tighnari, now reputable in conversation amongst his classmates, was giving away free lessons. It’s odd, suddenly, going from speaking his mind to a colleague to having dozens of eyes on him leering and expectant as if asking him to perform. He finds himself rushing to the washroom in between their break, tugging at the neck of his shirt and gripping the rim of the sink, breathing heavily. 

 What the hell?  he asks himself.  What’s wrong with me? Just get in there, just- speak! 

But it’s harder than that. It’s much harder than that. He’s finally become the kid in the washroom who’s breaking down; but in his case, he’s gotten everyone else out. 

Staring at himself in the washroom mirror, Tighnari remembers his mother. When he was younger and set on becoming a Forest Ranger, he fashioned himself a makeshift badge and stood by their village entrance giving guidance and greeting wanderers. Once, a woman had approached and asked for directions to a smaller village he didn’t know of; venturing into the forest and determined to help her, he got them both lost.

“You help everyone,” his mother had scolded him after he was found, worried hands raking leaves out of his hair. It had taken several real Forest Rangers to find him. “But who helps you?”

He drowns himself in his work - but when night falls, when the candles burn out and there’s no light to write under, he’s left alone with his thoughts. 

Rest does not come easy. It never had, but now, it haunts him. For reasons he can’t place, sleep seems much more lonely in a room of people than it does in an empty house. The muffled snores of his dormmates grate his irritation down to fury. To appease his restless mind, he wanders. 

There is a greenhouse attached to the east wing of the Akademiya. Yet when Tighnari stumbles upon it for the first time, the door is boarded up with wood and stamped in vibrant red ink, commanding:  No Entry . Despite his prowess, he isn’t too good at following orders. His curiosity gets the better of him. A window is open; with his dexterity, it isn’t hard to get inside.

For the life of him, he can’t fathom why the place is boarded up. The structure is enormous, made entirely of stained glass, colored collages depicting what seems to be the initial congress of the Akademiya’s Sages coming together at the sacred city tree; some pieces of the roof are chipped and missing, and the majority of the plants are brown and dead with neglect. It saddens his heart. The magnum opus of its entirety seems to be its center, where a grand fountain stretches up several feet into the air - two scholars carved in marble, surrounded by a flurry of butterflies that lift around them like a gust of autumn leaves paused midair. And above it: a giant dome, stained glass depictions more saturated in color as it spindles up to a point. 

It’s breathtaking. For a moment, Tighnari forgets about everything else besides its beauty.

After that night, it becomes a bit of a routine - Tighnari works and writes until the sun sets and his candles burn, then, when he’s alone with his thoughts, shrouded in the snores of his bunkmates, he sneaks out to the greenhouse. His initial task is to care for and revitalize the plants there; but they’ve been dead a long while, down to their roots, and their size makes it hard to work with. Not for the first time, he prays for a Dendro Vision. It feels childish, in a way, when he pauses and looks towards the beautifully adorned stained glass ceiling, because the last time he had prayed for a Dendro Vision was when he was much smaller and wishing for things that were much more naive. The man he is now, hands clasped together in prayer, seems like a darkened shadow of the child he once was. 

He works and plants and fertilizes and journals his findings until his body just won’t keep itself upright and he’s forced to return for dreamless, brief sleep. Rumi, one of his several dormmates, interrogates him one morning after. 

“Where do you go every night?”

“I don’t sleep very well,” Tighnari admits. “I’m just taking a walk.”

The realization of his popularity hits him for the first time when, the day after he tells Rumi this, he awakens to find several poultices and pouches of chamomile tea on the common room table addressed with his name. 

 Get well soon! some of them read. Others are just decorated with names and hearts.

“I’m not sick,” he tells Rumi when they’re heading out to breakfast, brows furrowed in confusion. 

Rumi shrugs. “Are you dissatisfied with being loved?”

Love is a new word to him. He’s never known it before. The feeling is a distant memory; for so long he’s been on his own.  Love feels immature, like the childhood wishes of his Dendro Vision. Everything now seems so much darker and refined. 

As his popularity increases, the tightness in his chest winds further. He can’t go anywhere alone, not as he used to. After class he’s pulled off to group photos; at the great hall for lunch and dinner, Amurta scholars flock to be at his side. Even peers of other houses acknowledge him on their way to be seated.

“They just want to say they knew you after you inevitably get famous,” Rumi explains. Tighnari furrows his brows. 

“I’m not here to get famous.”

Rumi looks a bit surprised. “Isn’t everyone?”

He doesn’t know why such small, trivial things matter so much. He’s just getting good grades. It’s a natural thing - a predictable one, nonetheless, and he can’t quite comprehend why it means so much to the people around him.  Wouldn’t it make more sense to focus on improving your own studies,  he thinks bitterly,  rather than trailing me like a sheep?  But he says nothing. Good-naturedly he follows, takes pictures, chats over meals, and gives his lessons without complaint. Thus births the saying: “Tighnari knows everything, and he’s so nice to talk to!” The murmurs and the rumors, though innately positive, burn at his skin. Tighnari knows everything? That’s hardly the case. In fact, most days he feels as if he knows nothing at all.


He’s tutoring a group of 13 on a late night the week before midterms. They each cling to his words effervescently; it should be flattering, but it isn’t. It’s daunting. He knows this material, sometimes better than he knows himself, yet in the face of it - with so many people suddenly seeking his guidance, after so many years spent alone in the depths of Avidya Forest, it strikes him like lightning. His fingers tap along the desk and he misses the inkwell each time he shakily brings back his quill; when he speaks he feels as if it’s never loud enough. Each time a student asks him to repeat something or project a bit louder he feels the heat of shame flush through him. Every few minutes he’ll have to stop and take a pause simply to breathe. He can’t remember when breathing felt like so much work, like it took so much effort just to be able to speak without having to come up for air. 

At the end of it, when the scholars shuffle their books and spare him a small wave in tired thanks, he leans against his desk and breathes as he watches everyone go.

“Thank you, Tighnari,” one of the scholars approaches him when everyone else is gone. She is young and her hair is pulled back into an intricate bun like a ball of yarn; he briefly remembers her name is Jaleh. Tighnari wants nothing more than just a second of peace to lean back and feel the unsteady rise of air in his lungs and remember what it felt like to be able to breathe without constraint.

He waves her off indifferently; “Don’t worry. My only wish is that we all succeed and work to better Sumeru in whichever way we can.”

But the woman is battering her eyelashes up at him, hands clasped in front of her. “You just know everything, don’t you?” she says, and it should be a compliment, but Tighnari thinks it sounds rather backhanded. 

“No,” he replies simply. “I don’t.”

She laughs, adjusting her bangs with a dainty hand and blinking up at him sweetly. Tighnari becomes painfully aware of the emptiness of the room; the depth of her eyes. 

“You could afford to be less modest,” she says, placing a hand atop his rigid bicep. “You’re  amazing , you know.”

Tighnari isn’t stupid; in fact, he’s far from it. This is flirting. He’s never been on the receiving end of it, and right now, it feels… predatory. Like it’d come up and snatched him from a place he’d never been before. Jaleh most probably means well, but all he can think of is Rumi and his implications from the days prior:  They just want to say they know you before you’re famous. Nonetheless, his aversion is odd; maybe he should be reciprocating, but he has no drive to.

The heat emanates from her hand in waves as she runs it down his arm in what should be a reassuring rub. His heart rate picks up; she’s too close, too warm, too- 

“We’re having a party after midterms. You should come. Everyone would just love to see you.”

Tighnari can’t force out words through the brick that sits heavy in his throat. He tries not to look scared when he meets her eye, struggling to swallow. He nods; her face lights up. 

“Oh, terrific. Truly, wonderful. You really are the best, Tighnari.” She takes her hand away. The skin under his robes feels raw like it’d been burned. Then, with a wave over her shoulder: “See you tomorrow!”

When the door clicks shut and she is gone, Tighnari is suddenly stumbling forward, leaning his weight wholly on the tabletop and gripping the fabric of his robes over his erratic heart, jackhammering in his chest. He wheezes; his shaking knees bring him to the floor roughly, his back to the desk leg, pressing both hands layered atop one another over his chest, begging to breathe. 

“What’s wrong with me?” he asks aloud, voice haggard and winded. 

No one answers.


Being part Valuka Shuna is both a blessing and a curse. It’s his heightened hearing that forces him up and out of bed at the minute snores of his dormmates in the highest hours of midnight, but it’s also his accentuated senses that let him know he’s being followed. 

The person trailing him on his way to the greenhouse one night, he can tell, is well-versed in stealth and unrelenting in his pursuits. After a few wayward twists and turns around the Akademiya’s corridors, he still can’t shake the feeling of being stalked. He thinks, maybe, a Matra found out about his nighttime escapades to the off-limits greenhouse and is there to catch him red-handed when he slips in. So instead he doesn’t; he takes a sharp right, back towards the dorms, saddling his botany pouch under his robes and instead pulling out a notebook to give the appearance of a late-night study gone too long. Alas, when he rounds the corner, there is a figure leaning on the wall in the dark.

Tighnari comes to a halt. The air is tense; taut. The figure emerges into the candlelight of the wall sconce. 

He understands, then, why the first piece of wisdom he’d received was to never encounter the General Mahamatra. His gaze is stony, fierce. Despite himself, despite being ready for the encounter, Tighnari still feels put off; as if every misstep he’d ever taken would soon be weighed and found wanting. The Mahamatra’s domineering presence fills the wide corridor. The bottom end of his spear thuds against the stone floor.

“Where are you off to, Tighnari?” His voice is low, gravelly, like the brew of thunder. Tighnari doesn’t like the way he addresses him without an introduction, as if assuming control over the situation - proving he has the upper hand. It ignites a fire in his chest.

Tighnari juggles the books in his arm, trying to appear nonchalant. “Just heading back.”

“Curfew ended fifteen minutes ago.”

“Fortunately I can tell time, General, but I thank you for your kindly shared wisdom nonetheless.” His own ferocity to rise to the challenge of the Mahamatra’s authoritative presence should feel alarming, but all Tighnari can think is - what’s he going to do? Lock me up? I  dare him. 

“Obviously not well enough, or I wouldn’t be seeing you now.”

Tighnari’s mouth pulls into a pretty smile. “And to deprive you of such pleasure? I couldn’t dare.” 

He narrows his eyes. “You play tricks, sly fox. Watch your tongue.”

“You’re not going to lock me up for being out past curfew, are you, Mahamatra?”

“Would you like me to?”

Tighnari’s face pinkens; quickly, he looks away.  What the hell?  Surely the implications of his own words fly over his head; the General Mahamatra’s face is as impassive as it was just before. “Of course not. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be heading back.”

He catches Tighnari’s arm as he passes. “As a Matra,” the man begins, eyes fierce and demanding, “it is one of my duties to help people remember the mistakes they have made.”

Tighnari glances at him sideways, no longer masking his inquisitiveness. Undoubtedly this is no casual nighttime encounter. The General Mahamatra only presents himself for serious cases and offenses.  Pray you never meet him, the scholars would say.  It’ll all be over if you do. “I sure hope I have done nothing to offend you, General Mahamatra,” Tighnari says. 

“I hope so, too.” He releases his arm.

When Tighnari turns back to look at him, he is gone.


With the seemingly endless gifts he receives from his admiring peers, he and Rumi start settling down for teatime. 

Every Thursday they drink and eat chocolate and study; Rumi is an ever-prevailing light through the grime and grate of the Akademiya’s austerity, Tighnari comes to find. He has finally made a friend.

Rumi struggles as most do with the harshness of their courseload. Tighnari’s attention is most occupied with strangers during his notorious tutoring sessions, especially as of recent; they take this time to go over the material individually. Rumi is ever grateful. Tighnari is ever in search of companionship. 

“It’s a symbiotic relationship,” Rumi jokes. “I need wisdom, you need friends.”

The Amurta Darshan common room, connecting the corridors of their dormitories, is filled with wide windows and large hanging plants. A giant Crystalfish is mounted on the wall alongside pictures of previous Amurta Sages stretching back centuries. Caged candles litter the surfaces of the room; a jar of Sumeru Rose seeds is open on a stool beside a chalkboard adorned with an intricately drawn diagram of the Rukkashava Mushroom. He and Rumi sit on plush yellow couches in their brief hour of peace between lectures and chat, Tighnari with his tail tucked against his side and Rumi with his feet thrown over the arm of the loveseat. Besides them, the common room is empty.

He and Rumi’s friendship is something that cements itself almost overnight. Tighnari had been forced to bed early by his exhaustion, then awoke hours later crying and with the fading nightmare of his mother. Rumi had been there tentatively at the edge of his bed, holding two cups of tea. It was then Tighnari recognized how young Rumi truly is, standing in the moonlight and waiting to be needed.

They sat in the hallway in silence and drank their tea. Rumi never pries; for that, Tighnari is grateful. 

“My mother,” he comes to confess, sipping his chamomile. “She passed when I was sixteen.”

Rumi nods like he understands. Maybe he does. Tighnari’s come to find that Rumi has more depth to him than he allows most others to know. “Don’t grieve,” he says. “Anything you lose will eventually come around in another form.”

“Mustn’t I grieve?” he asks. “Sometimes, it feels like all I am capable of.”

“Stop acting so small,” Rumi elbows him. “You are much more than that.”

Occasionally, like this, Rumi says something unfathomably wise. In thanks, in reverence, the first time they’d met to study, Tighnari had been the one to brew two cups of tea.

Several days after the run in with the General Mahamatra, he finds himself seeking Rumi’s advice. They sit in the empty common room and eat chocolate and read in occupied silence. Rumi flicks a broken piece of pencil lead at him from his separate couch, olive skin stained with ink and hair tousled, troublesome and tender all the same; Tighnari imagines this is what it feels like to have a brother.

His eyes wander with thought and he can’t finish his page. After several frustrating attempts, he sighs and puts his book down. 

“What do you think of the Matra?” The words come out of him before he can rethink his inquisition. 

“Too boisterous,” Rumi notes, eyes not leaving his textbook. “Us scholars, we raise our words, not our voices. It is rain that grows flowers, not thunder.”

Tighnari lets his head fall back against the couch. “You have the lips of a poet, at times.”

Rumi smiles. “Sometimes I feel I would fare better as one.”


Midterms come and go in a flash. They take hours to complete and for once, when they are finished, Tighnari sleeps peacefully and dreamlessly for hours in pure exhaustion. When he wakes, it is dark.

He has not seen the General Mahamatra since their encounter in the hall; the better part of him knows their meeting was not without reason, but he chooses to ignore it. He tells no one, not even Rumi. 

Keeping true to his word, Tighnari attends the exam afterparty the weekend they are all finished. It’s hard enough to ignore, being in the Amurta Darshan common room; there are streamers and baked goods and a mysterious communal bowl of mismatched juice and alcohol that he is served by a woman who plunges into it barehanded with an oversized mug. Tighnari has never drank before. He takes one sniff of the incongruous alcoholic mixture and decides he never wants to. 

Rumi comes up next to him with his own mug. He raises it to Tighnari, who clinks in cheers. “To passing midterms,” he toasts. Tighnari grimaces as he watches him throw back his head. 

“It’s a bit unsanitary, the community bowl. Isn’t it?”

Rumi grins, shrugging, his dark hair messy and sallow skin flushed. “Who cares? Just let loose.” 

“Let loose,” Tighnari repeats, then he is downing his cup.

By the hour, he is drunk. It is a newfound feeling; giggly and unaware. Jaleh, hair freed from her yarn-like bun, finds him deeper into the night and leads him to a group of chittering men and women; it feels odd to see his peers outside of their scholarly robes, dressed normally in pants or skirts. He is struck suddenly with the realization that these are individuals with lives and feelings and families.

“Here he is!” Jaleh announces, pulling him into the circle. There are eyes on him, suddenly, everywhere he looks. An older man claps him on the shoulder. 

“The man of the hour,” he says. 

“More like the man of the year!” 

They laugh and toast to him and his guidance; his name rings out in the air, drawing eyes. He tugs at the neck of his shirt and feels his face heat up; he worries, under the haze of his inebriation, if he is blushing and unseemly.

“Speech!” Jaleh urges, latching onto his arm. “Oh- wait! I’ll go grab us more drinks. Then you’ve got to give a speech!”

He watches her slink off into the crowd. His brain is fuzzy and his face is hot.  Speech  , the voice in his brain tells him.  She wants you to give a speech . 

His eyes wander around the room; people are dancing and talking and drinking and it’s suddenly too  much , too performative, too many people in the should-be-empty common room where he and Rumi drink tea, not alcohol, with too many people expecting his presence and too many eyes awaiting his gaze. 

Trying his best to slip out unnoticed, he stumbles into the hall. Again there is no air in his lungs. He finds himself moving mindlessly towards the greenhouse; in the back of his mind he hears footsteps quietly following, but he is far too drunk and overwhelmed to comprehend them. 

He clambers through the window by the boarded greenhouse door; once inside, he is suddenly gasping for air, gripping at the fabric of his shirt. Why can’t he breathe? Why can’t he just fucking  breathe  ? For several seconds all he does is brace himself against the lip of the marble fountain and attempt to inhale fully, yet to no avail. He clenches his fist as tight as possible and pounds it against his chest, coughing:  I’m going to die  , he thinks,  I can’t breathe. I’m going to die . 

He stumbles back until his feet trip him up and he collapses onto the floor, one hand braced on the cool stone behind him and the other still knotted in his shirt. He tips over onto his back, hand giving way behind him, yet the stretch of his diaphragm is still not enough to force air completely into his lungs.

He lays there, his chest heaving. 

There’s very little that confuses him, but this is one. The terror of the unknown leaves him trembling, unsure of what all this fear inside him suddenly means; the last time he felt so outside of himself was the fit of uncharacteristic rage around the death of his mother, yet this is an emotion entirely different. Like everything has the possibility to crush him, rather than him and his destructiveness tearing down posters and breaking magnifying glasses. Somewhat inadvertently, in that moment, his gaze avoids his hands; he fears they may be red. The greenhouse is empty save for him on the floor, gasping, eyes screwed shut, breathing manually and erratically through his nose.

He is completely alone.

“I take it you’re not one for parties.”

Tighnari’s eyes fly open, scrambling away in drunken haste. “Fuck,” he curses, his voice hoarse. 

“Woah,” the General Mahamatra says. He meets Tighnari’s eye - a flash of unreadable emotion goes through him. “Are you alright?” Tighnari says nothing; just glares. “Okay, I’ll assume that’s an irrelevant question.” He taps his fingers against his bare knee. It’s odd, seeing him do something so casual - in a way, it’s oddly humanizing. Tighnari hates it. “You’re a part of the Amurta Darshan, aren’t you?”

“Why do you care?” Tighnari spits in one harsh breath. It’s probably not in his best interest to talk back to the General Mahamatra, but he’s outside of himself, watching like a visitor. 

“It is my job to protect the Akademiya’s scholars,” he explains. 

But then silence engulfs them once again. Feeling too tired to do much else, Tighnari nods and lets his head fall back to the floor. 

“So you have an extensive knowledge of foliage, then.” Another nod. “Do you know what kind of tree fits in your hand?”

Tighnari narrows his eyes. “What?” he breathes, forcing air through his lungs at the mere stupidity of the question. His voice is still a bit haggard, worn. “No tree is that small. A bonsai would be the only technical answer. Trees take root-”

“A palm tree.”

Tighnari is silent for a thick minute. The other man drums his fingers on his knee, waiting. 

“That was…” he begins, “the worst thing I think I’ve ever heard.” Despite himself, he can finally breathe. Air flows into his lungs in long, desperate puffs. 

“The joke is that your palm is the size of your hand,” he explains. “And a palm-tree implies that the tree would be the size of your palm, meaning it would be small enough to fit in your grasp. Obviously palm trees aren’t so small. It’s the irony that evokes humor.”

“Thanks,” Tighnari says flatly. “It was so ingenious I barely understood.”

“Do you experience fits like this often?” he asks, watching the rise and fall of Tighnari’s chest become steady. 

A million thoughts, sharp and witty, form in Tighnari’s head. “Yes,” he confesses instead, feeling small and drunk and breathless. “I don’t know why.”

“Anxiety,” he offers. “I’ve felt it, too.”

Tighnari snorts. “Now  that  is funny.”

“It’s true.” He moves to sit back on his haunches rather than his knees, tucking in his legs to sit crisscrossed. It makes him seem smaller, younger, his jackal headpiece missing and instead replaced by an eared cloak. In the stained glass moonlight he looks soft, like someone’s son or lover rather than a surreptitious peacekeeper. And again he drums his fingers on his knee. 

“I think we met under strenuous circumstance. For that I apologize.” He holds out his hand. “Call me Cyno.” 

Tighnari ignores him. “Are you following me?”

He -  Cyno - sighs. “It’s my job to watch over the Akademiya’s scholars-”

“Yes, you said that. But why me?”

Cyno hesitates. “Perhaps I had you pegged wrong.”

“You suspected something of me?”

“Don’t take it personally. I suspect something of everyone.”

Tighnari hums. “And now you say your assumptions are wrong, because I am drunk and anxious.”

“Not quite. There is something deeper to you.” A pause. “I can teach you to be rid of it. Your fear.”

Tighnari lets his head fall to the side, meeting Cyno’s eye. “And at what cost will you give away this wisdom?”

His face is impassive, pragmatic in the moonlight. “It is my job to protect you, is it not?” 

Tighnari holds his steely gaze. In his peripheral he can see Cyno’s fingers tap along his knee; though his face is fixed and inscrutable, like the scholars in the common room without their robes, he is hit with the fierce realization that he too, is human.

“I suppose,” Tighnari relents with a sigh, drifting to stare back up at the ceiling, “that I’ve got nothing left to lose.”

  



3. Chapter 3

Notes for the Chapter:slight nsfw warning at the end!




    
    
  Cyno makes good on his word. When Tighnari comes the next night to the greenhouse, the General Mahamatra is waiting. For a second they just stand and stare at each other, unsure of what to do or how to act, then Tighnari shrugs his arms and looks at him. 



  “Well? What’s your genius idea?”



  Cyno is rigid and disciplined, his arms crossed over his chest and chin tilted down. His jackal headpiece crowns him like the figurehead of a warship. “It helped me when I once struggled with the same. You’re going to talk.”



  Tighnari raises a brow. “Wow, Mahamatra, you’ve really surpassed yourself. I’m doing that right now.”



  “No, I mean 
  
    talk
  
  . Keep talking. Talk for as long as you can, and look at me.”



  “I’m beginning to question your method of instruction-”



  “
  
    I’m
  
   the teacher now,” Cyno argues. Tighnari ignores the heat that shoots through him like a shock at the demanding nature of those words, resisting the urge to roll over and obey. “Forget the educative methods you’ve learned from your tutoring sessions-”



  “You know about those?”



  “-and let me lead.”



  
    Let me lead. 
  
  He says it so comfortingly that it feels foreign; let me lead. When was the last time he let someone do that for him? When was the last time someone else was there to shoulder his troubles?



  Tighnari huffs. “Fine. I’ll talk, 
  
    professor
  
  . But I hope you don’t mind a lengthy explanation on the extremely tedious non-vascular reproductive method of Starshrooms.”



  “I’m keen to knowledge,” Cyno reassures. 



  So he talks. He doesn’t need his textbooks to reference the material - he knows it all by heart, anyway - but after a few minutes of just talking, explaining, he starts to wish he had. Cyno’s eyes are on him, watching, waiting. He is being observed. 



  Despite the empty greenhouse, the feelings from his tutoring sessions resurface; his jittery hands, the lack of oxygen in his lungs that leave his throat taut and sentences stringy, airy, wobbling on the end. He slows down his speaking just to breathe. “Um-” he stutters, hands pausing in their gesticulations to grasp awkwardly at each other, pulling on the joints of his fingers. “Uh, the- so you can see, I…” He purses his lips, straightening his back to take a deeper inhale. 



  “Sorry,” he breathes, voice shaky. “I know, I know, there’s nothing to be scared of. It’s stupid.”



  “It’s not stupid,” Cyno says. Tighnari meets his eye. Cyno holds his gaze with a unique intensity, so gentle yet so firm all the same. “You can say anything you like without worry. I will listen.”



  Tighnari exhales. “Right.”



  “Just look at me,” Cyno insists. “Just look at me and speak.”



  So he does. He talks and talks and talks; he talks so much until he’s sure Cyno must be bored out of his mind to be in a lecture about botany at a quarter past midnight.



  One night, convinced of himself, he blurts: “Aren’t you bored?” Cyno shakes his head. 



  “How could I be, when you are so full of wonder?”



  Along the way, with his reassurances and gentle attention, it gets easier to just speak. 



  Cyno listens intently each night. He never yawns or lets his eyes droop; never nods off, never doodles on the edge of his page, never redirects the conversation to something else. Tighnari’s never had someone’s full and undivided attention like this before - he’d have thought the observation would stoke his self-consciousness, but instead, it’s reassuring to have someone else so intelligent and willing to share a growing passion. Cyno is his student, but also his professor; Tighnari teaches him about the thickets of Sumeru greenery, and in return, when he inevitably is seized by panic, Cyno coaxes him back into peace. 



  When they get to the Rukkhashava Mushroom, Tighnari is explaining its growth patterns and methods of reproduction. “Like the Starshroom?” Cyno says, referencing their first lecture. A grin splits Tighnari’s face. 



  “Yes. Exactly.”



  It’s one thing to speak, he comes to learn. It’s another to be heard. 




  He talks in class, does his nightly tutoring sessions, and when the sun sets, he goes to the greenhouse.



  Deeper into their lessons, he comes one night and finds Cyno sitting on the fountain edge, legs crossed and fingers dancing across the water, lost in thought. He doesn’t hear Tighnari come in. Sunset fractures the mellow light of dusk across the stained glass dome and filters down on them; for a minute, in this dormant moment, he feels as if they are the only two people in the world. It shocks him, then, just how okay he is with the idea of that. 



  “Hi,” he says. Cyno perks up immediately, hands grasping for his spear in surprise. He fumbles a bit, the spear sliding sideways on the rounded edge of the fountain lip, and Tighnari watches in slow motion as he reaches - then falls into the water.



  For a brief moment there’s a second of incredulous silence, worry - then Tighnari is clutching his stomach, doubling over in laughter. 



  “Holy shit,” he gasps through laughs, “Oh my God- are you-” he falls into another fit of wheezing; tears prick his eyes from laughter. “Are you okay?”



  Cyno’s hair is wet like a cat and he sits with his hands braced behind him, face impassive though ticking with annoyance. He glares at Tighnari. “Oh, this is funny to you? This is what gets you going?”



  Tighnari’s laughter doesn’t cease. “Yes!” he wheezes, wiping tears from his face. 



  “Help me out,” Cyno mutters, raising his hand. Tighnari is too busy laughing to notice the mischievous glint in his eye, too distracted to right himself when Cyno’s hand pulls roughly as he grasps his, sending him tumbling into the water right beside him. 



  Tighnari feels the wetness seep into his clothes, disbelief mixing with the chill of the night air on his damp skin, stilling him with shock.



  “Not so funny now, is it?” Cyno asks. Tighnari looks at him, his hair wet and his cloak clinging to his skin and the flat board of his stomach, wrapping around the swell of his arms braced behind him. 



  Tighnari laughs, the noise bubbling from the pits of his stomach and spilling over. He can’t remember the last time he laughed so heartily, so readily; he splashes water at Cyno with a quick jab of his hand, who groans and then grumbles, “Oh, you’ve done it,” before reaching forward. 



  He grabs Tighnari’s wrist with a quick movement - he tries to combat it, giggling, but Cyno is quick to wrestle his other wrist into his grip as well. They struggle for dominance in a fit of laughter, Tighnari kicking up cold water beneath them in a futile attempt, but Cyno inevitably overpowers him. 



  He falls back onto his elbows. Cyno falls along with him, one arm slotting beside his torso. Their skin is wet, cold, but something warm takes flight in his chest; Cyno’s face is mere inches from his own. His eyes search his and Tighnari holds his breath, waiting, wanting - waiting for what? Wanting who? The questions rattle him. Cyno’s eyes flit down to his lips. For a second they’re suspended in a tittering halt of 
  
    will they, won’t they?
  
  , Cyno’s breath on his lip, his eyes soft; and then he pulls away. 



  Tighnari feels himself breathe. 



  “Sorry,” Cyno says. “I slipped.”



  “It’s okay,” Tighnari says dismissively, still on his elbows, his face flushed and wet hair tousled. Cyno clears his throat and looks away.



  When they’re toweling off later with some spare fabrics salvaged from the supply room, Cyno looks at him. “Tighnari,” he says, and Tighnari’s heart leaps in his chest at the direct address. The strictness of his words is combated by the softness of his image, the cloth swaddled over his damp hair. “Don’t ever sneak up on me again.” 



  Tighnari grins. 



  Obviously, in spite, he does attempt to sneak up on Cyno plenty of times after. Yet it never works. It seems that once Cyno had seen him for the first time, he’d figured out a way to keep seeing him. And it feels odd to be so seen; after a while of being so wholly recognized, Tighnari thinks it’ll be harder to go back to the idea of being unknown than it was to simply live in solitude.




  On Thursdays, on top of tea, Rumi shares his poetry. 



  Tighnari discovers between his carefree attitude of study, which some might mistake for a lackluster interest in learning, Rumi is exceptionally wise in a way he cannot completely understand. His poems are extensions of himself, reaching into the depths of language and expression and evoking something within him he hadn’t even known was there.



  They sit and Tighnari brews tea when everyone is gone from the common room. Rumi sits always with his legs over the arm of the loveseat; Tighnari takes his place on the opposite couch, tail curled beside him. Sometimes Rumi comes prepared with a roll of parchment and speaks in recitatif, words like little enigmas Tighnari adores for his inability to approach them with logic. Other times he sits and taps his quill pen against the edge of his notepad or his lip, his cup of tea steaming and forgotten on the common room table, and speaks without prior planning. Words flow from his lips as if from a spring well of his heart. Tighnari has never seen anything like it.



  “How do you think of these things?” he asks when Rumi is finished, tossing his notepad to the end table. 



  Rumi’s response is simple, yet excruciatingly complex. “How do you not?” 



  Tighnari sips his tea - rosemary this week. They’ve drunk all the chamomile. “What made you study botany when you are so verbose and poetic?”



  “Poetry and the study of the living,” Rumi sighs. “Are they not essentially the same?”



  “I suppose. But I’ve never had thoughts as beautifully intricate as you do.”



  “Sure you have,” Rumi disagrees. “You just haven’t said it aloud.”



  “Why torture yourself here when your real calling is with something far greater?”



  “No one remembers you for your poems,” he laughs. “They remember you for your wisdom.”



  “That’s what you want, then? To be remembered?”



  “Doesn’t everyone?”



  Tighnari considers this; being forgotten. He imagines himself in a village somewhere remote in Avidya Forest, with his buried mother and his father disappearing over the hill. Would anyone come looking for him if he knew no one at all? 



  “Either way,” he sighs, “They’re lovely poems. I think you should share them. To more people, not just me.”



  Rumi gives him a smile; one of those resting grins with his head tipped back and eyes half shut, smug but drained of the sinisterness, saturated with ease. “I am satisfied with my audience as he is now. Are you not?”



  Tighnari smiles back. “I fear I wouldn’t be, if I were you.”



  “Then I pray my thanks to the Dendro Archon that you are not me.” His eyes close, smile still lingering. “I am perfectly content with who you are.”




  Each night he and Cyno talk and talk until they’ve exhausted everything in the curriculum to talk about. Cyno knows little of botany, specializing in runes and history, and Tighnari is eager to share. Admittedly in the beginning, with Cyno’s eyes trained on him relentlessly, he squirms and his face is hot with the attention. But it gets easier as the days go on. He talks and Cyno listens intently, and each time he loses his breath Cyno is there waiting until he is ready to speak again. Quickly he comes to realize those wide, questioning eyes no longer have their air of judgment like they once did; and so he thinks, if he can be worriless of judgment from the General Mahamatra himself, he can do just about anything.



  “Why do you come here?” Cyno one night asks, head tilted up at the ceiling. 



  Tighnari purses his lips in thought. “It’s freeing. No one else knows how to get in.”



  “I do,” Cyno counters. 



  Tighnari watches him; the curve of his jaw, the sparkle of his eyes in the colored moonlight. “Yeah. You do.”



  “It’s strange,” he continues, eyes wandering towards the dome. “I always thought this place felt more like a giant birdcage.”



  “Thankfully I’m no bird.”



  “Yes, thankfully,” Cyno agrees. “If you were, times like these would simply… fly by.”



  Tighnari falls back with a groan. “Your jokes worsen by the day,” he whines. “I thought practice made perfect, but I suppose I do have some naivety left to lose.”



  “Maybe while I coach you in speech, you can teach me humor.”



  Tighnari laughs. “My expertise lies in botany, I’m afraid. Growing a brain to fit that head of yours is beyond my capability.”



  Cyno laughs - a real laugh, the first Tighnari has ever heard without being meddled by his own. It’s deep and gruff like his voice is, but light and airy all the same; he lays a hand over his stomach and laughs, truly, unabashedly, hearty smile gracing his cheeks. Despite himself Tighnari feels his eyes widen, the curtness draining from his tongue. 
  
    Woah
  
  , is all he thinks. 
  
    Woah
  
  .



  Cyno is still smiling when he speaks. “Where do you get all your impudence?”



  Tighnari, taken aback, struggles to answer, stunned by the brightness that makes the other man’s face glow. For a second, under the colored dome, he thinks Cyno looks like the moon. 



  He clears his throat. “Unless you’d like a second explanation of the Nilotpala lotus seasonal cycle, I have nothing scholarly left to discuss,” he admits. 



  Cyno is adamant. “Then talk about something else.”



  So they do. They talk about their favorite foods, their favorite places on the Akademiya’s campus and outside as well, even though Tighnari has never been anywhere for long but Avidya Forest and Sumeru City. Cyno, though only a year or so older than he is, has been to places Tighnari has only read of; as a desert-dweller, though Tighnari hates that word, he’s seen the expanses of ruins and adventure Tighnari can’t even dream of.



  “I could show you someday,” Cyno offers. 



  “No,” Tighnari refuses, “I visited briefly to the outskirts of the desert when I was younger. I learned quickly that I don’t do well with heat.”



  Cyno laughs. “Alright, then. That’s unfortunate.”



  He tries not to let his eyes linger on the curve of Cyno’s lip that pitches up into a smile; the sharpness of his jaw. “Tell me about the desert.”



  “
  
    You 
  
  should speak,” Cyno argues. “We’re here so you can practice this.”



  “But we are speaking,” he retorts. 



  Cyno furrows his brows. “You’re hesitant to indulge your thoughts with me, even though you feel safe. Why is that?”



  Tighnari stills. “Uh. I wasn’t expecting a psychoanalysis.”



  “You’re plagued by a shadow,” Cyno continues. “Perhaps you don’t even realize it.”



  “A shadow of what?”



  “Yourself, maybe. Maybe the one of your past. Or perhaps, the shadow of your own doubt.”



  “What doubt do I have, Mahamatra?”



  “This exact one, for example. You call me Mahamatra, even still by the insistence of my name. Why will you not call me Cyno?” Tighnari says nothing, so Cyno continues. “You’re afraid of something. Maybe you are afraid of yourself.”



  Tighnari scoffs. “Myself? What is there to fear?”



  “Abandonment,” Cyno admits. The word floats around the air of the greenhouse like a leaf, balancing and dancing around on a stray wind, lingering between the two of them, somehow taking up so much space. “This feeling of yours, like you’re not worthy of being prioritized. It blinds you. This is your weakness.”



  “No,” Tighnari says suddenly, eyes falling to stare at his hands. He thinks of the window in his childhood home; he thinks of his father going up over the hill. “This is my wisdom.”




  Autumn freezes into winter. The leaves fall from the trees and the wind picks up, breezes sending them off the ledges of the Akademiya’s high platforms and unto Sumeru City. In the late nights the wind howls against the glass panes of the dorm windows. 



  Rumi is awake one night from the noise, laying in bed with his arm above his head and eyes trained on the canopy of his bedpost. He sits up when Tighnari moves to slip out for his nightly routine. To not rouse their other dormmates, he gives a short whistle. 



  Tighnari turns sharply at the noise. Their eyes meet; his shoulders lose their bit of tenseness. With raised brows Rumi gives a questioning thumbs up as if to ask, 
  
    you okay
  
  ? And Tighnari must look giddier than he expects when he returns it, because Rumi grins knowingly, flipping onto his side and shaking his head. 



  The next morning he does not escape Rumi’s interrogation while they walk down to the dining hall. 



  “You’re seeing someone?” he grins. “Oh, this is perfect! This is the exact kind of drama I need to make it through finals.”



  A deep blush crawls up Tighnari’s face, onto his cheeks and neck, which only worsens his denial. “I’m not,” he says. “I’m just… studying.”



  “You’re so red!” Jaleh remarks when they reach the long table. Some students are opening their letters from family delivered by a ruffled courier; others are picking lazily at their food.



  “He’s feeling under the weather,” Rumi explains, reaching to nab a piece of bread off Ashshab’s plate. Ashshab makes a noise of disapproval. Jaleh gasps in concern.



  “Do you need anything, Tighnari?”



  “I’m fine,” he reassures her. “Don’t worry.”



  He awakens the next day to a refreshment of poultices and tea bags, replenishing their diminished stash of chamomile - coincidentally, Rumi’s favorite -  and several boxes of chocolates alongside perfectly quilled notes of well wishes.



  He shakes his head with a tired smile. “Rumi, you cunning bastard.”




  After their night of confrontation, conversations in the greenhouse tend to stray towards wayward, unexplored topics, slowly picking and prodding at how much Tighnari will indulge. One night he and Cyno lay on the floor watching the stars through the twinkling stained glass, Cyno without his jackal headpiece, humanized in his plain black cloak. Somewhere in the night he pulls the hood back over his head to expose snow-white hair and dark skin, low light casting shadows down the caverns and crevices of his face. Tighnari finds he does all these things; revealing himself, tapping his fingers on his open knee, telling jokes - making himself look and feel more alive, less of the storybook villain that the scholars had made him out to be, as if anthropomorphizing himself. 



  The words slip through his lips. “You’re not as scary as they say.”



  Cyno raises his brow. “They say so?”



  He laughs; “Oh, yes, they do. That’s not even the interesting part. You know, they say you received your Vision by a high priest deep in the desert gone mad worshiping the remains of King Deshret; that you were put here to enact Hermanubis’s will.”



  “Is that so?” Cyno asks, and though Tighnari is not looking at him, he can hear the grin in his voice. 



  “Yes. They also say you and your Matra are like a gang of paper shredders, brainless fungi - some even have the gall to say Sumpter Beasts.”



  Cyno barks a sharp, surprised laugh, then Tighnari is laughing too - 
  
    who laughs like that?
  
   - and each time they look at each other they descend further into their fit of giggling. 



  Their conversation weens well past midnight. The stone floor is hard against his back after laying there so long and at this point he knows he’ll be in next morning’s lecture on just about four hours of sleep; when his eyes prick with exhaustion, Tighnari knows he should return, but even still he does not move. 



  The topic is never approached directly, but eventually they come around to sharing bits and pieces of themselves; this intimacy is irrelevant, suddenly, to the cause of strengthening Tighnari’s speech skill - their talks become simply fueled by the innate need to know more about one another. Tighnari is drawn to him like a moth to a flame. If he is burning, he is unaware. He simply feels warm.



  A comfortable silence lapses over them when conversation dies. Tighnari thinks, even though he’s learned to speak well, even though speaking to Cyno is a thing that has become so natural, he could sit in their silence and be at peace in a way he hadn’t thought existed before. The silences he knew were all-consuming; they would eat away at his skin like leeches, a consistent reminder of his isolation. In silence he remembers the emptiness of his foyer after the death of his mother, the noiselessness of his house he dreaded returning to at the end of each day, the lonesomeness that surrounded him in his studies. 



  “Are you alright?” Cyno asks.



  “Huh?” Tighnari’s eyes flutter open, looking over. “Oh, sorry. Just thinking.”



  “Of what?”



  He hesitates. “My mother.” He doesn’t know why he says it, especially not so easily, so readily; his mother is like a lockbox chained in iron shackles kept in a dark crevice of his chest so untouched, so raw. 



  “You don’t need to speak of anything you don’t wish to,” Cyno reassures. 



  Tighnari shrugs. “What does it matter? For better or worse, you already know all my secrets.”



  “No man knows all of everything,” Cyno says. “My father used to tell me that when I was young.”



  Tighnari pauses. The conversation suddenly feels delicate, as if he’s on the verge of exposing himself. He feels vulnerable, the skin of his arms tingling. He thinks of his own father, or rather, the absence of him, of his naive younger self waiting at the window. He takes a deep breath, remembering their early conversations; is this not the same? Is he not safe in Cyno’s presence just as he was before?



  It’s startling, then, just how quickly the answer comes. Yes. He is safe here. Perhaps safer than he’s ever known.



  “I never had a father,” Tighnari confesses.



  “Oh,” Cyno answers. “I’m sorry for your loss.”



  “No, he isn’t dead.” Tighnari stares up at the spindling, colored dome, for a minute wondering how they got the glass - so fragile and so delicate - to stay unbroken and in place. “Yet it would be so much easier if he was, wouldn’t it?”



  “I can’t say.”



  “Your father. Was he well?”



  “As well as most fathers are, I suppose. Solitary, stern. I learned much of myself from him.”



  Tighnari stares, stares, stares, up into the big glass eye of the colored greenhouse dome. “I guess that’s true; how we mold ourselves from the sights of our fathers.”



  “And what of you, without your father?”



  “I do not have much of myself, after all.”



  Cyno makes an indignant noise. “You say it like it’s such a bad thing. But looking at you now, did you ever need one?”



  “Well, yes,” Tighnari says, trying not to let his voice waver. “I think I did.” 



  Cyno pauses, fingers tapping against his stomach. “When did you see him last?”



  “At the death of my mother.” Cyno’s head tips to look at him, blinking. “It was my first time and my last.” He hesitates. “Do you think, if I were to die, he would return to mourn me?”



  “I think, in the face of your death, there are much more important things than the reaction of the man who has been but a ghost to you whilst you were alive.”



  The good thing about talking with Cyno is watching his long-contained thoughts escape from his mind like the huffs of warm air making clouds in the cold wind, visible yet still intangible, ungraspable. The bad thing about talking with Cyno is that now this fog lingers in the air and does not so easily drift away. Cyno sees it; he can have his impressions of it. He can attempt to figure them out. But they’ve spent too long together training to speak without worry. Tighnari lets his doubt ebb away, his walls come inching down. 
  
    For better or worse
  
  , he thinks again, 
  
    he knows all my secrets.
  



  “But, inevitably,” Cyno adds on, “there is no way of knowing. Maybe you should ask him yourself.”



  Tighnari smiles bittersweetly. “Such is the age-old wonder.”



  Cyno furrows his brows. “What do you mean?”



  “Choosing between two evils. Which is easier?” he asks. “To speak, or to die?”




  Tighnari knows immediately when the man takes the stage at the academic conference that something is wrong. Several separate Darshans are within this large lecture hall, watching idly as speakers come to present their theses; the man is older than he is by far, but he is utterly wrong. There’s an error in his research - Tighnari can pin it down and point it out, staring directly at it - Tighnari 
  
    knows
  
   he’s right. But when he looks around the lecture hall, no one else seems aware of it; doubt eats away at his bones. 
  
    What if I’m misinterpreting something? 
  
  he panics. 
  
    What if I make a fool of myself? 
  
  The man is moving swiftly along in his explanations; if he says nothing now, he’ll proceed with this false knowledge and spread it to others who are less aware. 



  
    Say something
  
  , he urges himself. 
  
    Speak up, Tighnari. He’s wrong.
  



  The familiar curl of anxiety stirs in his gut like a coil. 
  He thinks of Cyno; he thinks of speaking without worry. He i
  magines him on the stage, standing beside the older researcher. 


Talk, Cyno urges him. Just look at me and talk.


  He raises his hand.



  “My apologies,” he begins. “If I may interject—”



  The researcher’s eyes are wide and wondering as Tighnari explains himself. Though somewhat shocked to hear his gentle voice at first, he urges him further in his justifications. And at the end of it, an academic conversation in a giant hall solely between the man at the podium and a voice in the crowd, the researcher takes a bow and thanks him for his wisdom.



  The conference continues. Shock seeps through him - not only had he been right, he’d been praised. His eyes are wide and he tries to reel himself in to listen to the remainder of the researchers, but he can’t focus. 
  
    I did it,
  
   is all he can think. 
  
    Did my voice even shake? 
  



  The conference is over before the high wears off; Rumi, sitting beside him, claps him on the back and urges him up. Tighnari rushes to gather his things - then when he stands, turning to Rumi, he hears a 
  
    plink 
  
  fall from his lap. He turns to look. 



  And there, sitting innocently on the floor and twinkling bright green against the white marble, is a shimmering Dendro Vision.




  Tighnari is early that night, sitting on the lip of the fountain staring at the Dendro Vision cradled gently in his palms. 



  “You’re early,” Cyno greets as he approaches. Tighnari’s wide eyes don’t leave the Vision - almost in disbelief, like it would disappear if he were to take his eyes off it - as he offers it up for Cyno to see. Then it is Cyno’s turn to be shocked; it quickly melts into pride. 



  “It seems the Dendro Archon has taken favor of you. What was it?”



  Tighnari’s eyes detach from the Vision and move up to meet Cyno’s gaze, warm and welcome. Familiar. 



  “Thank you,” is all he says, voice sincere in a way beyond words. “Thank you, Cyno.”



  Cyno’s face melts into a soft smile. 



  They switch their teachings from defensive to offensive in nature, utilizing his newfound Vision. “Do you know how to fight?” Cyno asks him. 
  “Of course I do.” 



  He finds quickly that he’s best at archery. Cyno’s applause brings the remembrance of his father and the Inazuman Bakufu training bow he’d gotten when he was younger, the green cloth it’d been wrapped in still laying at the foot of his bed back in his house - not nearly a home - in Avidya Forest. He worries using the bow will remind him too much of his childhood, of waiting for his father to return and teach him, yet each time he pulls back the string his thoughts are immediately silenced. It’s a deafening silence, one he welcomes wholeheartedly; one where only he, his arrow, and his target exist.



  Cyno’s best work lies with the polearm, but he is well-versed in all weaponry. He teaches him his own attack rotation; one hit, another hit, two in quick succession, then the finishing blow. It isn’t hard to translate from polearm to bow, their footwork mimicking each other fairly easily. Tighnari is a quick learner, but Cyno is a thorough teacher.



  “You’re pulling the drawstring wrong,” he says, coming up behind him, breathing on Tighnari’s neck and cheek. His ears twitch. Being part Valuka Shuna gives reason to his acute sensory issues; he tends to get overstimulated easily.



  “Ah-” he tries to warn as Cyno fans his warm breath in his ear, sending goosebumps up the length of his arms and reducing his words to a quiet gasp, but then Cyno is curling his fingers around Tighnari’s wrist and dragging it into place. 



  “Like that,” he whispers under his breath, somewhat mindlessly as he positions his arm. “Yes, just like that.”



  Tighnari feels something foreign stir in the pit of his stomach, flushing heat up his body. His breath catches and he’s shocked into silence. Cyno’s canines are visible from within his slightly agape mouth as he focuses, and Tighnari feels encapsulated by him on all sides. 
  
    If he leans in, 
  
  Tighnari thinks, 
  
    he could devour me
  
  . The second thought shocks him: 
  
    Do I want him to?
  



  “Good,” Cyno praises the first time he hits a bullseye. “Really. You’re doing a great job, Tighnari.” 



  Tighnari is somewhat surprised by the way his heart races at those words, his tail wagging, ears perky, cheeks reddening.



  When he collapses in the washroom stall on his way back to the dorms these nights, breath haggard and face flushed and fingers desperately clawing down the waistband of his pants, he blames it on his hypersensitivity. He slams his back against the wall and slides down, one hand over his mouth and the other seeking fervent pleasure, trying desperately to contain his own noise as his head tips upwards and his eyes flutter shut in ecstasy, losing himself. He doesn’t know what this means and he doesn’t want to; all he knows is that he wants Cyno to compliment him even more. He wants 
  
    Cyno 
  
  even more; wants his calloused hands, his muscled arms, the exposed caramel flesh of his chest and stomach, his honeyed eyes, his kind words, his attention. He wants, wants, wants-



  “Fuck,” he sighs to himself as he finishes, head dropping back against the wall, hand stilling, breathless. “Fuck.”
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  For the first time in his life, Tighnari has trouble studying.



  Since their physicality took a sharp uptick with Vision training and Tighnari’s eyes have suddenly opened to the allure of the Mahamatra’s cutout shirt and the hard chisel of his jawline, Cyno almost instantly becomes a figure that is several times as prominent in his day-to-day lifestyle. It’s alarming the first time Cyno has to cancel their meeting to attend to business in the desert; Tighnari sits there in the empty greenhouse alone, staring at the stained glass ceiling and feeling oddly incomplete.



  It hurts knowing how deeply the other man affects him. It hurts even more knowing Cyno is incredibly dense and far too oblivious to ever make something of it, even if he could.



  So now, sitting here at his dorm desk after dinner and waiting for the candles to burn, his mind wanders. The cup of tea that Rumi had brewed him sits empty next to his rolls of parchment. The low light casts shadows across his skin and his brain conjures images of the darkened, four-postered mattress of his dorm bed cloaked in a silk green curtain, the faint ghost of heat over his skin, the wisp of cool air that brushes against his neck from the slightly open window; the General Mahamatra’s calloused hands running along his sides, whispering in his ear.



  His eyes roll back and he slumps against the seat with a groan, pressing the heels of his palms into his eyes. 



  “You alright?” Rumi laughs from his bed, curled up with a cup of his own tea. 



  Tighnari squeezes his eyes shut harder, trying to smother his own thoughts. “My mind is working against me.”



  Rumi laughs again. “Maybe getting a Vision counteracted you and finally dumbed you down to mortal intelligence.” 



  Tighnari plays with the blue and purple weaved tassel that hangs around his hips - a gift from Rumi after hearing the news of his allogenesis - and thumbs his Dendro Vision that hangs off it idly. “Maybe Celestia is a bad influence.”



  He hears Rumi shuffle up from his bed, feet pattering against the floor as he drags a seat from one of their dormmate’s desks to come beside him. “Alright,” he says with a huff, settling into his chair. “Show me your cup.”



  Besides tea and poetry, this also becomes one of their weekly rituals. Rumi has taken up a peculiar side interest in Tasseography - a rather thoughtless pastime for such an intelligent scholar, Tighnari believes. He justifies it with the absurd claim that tea leaf reading is a technical byproduct of botany. 
  
    I call it the divine branch of the Amurta Darshan
  
  , he had said. Tighnari just rolled his eyes.



  “What do my tea leaves say tonight, Tasseographer?”



  Rumi makes a 
  
    hmm
  
   sound, then tips the cup forward. He can’t make sense of the lump of chamomile, but Rumi nods understandingly. “It’s the Lupus Aureus. Mhm. Mhm, surely.”



  Tighnari feigns excitement. “And what does this mean, oh wise one?”



  Rumi leans back in his chair knowingly, squinting his eyes. “Have you been keeping secrets from me, Nari?”



  Suddenly Tighnari feels all too exposed; another gust blows cool air through the window, chilling the sweat that beads on the back of his neck. He picks at the skin of his nails. “Of course not. Why do you ask?”



  Rumi stares at him fiercely for another several seconds, then leans forward with a sigh. “Your wisdom this week is,” he begins, tipping the cup forward to show Tighnari as if he has any semblance of what it could mean: “What you seek is seeking you.”



  Tighnari bats the cup away. “This is stupid.”



  “Choosing to ignore the warnings of the divine is stupid.”



  “Choosing to ignore your botany textbook the week before finals is even stupider,” Tighnari counters, smacking him across the head with a parchment roll of lecture notes he grabs from his desktop.



  Rumi laughs as he ducks his head. “Alright, alright! Tyrant. I rue the day you ever become a professor - or Gods help me, even a Sage.”



  “You think I’d become a Sage?”



  “I think they’d offer you a spot right now if you had your degree.” He pauses. “Would you accept it?”



  “I don’t see why not.” Perhaps when he was younger this sort of thing would’ve excited him more; fancy titles and bigger paychecks and world renown. Admittedly somewhere deep down it is every scholar’s dream to become a cog in the machine that once punished them; not to make it easier on incoming students, but to gain reciprocative pleasure in finally becoming the adjudicator of suffering. Tighnari can’t really find it in himself to support a cycle that keeps going in circles until it’s eventually biting its own tail. But perhaps somewhat subconsciously he wishes for Rumi’s praise to be true; maybe if he were given a chance, he could make a difference after all.




  Finals approach quickly; with them comes winter. 



  Winter in Sumeru City is different from winter in Avidya Forest, where everything seems to be a bit more humid and temperate. For the first time he’s forced to wear festive woolen socks lent to him by Rumi; he tries desperately to avoid letting others know of his lack of winter gear, yet word gets out either way and he wakes the next morning to a pile of gifts on the common room table. 



  Finals week is long and arduous. For his Studies in Flora class Tighnari chooses a relatively unexplored flower to research the botanical effects of as his conclusory project, a rare species of pollen plant picked from an excursion on the borders of the Ashavan Realm; little is known about it and its reactionaries, which is why Tighnari finds himself in such a position of thoughtlessness. 



  It is on one early afternoon that everything begins to change.



  At lunchtime Tighnari settles down at a secluded table in the momentarily empty second floor of the Akademiya library and prods the flower on a silken pillow. When it blows slightly by a stray breeze, he makes the mistake of touching a petal with his bare finger to push it back in place.



  In an instant the feeling sweeps over him. Heat flushes his cheeks, sending a chill straight down his sternum and to his core, leaving an uncomfortable, growing strain in between his legs and the over-enhanced hypersensitivity that comes along with it. Embarrassment floods through him as his eyes widen in surprise: it’s an aphrodisiac. The feel of his skin against his robes is suddenly too much, too warm, too heavy. He tugs at the neck of his shirt. 



  “Fuck,” he grumbles to himself as he hurriedly gathers his things, shifting uncomfortably and cringing at how whiny his voice sounds. 



  He ducks his head down and swiftly moves to leave the library before anyone can possibly approach him. Of course, when he rounds the corner, he comes face to face with the only man in the world he’d hoped to avoid: the General Mahamatra himself.



  Cyno takes one look at him, eyes raking up and down his body, choking on a hello before bluntly noting: “Are you aroused?”



  Tighnari’s face flushes a deeper scarlet red with humiliation as he looks quickly to the side. “What an astute observation, Mahamatra. I see now why you received such a position of power. Little escapes your watchful gaze, does it?”



  Cyno rolls his eyes. “Forgive me, but I wasn’t aware that the Akademiya’s texts were so enthralling.”



  Tighnari huffs. Sweat gathers on the back of his neck and he can feel the heat on his face; his legs are trembling, his eyes fluttering each time a piece of fabric rubs a certain way against his skin at just the slightest shift. “That’s not- I’m not getting off to textbook material. I’m… 
  
    researching
  
  . An aphrodisiac.”



  “Oh,” Cyno says flatly. “There’s no reason to be embarrassed, then. You’ve done viable work and collected important data.”



  The glint of Cyno’s golden belt catches his eye as he prattles on; Tighnari can’t help himself - his eyes wander. He bites his lip, trying not to glance lower and lower as his eyes trace around the flowing garments of his uniform, the tightness of his black shorts and the gloves that run along the valleys of dark skin.



  “Tighnari.”



  Tighnari’s gaze snaps back up. Cyno is looking at him with a raised brow and an amused smirk. He doesn’t need to say anything in order to know he’s been caught. He’s about to shoot out a defensive quip, but it gets caught in his throat as Cyno takes a step forward. 



  His eyes widen as his back hits the railing. Cyno continues his pursuit, coming as close as he possibly can without actually touching him; the contact is skinless, yet the absence of Cyno is so much heavier than his touch. Tighnari aches to lean into him, to feel the openness of his chest window and the expanse of his warm skin, the roughness of his hands and the way they contrast against the silk of his lips. 



  “Are you ogling your Mahamatra?” Cyno asks with a grin, leaning closer. His voice is dark and husky and goes directly to Tighnari’s dick. Every breath of air on his damp skin sends shivers down to the soles of his feet; he’s too overcome with his own sensations that he can’t even find the words to respond.



  “Look at all this hard work you’re doing,” Cyno teases. “This is a holy place, you know.”



  Tighnari’s head tips back in open-mouthed, senseless ecstasy. “Fuck,” he groans out, forcing words into his brain syllable by syllable. 



  Cyno’s arm reaches past him, leaning in on the railing as he tilts his head to whisper into his ear: “But you’re doing 
  
    such
  
   a good job, aren’t you?”



  Tighnari’s knees buckle as he bites fiercely at his bottom lip, eyes rolling back into his head. “Fuck,” he pants, clenching his thighs together, “Fuck, you stupid Matra, fuck you-”



  “But that’d hardly be appropriate, now, wouldn’t it?”



  “What-”



  “If I were to fuck you.”



  A whine claws its way from his throat; Tighnari’s hand clamps over his mouth, barely keeping in muffled moans.



  From the lower floor of the library over where the small landing hangs, another scholar calls up to them with worry. “Tighnari, is that you?” Tighnari’s eyes go wide, face burning even fiercer with humiliation and panic. Cyno glances at him briefly. 



  “Is he alright?” the scholar calls again.



  “He’s feeling a bit sick,” Cyno responds gruffly and just past his ear. Tighnari’s thighs tremble, the skin of his neck tittering with gooseflesh as he lets out a quiet gasp. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of him.” 



  Cyno grabs his wrist. Tighnari barely registers much else after that; just a haze of movement with Cyno’s rough hands pulling against his smooth skin, dragging him into the hall and around the corner. 
  
    He could drag me anywhere
  
  , Tighnari thinks, outside of himself in the haze of pleasure. 
  
    He could drag me right into the Abyss.
  



  Then Cyno is tugging him sharply to the side and into a small supply closet lined with shelves of cleaning supplies, smelling strongly of lemon and citrus. 



  “What in the world are you doing?” he asks, turning to Cyno, but it comes out as more of a whine than it does a chastisement. He stops for a minute just to catch his breath.



  Cyno shuts the door behind him with his heel, maintaining eye contact. “You obviously cannot work in this condition, and if you return to the dorms still aroused, it may distract other scholars from a professional state of mind.”



  Tighnari blinks incredulously. “What am I supposed to do about that?”



  Cyno looks at him - this time more directly, angling down his head. His eyes are burning with amber like maple leaves aflame in fall. “Cum,” he says, like it’s the simplest thing in the world.



  Tighnari stutters; his cock twitches under the fabrics of his robe. 
  “You- 
  
    what
  
  ?”



  “Cum, Tighnari,” Cyno commands. “Cum for me, right now.”



  The sternness of his voice is enough to tip Tighnari over the edge. So many nights he’d spent wishing for that voice to be turned to him this way - for a second he’s convinced none of this is possibly real and he’s caught under the floral effects of a horridly vivid dream. But then his vision whites out as he stumbles back to grip the low ridges of shelves, knees knocking together, bumping against one another as if shivering in the cold. He tips his head back in a whine, sighing heavily as the orgasm runs through his body like a tremor, tingling the tips of his nerves in his fingers and running down to his toes. His pants suddenly feel uncomfortably wet and warm.



  He’s just cum himself. Untouched. In front of the General Mahamatra, nonetheless, and at his verbal command.



  His head falls to the side as he catches his breath. Already he can feel his senses returning to normal; he’s hesitant to admit it’s one of the fiercest orgasms he’s ever experienced in his life, so he blames it on the pollen. All in an instant the clarity reaches him and the realization of what he’s just done hits him like a punch to the gut. Yet Cyno is not disgusted or glaring at him in violent disapproval when his eyes, still hazy, shift upward, somewhat through a glare. Cyno’s head is tilted slightly off-kilter, as if curious; like he’s observing him.



  “Interesting,” he says. And then, wordlessly, he turns, opens the closet door, and leaves.



  Tighnari stands there, still braced against the shelves. A certain sting of shock overcomes him - trembling weakly against the wall, pants wet and breaths uneven in his chest. But his eyes are blown wide and his body is frozen in place not just because of the incredulity of the situation - but because as he had turned to leave, Tighnari had noticed Cyno was hard, too.



  The next time Tighnari sees Cyno is on his way to the great hall for dinner the day after as he comes from the Grand Sage’s office. For a second Tighnari is unsure if he should even recognize the other man’s presence, unsure of the publicity of their friendship, but Cyno stalks straight toward him. 



  Rumi is looking apprehensively between them both as he approaches, tugging lightly on the sleeve of Tighnari’s robes. “Uhh,” he murmurs worriedly, “Why is the General Mahamatra coming right this way?”



  Other scholars nearby duck their heads down and scurry off to the great hall silently, parting a path for him effortlessly. Tighnari bites his lip subtly as his eyes rake from the other man’s exposed calves up to the sharp edge of his jaw as he cuts through the small crowd. 
  
    Get a hold of yourself
  
  , he thinks. 
  
    He’s just fucking walking.
  



  A bit of himself is consumed by the shame of the previous ordeal; the other half is riding a high of knowing he’d managed to arouse the General Mahamatra in a situation so obscene. The sight of it hadn’t left his mind; the brief glimpse he’d caught of his flustered face and strained pants as he turned to go. He half expects Cyno to walk right through him. 



  He doesn’t. He comes close enough that Tighnari can smell the seafoam scent of his hair. 



  “Are you well?” he asks nonchalantly.



  Tighnari’s eyes widen, barely stopping himself from blurting out 
  
    Are you insane
  
  ? The interaction is innately innocent: he’s only said hello. Yet the knowledge of their previous incident feels like a weight that hangs over them palpably, tangibly, like anyone could look between the two of them and know they’d done something dirty. 



  
    Perhaps he wants to act like it never happened?
  
   Tighnari ignores the sense of disappointment that stirs somewhere deep in his gut at the thought.



  “Never better,” he responds instead, offering up a small, tight-lipped smile. Cyno nods and bows his head towards Rumi in acknowledgment - who nervously reciprocates a small wave - and then he is gone.



  Rumi looks just about ready to burst when Tighnari looks over.



  “You-” he begins. 



  Tighnari cuts him off. “The rumors are wrong, you know.”



  Rumi sputters. “What?”



  “He’s not a monster.”



  The disbelief drops from Rumi’s face almost instantly, shutting his mouth. He softens considerably. Tighnari expects some snarky response, awaiting it like a punch. “You always see the good in everything,” is what he says instead. “Don’t you?”



  Tighnari shrugs. “Only when there is good to be had.”



  “You’re a better man than you think you are.”



  Tighnari nudges him hard with his shoulder, moving back towards the great hall with a thinly veiled grin. “I think I’m well aware.”



  A smile splits Rumi’s face, tugging an infectious laugh from his chest. “All those nights sneaking off to study - the General Mahamatra? 
  
    Really
  
  , Nari?”



  “Oh, be quiet.”



  “How much of that time did you really spend studying? Or was it all… 
  
    demonstration
  
  ? I’m assuming you must have an expert knowledge in the male anatomy by now, if- ow!”




  Something changes between him and Cyno after that point. Everything is the same, of course; their idle banter, teasing quips, deep conversations, their openness and the way they fit together like a lock and key - but underneath it all, something shifts. 



  They don’t talk about it. But when he meets Cyno for their nightly rendezvous in the greenhouse, when Cyno’s fingertips linger lightly and hotly on the skin of his arms during target practice, something deep and heavy stirs in the pit of his gut. Despite himself, Tighnari feels the claw of gluttony in his chest when he looks at the General Mahamatra, those wine red eyes he could get drunk on, losing himself in an endless spiral of consumption. To take, take, take. Tighnari finds that he craves all the other man has to offer, and perhaps even more. Each early morning and late night and vacant hour he yearns and wants, wants, wants. This is all he does, anymore.



  So inevitably, something gives. It’s a blink-and-you-miss-it moment, one second and it’s gone; lengthened touches, softer smiles, hungrier gazes. Maybe he’s imagining it, but Cyno starts to stare. More so than he did when they were just nameless teachers slinking away to a glass box in the highest hours of midnight preaching about something they thought the other would need. Tighnari sees now that his success hadn’t come from their unconventional training, their messy lectures: Tighnari hadn’t needed a speech coach. He’d needed Cyno. And maybe, just maybe, Cyno had needed him, too.



  He submits his stupid report on the pollen flower despite his mortification at the way the data consumption proceeded, taking definite care to exclude the mention of the General Mahamatra’s presence - the way he’d dragged him into that supply closet or caged him against the library’s railing (
  
    fuck, Tighnari, definitely don’t think about that
  
  ), and instead, focuses as best he can on his studies. 



  Finals pass. He and Rumi drink tea for the last time together before winter break, drinking the last of their chamomile and sharing his most recent poems. Rumi speaks little of his family and Tighnari does not pry, but he wishes him well when he packs his bags and goes home with the rest of the scholars after their last classes finish.



  “See you next month,” Rumi says, swaddled in a thick coat and carrying a heavy duffel. Tighnari nods and smiles tightly, watching him turn and go. He isn’t halfway down the cobble walkway before he turns and runs back to the door, fumbling a bit on the light dusting of snow to tackle him in a hug. 



  They laugh and Rumi’s feet slip on the icy stone and take them both fumbling down. It feels weird to watch him go when he finally does, like he’s watching a brother go home to a separate family he was never a part of.



  Hordes of scholars from innumerous Darshans crowd him under the small door frame of the common room, clapping him on the back and ruffling his hair and snapping pictures for keepsakes. He tries to force his grimace into a smile. They thank him for his help on every exam and assignment since the second week of classes, which he so gratefully reassures is nothing. Ashshab gives him a tight hug with a wistful, appreciative smile - he’d gotten onto the first semester honor roll - and Jaleh wishes him a happy break to relax and enjoy himself.



  Tighnari has nothing to return to besides the empty foyer of his family home back in Avidya Forest. The image of himself walking back through those doors empty-handed and alone is debilitating; deciding nothing could be worse than that, he chooses to stay. 



  That night, expecting nothing, he goes to the greenhouse. He sits on the edge of the fountain and drags his fingers in the water, some of it now coated thinly with ice. His ears perk up at the sound of footsteps, worried if some sort of maintenance worker would be completing their rounds now that the semester is over. His head snaps up. 



  There is no groundskeeper. 
  Cyno is there, standing wide-eyed in the moonlight.



  “Oh,” he says. “I thought you went home.”



  Tighnari stares in stupefied wonder. “You came.” There’s a pause. “You didn’t think I’d be here- but you came anyway?”



  Cyno shrugs. “This place brings me comfort, I suppose.”



  Tighnari feels his heart leap against his ribcage. 
  
    Since when? 
  
  “But you said it felt like a giant birdcage.”



  Cyno meets his gaze; his eyes are steady and dark. “Yeah,” he agrees. “I guess I did.”



  A dangerous type of hope takes flight in his chest, fluttering around the high walls of the greenhouse and crying desperately for its freedom. 
  
    This place brings me comfort
  
  . His words ring out in the air. Tighnari’s mind is reeling. 
  
    Hadn’t it felt like an enclosure?
  



  
    Then it’s not about the place at all, is it? It’s about the person inside. 
  



  He feels his heart hammer in his chest. Cyno looks at him, then opens his mouth to speak. 



  “You’re staying for the winter break?”



  “Yes,” Tighnari responds, voice somewhat breathless, eyes still wide and fixed on his face. 
  
    This place brings me comfort. 
  



  Cyno hesitates for a moment - it’s almost funny. Tighnari’s never seen the General Mahamatra hesitate about anything. 



  “Would you like to spend the break with me?”



  Tighnari feels his heart stop. 



  
    I’m comforted by 
  
  you.



  “Yes. Yeah, actually. I’d love to.”


  



5. Chapter 5

Notes for the Chapter:happy holidays!! 

yknow what they say

tighnari fell first, cyno fell harder…




    
    
  Unlike in Avidya Forest, when winter comes, Sumeru City is blanketed in snow.



  Surprisingly, not even the rigor of wisdom can dull the city’s holiday spirit. The groundskeepers have left up the holiday decor throughout the corridors and high ceilings of the Akademiya, and when Tighnari walks the halls, the wreaths and candles warm his heart. It’s the first holiday season since the death of his mother where he is emotionally present enough to recognize it, not distracting himself under the mounds of his research or isolated in the rainforests drowning his thoughts in anything besides nostalgia. And now, that fuzzy feeling blooms inside him once again. 



  But the absence of the rest of the Akademiya’s staff and scholars also hails the absence of its cooks and great hall buffet breakfasts. The thought doesn’t strike him as particularly worrying - he can cook well - until Cyno shows up at the Amurta Darshan common room door early the next morning, clutching his rumbling stomach with a helpless frown.



  Tighnari laughs at him and his begging expression openly. “What, the General Mahamatra can’t cook his own food?”



  Cyno looks at him with pleading eyes. “Please?”



  He folds. Immediately. Within fifteen minutes the common room table is lined with eggs and cheese and a family recipe for za’atar man’ouche he’d previously thought was all but forgotten. His hands work almost on their own. Cyno melts into a moan of approval when he bites into the flatbread, and Tighnari would spend all his remaining years slaving away in the kitchen if it meant this.



  Like Cyno had asked, they spend their holiday break together. Each morning Tighnari wakes early and meets him at the door; he finds himself feeling more and more accustomed to the routine as days pass. When he opens the big wooden latch and lets Cyno in, he feels like they are neighbors welcoming each other into their homes. It’s something he’s never felt before; a light, fluttering feeling, so hyper-aware of the other man’s actions yet so comfortable all the same. 



  Cyno leaves his morning mug of coffee on the common room table and his cloak slung over the back of the loveseat, little pieces of himself everywhere he goes. Now they are together without constraint, as everyone else is gone; for a second everything besides them fades until it is just the two of them living in a suspended moment of domesticity.



  Cyno, Tighnari quickly learns, does not do well in the cold. Though he loves the snow and the serenity the blanketed city provides, his nose and cheeks redden to an adorable shade when Tighnari drags him out into the courtyard. 



  “I’m fine,” he insists, standing red-faced and swaddled in gloves and scarves. Tighnari can’t help but laugh.



  His own gifted gloves are itchy on his hands, the small paper tag that reads 
  
    Love, Jaleh xx 
  
  hanging by a thick thread, its ink smudged by the snow. Somewhere in their boredom they decide to spend far too long rolling the thickest patches of snow into a snowman. At the end, they stand and admire their messy handiwork. 



  Cyno tilts his head. “It looks kind of… unnatural.”



  Tighnari looks at the slumped, misshapen body, silently agreeing. “Maybe you should stand next to it so it looks better.”



  Cyno elbows him in the side, making him burst into laughter. “If you had a Cryo Vision, you know, you could’ve made it come to life and dance around.”



  Tighnari elbows him back. “You’re right, my mistake. I’ll go fetch the Dendro Archon and ask her for a redo.”



  This leads them into a mess of petty jabs and vibrant laughter that echoes around the landing of the courtyard, Tighnari bringing Cyno down with him in a fit of giggling as they kick up snow and press their cold hands against each other’s neck like children. 



  When Tighnari flops onto his back tiredly and Cyno calls a truce, trudging up to stand, he almost remembers what it felt like to be young and ignorant. There’s an alternate version of himself somewhere enjoying all the things he should’ve been able to, making snowmen and celebrating the holidays and being surrounded by people who love him. Nothing bad has ever happened. But there had been no snow in Avidya Forest where he grew up. There had been nothing at all. 



  He wonders if that’s what makes his life different now - the snow. He had lost everything, once, and now he has gained two important things: the Akademiya, the newness it provides, and the greatest enigma of all who presides beside it.



  He looks up at Cyno as his back is turned, carding his fingers through his hair to brush out the snowflakes. Despite the coldness beneath him, warmth fills his heart. For a moment this feels like enough to heal all the missing years of his youth - but still in his chest he yearns and aches for more.



  Unable to express his fondness in a way that matters, instead his gloved hands reach into the snow next to him. 



  Wordlessly, he pelts Cyno in the back of the head with a snowball. 



  He watches with a grin as Cyno turns slowly, expression blank and hand falling from his hair, now mussed again with snow.



  “Not so many people would readily attack the General Mahamatra,” he says.



  Tighnari laughs, hands already forming around another snowball. “Not many of them know he’s a giant lummox, either.”




  For Tighnari’s first time, they go down to the Grand Bazaar.



  Students of the Akademiya don’t often have time to venture into the city below, especially not for mindless things like leisure. Tighnari’s eyes are wide and curious as they make their way through swarms of people and into the underground streets of trade, lined with candles and wreaths and smelling sweetly of pastries.



  The large doors are propped open with barrels of spice; the street is sweeping with shoppers, traders, and those looking to make a quick few purchases and sales before the holiday season. In the crowd of people worried about themselves, he and Cyno go unnoticed among the Sumeran citizens - Cyno in his hooded cloak, Tighnari a mindless nobody. For a minute Tighnari wonders if this is what it would be like to be nameless, with no expectations and no guidelines, where Cyno could turn and cup his cheek and kiss him in a crowd of people and Tighnari could kiss him back. 



  Tighnari is almost swept away by a barrage of barterers at an auction stand when Cyno grabs his hand. 



  “You’re freezing,” Cyno says when he feels his bare skin. “Don’t you have gloves?”



  Tighnari shakes his head, thinking of the pile of gifted winter wear that lays in the trunk at the end of his bed, how itchy and unusual they are. Cyno silently slips off his own.



  “What are you doing?” Tighnari asks. “You’re horrible in the cold. Keep them on.”



  Still he doesn’t resist as Cyno reaches for him, the feel of his rough skin hot against his own, holding his wrist gently as he tugs them over his hands. 



  These are infinitely more invaluable than the ones he’d been gifted, even in their pristine states and name brands, hand sewn with royal blue thread: these are scuffed, somewhat charred, and Tighnari feels warmth bloom in his chest. 



  “Thank you,” he says softly.



  Now Cyno flexes his fingers in the cold. Tighnari has the impulse to reach forward and grab his hand.



  It is quickly drowned out by a million thoughts of 
  
    no way, don’t even try,
  
   but he hacks the rope holding himself back and lets his instincts run loose.



  He slips his hand into Cyno’s. 



  For a second Cyno looks up at him in surprise. Tighnari smiles and Cyno softens visibly; he can see the walls come crumbling down inside. 



  Cyno interlocks their fingers.



  At the end of the road they meet a girl named Nilou, the prime dancer of the Zubayr Theater. Around her shoulders is a knitted blue shawl; a wide smile adorns her face, a sight usually so rare to see coming from the Akademiya. The first thing she says to them when they approach, glancing between them and then their discreetly clasped hands, is: “You’re such a sweet couple!”



  Cyno coughs awkwardly and Tighnari spares a discreet glance over at him, nose buried in his scarf. He can’t tell if the redness shading the tips of Cyno’s ears and cheekbones is because of the cold or his flush. The woman smiles even bigger, blissfully unaware. “Come back for the Sabzeruz Festival, won’t you?”



  When they come back from the Bazaar, coats and gloves shed and fireplace lit, Tighnari fishes a small gift box from under his bed.



  “I have something for you,” he says to Cyno, walking back into the common room.



  He’d commissioned it months ago when they’d first run out of scholarly material to discuss and he was worried their meetings would come to a halt; even then he had known deep down he did not want these moments to end, instead searching for another thing to distract themselves from reality, to keep them at peace in their secluded corner of the world.



  It is an intricately adorned and leather-bound cover to a rare Genius Invokation TCG deck, lined with fine Liyuean silk and thread. He bought it on a whim months before when the game had first picked up popularity through the other students at the Akademiya, though no one ever had time beside their studies to truly indulge themselves in its affairs. A scholar at his nightly tutoring sessions had a traveling brother who knew his way with leather; Tighnari, with little else to spend his Mora on, had struck an offer. 



  The scholar delivered it to him just before he left and winter break began. 



  “A stunning present,” he’d winked. “She’s a lucky one.”



  Now Tighnari sits shyly next to Cyno on the common room couch, holding out the small gift box. He pushes it forward. 



  “Me?” Cyno asks, like he’s never received a gift before. 



  “No,” Tighnari jokes. “The idiot behind you.”



  Cyno grumbles but accepts it anyway, gingerly taking it into his hands. Tighnari watches fondly as he removes the lid and peers inside, eyes widening as he takes it out from within its wraps of silk. 



  “This is beautiful,” he says, a smile gracing his lips and eyes glued to its intricacies. “Thank you, Tighnari.”



  Just as everything seems to when Cyno smiles, the rest of the world fades away. He watches the happy, childish twinkle in Cyno’s eye as his fingers run softly along the leather, firelight chiseling the youth away from the shadowed half of his face. 



  “Happy Holidays, Cyno,” he says softly. 



  He hopes for many more.




  The next morning he wakes to Cyno having welcomed himself into the common room already, sitting at one of the study tables with his deck of cards spread out in front of him and a look on his face that is more scrutinizing than one should ever be about a TCG. 



  “I think I’ve got it,” he says. 



  Tighnari resists the urge to run a hand through his hair as he sets a mug of coffee down on the table for him - an uncomplicated order, disgustingly straight black - and Cyno reaches for it without even lifting his gaze, taking a deep sip. 



  “Thank you,” he murmurs, eyes not leaving the cards. Tighnari’s heart swells with so much emotion he has to turn back to the coffee press on the counter so as to not scream or burst into tears at the homey feelings of it all. Deep in the recesses of his mind he wonders if this is what it would be like to be with Cyno all the time; quiet mornings over card games and trips to the market holding hands and having people tell them they look good together. 



  They spend the majority of their winter break perfecting the art of Genius Ivokation TCG. Cyno is good at it but Tighnari is better; though what he lacks in skill he makes up for with competitiveness and rivalry.



  ‘Trust your own senses and experiences.’ This becomes their motto. Genius Invokation is a game played in brevity; instinctual, meaningful offense that mirrors one’s sense of battle.



  Most mornings and afternoons and late nights are spent poured over the common room table with holiday desserts and hot chocolate, Tighnari stacking wins against Cyno who grows increasingly desperate. 



  “Have you heard of the five ants who’ve just taken residence in an apartment with another five ants in Pardis Dhyai?”



  Tighnari barely glances at him over his hand of cards. Cyno does this often; mindless chit-chat in between moves when he knows he’s losing so Tighnari will take a fatal, flustered misstep. “Hm? I don’t believe so.”



  Cyno lays down his card. “They’re tenants, now.”



  A silence creeps over them. Cyno looks at him, waiting with an expectant reaction as time stills into a pause. Tighnari’s eyes shift up from his hand, slowly. Almost in disbelief.



  “Pardon?”



  “They’re tenants, now,” Cyno explains. “Ten ants. You see, because five ants plus another five ants would equal ten. The joke is that the word tenant can be broken into its two subjugates, ten and ant-”



  Tighnari holds up his hand. “Yes, I understood quite well.”



  “Oh, good. Then why didn’t you laugh?”



  Tighnari’s ears slump as his brows flatten. “That’s not- you don’t ask someone that, Cyno. The joke wasn’t funny-”



  “Oh, look at that,” Cyno grins. “Your time is up. Turn forfeited. I move.” 



  Everything he feels for the other man is not matched in his patience. Tighnari groans. 




  On the 29th of December, Tighnari wakes to the smell of slightly burnt bread. 



  Cyno is in the small kitchenette of the common room when Tighnari emerges from the dorms. He has an awkward grin on his face and the flatbread is slightly charred when he offers it to him on a platter. 



  “Happy birthday, Tighnari,” he greets.



  “How did you know?” Tighnari laughs, gingerly accepting the plate.



  Cyno averts his gaze almost guiltily. “I have my resources.”



  He bites into a too-ripe blueberry. “Thank you,” he says, earnest. He tries to push down thoughts of his mother doing the same when he was small. 



  “Sumeran tradition calls for a crown of flowers and a feast with family.”



  “Ah,” Tighnari deadpans. “Luckily I have neither.”



  Cyno sighs. “Are you so averse to celebrating yourself?”



  “When was the last time 
  
    you 
  
  celebrated your own birthday?”



  “Fair point,” Cyno responds. He fishes for something in his pocket, then holds out a small gift wrapped in deep purple cloth. “This is for you.”



  Tighnari raises a brow, putting down his fork to gently accept the parcel. “You didn’t have to-” 



  “I wanted to.” His eyes are fierce.



  Tighnari unwraps it carefully, pulling back the satin fabric. Then, sitting gently in his hands: a magnifying glass. 



  His breath catches. 



  He remembers his mother the day she gifted it to him and the day it broke; the glass on the floor of his bedroom that he hadn’t properly cleaned for years, so that whenever he walked over it for months to come his feet would prick with blood. Now, it sits revitalized in his hands - admittedly more scholarly and less suited for a child, thick and weighty, but a magnifying glass nonetheless.



  He feels tears well in his eyes. Looking down at it, words choked in his throat, he says nothing.



  Quickly Cyno launches into an explanation to fill the silence. “I know it’s not much - but it has meaning. You always see the little things; what people are hiding, what they want to escape from, what value they hold. Sometimes it amazes me just how deeply you can look. Most people give up when it isn’t right in front of them. What I’m trying to say is-” he struggles to find the right words, “You- I feel like you can see me, Tighnari.”



  Tighnari shifts his gaze up slowly, looks up at him through teary eyes. Cyno’s face morphs with concern, surprise. There are no words to express the years in which he’d instantly healed, the memory of his mother now smiling down on him, relinquishing him of his guilt. It is all of which he’d wished for countless years on end: forgiveness. 



  He lurches forward and takes Cyno in a hug, arms around his neck, head buried against his collar. He smells like pine and firewood and peppermint, and his skin is warm like hot sand.



  “Thank you,” he whispers, voice heavy. “Thank you, Cyno. For everything.”



  Cyno’s hands reach up to reciprocate, circling around his back, holding him closer. He doesn’t imagine the brief second he squeezes, holding him even tighter. And lowly, softly, almost to himself:



  “Always.”




  Tighnari wakes one night shaking with the fleeting memory of a nightmare.



  He stumbles mindlessly to the common room and down the hall still in his sleep clothes, rattled, desperately seeking something even he does not know, until he reaches the Mahamatra’s quarters. 



  Cyno greets him almost immediately as if he was never asleep, worried eyes raking over his disheveled state. 



  “Are you alright?” he says. 



  Tighnari unsteadily sways on his heels, on the verge of tipping forward and staying rooted in place. He feels as if this is a limbo - do or do not - that he’s been fighting his whole life. 



  “Can I hug you?” he asks, voice shaking and weak.



  Cyno doesn’t hesitate to pull him in by the wrist, arms wrapping around his trembling frame and chin atop his head. He runs a hand through his hair and Tighnari lets his eyes flutter shut, fingers knotting desperately in the back of Cyno’s shirt, eyes squeezing shut. For a second they are something more than themselves; not just two people separated by a contractual divide. Tighnari feels like he’s been waiting a lifetime for someone to hold him like this, to be convinced all his missing pieces are irrelevant and that he is once again whole.



  Cyno takes him in and brews him hot chocolate. His hands are warm, one on his cheek and the other combing the hair from his eyes, as he sits him down on a plush armchair by the small fireplace of his office. It’s Tighnari’s first time here, but his mind is too preoccupied by the softness of Cyno’s features bathed in the warm firelight to take note of anything else.



  For once in his life he doesn’t have the wherewithal to feel self conscious about how he might look or seem, tear-stained cheeks and showing up in the middle of the night asking for comfort.



  “It’s cruel that we can have night terrors but never dreams,” Cyno says, thumb swiping tears off his cheekbone. Tighnari’s gaze doesn’t leave his warm, wine-dressed eyes.



  
    I’m glad we do not dream,
  
   Tighnari admits to himself. 
  
    I would dream only of you. 
  




  On their final day together, they play TCG and lay in the melting snow in the grass outside and visit the greenhouse to tend to the frostbitten plants. They chase each other around the echoing, vacant library yelling and laughing, exhilarated by the thought that they’d never be able to do this if anyone else was around. It’s this same exhilarating sense of private freedom that has Tighnari leaning closer when they stop to nap just after lunchtime on the wide common room couch, leaning on his arm and watching the other man’s breaths come easily in his chest. Cyno is at peace, his eyes lightly shut and white hair soft like the melting snow on the windowsill. And when Tighnari looks at him, hand gently moving through his hair, he yearns and the bottomless pit in his stomach keens and aches for something more.



  He desperately does not want this day to end, to wake up the next morning and not have Cyno meet him in the common room for tea and coffee and pastries. To have to wait for midnight to sneak off to the greenhouse to see him again, to lock himself behind the masquerade of a scholar that does not feel things so big for another man so unattainable. 



  He tries not to think of what will happen when he graduates and the greenhouse fades from his memory. Will Cyno become a shade of his Akademiya years, nothing more than a story he tells to his future students surrounding his once-upon-a-time chance befriending the General Mahamatra? Or will he be a secret kept forever locked in the cages of his heart, buried deep like his mother? Will they pass one another in the streets of the Grand Bazaar and look through each other like strangers? 



  It feels impossible, for a moment: pretending someone is a stranger when you know them as well as you know yourself. At this point Tighnari feels as if he could navigate the other man blind, the way Cyno has cauterized a hole in his heart with the sense of himself; how can one half pretend not to know its other? He knows Cyno by the way his breaths come and his feet strike the earth, how his presence differs from someone of lesser significance just by the purpose and the weight of his footfalls. He knows his worst fears and greatest weaknesses; he has been entrusted to them. But this is a rawness only visible in just one corner of the world. Tighnari fears when they leave it, they may never return.



  Cyno lingers well into the night. Perhaps he dreads their departure just as much as Tighnari does. They stall and laze about until Tighnari is at the door to his dorm room and Cyno is still trailing behind him. Tighnari glances back with an expectant look.



  “Mistletoe,” Cyno says, pointing up at the arch of the doorframe.



  Tighnari looks up. Surely, a bough of mistletoe is hung by a fine red string. “Oh.” 



  Silence stretches between them. Cyno hesitates, pulling back. “Nevermind, forget it. We shouldn’t.”



  “I’ve heard it’s bad luck if you don’t,” Tighnari counters. 



  Cyno wets his lips absentmindedly and tries desperately to come up with an excuse, but his eyes darken the longer their gaze lingers. Tighnari tugs on the ends of his scarf, pulling him closer. Their eyes flutter shut. Cyno’s lips ghost against his, hands resting lightly atop the cloth of his pants just over his hips. 



  “I can’t,” he says again, this time barely above a whisper. But his eyes are ardent and hazy and Tighnari can feel his own heart like a battering ram in his chest. 



  He aches. “Why can’t you?”



  “I don’t know if I’ll stop once I start,” he confesses breathily.



  Tighnari’s eyes flutter at the sensation. “Why don’t you find out?”



  The heat of Cyno’s lip just gracing his sends chills along the skin of his arms, barely-there sensations and the phantom feeling of walking a fine line setting his heart into a thunderous chorus. 
  
    Just lean in,
  
   Tighnari wills, yearning. 
  
    Kiss me.
  



  Then Cyno pulls back.



  Tighnari’s lips chase him as he goes, but he slips away. Cyno looks down at him with slightly furrowed brows, face soft in a way Tighnari had never imagined possible. Instead he takes Tighnari tenderly by the back of the neck with a warm, calloused hand, and guides him closer. 



  Tighnari’s eyes gently shut at the feeling of Cyno’s lips pressing against the swell of his cheek. It is silken and merciful, the way Cyno’s lips melt against his skin; for a second, everything else disappears. They are engulfed in white noise. His thumb swipes across the area of Tighnari’s neck just on the fuzz of his hairline and the world melts beneath him. He feels his knees go wobbly; Cyno’s arm snakes across his back, pulling them closer, holding him up. Cyno breaks the kiss for a brief moment before tilting his head to press another against the curve of his jaw, this time wrapping both arms around his waist. One hand drags across Tighnari’s lower back in a sweeping, comforting motion, and Tighnari loses his breath.



  When he pulls back he lets his forehead linger against Tighnari’s for a moment longer than just a brief second, as if indulging in a guilty pleasure of a certain type of intimacy too far reserved for what they’re meant to have. He keeps his hand on Tighnari’s elbow to help steady him as he steps away and Tighnari should have the sense to feel embarrassed about how pliant and woozy a kiss on the cheek has gotten him, but he doesn’t. His eyes are hazy, pupils dilated and breaths short. 



  “Goodnight, Tighnari,” Cyno whispers, pulling his hand away. Tighnari stumbles a bit at the loss of support. The warmth drags away from his skin and leaves him like the strike of a match. 



  Tighnari is too stunned to speak before he is gone. In the darkness of the hall, face hot and skin cold, he sits silently and unmoving like the remnants of a dying star collapsing in on itself, falling and booming and crumbling and exploding, like he is all of the universe condensed in this hall and Cyno is his sun.



  Oh, is all the thinks.



  
    Oh.
  


  



6. Chapter 6

Notes for the Chapter:rumi single-handedly salvaging cynari: the chapter




    
    The spring semester begins quietly. 

Tighnari awakens the next morning feeling oddly empty and incomplete, waking hazily to blink at the cloth of his bed canopy above, a heavy weight in his chest knowing he’ll have to walk straight through the common room and to his morning lecture. There will be no more Genius Invokation TCG sessions or mid-afternoon naps, no cozy lunchtimes or trips to the Grand Bazaar.

For a moment, he debates getting out of bed at all.

Then, the curtain of his bed draws back quickly. Tighnari is flustered for a second by the intrusion; then recognizes his face. 

“Nari!” 

Rumi bounds through the drapes of his bedpost canopy and onto his mattress, kicking at the sheets. Tighnari laughs and covers his face with his arms as Rumi throws himself onto him, grinning widely and prying at his hands. 

“Hello,” he greets, smelling warmly of rain and the scent of the forest. Tighnari swats him with a stray pillow. 

“Hello, you big oaf.”

“What’d you do all break? Hopefully not sit here the whole time.”

Tighnari can’t help the smile that forms on his face, thinking of everything that’s happened, wondering if it’s wise to share. He berates himself for the brief second of lonesomeness in which he’d felt, forgetting what it was like to have a brother, to have Rumi. Instead, he pauses and wraps his arms around Rumi’s shoulders, a grin still etched on his face.

“I missed you,” he admits softly.

Rumi doesn’t hesitate to hug him back. “I missed you too, Nari.”

They walk to breakfast together and Rumi tells him about his time spent at his grandmother’s, an ex-Eremite though now frail woman by the name of Jehiet; though he’s spoken little of the rest of his family, Tighnari gets an inkling this is the only person left he truly cares for. He gushes over her cooking and her warmth, eager to head back to Vimara Village where he’d grown up in her care. 

“She’s lonely these days,” he says. “I felt horrible having to leave.”

Tighnari tries to imagine what it would be like to study at the Akademiya and have someone awaiting you back home, who misses you and yearns to see you once more. For once, he wonders what it would be like to be the person who leaves and has someone praying for your return, someone waiting at the window. 

Jaleh and Ashshab meet them in the great hall, Jaleh bounding up to him to grab his hands with a large smile, Ashshab lingering shyly behind. Deep down it feels good to see them again, even when he knows this will be a repeat of last semester and most of his nights will go down a drain of mindless repetition to teach them both textbook material he could recite with his eyes closed and hung upside down. They eat and laugh and talk about their winter holidays, and Tighnari smiles into his cup, kicking his feet under the table and thinking of Cyno. 

In their first lectures back, their professors drill into them: those who’ve shown prowess in their studies will move on to their second year for an individualized thesis study in Pardis Dhyai. Tighnari has no worries about achieving this, but a fear of change eats away at his gut just as it had before. Will Cyno fade to a shadow of his memories, a stranger he passes whilst pretending of his ignorance? How badly will they break when things fall? 

The first night back, when everyone else is asleep and the candles have burned low, Tighnari almost runs out of the common room and through the corridors to the greenhouse. He smiles beside himself when he sees Cyno waiting under the colored moonlight, and all his worries fade away in an instant. It seems impossible that he’d ever not know this man in a way that wasn’t intricately wound in his own heartstrings, tugged upon like a marionette doll; his feet take him forward until he stops abruptly in front of him. They stand face to face. 

“Hi,” Cyno says softly. 

Tighnari is smiling. “Hi.”

Cyno’s eyes travel up and down his frame. “You’re back in your Darshan robes. I’d forgotten how nice they look on you. Have they begun to work you already?”

The words shoot out of him like an intrusive thought: “Aren’t you going to kiss me?”

Cyno’s eyes widen, stuttering, as Tighnari realizes what he’s just said. “Ah-” he begins, “Um…”

Tighnari’s face flushes scarlet red. “I was just kidding,” he quickly defends himself. “Trying to teach you some real humor, you know. Though I bet there’s no mistletoe in here - I doubt there’s any on campus left at all. In fact, I was just-”

He doesn’t realize Cyno’s eyes are softening as he watches him ramble until his hand comes out and tugs him closer by his wrist. The other hand drifts up to cup his face and his eyes flutter shut, lips pressing against the swell of his cheek. Tighnari melts instantly, hands coming up to grasp gently to the cloth of Cyno’s clothes. 

Cyno kisses him like he is everything in the world; even though their lips do not touch, the fervent pleasure that grows between them is not intimately satisfied, Cyno kisses him like they could be this way forever without needing much more. Gentle presses of reaffirmation that glue each of his pieces back together until he is floating under the mirage of being whole. Of being loved.

When Cyno pulls away, Tighnari wants to cry. “Do it again,” he breathes softly, hotly, cheeks warm and voice desperate. They walk a fine line between normalcy, the ability to ignore their incessant, clawing hunger, and starvation. 

Cyno’s hand presses against the small of his back and his lips come once more down his cheek, to the corner of his mouth, peppering kisses along the ridge of his jaw where wisdom chisels away his youth. “Beautiful,” Cyno whispers, two more kisses pressed against the edge of his lips, tittering on the precipice of a reality they both avoid. Tighnari sighs and grips him tighter and Cyno’s arms encircle his waist until they’re standing holding one another, swaying slightly like a tall dandelion in the wind, Cyno’s hands wandering along his spine.

Tighnari has a million things he wants to say.  I want you. You are my everything. You are the sun.  But instead he just gasps softly, fingers knotting in Cyno’s shirt. 

Cyno buries his nose in Tighnari’s neck when he finishes, letting out a rough exhale of air. They don’t speak for a good while, just standing there holding each other, breathing one another in. 

“You are tearing me apart,” he murmurs finally. 

Tighnari shudders from the vibrations, the hot breath on his collarbone. “I keep thinking I’m going to lose you,” he confesses suddenly. “Like one day you’ll be a stranger.”

Cyno pulls back to look at him, brows furrowed. “Why?”

Tighnari steels himself for an answer. “What am I to you?”

Cyno looks torn between guilt and sincerity for a brief second, grip momentarily loosening. Tighnari shrugs him off, offended by his uncertainty, and Cyno looks hollow. 

“That’s not fair, Tighnari,” he says. “You know this isn’t plausible.”

“I’m moving to Pardis Dhyai,” Tighnari states suddenly, face set coldly. “It should be my final semester.”

A pause. Cyno takes it in. “I should’ve known,” he says. “You’re an accelerated learner.”

There’s an awkwardness, a certain emptiness to the conversation, like something else should be there, be said, but nothing is. So desperately does Tighnari want him to break, shatter down the middle and let his emotions run rampant, even if it means breaking his heart.

He raises his chin. “I’m afraid this’ll be it, then.”

Cyno looks at him sadly, eyes drawn down and brows taut. He reaches for his hand once more, but Tighnari moves it just out of reach. 

He takes a step back, away from Cyno. He feels like he’s free falling. 

“Maybe it’s best if we don’t go any further,” he says. Cyno wrestles with his duty and his heart, stuttering to say something, to object, to move, but he doesn’t. They stand silently in the moonlight. 

Tighnari, wordlessly, turns his back. He moves slowly and waits for Cyno to come after him, dragging his feet in the corridor and regretting his decision; though he knows it’s the right one, it feels horrifically wrong. 

Cyno does not come. He should’ve known; the General Mahamatra holds the rules of the Akademiya above all things, even him. 

When he makes it to the common room, door clicking shut, he lets himself cry.


He does not go to the greenhouse. He skips dinner when he knows Cyno will be patrolling the halls in his grace period spent after visiting the Grand Sage, he retires early to bed, he asks Rumi to fetch books from the library so he doesn’t have to. It’s easy to avoid Cyno, as he knows so well of him. Likewise, it is inexplicably difficult to go without his presence, even when he’s terrified of facing it. 

A hole in his heart, like his soul beckoning his feet to the greenhouse, keeps him awake well into the night and staring up at the green canopy of his bedpost.

Maybe he’s sulking. But that’s his own business. 

He and Rumi spend their time studying in their final semester and perfecting their theses for approval to relocate at Pardis Dhyai. Admittedly he’d worried they’d be separated, but Rumi is wise - more so than Tighnari ever anticipates - and they match pace. 

On Thursdays Rumi goes back to sharing his poetry over chocolate and cups of chamomile. Tighnari gets his first glimpse into Rumi’s past when they’re awake late at night discussing their theses and sipping tea, Rumi’s dark features illuminated by the glow of the common room fireplace. 

“My family were desert-dwellers,” he says. “When I was young my mother and father contracted a rare, unknown condition that was worsened by the desert climate, so we moved to Vimara Village, along with my grandmother.” Firelight dances in the reflections of his dark eyes, knees pulled up to his chin, and for a moment Tighnari remembers that they are just children pretending to know wisdom. “They said they felt better, but they still died, in the end. My grandmother raised me even through her grief. I don’t think she ever wanted to, though.”

Tighnari looks at him. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I had no idea.”

“You get it, though,” Rumi says. “You understand. I think that’s why I know you so well; because we’re not so different, in the end.”

“Your trauma made you a poet. Mine made me a recluse.”

Rumi laughs. “Both are equally insufferable, I suppose.” His face stills, embers crackling in the fire, sending a shadow down his face. “My thesis about this disease and its correlation to climate could really help people,” he says, a small smile working its way through his lips. “I can avenge my parents. I can finally be at peace.”

Tighnari smiles too. “I’m happy for you, Rumi. Truly. I know you’ll do a lot of good.”

Rumi’s face splits into a humble grin as he nudges him with his elbow. “Ah, enough about me. What about you? You’ve been down recently. I can tell.”

Tighnari sighs, leaning back on his palms. The stone floor of the common room is cold at this hour and a pang of sadness runs through him as he remembers sitting here weeks before with Cyno, drowning in the wine-red light of his eyes baked warmly by the fire. He tilts his head back. “I don’t know,” he drawls. “Things are so… complicated.”

Rumi furrows his brow. “I can’t believe my ears. Is the all-knowing Tighnari stumped by his coursework?”

Tighnari waves him off. “No, not that. Obviously.”

“Oh? Then perhaps… something transpired while I was gone?” He leans in closer, voice drowned to a whisper, smirk unabashed on his face. “Perhaps… the General Mahamatra had kept you company?”

A fierce blush overtakes his face as he shoves Rumi back. “Ugh. Just forget I said anything.”

Rumi giggles. “Complicated, huh? What could possibly be so complicated?”

“Seriously?” Tighnari asks incredulously. “Scholars and matra aren’t supposed to be friends - they’re not even meant to interact besides chastisement and imprisonment. How unlucky am I that I-” his voice falters, “I…”

“Love one?”

Tighnari buries his face in his hands. “I’ll never come to you for advice again.”

“I don’t see the problem here. You like him, don’t you?” Tighnari’s face flushes a deeper red. “Obviously. So what are you waiting for? Why do you stay in prison when the door is so wide open?”

“ Because, ” Tighnari stresses, “it’s just not that simple.”

“I think so,” Rumi argues. “I think if I loved someone this much, all else would be utterly insignificant.”

Tighnari feels small, suddenly, dwarfed by his infinitely large emotions. “I’m scared,” he admits quietly, like the realization of it would make him suddenly weaker. The fireplace pops, crackles. Maybe it waits in anticipation of being smothered, too. “He’s all I’ve ever wanted, Rumi. And I don’t think he wants  me. ”

“I understand,” Rumi sympathizes. “How can a flower bloom without the sun?”

Tighnari scrubs his hands over his tired face. “I just wish it was simpler. Feeling so much.”

“There’s something my mother would say,” Rumi begins slowly. “That love rests on no foundations. It is an endless ocean, with no beginning or end.”

“How do you live without land?”

Rumi shrugs. “You float.”

“And if you can’t float?”

A bit of fire crackles in the hearth, sizzling against the stone floor. Rumi looks at him. “You drown.”

Tighnari feels like his whole life he’s been drowning. For once, he just wants to breathe.


As anticipated, the new semester brings along another slew of demands for ongoing tutoring sessions. He buries himself in his work, eerily reminiscent of his younger years spent grieving in the back of his mind while he read textbooks cover to cover hungrily and without pause. 

Everyone is a bit busier this semester, a bit more serious, the ones unsuited for Akademiya life having been weeded out to never return after the winter break. Classes are strikingly smaller. 

At dinner one night, perhaps to amend school spirit, the Grand Sage takes the podium in the dining hall and mentions something about a meteor shower planned to come over a week or two just after midterms. To commemorate the rarity of the situation, they’re planning a school-wide formal event, complete with an orchestra and dancing lessons and ballroom decorations. Tighnari lets it slip from his mind, focused more on the man who sits to the right of the Grand Sage, jackal headpiece adorning his head like a crown.

Even though Tighnari does not meet his eye, Cyno’s gaze bores into him even still. Rumi glances between them, seemingly the only one who notices the weight of the General Mahamatra’s unending stare as the Grand Sage speaks, commanding all others’ attention. 

Though Cyno appears so fortified from his place upon the elevated long table of the Sages and professors, Tighnari can tell he is hurting, longing, and it hurts him, too. But tearing apart from each other now hurts infinitely less than it would having to do so in the future, when they’d tasted each other’s lips and become irrevocably intertwined in a way that would be impossible to come back from. 

 And if you can’t float?  He thinks of Rumi.  You drown.  

He will not drown.


Midterms approach and pass rapidly with dual emphasis on the development of theses and current classes. In the moments he’s not concerned with his research and studies, he’s tutoring others, having tea with Rumi, and pointedly avoiding the General Mahamatra. 

Jaleh plans her post-midterms party with ease, as she had just the semester before. It’s a blessing and a curse when Tighnari finishes the last of his exams and the next night is swarmed by his classmates in their casual clothes handing him drinks and patting him on the back for another unit of classes gone smoothly by his instruction. 

He drinks. It’s not his intention to get drunk, and he isn’t, not really, but the buzz and the weight of his exams and thesis approval suddenly gone leaves him stumbling. He moves aimlessly and mindlessly out the common room door and through the corridors, down to the greenhouse for the first time in weeks. 

Cyno is there. Of course he is. 

He looks at Tighnari with wide eyes when he enters, rushing to his feet with his spear abandoned on the floor. 

“Tighnari,” he says, the word leaving his lips like a prayer, a plea. Tighnari moves closer. 

“You’re here.”

Cyno looks at him, eyes soft, hands twitching to reach out and touch him. “Every night.”

Those words send a pang of guilt through him. Tighnari sighs. “I shouldn’t have come.”

Now Cyno does lurch forward, grabbing his wrist. “No,” he says, “No, please. Stay.”

Tighnari almost cries at the feeling; Cyno’s calloused fingers against his skin, reminiscent of their innocent cheek kisses, their mid-afternoon naps, how everything had gone from untouchable to shattered in a matter of weeks, seemingly seconds. Now he wants nothing more than to bridge the gap, to melt into his arms, to run away into the depths of the Avidya Forest and never return. 

Cyno sniffs, smelling the alcohol that lingers on him. “Have you been drinking?”

“Midterms,” he explains. 

Cyno tilts his head to look further in his eyes. “Do you know who I am?”

He is drunk, buzzed, but not far gone. What a stupid question. “How could I not?”

The alcohol makes him visibly hypersensitive, shivering at the lightest breaths of air gusting over his warm skin. Cyno notices, releasing his wrist.

“I won’t touch you,” he says, setting a firm boundary. Tighnari’s skin suddenly feels cold where Cyno’s hand had been. Tighnari is safe; he is free to walk away. To not make any regrets. “It’ll ruin things.”


   And if you can’t float? 


But every morsel of his being is reaching, yearning; his heart keens at the words. “I want you to,” he says suddenly, taking Cyno’s calloused hand, bringing it to his hip. “I want you to ruin me.” 


   Gladly, I’ll drown. 


He feels weightless, leaning forward, like there’s an innate gravitational pull inside him dragging them closer and closer, closer than they’d ever been before. Cyno’s rough hands grip the flesh of his hip lightly, a textured difference, battling himself.

“We shouldn’t,” Cyno says, but his voice betrays him. 

“I know.”

And then he is kissing him. 

It is everything Tighnari imagined it would be; warm, soft, needy. Cyno makes little noises of impatient desire in his throat, and then, like a dam has broken, releases all his self restraint. 

Tighnari feels himself being lifted, clawing to Cyno’s neck with a small yelp that melts into a moan when Cyno slips his tongue into his mouth. His feet hook instinctually around Cyno’s waist, strong arms holding him up almost effortlessly. 

Cyno kisses him and kisses him and kisses him, nudging further into his mouth, hungry, like he’d been waiting his entire life for this. Tighnari can barely keep up as Cyno runs his hands through his hair, trembling from shockwaves of pleasure when his fingers rub along his ears or grip the base of his tail. 

“Cyno,” he whines out softly between the unstopping capture of his lips, and Cyno can barely stop kissing him long enough to get his own words out:

“So beautiful,” he murmurs, borderline possessive, nudging down his jaw to kiss and bite at his neck and collarbone. “So beautiful, all mine.”

Tighnari’s face is flushed red from the compliments and his arms wrap around Cyno’s neck needily, panting and shivering at the sensations. He tightens the grip of his legs around Cyno’s waist and combs his fingers through white hair. 

“I’m yours,” he whispers, hand trailing down his chest. Cyno pauses his desperation to meet him warmly in an emotional kiss, one hand lightly gripping his jaw, the other holding him up. When they break away, Cyno presses their foreheads together.

“I’m still going,” Tighnari protests, “I’ll still be gone next semester. I have to go to Pardis Dhyai. It’ll hurt more-”

Cyno takes him in another sweet kiss. Tighnari feels himself melt. “It’s okay,” he says softly when they pull back, nudging their noses together. “I’m the General Mahamatra, Tighnari. I can be anywhere.”

“So you’ll stay?” Tighnari asks, small. 

Cyno’s response is quick, sure. “Always.”

They kiss again; this time the desire is soothed, a raging fire that’d been calmed. They kiss like a promise. Tighnari cups his jaw and Cyno’s hand travels up his spine.

“What does this mean?” he asks. “Are we…?”

“I can’t,” Cyno says softly, regrettably. Tighnari’s gaze narrows.

“What?”

“You don’t understand,” Cyno protests, knuckle tracing the curve of his jaw, eyes glazed over with muddled decision-making. “You’re tearing me apart.”

He brushes Cyno’s hands off him; his gaze falls, grip loosening. Tighnari’s feet touch the ground. There’s suddenly a jarring gap of space between them.

“You keep saying that,” Tighnari presses. “I’m tearing you apart. What does that even mean?”

Cyno sighs. “It’s just- I’ve never felt this way before. Outside of myself. I feel like I’m being pulled in two different directions; between what I’ve always done, and now… this.”

“And you don’t know which way to turn.”

Tighnari feels that same rage bubbling up inside him, though he knows deep down it’s unreasonable, that he needs to understand the situation, he feels as if he shouldn’t have to. That if, of everything he’s ever been through, this should be something he gets to enjoy without worry, without the constraint of losing it. He doesn’t want another hill to wait for something to come over. He doesn’t want Cyno if it means not having all of him, if it means he has to choose. Even worse if he hesitates in doing so.

“I’ve spent too long waiting on variables,” Tighnari says suddenly, words rushing out of him like they’d been trapped inside. “I shouldn’t have to be unsure of what you feel for me, Cyno. This situation is outside of our control and I know that and I know you’re dedicated to your values and nothing comes between that - so just, don’t put me in a position where I have to make you choose between me and doing the right thing.” 

Cyno looks hurt. “That’s not what I meant-”

“I know what you meant.” He takes a step further back. “Just- forget it, okay? I know where your loyalties lie. I know who you are, Cyno.”

“Tighnari-”

“Forget it,” he says again. “Just forget it.”

Again he turns and leaves the greenhouse in an angry storm, unsure if his anger lies with Cyno or the unfairness of it all in general. He has nowhere to go; not his dorm, not the empty corridors, not the greenhouse. So, wordlessly, he slips back into the noise of the common room.

Rumi takes one look at his face and his brows knit in concern, but Tighnari swipes the cup from his hands and downs it in one go. 

“Woah,” Rumi says. “Feeling okay?”

“I need more,” Tighnari answers instead, turning to the bottles of alcohol on the table beside him and refilling his cup. When he tips it back he feels as if there’s too much bitter liquid to drink all at once; it spills past his lips, misting against his nose, masking the tears that streak down his cheeks. As the alcohol pours suffocatingly down his throat, all he can think is: this is what it must feel like to drown.


Cyno cannot follow him into the common room where the party rages. He knows Tighnari will not come to the greenhouse on his own volition after tonight, so instead, he waits anxiously in the divot of the hall for the odd chance he’ll briefly emerge. 

He feels alight with energy, adrenaline in his fingertips, in disbelief of himself and his feelings, his first ever breaking of the Akademiya’s rule. He paces the small gap and waits, thinking. 

He wonders if Tighnari feels the same all-consuming care and clawing want that he does, so horribly that it eats away at his consciousness and distracts him from his work. If he lays awake at night wondering what it would feel like to reach out in bed and feel him there; how he wants to hold him endlessly through the darkest hours and live in him like an animus, under his skin, on his shoulder whispering into his ear. He rakes his fingers through his hair and waits. 

The night dwindles on. A few scholars stumble from the common room doors every once in a while, students from other Darshans drunkenly returning to their dorms or giggling couples seeking privacy, and Cyno waits in the shadows, braced against the wall, leaning on his spear. 

 Please,  he thinks.  Please. 

It isn’t until much later that Tighnari stumbles out of the door, leaning heavily on the corridor wall as he makes his way down the opposite end of the hall. Cyno perks up immediately, adrenaline once again spiking, and follows after him until they take a turn and he realizes Tighnari is absentmindedly making his way to the Mahamatra’s quarters. 

“Tighnari,” he calls. The other man stiffens, turning slowly as if he’d been caught.

Cyno desperately wants to launch into a barrage of questions: what that kiss signified for the both of them, their promise of always, if it meant anything at all. He wants to shake him back to sobriety and ask what happens now, but Tighnari is slumped back and drunk beyond his wisdom, eyes blinking slowly and head lolling to the side, ears drooping. 

“Tighnari,” he says again, softly. 

Tighnari pitches forward, finger coming up accusatively; “You-” but he can’t even get the sentence out. He stumbles and Cyno catches him. For the first time since he can remember, he wants to cry. He wants to apologize for a million things he never thought twice about.

But he can’t. So he packs up his variables and his emptiness and instead concerns himself with the one thing in the world that is worth more than his own suffering. 

He takes Tighnari by the sleeve of his wrist and wraps an arm around his waist. 

When they make it back towards the doors of the Amurta Darshan common room, Tighnari’s feet luckily cooperating long enough to walk in tandem, there is a boy with dark skin and wavy black hair standing just outside, looking around as if he’d lost something. Cyno recognizes him for a brief second, always lingering around Tighnari’s side; Tighnari tells stories of him often, but they’d never once spoken.

He takes a guess. “Rumi,” he calls. The boy straightens up with wide eyes as he turns, letting Cyno know he hit his mark.

“General Mahamatra?” he asks incredulously. “H-How do you know my-?”

“That’s irrelevant,” Cyno dismisses. “I need your help.”

Then Rumi’s eyes travel down to the barely-conscious Tighnari, widening in shock. “Gods,” he gasps. “Did you- Did you kill him?”

Cyno rolls his eyes. “No, I didn’t  kill  him- Could you just make sure he gets back to your dorm?”

“Is he alright?” Rumi asks instead, looking to Tighnari. “He drank a lot. I’m sorry, I should’ve been watching him. He just wandered off.”

“He’s fine,” Cyno reassures, mostly for himself. “He’ll have a bad hangover.”

Rumi seems buzzed too, flush covering his cheeks, but it’s nowhere near Tighnari’s level of inebriation, hanging limply and barely conscious off his side. Rumi comes forward with his hands outstretched to take him and Cyno instinctually jerks back, arms tightening around him. Rumi’s face softens and Cyno feels like he’s just made a fatal misstep, ripping a cloth off something that wasn’t meant to yet be unveiled. 

“You really like him,” Rumi says. It’s not a question. 

Cyno breathes unsteadily. “Yeah,” he admits. “I really do.”

And Rumi looks almost pitiful as he glances between the two of them.

It feels wrong still to pass Tighnari on to another, but Rumi is gentle when he shoulders his friend.

“Just-” Cyno starts, hands reaching absentmindedly and brows taut as Rumi shuffles Tighnari into his grip; and though he speaks to Rumi, his eyes are on Tighnari even still. “Just be careful with him. Please.”

Rumi nods. “I’ve got him,” he says, and Cyno believes him. Still, the shiver in his heart does not cease. “You should rest, General Mahamatra.”

Cyno can’t remember the last time he slept lengthily or fully without reaching next to him and aching for something more.

“I know,” he says instead, eyes still trained on Tighnari. “Take care of him.”

Rumi guides them both through the doors of the common room. When they leave, Cyno is alone in the gray corridor, staring at the wooden handle and feeling inexplicably cold.

He wants to say something. He wants to open the door and follow them inside, to get Tighnari into bed and hold him through till morning.

But he can’t. 

He is inexplicably cold.


The following night, when Tighnari is still nursing his hangover, he does not come to the greenhouse. But Cyno does not expect him to. 

The day after, still he waits, but Tighnari does not come. Cyno becomes increasingly aware of how fragile their relationship is, only existing under the circumstance of certain times and places. How he wishes he could walk the rows of the long tables at dinner each night and fall at Tighnari’s feet, or burst in on one of his lectures and take the seat beside him. 

He waits the next night, pacing the floors of the greenhouse and twirling his spear. Still the greenhouse provides him a bit of solace itself, even without Tighnari, though now it is twinged with a light layer of regret. Sometimes he stands in the middle of the floor and wraps his arms around himself and imagines nothing ever went wrong, that it was okay for them to be in love without repercussions, without fear. 

His hopes elevate in his chest waiting one night as he hears someone clamber gently through the small window. But he can tell by the steps they take and the purpose of their footfalls, the way they part the large leaves of the overgrown greenhouse plants, that it is not Tighnari. He braces to run. 

Then, from within the wall of leaves, comes Rumi. 

Cyno pauses his steps. 

Rumi is clothed in a terribly conspicuous black cloak and holding a cup of steaming tea, one hand covering the top. 

“Hello,” he says. “I thought you’d be here.”

Cyno is so shocked that a greeting escapes his mind. “Did Tighnari tell you to come?”

“No,” Rumi answers lightly. “Sorry to disappoint. I’ve just known him long and well enough to tell where he sneaks off to.” He pauses. “He’s been moping, you know.”

Cyno’s shoulders sag with a sigh. 

“Forgive me for speaking plainly,” Rumi says, “But I hope you’ll allow me to.” Cyno nods tiredly and Rumi steps forward. 

He offers out the small teacup. “Chamomile,” he says. “Tighnari and I drink it every Thursday. It’s supposed to clear your mind.”

Cyno accepts the cup gingerly, looking into it and imagining Tighnari doing the same. “Thank you.”

They sit on the floor with their backs against the fountain edge, Cyno sipping his tea and Rumi looking up at the stained-glass dome. It’s a bit awkward at first and Cyno has the urge to crack a joke to split the tension, but he can’t think of any, even in his extensive archive. He feels even if he did, Rumi wouldn’t appreciate it. He doesn’t seem the type.

“It’s beautiful,” Rumi comments, staring at the ceiling. “I see why you two come here so often.”

“May I ask,” Cyno interrupts, setting down his teacup, “why you came to speak with me?”

“It wasn’t my own wish to have a conversation with the General Mahamatra. Your position is besides the fact. I came because, well… I figured you could use a friend.”

Cyno blanks. “…A friend?”

“Yes,” Rumi answers, “a friend. Is that so strange? I know what ails you, and I’d like to listen.”

“So you do know.” Cyno sighs, putting his head in his hands. “I made a mistake.”

“How so?”

“You said you knew.”

“I do,” Rumi confesses. “But I want to hear you say it.”

He furrows his brows. “…I am duty-bound. Justice is all I’ve ever known. Administering law has been easy, until recently - how can the people of Sumeru trust their Mahamatra who can’t even follow the laws he enforces?”

“You should tell him this.”

“I can’t,” Cyno says hopelessly, taking another sip of his chamomile. “He won’t come to the greenhouse, and if he doesn’t come, I can never get him alone. That’s the entirety of our… whatever we have. We see each other because we want to. That’s it. If we don’t want to, we never do. And he… he doesn’t want to, anymore.”

“Are you stupid?” Rumi asks. The question is harmless, sounding genuinely curious, but still Cyno does a double take, sputtering on his tea. 

“I’m sorry?”

“Of course he wants to see you. That’s the only thing he’s ever wanted his whole life.” Rumi taps his fingers against his knuckles. “It’s not my story to tell. In fact, I don’t know the entirety of it. But Tighnari has never had much of his own. And then, suddenly, he had you.” Rumi meets his eye. “How do you think it feels to lose everything, General Mahamatra?” 

Cyno is at a loss for words. “I… I don’t know. I’ve never had much to begin with.”

Rumi nods like he knew this. “There is a void in your soul, ready to be filled. You feel it, don’t you?”

Cyno feels his breath hitch, words choked in his throat.  Does he? “It’s unreasonable, what we want from one another.”

“Reason is powerless in the expression of love.” 

Cyno sighs. “There are a million things that could go wrong.”

“So you’d abandon the million things that could go right?”

He pauses. Then, quietly, an admittance: “I don’t want to lose him.”

Rumi laughs softly. “You two are strikingly similar, you know.” He meets Cyno’s questioning eye. “You both want and fear the same things, but you’re so worried of hurting one another that you freeze.”

Cyno pauses for a second to think. Rumi’s right; he knows this, deep down. It’s striking to be told from an outside point of view just what’s going on in your head when even you don’t realize it. “I suppose.”

“There’s something I’ve always said. You have to keep breaking your heart until it opens.”

Cyno says nothing, just stares into his tea. So Rumi sighs and offers this: “There’ll be the meteorite shower ball next week. Tighnari and I both have to attend.” Cyno looks over at him, curious. 

“So?”

“The crowd will overwhelm him halfway through and he’ll go to the fifth level floor of the Kshahrewar tower, where there’s a hidden balcony only a few people are aware of. Do you know it?”

Cyno nods. Of course he does. 

“That’s where he’ll be. They’re not serving alcohol at this thing because it’s a school-funded event, so he’ll be sober - I’ll try not to let anyone else up there, either. I don’t want this to feel like an ambush, but… I’m tired of him moping, I guess. And you guys really need to figure this out.” It’s a cheap attempt at a joke that Cyno recognizes, but it falls flat. He stares at the polished stone floor.

He’s good at weaseling out when people have ulterior motives, but Rumi has none. He tries to wonder how someone could wish so well on someone else and expect nothing in return. But if anybody could garner these types of friends, it would be Tighnari.

“We’ve gotta look out for him,” Rumi continues, this time more serious. “We’re all he’s got left.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Cyno asks suddenly, overcome by his curiosity. 

“Because he really likes you, too.”

The rest of his words die in his throat. 

Rumi looks over at him. “I hope I can entrust my best friend to you,” he says. Cyno nods. “Promise you’ll care for him?”

“You have my word.”

“An oath from the General Mahamatra,” Rumi smirks. “Famously unbreakable. I never thought I’d get one of those in my lifetime.”

“You’re wise,” Cyno says, a quaint smile forming on his face. “I can see why Tighnari enjoys your company.”

“Likewise,” he says, grinning, sticking out his palm for a handshake. “Now, shake on the commencement of operation Tighnari.”

Cyno laughs smally, meeting his grip. “Operation commence.”

  



7. Chapter 7
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    Rumi, though always having been somewhat strange, is exceptionally odd these next couple days. 

Tighnari can  feel him wanting to ask questions, watching him out of the corner of his eye. They haven’t talked about what happened that night of the midterms party when he’d gotten too drunk to stand and woke up late the next morning with a pounding headache so fierce Ashshab had to fake a migraine to get him some pills from the health office. He remembers throwing back shots, stumbling into the hall, the briefly lingering touch of Cyno’s hands on his skin, but all else fades. He doesn’t ask. They don’t talk about it.

Because of the upcoming meteor shower ball - affectionately dubbed the Meteorite Masquerade by the staff (corny enough to make him physically recoil) - they’re forced into ballroom dance lessons administered by the faculty of each Darshan. It’s a relief to not have to sit through lectures, but it’s equally as grueling to be taught proper footwork alongside your classmates. They line up in one of the grand commencement rooms splintered with sunlight through a high window, dressed in their green Amurta robes, and everyone looks as if they’d rather be somewhere else. One of their professors spins a classical vinyl on a large gramophone, filling the air with soft music.

Rumi pulls him easily onto the dancefloor while everyone else bickers about their partners and skirt lengths, laughing openly and unworried of lingering eyes as he twirls him around. They step on each other’s feet purposefully and laugh, trying to trip one another up. 

“Last one down wins,” Rumi says to him as they totter around giggling in a horrifying rendition of a ballroom waltz, footwork messy and uncoordinated to avoid each other’s steps.

“You’re on.”

They’re the only ones smiling in the wide hall of people. Rumi falls first, but Tighnari goes down with him. It’s the only time a professor has ever yelled at him - even still, he’s laughing.

He missed Rumi. Perhaps more than he could ever say.

As days go on and the event gets closer, excitement buzzes for dates and costumes and masks. He and Rumi are having their Thursday tea and poetry when Rumi puts down his notepad and asks, “What should we go as?”

Tighnari lowers his book. “Don’t tell me you’re taking this whole thing seriously.”

“I’m trying to look out for your health.”

“My health?”

“Yes. Total absence of fun can be lethal.”

Tighnari sighs, tossing his book to the side of the couch. “I  have  fun. But I wouldn’t even know where to start with costume-making.”

“I hear Jaleh is sewing her own dress and masquerade. We could ask her.”

So they do. It’s the next night at dinner when they approach her, sitting further along the table with a few of her friends. They all giggle and nudge each other when Tighnari follows Rumi to her side, wishing he could shrink in on himself and disappear. 

Jaleh looks caught off guard when she turns, gathering up her napkin and eyes widening, smile growing on her face. “Oh - you two! Did you need something?”

Her friends elbow each other quietly and batter their lashes up at him even more. Rumi launches into an explanation about how awful the two of them are with fashion sense, a clear bait into getting her free aid. Tighnari’s eyes wander in the dimly lit space of the grand dining hall. 

Wall sconces and candles on the ceiling flicker, casting shadows over the scholars, sages, and matra alike. The Grand Sage himself picks daintily at his chicken roast from his seat atop the elevated longtable at the far end of the hall; and at his left, the General Mahamatra, sitting coolly and stonily, a quiet surveyor.

Tighnari’s eyes meet his for a brief second. He watches the other man’s facade break in an instant, melting from the omnipresent Mahamatra to just Cyno, the man he knows all of. 

The rest of the hall bustles and booms, but he is entranced by the red mist of Cyno’s eyes, the flicker of emotion that passes through them, the tick of his brow. He tries so desperately to pull away his gaze, but he can’t. He feels singled out, face warm and skin hot, like a bug under a magnifying glass. Something unsaid passes between them, a dare: what happens next?

Rumi nudges him out of his trance, glancing over at Jaleh. She stares up at him expectantly with her hands clasped together. “Is that okay?” she asks again.

“Oh,” Tighnari says, righting himself. “Uh, sure. Yeah. Thanks, Jaleh.”

She lights up like a firework, grin splitting her face and clapping her hands together before standing quickly to throw her arms around him. Instantly he’s engulfed in the scent of palmwood and roses. From over her shoulder again he meets Cyno’s gaze, but his eyes are no longer looking into his, warm with emotion; instead they have wandered to Jaleh, once again cold and listless, the General Mahamatra rather than Cyno, rigid and purveying justice. Tighnari, daring, wraps his arms back around her. Cyno’s gaze flits again to meet his. 

Tighnari narrows his eyes, challenging as if to say:  Look, I can hug her here in this open room.  It’s teasing. It’s taunting.  Could you do the same? 

The girls blush and swat Jaleh on the arm bashfully when they leave. 

“Are you going to ask someone?” says Rumi. 

Tighnari glances over at him. “What?”

“As your date. Are you going to ask someone to go with you? Gods know anyone would say yes.”

Again Tighnari feels heat in the back of his head, the gaze boring into his skull. Everywhere he goes he is seen, tethered to something larger than himself no matter how hard he tries to sever it. Rumi waits expectantly for an answer. 

“No,” Tighnari replies simply. “I’m not.”


Blindly agreeing that night in the dining hall fills Jaleh with unneeded validation. The outfit and mask she brings him days later is far beyond anything he’d ever imagine wearing. 

Rumi laughs when he holds it up to his chest; it’s beautiful, admittedly, but not entirely his style. The sleeves are flowing with golden see-through fabric and the bodice is tight, square-cut around the neck, with long, shimmering threads weaving each piece together. Dark green fabric that matches his tail hangs down around his legs, deep in color to contrast the rich shine of gold. Preserved flowers are sewn into the waistline and up to his shoulder. His mask is golden as well, peppered with petals, and in the corner is a small, bursting pendant of the sun. 

He gives a defeated look to Rumi, who laughs even more. He tosses over a small box. “Earrings, too.”

Tighnari groans.

Days later at the night of the Meteorite Masquerade - he hopes the Gods smite him when he’s forced to say that aloud - he tugs the outfit on and Rumi does his hair. It’s gotten quite long since he’s last cut it, enough to pull into a small updo (he doesn’t quite understand why Rumi insists on fussing over his look - “You have to look your best tonight,” - but he lets it slide, anyway). Jaleh had given him two earrings though he only wears one, some kind of strike of individuality as he begrudgingly wears her fabrics.

“Like a golden rose,” Rumi says when he pulls back to do a once-over of his outfit and hair. “Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.”

The Kshahrewar tower ballroom is wide, much larger than the commencement halls in which they’d practiced, with high marble ceilings and intricately carved pillars. The windows are tall to view the darkened sky, grand doors propped open into the cool spring courtyard littered with flowers. Musical troupes stationed on small stages play soft string music that carries warmly through the air. Everything is white and ivory, from the drapes to the table settings to people’s suits and dresses. Throughout the hall everyone seems to be clothed in either black or white, in some form or degree; Tighnari tugs at his collar self-consciously, golden threads sticking out sorely amongst the crowd.

“Was there some kind of dress code?” he whispers angrily to Rumi, hidden just before the entrance.

Rumi laughs, adjusting his own cufflinks. At least he fits in well, his dark hair combed and black, silver-dotted suit well fit on his shoulders. His eyes shine brightly through his inky mask and the darkness of his features is alluring, teeth strikingly white when he smiles. If Tighnari is the sun, Rumi is a star. “Jaleh just likes you more than me - more than anybody, actually - so she made your outfit cooler. Plus, you’re the only one with a Vision. You kind of sacrificed your ability to go unnoticed after that.”

Tighnari sighs heavily and Rumi sticks out his arm with a grin. 

“Shall we?”

He takes a deep breath, suddenly remembering the greenhouse training wherein he’d learned not to feel fear just in situations like this. But now Cyno is gone, and everything seems much harder.

Still, he links his arm with Rumi’s. “Let’s.”

People pop bottles of sparkling cider and the orchestra rises to more folky tunes as they make their way through the crowd. Scholars of each Darshan laugh and dance and chatter, and Tighnari has never seen the Akademiya in such high spirits. Though he pulls heads when he parts through each crowd, eyes catching on his golden threads and exposed skin, he ducks his gaze and pulls Rumi further. 

At the far end of the hall they find Jaleh and Ashshab by the refreshments table, Ashshab in his jet black masquerade waving them over. Jaleh’s jaw drops when she turns to see him, eyes wide in shock from behind her white swan-feather mask. 

“Oh, Gods! Bless the Dendro Archon!” - Tighnari thinks that’s a bit much - “You look absolutely stunning! Oh, I’ve done it again,” she puts a hand on Ashshab’s arm, who flushes red, “Ashshab, look at him! Tighnari, you look radiant. Gods bless this moment!”

She wraps them all in a hug and Tighnari can’t help but laugh smally, Rumi and Ashshab and Jaleh all around him, these people who he’s known for what feels like years. They’ve been there at his best and worst moments, the mundane mornings of Amurta lectures, the late nights cramming for exams and pulling hair over inane assignments. There’s something cathartic about shared struggle. He squeezes them all tighter.

Jaleh pulls back first. “Let’s have a good time tonight, yeah?”

Ashshab nods duly. “We deserve it.”

He tries to let himself go; he really does. But no matter how comfortable he gets speaking or being in the public eye, large social events like this one will never be his forte. Even besides the fact, something inside him feels… missing. He pointedly tries to ignore that feeling of lonesomeness, even surrounded by peers. Throughout the evening as the sun sets and the music titters on, people laughing and clinking their glasses, Tighnari feels it all build up like pressure in his skull. It isn’t until the sun dips from the sky that he taps out, too.

“I’m gonna get some air,” he says, and Rumi nods like he was waiting for this. 

“See you,” he replies. But before he goes, he grabs Tighnari by the wrist. He’s surprised to see the soft, concerned look in his eye, so visible even from behind the mask. “Listen to your heart, okay?”

Before Tighnari can question him, he slips off into the crowd.

With a confused squint, he wordlessly slips away and out to the hall. He trudges up the stairs and to the fifth floor where he knows there is an abandoned balcony, hoping it’ll be free of people. His mind rattles with the thought.

 Listen to your heart? Rumi is strange, as he always has been, but now he is indecipherable. 

The balcony is empty, as he’d hoped. With a sigh Tighnari leans on the marble railing and breathes in the night air, now darkened without the sun. A cool breeze slips over his warm skin, sending a shiver through him. 

His ears perk up. The door swings open and shuts behind him. Turning around swiftly and with narrowed eyes, he waits for the darkness to speak. 

“Hello?” he calls cautiously.

And then, from the shadows, emerges Cyno. 

Tighnari huffs a long sigh. “Oh, come on,” he groans. “Are you stalking me?”

Cyno looks like he has a million things to say, like they’d been rehearsed and said again and again in tandem, in plea, but they get caught in his throat. 

“You-” he starts, but he can’t find the words. His eyes are wide and his mouth is slightly dropped open. Tighnari tucks a bit of hair from his face, feeling suddenly self-conscious. For a second he’s reminded of their early days in the greenhouse becoming comfortable in one another’s presence, breaking open bit by bit and seeing how much the other could stomach before they’d get up and run.  Just talk,  Cyno had said to him then.  Just talk and look at me. Why does that simple command suddenly seem so hard?

“Why are you looking at me like that?” he asks defensively.

Cyno is breathless. “You’re beautiful,” he admits. “You’re so beautiful.”

Tighnari feels his face flush red by more than just the nighttime breeze. His fingers pick anxiously at one another, regarding his dress clothes diffidently. “It’s kind of conspicuous,” he tries to awkwardly laugh off the compliment. “Golden and flowery. It’s supposed to be-”

“The sun,” Cyno finishes for him, eyes still wide. “You’re the sun.”

Tighnari feels his gaze burn into him like a searing brand. Eager for relief, he clears his throat, shifting Cyno’s attention. “Well, I should get back.”

Cyno, drowned in his black cloak and eyes lit gently by the moonlight, looks desperately eager as he stiffens up. “No, please. Wait. I just want to talk, Tighnari.”

“No,” Tighnari protests, almost a whine. “No, come  on,  Cyno. Don’t make this difficult.”

“I just want to speak with you. It’s been a week and I haven’t spoken to you once-”

“I have nothing I need to say. Quite frankly, neither do you.”

“Just listen to me-”

“You’re making this harder for both of us, Cyno.”

Cyno’s voice builds, eager to get his own words out. “Just  listen, ” he blurts, frustration evident in his voice and twinged with a certain serrated type of impatience, desperate to be heard, eager for forgiveness. Tighnari, stunned, pauses. 

His words flow out of him in quick bursts. “I understand that you’re angry with me. You asked what you are to me and I couldn’t answer because I didn’t know - because I’ve never felt anything like this before, Tighnari. I think about you when I wake up in the morning, when I go to sleep - I want to spend every second I’m given alongside you. And I know it’s impossible and dangerous and selfish but I  want  you, I want to kiss you, I want to keep you safe. You asked what you are to me, Tighnari. You’re  everything. ”

Tighnari is struck still. Suddenly, cheers can be heard from the lower courtyard and ballrooms, people flooding out to the gardens to gaze up at the sky. 

In the dark of the night comes the meteors, raining down from the abode of nothingness, streaking bright white through the stars, twinkling and otherworldly. Tighnari wants to cry and yell. He feels hot and unstable and barreling towards certain doom, just like the meteors falling from emptiness.

 They’re mocking me,  he thinks.  I’m going to fall, too. 

Despite himself, a smile breaks onto his face even as tears gather, unable to contain his relief at the validation of such words even in the face of his attempts to keep the other man at arm’s length. “You-” he begins, but doesn’t quite know what to say. “You…”

He thinks of Rumi’s sessions in tasseography.  What you seek is seeking you. For a second he’s no longer alone in the sea of suffering, drowning, reaching for something that isn’t there. Someone has grabbed his hand.

Cyno takes a hesitant step forward. Tentatively, he raises his palm to cup Tighnari’s cheek, warmth blooming on his skin. Tighnari nearly melts into the touch, obscured by his masquerade.

“Can I see you?” Cyno whispers.

And it is a question far beyond just taking off his golden mask. Cyno is asking to see him raw, split open, so gently and so caring all the same, though he is undeserving of such mercy.

“If I-” Tighnari begins softly, “If I say something, would you still care for me as you do now?”

“You can say anything,” Cyno reassures. “You can say the worst things you have done, and I will forgive you.”

Deep breaths flood his lungs. He remembers the first night he had met Cyno for lessons in the greenhouse, skeptical about his motives and teaching methods. Unsure of where it would lead.

“I want you, too,” he admits. His voice quakes. This is his worst fault. “I know it’s unfair. I know I am selfish. But I want you horribly, tenderly; in every way I can have you. Even if it means losing all that we both have. I have longed for days where everything else is in ruin and the world leaves us alone.”

Cyno kisses him in response. His lips are warm and inviting, like he is coming home. He feels hands on the back of his head fingering the ribbon of his masquerade until it loosens, coming off. His lips chase Cyno’s as he pulls away. 

“I see you now,” Cyno smiles at him, words like a mirror.

Tighnari laughs wetly. “Do you still like what you see?”

Cyno kisses him again. “Always.”

He can’t think of the right words to say in response - maybe there are none - so instead he questions: “Why?”

Another kiss, brief and tethering. More meteors stretch over the sky. “Why do I like you?”

“Yes.”

“That’s easy. I can’t help it.”

He wraps his arms around Cyno’s neck and rests his head against his shoulder, Cyno’s hands traveling along his back in warm, wide traces. They sway side to side in the coolly lit night, music from the lower ballroom and courtyard drifting up towards them. Cyno kisses the side of his head.

“I meant it,” he says softly into his ear. “You look beautiful.”

Tighnari smiles and his heart is full for the first time in what feels like forever. Until now they have been dancing, tittering around the idea of something but never truly bringing things to fruition. Taking this step means making things real, more than the kiss, more than anything: it means falling. Tighnari should be scared. But he isn’t. 

“Thank you,” he responds quietly, grateful for more than just the compliment, thinking back on all the months they’ve spent discovering each other.  Thank you for existing. Thank you for meeting me. Thank you for being by my side.  He thinks about his first night at the Amurta longtable and the scholars telling him there was no fate worse than knowing the General Mahamatra.  Thank you for everything, always, today and tomorrow and ever since I have known you. Thank you for putting up with me. Thank you for seeing my most precious parts and cradling them gently so they won’t break. He thinks of the early mornings of winter break spent playing TCG and in the snow, running through the vacant halls of the Akademiya laughing, or the late nights in the greenhouse, sharing their worst memories, learning how to get over them.


   Thank you for being mine. 


Cyno kisses his cheek. “Always.”

  



8. Chapter 8
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  Tighnari doesn’t come back to the dorm the night of the Meteorite Masquerade. 



  Rumi is looking at him with raised brows when he scurries back in looking disheveled and carrying his clothes the morning after. Rumi is pulling on his socks when he shuffles into the room bringing the door shut behind him, his hair untamed, drowned in an oversized shirt and boxers that reach his knees, swaddled in a big, black cloak. 



  He flushes red as Rumi rakes him over, hand coming to cover his grin and the knowing laugh that escapes him. Immediately he moves to whack Rumi on the arm. Through his laughter, Rumi teases: “I see it went well.”



  “You bastard,” Tighnari yells at him in a whisper. “You set me up. You told him I’d slip away.”



  “And what a good friend I am for that.” Rumi does another once-over of his mismatched, oversized clothes. “Did you…?” he trails off, eyebrows raised.



  Tighnari swats him harder this time, flush deepening. “No! Who do you think I am?”



  Rumi laughs again, shrugging. “To each his own, I suppose.”



  Though it deprives them both of ample time, Rumi waits for him to dress and ready himself. He always does. In the mess hall he looks for Cyno in his seat next to the Grand Sage, yet finds it empty. He must be busy. His heart aches for something he hasn’t had long enough to miss so terribly.



  Through his lectures, his mind wanders. The night he’d spent with Cyno was wholesome, tired; they’d walked the empty halls back early from the ball hand in hand, Cyno carrying his shoes, thumb brushing over his knuckles. They made it all the way to the Amurta common room and Cyno had kissed him goodnight innocently, like some kind of juvenile first date, but every time Tighnari turned to leave Cyno would whine and pull him back for more, hands clawing at him, face nuzzled in his neck, lips moving against his skin. 



  “Don’t go,” he’d murmured. And how could Tighnari resist that?



  Getting into the General Mahamatra’s office past the desks of several Akademiya workers and matra themselves is easy, considering everyone is gone for the masquerade. Tighnari briefly recalls the homey interior of his quarters from the night they’d spent by the fire over winter break. 



  “I can’t sleep in this,” Tighnari protests, gesturing to his overly intricate formalwear. Cyno rustles through a nearby trunk and hands him clothes of his own; Tighnari accepts meekly, staring wide-eyed down at them. 
  
    These are Cyno’s clothes. Right. No big deal.
  



  “Would you?” he asks, turning, exposing his back to Cyno and shifting his hair to the side, gesturing to the laced bodice. Cyno’s breath catches before he moves slowly forward, fingers dancing up his spine as he undoes the ribbon, breath warming cheek and sending shudders down his neck. He presses a soft kiss to the top of Tighnari’s shoulder.



  The fabric loosens, falls. Tighnari has half a mind to catch it before it slips down. He meets Cyno’s eye.



  “Look away,” he says shyly, fingers knotting in the fabric. 



  Cyno’s eyes are dark, wine-red as he grabs his chin between his finger and thumb, tilting it upward to kiss him fiercely, tongue passing his lips and bringing a small noise from his throat, followed by a breathy moan. Slowly it melts from something possessive and wanting to languid and careful, ending with kisses that trail off the corner of his mouth. Cyno pulls his hair tie out with him when he goes, hand cupping his head, leaving tresses of black and green to fall against Tighnari’s shoulders. It is domestic and kind in a way Tighnari has never once experienced. 
  Then, wordlessly and exhausted, Cyno turns and flops face-first down into the bed.



  Tighnari laughs softly, face flushed, and changes unworriedly. When he’s done, drowned in the lacquer and sun scented warmth of Cyno’s clothes, he crawls into bed beside him. 



  Though Cyno is tough and sharp on the edges, Tighnari comes to find he is aching for a certain type of comfort and belonging he himself is not unfamiliar with; Cyno’s head comes to rest on his chest, Tighnari’s arms wrapping around his shoulders. An unspoken agreement of peace suspends between them, like either one of them could do anything, in that moment, and even still they would be there holding on. Tighnari realizes they are not so different. They are both scared and alone. He supposes this is where they are the same; two people born and raised by their own wisdom, with nothing to call their own. What they needed wasn’t revenge or the surrogacies of their fathers and mothers who never were. They needed each other.



  His fingers thread through Cyno’s hair. Cyno kisses softly at the fabric of his shirt over his heart, Tighnari’s tail curling around them. A pleasant warmth envelopes them both. And for the first time, nothing feels wrong or out of place. Everything is as it should be.



  When he wakes in the morning, Cyno is already up and dressed, fixing the golden gauntlets around his forearms and tidying his clothes. Tighnari stretches under the blankets, tired noise escaping his mouth. He can’t remember the last time he slept so well or so peacefully.



  Cyno perks up when he hears him, coming to lean over him at the bedside. He brushes hair from Tighnari’s face, leaning in on his arm. 



  “Good morning,” he says, leaning in to press a lingering kiss to his lips. “Did you sleep well?”



  He makes another 
  
    mmhm 
  
  noise, nudging into Cyno’s hand. “How long have you been awake?”



  “Not long. It’s just past breakfast.”



  Tighnari’s eyes widen. He sits up so fast Cyno has to jerk back so they don’t bump heads, watching in muted entertainment as Tighnari stumbles out of the sheets, looking around frantically.



  “Shit! Why didn’t you wake me? I’ll be late, I’m-”



  Cyno laughs lowly again, catching him by the wrist, hands coming up to his cheeks as he kisses him deeply, reassuringly. 



  “This is funny to you?” Tighnari asks incredulously when he pulls back, though his cheeks are flushed and he’s already leaning in for a second one. 



  Due to the lack of personnel by the ball, getting into the General Mahamatra’s quarters unnoticed the night before was the easy part. Getting out unnoticed is where problems arise.



  “I’m not necessarily a discreet-looking person,” Tighnari argues, standing in front of Cyno with his arms splayed. “They’re going to notice me right away.”



  “Take this.” Cyno tosses him his black cloak, the same one he used to wear during late nights in the greenhouse after he got comfortable enough leaving behind his headpiece.



  Tighnari holds it up. “Ears. I never asked you about that.”



  Cyno shrugs. “Maybe I just wanted to look like you.”



  Oddly enough, his ears fit right into it. It’s black and inconspicuous enough to get him into the hallway without anyone recognizing his face. Barely any scholars or matra are out at this time anyway, carting off to classes or busy with work and research. Cyno presses him into the wall before he leaves, kissing him again, hand firm on his back, grip on his jaw. 



  “Have a good day,” he says when he pulls back, pupils dilated and breath hot. “I’ll 
  
    kiss
  
   you.”



  It takes a second for the wires in Tighnari’s brain to cool long enough to register what he’s said. “Was that-? Was that a joke? You’ll miss me?” But he’s shuffled out and into the hall before he can say anything. He kicks the door as it shuts. 



  “Idiot,” he mutters, then tugs the hood further over his head.




  Tighnari supposes, beyond the admission of feelings, this is the start of something greater between the two of them. One of these newfound things is unabashed intimacy. Now that they are together, they can’t get enough of each other. 



  They are good at restraining themselves, as they’ve had much practice, but the newfound validation of their affections brings unprecedented neediness about. Most nights they wait to see each other at the greenhouse or on the odd occasion make the chance of sneaking into the Mahamatra’s quarters, but other times, like now, they cannot spare even a second. 



  Tighnari is walking a quiet corridor with Rumi discussing finals when a closet door opens and pulls him in. Rumi’s eyes are wide when he peeks through the door, then he breaks into a grin. 



  He shoots a mock salute to Cyno, who has the decency to pause his gripping at Tighnari’s collar for long enough to acknowledge him. “There is no self-restraint in the absence of desire,” Rumi says, then shuts the door for them. 



  Kissing Cyno is new but somehow familiar; Tighnari had imagined doing this for longer than he can remember. He supposes this is what they call the “honeymoon phase”, where nothing goes wrong and there’s no fighting and all they want to do is touch, touch, touch. Cyno touches him in ways he’d never thought possible; warm, possessive, caring, then cool, shivering, claiming, starkly different as sun and moon. At night in the Mahamatra’s quarters Cyno’s cold hands ghost over the warmth of his torso, palms tracing feather-light along his skin as he leans along with them, lips grazing against his stomach and up to the divot of his collarbones. “Look at you,” Cyno whispers under his breath, somewhat to himself, all in awe. “Look at you.” Then at the greenhouse just past midnight, drowned in the colors of the stained-glass ceilings, kissing like they could stay this way forever in peace - just Cyno’s gentle reassurances, his murmured 
  
    beautiful
  
  ’s, his half lidded eyes - and never need more. Because the way they are now, Tighnari thinks, is more whole and encompassing than anything they’ve ever felt before.



  But there is something new between them, something further, an unspoken duty he has to fulfill that is beyond kissing. It emerges like wildfire each time Cyno presses his tongue into his mouth or Tighnari sits on his knee while they kiss at the edge of Cyno’s bed, when Cyno cages and lifts him against the wall and Tighnari is a whimpering, breathy mess outside of his snark. All people do it. It’s a natural thing to expect of your partner. Though they stop each time they reach the precipice of something more, he knows Cyno wants to go further - how could he not?



  A coil of anxiety pulses somewhere in his chest whenever they get close to tipping over, a feeling he hasn’t felt for months. It returns to him one evening in the General Mahamatra’s quarters, so secluded and private, when he is sitting in Cyno’s lap, Cyno’s hands running up and down his back, lips mouthing on the curve of his jaw. 



  
    I think we’re going too fast,
  
   his conscience yells, but Tighnari brushes it off. 
  
    It’s too much. I don’t know. I don’t know
  
  . But why wouldn’t he? It’s Cyno. He’s wanted this for longer than he’s willing to admit. His hands grip tightly to Cyno’s shoulders absentmindedly as he’s caught in his own head, eyes fluttered shut, and Cyno stills.



  Tighnari angles his head for a kiss, blinking his eyes open, waiting, but Cyno doesn’t move. He furrows his brows. “What’s the matter?” he asks. “Don’t you want to kiss me?”



  “I do,” Cyno admits. “Every second of every day I want to kiss you.”



  “Then why don’t you?”



  “Because if I kissed you so often, I’d never get to hear you speak.”



  Tighnari pauses. Cyno is warm under his grip. His pupils are dilated and his lips are red. Tighnari knows Cyno wants this - so why can’t he just give it to him? “Do you have something you want me to say?”



  “Do you have something you need to tell?”



  Tighnari hesitates, but shakes his head.



  “You’re okay?” Cyno asks again.



  Tighnari rolls his eyes, leaning in for another kiss, pushing him down onto his back. “Of course.”



  That fervent pleasure builds again between them, hot and heavy and suffocating. Again his anxiety spikes turbulently no matter how demandingly he tries to quell it or push it down when Cyno’s hands wander over him, no matter how deeply he trusts him or how much he wants this.



  Cyno pulls back again, looking up at him like he’s trying to figure him out.



  “Well?” Tighnari huffs. 



  Cyno’s fingers pause on his hip, racing up the skin of his arm and to his wrist. He holds it, pressing his pulse under his thumb.



  “Tighnari,” Cyno asks. “Is this okay?”



  “Yes?” Tighnari breathes, annoyed at the stupidity of the question. “Why wouldn’t it be? I want this.”



  “Your heart is racing.”



  The comeback dies in his throat. 



  “Oh,” is what he responds instead. The word comes out choked. 



  He’s never been with someone before; never even kissed another person. In his youth he’d been far too preoccupied to spend this sort of time with himself, hollow feeling consuming even his hormonal longings. Desire felt so indifferent in the face of despair. 



  Months ago he’d spent countless nights by himself wishing for the filthiest things with the man at his fingertips; now that Cyno is real and in front of him, now that it is possible, it all seems inexplicably daunting. Though he knows realistically Cyno won’t cast him away for his inexperience or see him differently after the fact, and nor is he afraid to expose himself to the man who knows all of him, even still the fear of the unknown eats away at his nerves.



  Cyno lets go, pushing himself up to lean back against his elbows. 



  “No-” Tighnari chases after his fleeing hands, cursing himself for letting his naivety and anxiety ruin what he’s wanted for so long. “I-I want to, I do, I’m just- I’m not sure about. Y’know. Going too far.”



  Cyno pulls him in by the wrist again until they’re inches apart. He presses a kiss to his forehead. “Of course,” he says, and the words send a wave of unconscious relief through him. His next words come out much softer: “Whatever you want, love.”



  Tighnari feels a flush rise rapidly through his face. “L-Love?” he sputters. Cyno kisses him again. 
  This kiss is different than before; Cyno’s hands are warm as they curl against his neck, fingers light on his cheek. It’s a kiss of wonder, of appreciation. Tighnari can feel the reassurance that seeps through it.



  
    Love.
  



  That word lingers with him. At the Amurta longtable for dinner, while studying for finals, at tea time with Rumi, sneaking out on his way to the greenhouse.



  
    Love. 
  
  When was the last time he heard that?



  He tries (and fails) not to let it get to him. After all, Cyno hadn’t said 
  
    I love you.
  
   Just 
  
    love. 
  



  Like he does most things, he comes to Rumi for advice over their Thursday tea and poetry. 



  “What does the word love mean to you?” he asks after Rumi has finished his last qasidah and they sit in silence, reflecting on life and living as a whole.



  Rumi puts down his book. There is ink smudged on his chin; he is tired, as they all are. “The General Mahamatra said he loves you?”



  Tighnari looks at his lap. “No. He called me love.” Rumi pauses for a second to glance at him. “You’re a poet. Tell me. What did he mean?”



  “Why ask me and not the man who said it?”



  Tighnari shrugs. “I don’t know. I feel like that’s not something you’re supposed to ask. Like if you’re with someone, you should already know what it means. Not go around wondering.”



  “That’s naive,” Rumi argues. Tighnari looks at him. “No one knows what love is. It is unmeasurable, it cannot be quantified by monetary value, or sold, or programmed into the Akasha. Love is the outlier of wisdom. It means something different to everyone. So what does it mean to you?”



  “I don’t know,” Tighnari admits, thinking of the kitchen window in his childhood home with the table pressed against it, the belated birthday gifts, opening the door to his mother’s bedroom late that one morning. “I don’t know. What does it mean to you?”



  Rumi pauses like he wasn’t expecting that question. “It means…” he begins, and his eyes get that gloss like they do when he thinks of his family, “Well, it means home.”




  
    Home.
  
   Tighnari thinks of Avidya Forest. He thinks of the end of the semester and how he’ll have to go back there when this all is over, catch a caravan on the way out to the rainforests and be alone like the taller shadow of his younger self sat in silence besides the beating of his own heart, which he swears at times would fade away, too.



  Cyno is brushing his fingers through his hair, arm around his shoulders one night as they lay side by side on a flattened roof just outside the Mahamatra’s quarters’ window, which they’ve come to find is an ingenious alternative to throwing on a black cloak and braving the halls. They look at the stars and the constellations and say nothing, letting their minds wander, thinking of vastly different things. Perhaps Cyno is reveling in the enormity of the universe, letting it swallow him whole, while Tighnari is under his arm and worrying himself over something so infinitely small, so intangible, such as love.



  He wants to ask him, 
  
    What did you mean when you said love? Do you love me? Will anyone ever love me - has anyone ever had? 
  
  But it feels wrong to break the silence, so he leans up and presses a kiss to Cyno’s jaw, who hums in response.



  “I used to pray to Sapientia Oromasdis,” Cyno confesses, eyes trained on the stars. In their dark reflection, Tighnari can see the whole world.



  “The Dendro Archon’s constellation? Why?”



  “For guidance, wisdom. In the desert, the stars are your only way home.”



  
    Home. 
  
  That word again. 
  
    Love 
  
  weasels its way into the front of his mind.



  “Did it work?”



  Cyno considers his answer before he speaks, eyes tracing along the invisible lines of the constellations, reminiscing. “I don’t think home was something I was ever meant for.”



  Tighnari feels himself deflate, hollowed out like a cut open and carved fruit. It’s not anger, not disappointment - certainly not with Cyno, though Cyno looks at him somewhat worriedly, noticing his sadness. He always does. Perhaps it’s the vastness of the universe above, sitting so smally beneath it, that evokes his abrupt melancholy. Suddenly he is hit with an overwhelming sensation of the reality of things, the fragility of situations, especially theirs. No future is guaranteed. Especially not for the two of them. He realizes this every time he sneaks out under Cyno’s eared cloak, having to rush past scholars and matra with his head down and adrenaline in his blood, or when he must tiptoe across slanted rooftops in the dead of night, or when he must keep his gaze manually steady when they pass each other in a crowded hall. When he goes to lectures at the crack of dawn feeling exhaustion in his bones from having spent the entirety of the night laying on the cold stone of the greenhouse, shrouded in darkness, he can pretend he is oblivious, but he cannot pretend to be so stupid. Everything is against them: this he knows. Deep down, Tighnari is aware of this inevitability, even as Cyno holds him tighter.




  Cyno seems distracted as Tighnari worries for finals. 



  It’s fine; they’re both engaged in their own affairs, busy with their own things for a short while. But Tighnari feels strangely empty nonetheless. Besides their feelings, at the end of the day, Cyno has no real tether to him. They do not go home to the same bed at night or walk hand-in-hand in the halls; there is no name to their relationship, no bond of matrimony or even formal call (he does not have the gall to assume he is the General Mahamatra’s 
  
    boyfriend, 
  
  when Cyno himself has no one he can admit this to), and they are simply intertwined in a situationship. 



  He begins to doubt himself.



  It’s telltale and irritating (more so towards himself than anyone else), his fear of sudden abandonment, his insecurity about his importance. Cyno realizes this from the night on the rooftop, his hesitations and lingering gloom, but they speak nothing of it.



  The night before finals, when they meet at the greenhouse, Cyno leads him out and into one of the Akademiya’s spiraling towers instead. 



  “This is off-limits,” Tighnari whispers cautiously, holding Cyno’s hand as he leads him safely in the dark and up the stairs. 



  “Watch your step,” is all Cyno says in return. They climb higher in the dark until his calves ache, and still Cyno brings him further. 



  When he sees the first candle, he blinks to make sure he’s not dreaming. The orange light that shines against the stone casts warmth up the spiraling staircase, and when they round the wall, ten more appear. Then again, rounding the wall, lining the stairs and making him step precariously, are even more gently lit candles. 



  “What the…”



  There must be dozens of them as they climb higher, little ones and big ones all flickering like stars, unstopping until they pause on a small landing. Tighnari is about to ask him what this was all for when suddenly the grip on his hand is missing. 



  His brows furrow. When he looks back, Cyno is gone.



  “Cyno?” he calls out, anxiety suddenly washing through him. Confused, he follows the trail of candles up even higher, though it seems impossible, until he reaches the top. 



  There is a small storage closet propped open by a wooden chair. In the dark of the small room when Tighnari enters, lit only by even more candles, Cyno is standing there with a timorous smile. In his hands is a Sumeru rose.



  “There’s something an old scholar once said,” he begins. “That every moment may be our last. Everything is more beautiful because we are doomed.”



  Tighnari just looks at him. He looks and wonders how every single thing in his life has led up to this moment, to be in a small storage closet with a beautiful boy who is looking at him like he wants to give him the moon.



  “Are we doomed?” Tighnari asks, barely a whisper.



  “Maybe,” Cyno answers. “In truth. Maybe we are.”



  He holds out the rose. Tighnari takes it gingerly. It is thornless; he notices bandages around Cyno’s thumb.



  “I used to think you knew everything,” Cyno admits suddenly. Tighnari looks at him. “When I first met you and you talked about all the things you knew. I thought you knew everything in the world.”



  “Used to?”



  “Yes. Because now I see there is one piece of wisdom you do not possess.”



  “Which is?”



  There’s a pause, one of those momentary record-skips in life, like the earth and how it quiets before an asteroid shatters into a crater, like the air and how it stills before the bellow of thunder. 



  “I’m in love with you,” Cyno says, and the admission knocks the wind out of him like he’d been waiting years to say it, gathering the breath to get those words out. His face is painted with a pained, small smile. “I want to be with you. Sometimes you - you get in your own head, and I’m stuck outside, watching.” He gestures around. “I wanted you to know, as clearly as I could. I’m in love with you, Tighnari. I will always want to be with you.”



  Tighnari feels a swell of emotion grip his chest; 
  
    Love. I love you. 
  
  It hits him, then: he hadn’t been missing the word. He’d been afraid of it. The 
  
    love 
  
  he knows is grief, the squeaking of his mother’s bedroom door just past noon and the latter which follows leaving him alone to face his fury, the 
  
    love
  
   he is used to is the callusing skin of his palms bruised by pushing a dinner table up against the kitchen window, the 
  
    love 
  
  he knows is absent, a Dendrobium on a pillow and a three week late birthday gift, apologies for something he was promised yet never once knew.



  And for a second that fear overwhelms him, regressing him back to empty foyers in Avidya Forest and learning to make meals for one all alone from the chicken scratch of his mother’s handwriting written hastily on notecards by the stove, picking up the shattered lens of a magnifying glass within the floorboards of his childhood bedroom, hands bloody, waiting for his father to come up over the hill. 



  “I don’t deserve you,” is what he says instead. His hands are shaking at his sides. “I do not deserve you.”



  Cyno looks at him as if he is drinking him all in, memorizing his face, encapsulating him in his mind forever, eyes meeting his as if seeking him out in a crowd. “You don’t need to,” he responds, knowing Tighnari well enough not to argue his uncertainties, but to simply overcome them. “I will be there just the same.”



  This is a new kind of love, Tighnari thinks. This one doesn’t hurt.



  When Tighnari steps forward, eyes watery, Cyno takes him in a hug rather than a kiss; touching for the sake of touching, for comfort and safety, regardless of pleasure. And in this moment he is only a man, not a vision-bearer, not a Valuka Shuna, not a great scholar of the Akademiya, but a man, battered and beaten, yet somehow whole.



  He goes the next morning to the lecture hall with a smile spreading across his face. Rumi does a double take when he sees him, eyes weary as he straightens his pens at his desktop. 



  “Well, I’ve never seen someone so happy for finals.”



  Tighnari sits next to him still smiling, and he is still smiling when he hands his exam to the professor and makes his way out the door.




  With the results of finals released, Jaleh and Ashshab don’t make it with him and Rumi to Pardis Dhyai.



  The progression through the Sumeru Akademiya is greatly different for everyone; some scholars have been here for years stuck in various stages of graduation, from general education to perfection of one’s thesis. In special cases, some graduate in a single year. In disappointment, there is no finals party organized by Jaleh. She pouts and crosses her arms at the mention, saying there’ll be a real big one once she makes it through. Ashshab just shrugs with a sheepish smile and says it wasn’t a surprise.



  They wave their tired goodbyes and share begrudging hugs (at Jaleh’s demand), then part their separate ways. Deep down Tighnari knows he will miss them, even in their endless inquisition and loudness. He hopes they won’t be stuck too long in their pursuits of knowledge, though he plans to only be at Pardis Dhyai for a year, he hopes they’ll make it there sooner than later.



  “I’m gonna miss you,” Rumi squeezes him in a hug on their dorm building stoop, eyes shut tight. “Have a good summer, yeah? We should meet up sometime. Don’t be a stranger.”



  It feels oddly like it did before winter break, watching Rumi go, acting surprised when he turns around and runs back for a second hug. Tighnari drags his feet once Rumi is gone, their dorm room lined with beds growing increasingly vacant and plain, gone of its life and decoration, as he avoids the inevitable. This time there will be no Akademiya housing and secret rendezvous with the General Mahamatra playing Genius Invokation TCG or visiting the Grand Bazaar; he must go home now, as the next time he returns it will not be to Sumeru City, yet to Pardis Dhyai.



  At nightfall, for the last time, he goes to the greenhouse. 



  He is there before Cyno comes, so he takes the time to look back upon the greenhouse in which they’d first gotten to know each other. It feels almost sacred; he resists the urge to thank the high ceilings of stained glass, the fountain adorned with marble statues of scholars, the butterflies that encircle them like a gust of leaves. He’d gotten to know Cyno underneath this colored glass dome; split open and bled dry, feeling more within this space than he’d ever felt in his whole life. Learning what it meant to feel anything besides grief and chronic unfulfillment at all.



  When Cyno comes, Tighnari is still staring up at the dome, his hands stuffed in his pockets. Cyno wraps his arms around his waist and puts his chin on his shoulder, staring up with him. They sway side to side. Cyno kisses his neck. 



  “Will you miss it?” Tighnari asks. 



  “The greenhouse?”



  “Mhm.”



  “Not as much as I will miss you.”



  Tighnari has been considering this; it feels cruel to start summer on the thought of being loved without time or reason to experience it in its glory. “Would you-” he begins hesitantly, “Would you like to come home with me?”



  Cyno pauses for a second, then tilts his head on his shoulder to look at him. “Are you sure?”



  “If you’d like. I don’t… I don’t think I’d mind. Sharing this piece of myself with you.” Cyno kisses his cheek. “Besides, like I said. For better or worse, you already know all my secrets.”



  “Okay,” Cyno answers, burying his face again into his neck. “That would be nice.” And again is it a mirror of the moment before winter break. Though now when Tighnari turns to hug him, they can kiss without worry or shame, warm with knowing that there is a type of love that exists in the world that isn’t made for suffering.


  



9. Chapter 9
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  Through all his time spent away, Avidya Forest is as unchanged as the day he left it. Similarly is his childhood home. 



  Though Cyno is behind him when he fits the key in the lock and jiggles the door open, still a strange, unseated anxiety courses through his veins. Pushing the door on its creaking hinges sends a breeze that wipes dust of disuse from the nearby foyer end table, which sends a pang of hopelessness through his gut. Deep down he’d been holding on to a sliver of hope, however foolishly, that his father might’ve stopped by even once in the year he was gone.



  Cyno, carrying Tighnari’s bag and his own, steps through the door behind him.



  “Are you alright?” 



  When Tighnari turns to look at him he is staring. No matter how good at concealing his emotions he’s become, he finds this is irrelevant when it comes to Cyno.



  Tighnari takes a deep breath. “Yeah. It’s been a while.”



  In his bedroom where they deposit their bags, past the empty staircase walls more barren than he remembers with the lack of family portraits and pictures, his eyes rake over every inch; they find the green cloth his father had wrapped the Inazuman Bakufu bow in on the edge of his bed, his absent decor, the piles of textbooks in the corner, the exact little nook in the bedside carpet where he remembers standing for the first time days after his mother’s funeral, numb to the feeling of his feet on the rug, the exact moment wherein he can remember that he’d lost himself.



  And now, standing and watching, a little thought weasels into his head. Has he been found?



  “Watch your step,” he says, pointing to a small section of the hardwood next to his desk. “Broken glass.”



  “You never cleaned it?” Cyno asks, more curious than accusing. 



  “I tried. But it never really went away.” Then suddenly it feels oddly like they’re talking about more than just glass. They peter into silence.



  Cyno’s fingers run along the quilt of his bedspread; it’s strange, having him in his home, a place he’d barely called home for years. The most he can remember of this room is long nights spent slaving away over botany textbooks at his desk under a dim candlelight, or the way his picture frames had fallen from the walls and his magnifying glass had shattered against the floor. Cyno is a fairly new addition to his life, just several months of knowing him, and now he stands like an overlay in the center of his childhood bedroom, his past and his future all in one place. 



  He has the sudden urge to say sorry; to feel ashamed. Though it is just a house, it’s 
  
    his 
  
  house, and though Cyno does not understand what exactly happened within these walls, 
  
    Tighnari 
  
  knows, and he feels as if he should be sorry for it. He’s spent too long of his life not speaking, so now he does. “I’m sorry.”



  Cyno turns to look at him, confused. “Why?”



  He doesn’t know how to convey the urgency in his head, the regret, the guilt that plagues him. The haunting memory of something awful. Being in his house, seeing all the places in which he’d come undone. Passing the door to his mother’s bedroom on the way up the stairs. The broken glass in the floorboards. Tighnari has all these things that make him imperfect; he cannot comprehend how Cyno withstands them. 



  “Do you still love me?” he asks weakly.



  Cyno steps forward and snakes his arms around his waist, all warm skin and wine eyes, forehead dipping against his. “Tighnari,” he says slowly, and that is enough to bring Tighnari shattering through the haze of his melancholy, back to reality. “Tighnari,” he says again, this time softer, thumb brushing against his cheekbone. 



  Tighnari breathes deeply, putting his hand over Cyno’s. “I know,” he responds faintly. “I know.”



  Then Cyno tips his head and kisses him with a thousand words all wrapped into one. 



  That night they cook dinner together on the small firewood stove in the kitchen; Cyno puts his chin on his shoulder from behind and they laugh and laugh and laugh and everything is perfect. They eat at the table, this time pulled away from the window. Cyno knows this story and understands the hollow look in his eye when they go to sit; it takes the two of them to lug it away and towards the center light fixture. When his eyes instinctually drift to look over the hill, instead he’s met with the sight of Cyno. He has nothing to look out and away for, anymore. Everything he needs is already in front of him. 



  When they finish eating, Cyno puts a vinyl on the living room gramophone. Tighnari hasn’t heard music from it since he was six years old and reading with his mother; the memory brings tears to his eyes and Cyno kisses his cheek. When they dance it is uncoordinated and impromptu, much like their relationship, and Cyno’s hands are warm on his skin as they sway gently side to side.



  “Your mother,” Cyno starts slowly. Tighnari is tired against his chest, being gently rocked side to side. “What was she like?”



  Tighnari takes a deep breath, his eyes still closed. “She was kind,” he starts. “Human, a paleontologist. We never had much and she always felt sorry for it, but I didn’t care. The only thing I ever wanted was more time.”



  Cyno rests his head atop Tighnari’s. “I wish I could’ve met her.”



  “Yeah,” Tighnari agrees, quiet. “Me too.”




  The next morning he stirs as he hears Cyno creak out of bed early; he pretends to be asleep as Cyno presses a kiss to his forehead and whispers 
  
    I love you, 
  
  then follows him down the hall when he goes 
  out to the garden. Though he is far away not to be seen, he watches in silence as Cyno plucks vibrant Padisarahs as he strays further, his accentuated hearing allowing him to pick up what he’s saying even from his kept distance. 



  For a brief, intrusive second he’s seized with the anxiety of Cyno leaving, disappearing up over the hill, but then his heart squeezes and shatters when he realizes just where he’s heading. 



  Tighnari had told him this story many times before; walking without an umbrella that early spring morning in the rain, drenched to the bone. Left from the house. Down the dirt road. Take a right, over the bridge. The lush clearing where his mother is buried.



  Cyno kneels at her headstone, moving twigs off the letters of her name and brushing dirt from its surface. He places the Padisarahs in a neat bundle at its base, then puts his hands together and bows his head.



  “Thank you,” he says softly. “Thank you for him.”



  And suddenly, finally, in the dense thickets of Avidya Forest, Tighnari has been found.



  When he comes back Tighnari kisses him passionately with his hands wound in his collar, and Cyno is wide eyed and flushed when he pulls back. 



  “Good morning,” he says breathily. And Tighnari has never felt so fucking lucky.



  In the following days, to pass time, they play Genius Invokation TCG, read, listen to music, sleep, kiss, and Tighnari takes him to the hidden little patches of the rainforest most will never know of. Tighnari is convinced somewhere that he’d died and this is just a phantom of Celestia. Yet when he reaches out in those frail moments, Cyno is very much there and warm and real.



  One afternoon at sunset they lay in a field of sunflowers at the edge of the forest, buds tall enough to reach up over them like towering obelisks, his head cushioned back on Cyno’s arm which lays around his shoulders. Cyno’s foot is propped up on his knee and he taps his fingers against his stomach just as he did in the greenhouse when they’d first met, and suddenly Tighnari is reminded of everything since. He turns his head and presses a kiss to Cyno’s jaw. Cyno smiles back at him and reaches a hand up to thread through his hair. 



  They talk about anything and everything in between, at times nothing at all - then things they like about themselves (prompted by Cyno), then ten things they like about each other (much easier to answer). When Cyno gets to number 7 the flattery is near unbearable, so Tighnari rolls them over and kisses him through his grin.



  The first time they wake up next to each other Cyno is already looking at him, propped up on his elbow and running his fingers through his hair. Tighnari leans forward to kiss him and Cyno holds his jaw. 



  “You are lovelier every time I look at you,” Cyno says. 



  “Good morning to you too,” he laughs.



  After a few days of this, Tighnari remembers what it once felt like to have a home, to have a family. Cyno is his; it’s been too long since he’s had something to call his own. At times it feels unbelievable, as if he’d been caught in a desert mirage, because nothing good such as this would ever be granted to him. Yet when he wakes next to Cyno to find the sun sneaking through the window and casting his body in an ethereal glow, white hair spread around him like a halo, or when Cyno wakes just a bit before Tighnari does and he pretends not to hear when Cyno strokes his face and calls him beautiful, those worries ebb away. 



  
    This is real, 
  
  he thinks. 
  
    This is all real.
  



  He awakens one afternoon of a lazy day spent in bed to bleary eyes, a vision of Cyno at the window of his bedroom standing shirtless to draw the blinds. Scars litter his back, his right bicep bandaged with white gauze. Though still he looks delicate, like a rose peppered with thorns, glistening light still slipping through the drapes painting his body in stripes. The rise of his breaths locked in his chest comes like an archangel choir, reverberating around his heart, and Tighnari knows, suddenly, that goodness exists in at least one corner of the world. He’d never comprehend how that corner ended up being his.



  Smiling softly, he extends his hand with a quiet murmur. Cyno turns and smiles back, taking his hand, crawling into bed to sit beside him. Tighnari traces a scar up from his forearm to his shoulder that stretches down his back. 



  “How’d you get this one?” he asks quietly. 



  Cyno hums. “Occupational hazard.”



  “I want one,” Tighnari jokes. “Makes you look cool.”



  Cyno kisses along his hand, down to his wrist. “So long as I am here,” he vows, “you will never have to.”



  And Tighnari believes him.




  Like Nilou had encouraged them the past winter, they return to Sumeru City’s Grand Bazaar to celebrate the Sabzeruz festival. 



  The Bazaar is lively, even more populated than it was just before the holidays. Now, rather than desperate shoppers, groups of street performers take the stage of the cobble road they’re passing on. Long wreaths and garlands of Sumeran flowers adorn the high rafters of stalls and shops. Two older women give him and Cyno crowns of Sumeran roses when they walk in, and though they retain their anonymity underneath their robes, it is nice to wear them nonetheless. Though the Sages and professors at the Akademiya had talked of the festival’s blatant disrespect to the Greater Lord Rukkhadevata, Tighnari can’t help but look around and feel like this is the antithesis of any sort of hatred. 



  Airy string music floats around the atmosphere of the underground market, making the whole festival feel somewhat weightless. They witness a woman take her lover’s hand and pull him into a crowd of townspeople, grin wide on her face so exuberant Tighnari almost feels left out. When he looks over, Cyno is smiling at him expectantly and extending his hand. 



  “I don’t know how to dance,” Tighnari says. 



  Cyno grasps his hand. “No one does.”



  They spin and they move and he feels young again; he’s smiling when Cyno lifts his arm to twirl him around, and he wants to kiss him, he wants to keep them like this forever, twirling and dancing, the outside world a blur of motion as the two of them laugh and turn and skip like planets in their retrograde.



  Through all his wisdom, nothing could’ve prepared him for the Dance of Sabzeruz.



  The golden light that floats through the air as Nilou moves is angelic, seemingly straight from Celestia. And at the crescendo of it, in the noise of the chorus and the cheering crowd, Cyno cups his cheek, turns his head, and kisses him like they are invisible in a world of people and deafening noise.



  When they speak to Nilou after, she looks between the two of them with a knowing contentment, her hands clasped together. 



  “That was wonderful,” Tighnari says. “I’m sure the Lesser Lord Kusanali would be overjoyed.”



  She looks a bit sad at the praise. “I don’t know how much longer the festival has before the Akademiya really starts cracking down on their regulations,” she admits, frown tilting her gaze. Though she assumedly doesn’t know either of their positions, he and Cyno share a glance at feeling somewhat responsible in their affiliations.



  “If there’s anything we can do,” Cyno offers - an ironic gesture, considering how much he really can - “Let us know.”



  Nilou nods, smile returning. “Oh, don’t worry about it. Just come along next year too, won’t you?”



  Tighnari had been so caught up in the idea of 
  
    now
  
   that he hadn’t stopped to think about what happens next. He remembers Cyno’s words in the tower: 
  
    Every moment may be our last. Everything is more beautiful because we are doomed. 
  



  Everything doesn’t feel so beautiful, then. He grips Cyno’s hand tighter.




  Rumi visits one afternoon when Cyno has to make a late trip back to the Akademiya. When he enters the foyer, stomping dirt off his boots at the doormat with a wide grin, Tighnari’s heart swells and he grins back even wider.  



  “I saw a tree fall,” is the first thing Rumi tells him, still wearing his raincoat and carrying his things, buzzing with naive excitement. “Y’know how they ask if a tree falls in the forest, does it make any sound? It did. It was louder than anything I’ve ever heard.” And Tighnari can’t help but tackle him in a hug.



  Rumi salutes when he sees Cyno in the kitchen; the two of them do not escape Tighnari’s interrogation about their rendezvous regarding the Meteorite Masquerade. Cyno merely shrugs, placing down a plate of food. “He’s wise. I’ll give him that.” Rumi looks awfully sheepish.



  They have dinner together, adjoined with a sweet smelling dessert made by Rumi’s grandmother back in Vimara Village. Cyno recognizes Rumi’s subtle awkwardness at eating so plainly alongside the General Mahamatra and in turn tries to crack a few jokes. None of them land. Rumi is even more off put by the end of the 20 minute long explanation, though Tighnari smiles fondly at the idiocy of it all into his glass. 



  When they finish, Tighnari boils water for tea. Cyno packs his things and dons his Mahamatra’s clothes, coming up quietly behind him at the stove, wrapping his arms around his waist and dropping his chin on his shoulder. Tighnari turns in his grip to face him.



  “When will you be back?” he asks softly. 



  Cyno hums. “Not till tomorrow night, most likely.” Tighnari pouts at the news. “Oh, come on. Don’t give me that.”



  “I’ll miss you,” he admits quietly, tucking a strand of pale hair out of the other man’s eyes. “Be safe.”



  Cyno’s finger gently tilts up his chin. “I will come back,” he says, leaning in, and Tighnari believes him. When Cyno kisses him, it feels like a promise. 



  When he leaves, Tighnari pours out two cups of chamomile. Rumi is already leaning at the arch of the living room when he turns. Though when he meets Rumi’s eyes, he pauses, startled by the tenderness of his gaze.



  “I envy you,” Rumi admits quietly. “You are in love.”



  Tighnari’s grip tightens on the cups. It hits him, suddenly, that Cyno had said ‘I love you’, yet he had never once said it back. An indistinguishable emotion like shame runs through him for a brief moment, then dissipates. Perhaps he had become aware of the fact that love is not always painful, yet he has still been too scared to face it. 



  Yet Rumi spares him no time to dwell on the thought, instead coming forward to pluck a cup from his grasp and make his way back to the living room. Once again that easy feeling of discussion overcomes him. They talk and drink tea and share stories as the night goes on. 



  “Have you written any poetry?” he asks. 



  “How could I not have?” Rumi answers. “It is my second tongue.”



  When the sun sets they say goodbye at the door and Rumi is hurriedly pulling on his boots to catch the traveling caravan waiting at the edge of the forest. He turns just as he always does to come back for a second hug, this time engulfing him in a tight lock. 



  “I’m glad you’re happy,” he says. Tighnari smiles softly over his shoulder. 



  When the door clicks shut and he is gone, silence fills the air like smoke. He takes a look around, overcome with a sense of nostalgic deja vu: he tries to remind himself he is no longer 16 and grieving, that he has friends and a family of his own, and that the darkness of his past is not as scary to a grown adult as it once was to a frightened child.



  He trudges up the stairs and into his room, wary of the shadows on the wall as he climbs the stairs just as he once had when he was small. He curls into a ball in his too-big bed and shuts his eyes. 



  A creak at the door catches his attention. Quickly he sits up, adrenaline coursing through him. 



  Cyno is there. He feels himself flood with relief.



  “You’re back,” he breathes. “I thought you wouldn’t be back until late tomorrow.”



  Cyno looks at him gently, bathed in the shades of moonlight that stream in through the slotted window and paint him in stripes. “I missed you.”



  Tighnari rolls his eyes. “You’ve spent every day with me for the past week.”



  He pads across the room, shedding his cloak and tossing it to the end of the bed as he goes. Tighnari lays back as Cyno braces his knee against the mattress and leans in over him, hand planted next to his head, and presses a kiss softly to his lips. It feels like reassurance.



  It feels like coming home. 



  “Tighnari,” he says, and it sounds like a prayer. “I love you.”



  Again that feeling overcomes him. He sits up again, wrapping his arms around Cyno’s neck, and Cyno’s hands come snaking across his back. He buries his head in the warmth of Cyno’s collar, and together they tip back to lay down - still clinging to one another - Tighnari shuffling to be close to him, his tail wrapping around their intertwined bodies.



  He can feel Cyno’s heartbeat, strong and steady, in his chest as they’re pressed together and for a minute he feels they are one in the same. He thinks of how the day his mother died he’d laid in this exact bed and sobbed, or as a child how he’d fallen asleep here looking at the moon waiting for his father; then when he’d been a bit older and filling out his application pamphlets, feeling numb beyond the idea of research. 



  He thinks about how neither of those versions of himself had ever believed they’d end up under these exact covers with the man whose soul sings to his, saying ‘I love you.’ 



  “I think I was meant to find you,” Tighnari confesses, because though he is no poet like Rumi and not fearless of his emotions like Cyno, this is the purest way he can express it. 



  Cyno presses a kiss to his neck and rubs his hands along the curve of his back, tracing divots as if memorizing them. Tighnari feels known in a way that he doesn’t even know himself.



  “I swear I will,” Cyno vows. “In any universe, in any time, in any hardship. I promise I will always find you. I already do.”



  “Do what?”



  “Look for you. Every day, in everything I do.”



  Tighnari feels his eyes sting with tears he can’t place a reason for. “That’s an awfully big promise,” he laughs wetly. “What if I am untraceable? If I change? If I become unrecognizable?”



  Cyno kisses along his cheek, his jaw. “I would always know you,” he says. “You are mine.”



  “And what if I am gone? What if something takes me?”



  “So I will find you, if you go. I will go there with you.” 



  Tighnari smiles sadly. “I’m not worth the trouble.”



  “You are worth every trouble in the world.” 



  Cyno’s hand finds his under the blanket and spreads his fist so they’re palm to palm, as if dancing.



  “Cyno?” he asks. His free hand reaches up to cup Cyno’s face, tired and soft and effortlessly beautiful. In the dark of the room, he is holding the entire sun. 



  Cyno presses their lips together gently. “Hm?”



  “I love you,” he admits. The confession is terrifyingly fragile, yet Cyno embraces it with utmost care. 



  He does not break. For the first time, he does not shatter.



  Then Cyno is smiling, threading their fingers together, kissing him through his grin, and in the bed where Tighnari spent so long hating himself, he suddenly feels whole.




  The next morning, something within Cyno… shifts. 



  He is uncharacteristically happy. He makes breakfast before Tighnari even wakes up, humming to himself in an apron by the stove. When Tighnari comes into the kitchen, rubbing his eyes, Cyno abandons his quiche, slapping his hands on his apron to take him in a kiss. Tighnari giggles as Cyno’s hands snake around his waist, low music coming from the gramophone in the opposite room. 



  “Good morning,” Cyno greets, pressing another kiss to his cheek. 



  “Morning,” Tighnari answers, peering around his shoulder at the mess of breakfast. “What’s the occasion?”



  “There’s no occasion,” Cyno murmurs, hand trailing up his forearm and head falling against his. They sway to the music in the room over. “I love you.”



  Tighnari feels something warm and foreign bloom in his chest like a Nilotpala lotus. “I love you, too.” And again Cyno kisses him, though this time it is through his grin.



  The clinginess does not stop there. 



  Cyno lays his head across his lap on the couch while they’re reading after lunch, cuddles up to him at night and kisses his neck when they lay down to sleep. He kisses his hands when they walk the dirt roads of the rainforest, and when Tighnari says, “Rumi told me two of our colleagues at the Akademiya have just married,” Cyno responds, “Would you like that?”



  Tighnari turns to look at him. “Like what?”



  “Being married.”



  Though he’s flustered by the question, he pushes his emotions down with a nonchalant shrug. “Well, maybe.”



  Cyno thinks for a moment, then resolutely declares: “When you’re done with your studies, I’m going to marry you.”



  Tighnari grins, laughing. “Are you, now?”



  Then later when they stop at a small pool at the bottom of a waterfall deep in the forest, Cyno kisses his shoulder from behind as he grabs fistfuls of his shirt, lifting it up over his head for him. Exposed, Tighnari feels open in the cool mist, face warm, and Cyno leaves him high and dry. 



  He pouts as the other man moves to undress himself, leaning back impatiently on a wide rock. The way Cyno peels off his black undershirt is tauntingly baitful, tight fabric slipping over the curves of his chiseled body and muscled arms, up over his head. He tries to bite back a sly remark as he shifts more and more, head tilted and lip trapped between his teeth. 



  “Cyno,” he calls, and instantly is Cyno’s gaze on him. He beckons him over, not bothering to hide his ogling, pressing a hand to Cyno’s chest when he’s close enough to touch. Absentmindedly, Cyno moves to take Tighnari’s shoes off.



  “Are you trying to seduce me?” Tighnari asks, somewhat accusatory, hand traveling over Cyno’s chest as he moves.



  “No,” Cyno admits innocently. It isn’t until he sinks to his knees that Tighnari truly breaks, hand resting atop his head and threading his fingers through his hair - though Cyno is only lovingly slipping his shoes off for him, Tighnari gasps over a choked groan and grips the hair in his fist.



  Cyno looks up at him in surprise, which quickly melts to amusement. He leans his cheek against Tighnari’s clothed thigh and he can feel the smirk through it. Then, as sly as possible, looking up at him through his lashes, he asks: “Would you like me to seduce you?”



  Breathless and flustered, Tighnari yanks Cyno’s head closer by his hair. “Be useful for once,” he argues.



  Cyno kisses the fabric over his dick and looks up at him sweetly, instantly shattering the thought of his next bratty comment. His eyes flutter shut, fingers threading through Cyno’s hair as he slowly tugs down his shorts. Cyno handles him gently as they slip down to his calves. It’s more than he’s ever felt before, yet simultaneously it is not nearly enough. 



  “Are you alright?” he asks attentively, thumb brushing over the skin of his bare thigh. “Is this okay?”



  And for once in his life, Tighnari wants to throw all caution to the wind.



  “Cyno,” he forces out between his whining breaths, tugging tightly on the other man’s hair. “
  
    Shut up.
  
  ”



  And instantaneously Cyno’s eyes darken like a flame has been blown out behind them, deepening with months’ worth of lust and wanting and yearning, and though Tighnari doesn’t doubt his patience is unending, right now it doesn’t need to be.



  His dick is down Cyno’s throat within seconds, warm heat enveloping him all over. 



  His thighs clench and press against the sides of Cyno’s head instinctually, who wrenches his legs open by the knees. “Oh-” Tighnari mewls, the warmth of his mouth an otherworldly difference compared to the cool water breeze. “Cyno-” 



  Cyno’s tongue works in ways Tighnari had never thought possible, drawing unknown noises from his throat and helpless ecstasy along with it. Cyno bobs his head and Tighnari’s legs curl around his shoulders, fists gripping his hair so tightly he fears if it’s any kinder he’ll fall backwards into a whirlpool of mindless, senseless bliss. A warm pressure quickly builds under his navel as he continues. 



  “Cyno,” he moans, though his warning comes out as more of a plea, whimpering and falling into desperate cries, “Cyno, I’m gonna- I’m-” Yet when he tries to push Cyno off his dick, Cyno grips his thighs with bruising strength, making him fall back with a drawn out, hedonistic moan. When he cums it is all-consuming, lighting his entire nervous system on fire. 



  Cyno tugs him harshly towards the edge of the rock by his thighs, making him yelp. When he meets the other man’s eyes he feels only a brief flash of shame before Cyno is hungrily taking him in a kiss. He tastes salty and vaguely like Henna berries. 



  Tighnari makes a face when he pulls back. “You kissed me after I- 
  
    oh,” 
  
  and Cyno’s hand is suddenly on his dick again even though he’s just come, hypersensitive and twitching though it feels better than anything he’s ever felt before. He lets out a choked whine, legs tensing up instinctively as Cyno brings one veiny hand down to massage his thigh, nearly covering the whole expanse of pale skin.



  “You’re beautiful,” Cyno pants out through heavy breaths, hand wrapped around his dick. Tighnari claws at the bulge in his shorts needily, not coherent enough to make demands beyond simple mewls through his overstimulation. 



  Cyno kisses him again as he fishes himself out of his pants. Tighnari feels his dick before he sees it, Cyno guiding his hands; he makes a muted noise of surprise as his fingers barely wrap around the shaft, poking hard against Cyno’s chiseled stomach. He gives it an experimental stroke and Cyno gasps, breaking their kiss. Tighnari licks along his bottom lip. 



  Then suddenly Cyno is manhandling him, rolling him over onto his stomach. His shirt hikes up to expose the pale divot of his spine, bending over the rock with his hands braced on the rough surface. Cyno breathes hotly in his ear and Tighnari can feel his dick against the swell of his ass, teasing, and he nearly goes blank with want.



  “Cyno,” he begs, his voice ruined in a way he’s never heard before, “Cyno, 
  
    please-”
  



  “What, angel?”



  “Please, please,” he begs again, “Don’t make me say it, you-”



  Cyno’s hand crawls up under his arm, gripping his throat, one finger tugging at his bottom lip. “Say it.”



  Tighnari flicks his tongue over the finger, grazing his teeth over the first notch, challenging him: “Make me.”



  Then Cyno pushes in.



  Tighnari’s eyes widen like he’s been impaled, leaning heavily forward on his hands with a wanton, high-pitched moan. “Oh-” he yelps out, voice tearing itself to shreds, “
  
    Oh, 
  
  it’s-”



  Cyno claws at his hips like a hound, sucking harshly into his neck, sticking another finger deeper into his mouth. Wordlessly and without command Tighnari’s lips wrap around them, eyes rolling back in his head. 



  Cyno pushes in deeper, licking the shell of his ear. “You like that?” he asks, deep and possessive in a way Tighnari has never heard him. He makes a spur of the moment decision: he loves Cyno just as he is, caring and soft and doting, but he loves this version just as well.



  “Yes,” Tighnari groans around his fingers, “Oh Gods, please, yes- 
  
    ah!”
  
  



  Cyno pulls out and thrusts in again in one fell swoop. “Say it,” he demands, one hand pressing down Tighnari’s spine, the other gripping his hip. 



  “I like it,” Tighnari cries, “Fuck- 
  
    Cyno,
  
   please, please- I love it, I-”



  Cyno thrusts now at a vicious pace, breaking Tighnari’s words. When he’s reduced to mindless stuttering Cyno pulls him back onto his dick by his ears, fucking into him senselessly and without abandon. Tighnari cries and moans, pleasure beyond words. 



  When Cyno flips him over to kiss him, Tighnari’s nails carving white lines down Cyno’s back as his lips barely contain his staggered, jutting moans, little flowers bloom through the gravel at their feet. Cyno licks and bites at his nipple and Tighnari is cumming again before he can even beg for mercy, Cyno quickly following, burying his face in Tighnari’s neck with a groan.



  When they’re breathing heavily after, Cyno flopping onto his back in the space beside him with an exhausted huff, they stare at the sky in silent amazement simply catching their breath. After a while the sticky feeling pooling between Tighnari’s legs becomes unbearable. He nearly collapses when he slides off the rock, walking on wobbly legs to the small pool, dropping unsteadily to his knees to splash his face with water. 



  In silent surprise with himself he admires the bruises along his naked wrists, hips, and thighs, wondering what he’d been missing out on for so many years. He wonders if Cyno has any other experience - he must have, considering the way his tongue had moved with such precision and expertise, weighing in the blinding orgasm that’d run through him by the end of it.



  “Tighnari,” Cyno calls sing-song from the rock, sultry voice sending another jolt of arousal through him. “You’re not done, are you?”



  Tighnari looks back at him, feigning indifference. “Of course not.”



  Cyno leans on his palm. “Hm? Then stand up and get over here.”



  Tighnari tries not to let the wobbliness of his legs show as Cyno lays back on the rock, arms behind his head. 



  “I’ve just thought of something,” he calls. Tighnari struggles to his shaking knees in the shallow water.



  “Did you?” he calls back. “That’s dangerous.”



  “Why have I always found you attractive?”



  He pushes, finally, to his feet. “What? I don’t know.”



  “Because you’re 
  
    foxy.”
  



  With a groan, he lets himself fall back into the water.




  There was something Tighnari had quickly learned as he grew into an adult. A natural order of the universe, one might say. Life is a mountain range, clawing up and sliding down. Neutrality and straight-coasting can only go on for so long. 



  While he and Cyno settle into this version of themselves, handsy and coy and teasing, completely invested in one another, Tighnari begins to forget how it ever felt to be lonely and unwanted. 



  The universe, continuing its natural order, does not appreciate this.



  He and Cyno are cooking dinner together one night when there’s a knock at the door. 



  “I’ll get it,” he says to Cyno, who pulls him back by his shirt as he passes to take him by the jaw in a gentle kiss. Tighnari laughs as he pulls away, soft smile lingering as he steps back towards the foyer. 



  The shadow by the window is tall; an uncanny undercurrent of hesitation courses through him, the same way he’d felt when he’d stepped inside his home for the first time since returning from the Akademiya. Like something should be there, but it isn’t. It never has been.



  Nothing prepares him for the minute he opens the door. A million thoughts race through his head, all blaring alarm bells, all terrified, all seizing his nerves in an overwhelming grip. Though he’d imagined it so many times, wanting and pleading and sobbing for just this one thing, it comes at the exact moment he realizes he does not need it.



  There, standing under the dim lamplight and smiling softly, is his father. 



  “Hello,” the older man begins.



  Tighnari slams the door in his face. 
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  Slamming the door on his father’s face is instinct. Everything that comes after is fight or flight. 



  Cyno wanders over at the noise, drying his hands with a rag. “Everything okay?” he asks. Tighnari is staring at the door handle, his fingers curled knuckle-white around it. 



  “He’s here,” he says under his breath.



  “Who’s here?”



  Tighnari stumbles back quickly as if burned, hands too shaky to go for the sliding lock in his rush to get away, a misstep he quickly regrets yet is too scared to go back and correct. Cyno tosses the rag to the side and comes to him with his hands outstretched placatingly.



  “Woah, woah,” he starts softly, “Calm down, Tighnari. What is it?”



  “He-” Tighnari starts, pointing at the door, “He’s-”



  Cyno doesn’t spend much time guessing. The wooden frame groans, then pushes open. 



  His father and Cyno share a strange moment of discernment; Cyno placing the puzzle pieces together as the other man draws a blank. Quickly he pulls back a friendly smile, stomping his boots on the mat like a regular visitor, holding up a sealed letter.



  “This was in the mailbox,” he says with a close-eyed, sheepish smile. The door clacks shut behind him.



  Cyno takes the pale envelope hesitantly, like he’s unsure if he should. Tighnari can make out black ink addressing the General Mahamatra on its front, most assumedly left there by the courier he’d paid to quietly redirect his letters from his inbox at the Akademiya to here in Avidya Forest. 



  But his eyes are more focused on his father, locked on in a mixture of fear and shock; he is exactly as Tighnari remembers him, in the brief second he’d come to memorize his face. His tall black ears are still spotted with auburn, curling at the ends now with age. 



  “I’ve come from Inazuma,” he says heartily, like he is not the epitome of every single thing Tighnari has ever feared or hated himself for. In his staggered state, he says nothing. When he was younger he practiced what to say in these moments for hours on end. Now, he forgets all the words.



  “It was quite a journey, so different after the dissipation of the Vision Hunt Decree. Even their Onikabuto had gotten stronger, heh! But ooh, don’t let me ramble,” he rolls his shoulders back tiredly. Tighnari’s lack of reaction does not faze him. “I’m looking for no fuss, just a place to rest,” he says. “This is my home, after all.”



  
    Your home? 
  
  is Tighnari’s first thought. He thinks of his mother’s bedroom just down the hall. He thinks of burning himself on hot pans trying to cook dinner after she was gone. He thinks of Cyno helping him tug the dining table away from the window. 
  
    Your home?
  
   How he talks of his worldly escapades like they were nothing more than vacations, like he didn’t have an undyingly loyal son waiting back home on the promise of something that never once was. 



  Tighnari can’t help it. He lunges. 



  His father does not flinch or even look minutely afraid when he leaps forward. Quickly, Cyno drops the letter in his grasp and comes between them, grabbing Tighnari’s wrist before he can make contact, pulling him back and away from his father. 



  “Tighnari,” he says in his stern, warning voice of the Mahamatra. “Tighnari, wait-”



  Tighnari thrashes against his grip, red clouding his vision, anger overtaking his wisdom. He snarls and steps again towards his father, who is still unafraid, which makes his rage boil even further. 



  “You horrible piece of shit! You pathetic fucking-!”



  “Tighnari!” Cyno wrestles with his grip, wrenching back his arms behind him. Tighnari knows deep down that as Mahamatra he could have him detained within seconds, yet still he allows them to struggle. The thought makes him want to cry. 



  “Let me go!” Tighnari barks back, voice ragged. Cyno steps between them, wide chest breaking their gaze, and for a minute Tighnari falters. Cyno uses the moment of weakness to pull him back and into the kitchen, hands still tight on his wrists, and cages him against the counter. 



  “Tighnari,” he says again, this time attempting to ease some sense back into him. “Are you okay?”



  “He’s here,” Tighnari whispers, eyes wide and downturned with horror, like his father was nothing more than a fabled monster who’d suddenly made its way into his home. “He’s here,” he says again, voice shattering, and he hates the way he knows that his father can hear them from the room over just as he can with his own stupid Valuka Shuna ears, and how at the end of the day no matter how hard he tries to escape it he is inevitably just like him in ways he will never be able to escape-



  “Hey!” 



  Tighnari’s eyes shoot up to meet Cyno’s. They are warm, wine-red and worried. 



  “Breathe, love.” Cyno tells him. “Okay? Breathe.”



  Tighnari shakes his head back and forth, biting hard on his bottom lip. With a breaking voice, he chokes out: “I can’t.”



  Cyno takes him in a bruising hug, squeezing his shoulders and chest against his so hard and with just enough pressure that it breaks the haze of his panic, and suddenly his lungs are flooding with air. The full weight of the hug feels like a heavy blanket in winter, and Tighnari lets himself be held as he pushes out and sucks in air. For a second they are back under the stained-glass dome of the greenhouse practicing their speech, bathed in color and naively unaware.



  Cyno kisses his hair, adjusting his grip to run a hand down his back. “Are you okay?” he asks gently. Tighnari nods. 



  His father is in the room over. His father is in the room next to him, waiting. Waiting for Tighnari. What an odd juxtaposition, after all these years. His father is here, and he is waiting for him. 



  Cyno’s hands rub up and down his back. “Do you want me to tell him to leave?”



  It takes a second, but Tighnari shakes his head. “No,” he begins quietly. “No, I’ll… I’ll talk to him.”



  Cyno looks like he has something he wants to say, but he leaves it, unwinding his arms and stepping back. When Tighnari doesn’t move immediately back through the archway, Cyno tilts up his chin with his forefinger.



  “Hey,” he says quietly. Tighnari meets his eyes. “I’m proud of you.”



  For some reason, that strikes him dead in the heart. He feels his shoulders sag. 



  He is tired of arguing. He is tired of losing people.



  Cyno’s hand fixes his hair as it falls away from his face. Tighnari turns back to the archway. 



  When he inches around it, his father is still there. It feels like a jumpscare. He figures this is what those stranded in the desert must feel when they encounter a wild mirage; like it could shimmer and dissipate at any second. Like everything in his life is not real and he is at mercy to the acridity of the world behind this visage, slowly dying while his brain pictures anything else to distract itself.



  Cyno is there just behind the edge of the arch. This is what he tells himself as he steps forward. 



  He says nothing. His father turns to look at him, hands on his hips, smiling softly. 



  “If these old walls could talk, huh?” 



  Tighnari’s anger rises at each word like a stoked flame. He tries desperately to control it. “They wouldn’t know who you are.”



  “Yeesh,” his father says, rubbing the back of his neck like the comment had stung. Tighnari wants to kick him square in the chest so he stumbles back out the way he came and lands on his ass. He takes a deep, calming breath instead. “You’ve got a spark in you now just as you did when you were younger,” his father laughs. “But now you talk to me as an equal. As if we are old friends.”



  “How dare you,” Tighnari spits, but it’s sad, not bitter. “You’re not my friend. Nor are you my father.”



  They have a second where they just stand and look at each other - perhaps his father is thinking how similar they look with their big, black ears, their bushy tails, their hazel eyes. Maybe he feels pride at the way he’d grown without him, or maybe he feels shame. Tighnari tries to pinpoint each place he’d been for the past two decades by the clues of tea spills and ink stains on his sleeves. Maybe if he understood the wonders of the world, he could understand why his father chose them instead of his own son.



  “You’ve got a Dendro Vision,” his father says instead. Tighnari stiffens up. “Good on you. When was that?”



  Tighnari doesn’t answer. He lets them steep in the awkwardness of the following silence, watching the way his father shifts from foot to foot. 



  “Quite a pretty tassel,” he adds instead. “A friend gave it to you?”



  He thinks of Rumi knitting the small cord alone in the Amurta common room in excitement the day he’d received his Vision - “Purple for wisdom, blue for peace,” he’d said. “May the God of Wisdom always keep you safe.” - this is not something his father deserves to know. 



  His father sighs. “Alright, I won’t pry, if that’s what you want. Everyone has their secrets.”



  “Some more than others.”



  “I’m an open book.” His father shrugs a bit and that makes Tighnari hate him even more. “Ask me anything you want.”



  A million clapbacks enter Tighnari’s head immediately, chock-full of snark: 
  
    Would you do me a favor and go fuck yourself? 
  
  or 
  
    Where’d you learn to be such a deadbeat? 
  
  Then followed by the real questions he’d saved on an aging parchment in his desk as he’d grown: 
  
    Where did you and mom meet? What’s your work like? 
  
  But instead one thought pushes to the centerfold of his brain, taking stage without his consent, shooting out of him like a gun:



  “Did you ever really love me?”



  His father pauses. His eyes are wide. They look at each other again, trying to figure one another out. They’re similar and so different all at the same time, like mirror images of one another, trading and tossing all their worst qualities back and forth.



  “Why, yes,” he says softly, finally. “Yes, I really did.”



  Tighnari can’t take it after that. He turns the corner with his lip trapped between his teeth and quickly takes the stairs, running up to his room. When he slams the door shut behind him he realizes suddenly that he is alone and leaving everyone else behind, and all he can think is - I’m just like him. I’m just like my father. 



  But he’s not, really. Because when he slams the door shut and runs away, someone comes looking.



  The door creaks open softly. “Tighnari?”



  Tighnari is across the room and hugging Cyno before he can say anything more, head buried in his neck and shoulders shaking. Cyno nudges the door shut behind him with his foot, wrapping his arms back around him, stroking his hair. 



  “I’m sorry,” Tighnari says, voice cracking into a sob that he tries desperately to keep inside, “I’m sorry, I’m- I’m always- Nothing ever goes right for me, I-”



  Cyno holds him tightly again, squeezing his cheek up against his shoulder. “It’s okay,” Cyno says, “I know. Bad things happen and good things happen again. That is the balance of life.”



  “I’m not 
  
    balanced,” 
  
  he cries, “Everything in m-my life has been bad ever since I was 
  
    born, 
  
  you, you’re the only good thing that’s ever happened to me-”



  Cyno takes an exaggerated breath; Tighnari can feel the rise of his chest against his own. Wordlessly they match pace, falling into a rising and falling tandem like the sun and moon, and Tighnari clings to him like he is the last thing that will ever be good. Maybe he is.



  When he is calm, breaths coming stuttering though normal and tears drying on his cheeks, he speaks again.



  “I’m sorry.” His voice is haggard. “I know I’m not easy. I’m sorry.”



  Cyno holds him tighter. “Your past doesn’t scare me,” he says. 



  “I know. But it scares me.”



  “Fear doesn’t make you weak, Tighnari.”



  “But it’s burdensome, isn’t it?”



  “No,” Cyno says. “Not to me. Not if it’s you.”




  The letter that’d come in Cyno’s name, Tighnari later finds out, are demands for his presence back at the Akademiya. After being gone so long without word, it is not something he can simply miss. He looks guiltily at Tighnari when he shows it to him, but Tighnari understands. They’ve been juggling work and love all this time. Things rarely surprise him anymore. 



  That night his father sleeps on the living room couch.



  Which is fine, Tighnari supposes. For a second he’d thought the man would waltz straight into his mother’s bedroom - as still and quiet as the day she’d left it - and make himself at home. Tighnari does his best to make sure the man knows this is 
  
    not
  
   his home, and they are 
  
    not 
  
  family. In the morning when he sees Cyno off he does not leave out breakfast nor water in the kettle. Cyno kisses him goodbye at the door with wary eyes flicking towards the wall. 



  “If you need me, let me know,” he says. Tighnari can’t comprehend how he’d be able to do anything all the way from the Akademiya, but he agrees nonetheless. 



  “Cyno?” he calls when he crosses the front threshold. Cyno turns to look back at him. “I love you.”



  A little smile grows on Cyno’s face. “You’ll be alright,” he says. Tighnari nods his head. 



  The house is eerily silent when he is gone, as if both Valuka Shuna are waiting, watching, listening for the other to make a move. He pads with silent footsteps into the kitchen. His father is at the counter, slicing up fresh fruit. 



  “Would you like some?” he asks. Tighnari moves right past him and towards the stairs.



  The knife clatters against the countertop. “Is he your mate?”



  Tighnari pauses. He turns, slow. “What?”



  “Is he your mate?” his father asks again, like it is not the most inane question he’s ever heard. 



  Tighnari blinks, irritated. “Oh, apologies. I think I’ve gotten so used to talking to the educated scholars of the Akademiya, I almost forgot how simple some minds can be.”



  “You chose him, or he chose you?”



  Tighnari rounds on him now, frustrated. “What are you 
  
    talking 
  
  about? Valuka Shuna don’t have heat cycles; we do not mate.”



  His father raises his brows. “That’s what they told you?”



  “
  
    Yes, 
  
  because that’s what is true.”



  He shrugs, going back to cutting his fruit. “Maybe no mating cycles. But mates? Oh, absolutely.”



  Tighnari feels strange, suddenly, like he is on the precipice of learning something that will break his perceptions of all he has justified his hatred and blamed his suffering on. “I don’t understand.”



  “Valuka Shuna,” his father begins, voice twinged with that certain time-fermented wisdom like aged wine, still chopping his fruit,  “are not pack animals. This is true. But naturally they are weak creatures; to survive, they grouped in twos.”



  “So… what does…”



  “Valuka Shuna mate for life,” he says. “They pick one partner and they give up everything to them; their food, their natural resources during hibernation, their shelter, their safety, even their young. The only way a Valuka Shuna survives is by mating with another of its kind, who in turn gives those things back, or by living its entire life in solitude.”



  Tighnari feels the room start to shrink at the corners like he is falling into a bottomless pit. In a brief second he understands everything - his father never once visiting despite sending page long letters of devotion to his mother, how entranced she had been with him even in his absence, his father’s perpetual melancholy even though he’d been the one to maintain their distance. 



  “He’s human,” his father says. Tighnari’s mouth is dry. “As was your mother.”



  When Tighnari looks at him his eyes are filled with an indescribable mound of sadness and regret. Tighnari thinks, 
  
    Why should he feel sorry for himself? Him, of all people? What about me? What about my-?
  



  “That’s not true,” the words leave him breathlessly. “Not him. No. I’ve spent a year with him already - he knows me. Far better than you do. He’s 
  
    more 
  
  than what I need, more than I ever wanted. I don’t care.”



  “Things change,” his father shrugs. “Humans are fragile, Valuka Shuna are complex. We do not mix, Tighnari. I am telling you this for your own good.”


“What would you know about my own good?” Tighnari snaps. A tear streaks down his cheek, the wetness of it surprising him; he brings his hand to his face. He is crying. 


  The kitchen is silent. Bugs chirp outside. 



  “I named you, you know.” Tighnari looks up at his father. “‘From love.’ That’s what your name means.”



  For a second he feels like a child, learning at the correct age the origins of his birth. Like he’d come into this world purposefully and just as he’d said - from love - rather than moving away from it. But the tenderness in the way he says this breaks something fragile inside him; 
  
    I named you, you know. 
  



  His father is finally here, sitting in their kitchen. Just as he’d always wanted. But his mother is dead and the man he loves is doomed in his mortality to drive him to decay.



  Tighnari cries, small hiccuping breaths that escape him at first, viciously biting his lip to try and fail to keep them hidden. He and his father linger separately, far apart though achingly empty. His father is overcome with the urge to reach out and take him in a hug, though it feels inappropriate, undeserved, echoing with the space of his childhood when those hugs should’ve first been given. Now they feel misplaced. Wrong. Offensive. A gesture caught out of time. Tighnari wraps his arms around himself and tries to feel like it’s enough to make up for all he missed out on. 



  “I’m sorry,” his father says quietly. That forces a sob out of Tighnari’s throat. “I wish things were different. It is unbelievably hard; I know. But you must make your peace with it. Tell me you know this, Tighnari.”



  In a bittersweet minute of revenge, now it is his father’s turn to beg for his words; Tighnari does not respond. 




  That evening his father readies his pack in the foyer. He had only intended to stay for a quick rest and he follows through with this indeed; Tighnari doesn’t know if he ever meant for this pseudo-reconciliation to happen, but he decides he does not care. He lingers at the end of the hall and watches him in silence.



  When his father adjusts the pack straps and looks back at him unsure of what to say, Tighnari speaks up first.



  “I always wanted to be like you, even if you weren’t around,” he admits. “Even when I hated you.”



  His father seems confused, furrowing his brows softly. “Why become someone you hate?”



  “I knew nothing else of what I could become.”



  Again that sweep of melancholy washes over him, of deep-seated regret. For the first time Tighnari feels the older man’s charismatic, unbothered visage fall, looking down at his shoes sadly. 



  “I spend every day wishing I was someone else,” he says, and suddenly he is not a cunning fox, but a tired old man. “That I could have grown into my late life with you and your mother. I would’ve given anything for her - 
  
    anything. 
  
  And that is why I had to leave.”



  Tighnari considers this. “It would’ve killed you?” he asks tentatively. “To stay?”



  “Human devotion does not comprehend the extent of beasts,” he says. “Only another beast would.”



  Deep down it’s fine, in his chest. He knows this. It’s almost laughable. Tighnari never gets good things; this certainly will be no exception. 



  He purses his lips in thought. His father opens the door to leave as he turns his back towards the kitchen. 



  “Tighnari,” his father calls out to him suddenly. Tighnari turns to look. His eyes are like a mirror of his own; darkened by their worldly burdens, seemingly so inescapable. “Not a second goes by where I do not love you.”



  There is a heavy, heavy weight that hangs from his heart. “I do not forgive you,” he says softly. 



  “I know.” his father answers.



  He closes the door behind him.




  Tighnari wakes up the next morning in his childhood bed wishing he was someone else and feeling sorry for himself. He is alone in the house but for the first time this does not scare him. He spends his days in a sort of purgatory, floating above himself solely within his head, thinking, thinking, thinking. And when Cyno comes back days later, shrugging his cloak off at the doormat, Tighnari stares at him from the end of the hall. 



  They look at each other. 



  “Hey,” Cyno says gently. “Everything go alright with your father?” Tighnari nods. “Did he say anything important?”



  Tighnari is thinking a million things, then. How could this man ever hurt me? How could he ever cause me harm? Then he thinks of his father’s long letters of devotion sent and sealed with million-mora rose scented wax, inked as if being sent to the steppes of Celestia, his undying love for his mother neverending despite the untraversable space between them. What is worse than being torn apart incomprehensibly and unknowingly by the one who loves you most?



  Standing at opposite ends of the hall, forced by the natural order of the universe to move in separate motions, he and Cyno are eerily enough like the sun and moon. Cyno is bright and waiting, blinking, warmly unaware. Tighnari feels cold and barren, like the harbinger of a dark night ahead. The moon.



  “No,” Tighnari answers with a smile. “He didn’t say anything at all.”
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  Inevitably, summer ends. 



  Tighnari is excited and anxious beyond words when his letter comes from the Amurta Sage at Pardis Dhyai welcoming him in for the new semester. He gets one from Rumi as well letting him know they’d been matched to dorm together, and his excitement grows even more - yet, in turn, so does his worry. 



  He desperately doesn’t want things to change. They way they are now - private, soft, lovely, Tighnari will miss more than anything he’s ever missed before.



  Towards the end of their time together, in late June, they celebrate Cyno’s birthday by taking a trip into the desert. Tighnari quickly learns of his great intolerance for the heat, far worse than he’d anticipated in its full, and Cyno laughs at his whining and complaining all the way through the dunes and out to a hidden oasis. Like Tighnari knows each nook of the rainforest, Cyno knows each jewel of the desert. 



  They split open Henna berries to share when they stop for a rest under the shade of a large palm tree, in which Tighnari comes to find these small fruits are strangely addictive, especially when Cyno squeezes them in his fingers and traces the juice down from his sternum to his navel. 



  “It’s too hot,” he complains, one hand fanning himself, but his body betrays him. It is, quite literally, the hottest sex they’ve ever had. Cyno is in his natural element in the desert, like he is soaking up the sun. His skin darkens; Tighnari, however, does not tan. He just burns.



  His cheeks and shoulders are still twinged a bit red the day they’re meant to travel to Pardis Dhyai. Cyno agrees to get him there but won’t show himself on campus for several days at the very least to avoid suspicion. Tighnari knows and understands this, but saying goodbye is still hard. 



  On their final day at home together, he buries his head in Cyno’s neck, arms wrapping around his torso. 



  “How will I live without this?” he asks, voice muffled. When he says this he ignores the words of his father that echo in his mind, the promise of incompatibility, of demise. Cyno’s hands run through his hair and kiss the side of his head. Right now they are perfect as they are. 




  Pardis Dhyai is, unsurprisingly, nothing like the Akademiya. 



  It lacks the rigidness that the Akademiya is wholly composed of; its heavy ivory walls and spotless imperfections, overzealous and headless scholars and professors alike running in circles. Pardis Dhyai is very much catered to the Amurta students, what with its giant glass ceilings and greenhouses - of which Tighnari’s heart aches a bit seeing for the first time, thinking of Cyno - and its overall greenery. 



  He meets Rumi in their dorm; a modest room, stained marble walls and two postered beds. Rumi is hanging up picture frames of his little grandmother when Tighnari enters, lugging behind his suitcase, and Rumi’s face lights up. 



  He tackles Tighnari in a hug before he can even put his baggage down. “Look at this place!” he says excitedly when he pulls back. Like an eager child he jumps around and splays his arms wide. Tighnari smiles and nods knowingly. The walls are barren besides Rumi’s one hanging frame, yet even still it already feels more lively just because the two of them are in it.



  Their first lecture unfortunately dims their spirits. He and Rumi are forcefully separated by assigned seating. Tighnari doesn’t bother to turn and make conversation, yet from across the room he watches Rumi in his fruitless attempts; Dana, the man that sits beside him, is odd, with dark circles under his eyes and a bitter disposition about him. Even Rumi, whose brightness never dulls, seems off-put at the end of the opening lecture. 



  They try to find a secluded place to drink their tea, which isn’t too hard; Pardis Dhyai allows them a bit more free reign. They settle on a small gazebo just outside the main building. Quickly in their newfound freedoms they come to find here there are less lessons and more time to work generally on individual theses. The only ‘exams’, if one could say so, come on submission day, where scholars must submit proof of their improvement and research. 



  On the bright side, Tighnari finds he has a niche appreciation for their Amurta head professor, an older man by the name of Naphis. He is outspoken and loud, a natural opposition to the quietness of their studies and the gentleness of plants, raging like nature rather than the contained pot of a houseplant. Tighnari, upon first glance, had expected him to be frail and elderly, worn by his age, but he quickly comes to find the man is candid and booming - in a way that is kind and well-learned rather than boisterous.  It is an unexpected surprise, one that Tighnari welcomes wholly.



  When Tighnari befriends him - an accident, truly, as Tighnari had only noted something small about the man’s own research and his eyes had suddenly lit up like fireflies, intrigued, excited - Naphis is often seeking out his aid or opinion. Even such that when the older man receives a discreet letter from Inazuma of a Tenryou detective seeking advice on poisonous plants, Tighnari is the one who pens the message back, Naphis’s old hands marred with arthritis. 



  “You must not tell a soul of this,” Naphis warns lowly, stuffing the sealed letter into his robes. It is the quietest Tighnari has ever heard him. Inazuma is still in a time of peril, now, and this communication could warrant both of their arrests. 



  Tighnari mimes locking his lips shut. “Not a word.”



  Besides this, he keeps busy. At their first poetry session Rumi is smiling and recounting a long list from their time apart in the summer. They drink tea and speak well into the night under the shield of the gazebo when it starts to rain lightly. Some scholars pass quickly nearby, hunched over their papers. Tighnari tips his head back and allows himself to breathe in the scent of rain and petrichor. 



  “Oh, bird of my soul, fly away now,” Rumi reads on, and Tighnari lets his eyes shut.




  After a few days Tighnari feels himself pulled under by a particular sense of homesickness he’s never felt before; he suddenly sympathizes with Rumi - this is what it feels like? - until he realizes that longing isn’t for a 
  
    where,
  
   per say, but a 
  
    who. 
  
  Though Rumi is a great dormmate, nothing quite parallels waking up staring into the wine-dressed eyes of Cyno himself. 



  Cyno, Tighnari finds himself lost in daydreams of like a lovesick girl, 
  
    Cyno.
  
  



  Somewhere deep down in the bottomless pit of worry that is his mind creeps the looming echo of his father’s words, but they are drowned out by deep fury. The audacity of the man to come back into his life for just a few hours, attempt to right every wrong, and subsequently doom the entirety of his future - preposterous. There is no way a love such as theirs could be impossible if Tighnari is plagued by all-consuming hunger that leaves him achey. He doesn’t just yearn for Cyno in his absence - no, he 
  
    starves. 
  



  He starves on a day like this. He’s lounging against the trunk of a tree in autumn sunlight, penning out his thoughts on his developing thesis, basking in the silence. In the margins his mind drifts - how rare, how absurd, in his early days Tighnari would’ve scoffed at the idea of being so in love it even breached his research - and he swoons, most embarrassingly, though he’d never admit it. 
  
    Cyno. 
  
  The hunger eats at his heart - so much so that he doesn’t think to lift his head when a figure approaches. 



  “You are Tighnari?” the voice asks him. 



  Tighnari does not look up from his page. His thoughts swell; the hunger festers. “Not now, sorry,” he responds, lackadaisical, shooing the man away with one hand. 



  The man huffs, the noise coming as somewhat of a childish whine. “I am Kaveh,” the voice introduces. “Brilliant architect, graduate of the Kshahrewar Darshan. I am your senior alumnus.”



  He thinks of Cyno’s lips finding the skin of his neck, just under his jaw. His sun-browned skin and heavy lidded eyes, soft white hair, sharp tongue. His pen skids along the page. “Congratulations,” Tighnari mocks. “Would you like a trophy?”



  “You-!” the man makes an indignant noise. “I swear! Every one of my juniors has some sort of… of unfathomable attitude!” 



  Considerably annoyed, Tighnari raises his head. The man in front of him is tall and lanky, thin-waisted and blonde, stupidly so, with red eyes that are strikingly familiar to Cyno’s - Tighnari must once again fend off that hunger - and a little feather sticking from his hair. “May I help you?” Tighnari asks, unimpressed. 



  Kaveh exhales harshly, hands on his hips. 



  Tighnari comes to learn in later days that the older man, a renowned graduate and seemingly talented architect, has moved to Pardis Dhyai temporarily amidst the development of his nearby work, the Palace of Alcazarzaray. Though it is still in its construction phase it is nearing completion and Kaveh regards Tighnari as an “expert” - his own words - and asks for his opinion regarding the flora of his upcoming project.



  Despite their uneasy meeting, Tighnari agrees to see him again. Kaveh, Tighnari comes to learn, is actually quite sharp - witty, with a short fuse, and if nothing else Tighnari admires him for his devotion and attention to detail. Helping Kaveh and enjoying his company is something beyond his own research to keep him occupied. He rather likes his opinion being held so highly, much more in the presence of another great mind. 



  And of course, because his life at this moment is all well and good, everything suddenly begins to go wrong.




  The first time Cyno visits Pardis Dhyai, they pull off a far more elaborate scheme than they probably need to.



  Tighnari has heard tales of the spies of the Shuumatsuban; he figures this is what they must feel like, sneaking around. When Cyno arrives on campus it’s like he can 
  
    feel 
  
  the shift in the air, like he can smell the presence of him. They wait a full day - a horrible, aching day - to meet, to make it seem as if their individual travels just so happen to intermingle rather than align purposefully, and they are fine with this plan of casualty - until they meet accidentally. 



  Perhaps they should’ve planned a bit better. Tighnari should’ve known which areas to avoid while Cyno patrolled them, just to stave off that incessant hunger. But Pardis Dhyai is really truly quite small, and when Tighnari rounds the quiet corner of a less populated hall to come face to face with the love of his life, it takes everything in him not to crumble. The hunger roars.



  Cyno’s hands are on him, just by impulse - lightly ghosting over his forearms to steady him as they’ve just collided. 


Cyno slips for a brief second as their eyes meet. Tighnari has half a mind to brush off his hands and clear his throat. Though the hallway is somewhat private there are still people around nonetheless, in which Tighnari sees Cyno clench and unflex his fist, simply breathing.


  “Mahamatra,” Tighnari nods politely, unaware that he even had this much self-restraint inside him in the first place. 



  A subtle grin ticks up the corner of Cyno’s lips, then quickly pulls back down into passiveness. He nods also. “Scholar.”



  They pass by each other and their coyness brings the ghost of a smirk to his lips but deep down also he feels as if he is fundamentally missing something. In another universe when they bump together in the hall Tighnari kisses him and Cyno has no objections to walk freely to his dorm at night; in another universe they are not forced apart like star-crossed lovers, and the mere idea of that version of themselves almost feels like enough.




  The next day - what a glorious, fateful day it is, Tighnari believes it should be made a holiday - they take a chance to be seen together in public. 



  To avoid suspicion Tighnari drags Rumi along with them to the small gazebo just outside; to anyone else who saw them it would seem as if the Mahamatra was stopping through for a short while and chatting with scholars, indulging in a quick game of TCG to keep up morale. They crowd around the small table, the same one where he and Rumi have their Thursday poetry, and Tighnari quickly learns that Cyno is a terrible, terrible actor. 



  “Why hello brilliant scholars,” he greets when he arrives. “Might I interest you in a friendly game before I make my leave?”



  Tighnari wants to roll his eyes but he is nearly trembling with want and the hunger is making him shake - it really is rather pathetic, truly - so he kicks out the chair to his right and Rumi answers just as exuberantly, “Why but of course, oh great General Mahamatra. What I wouldn’t give for a game!”



  Cyno stares at him - just looks, really! - and Tighnari nearly falls to his knees. How long has it been since they’ve touched? Cyno’s hand, within the billows of his cloak, finds his knee under the table. Tighnari’s shoulders tip up embarrassingly with contentment and he leans his forehead in on his palm, eyes fluttering shut, staring down at his lap. 



  Cyno rubs circles with his thumb over his knee and up to the top of his thigh as he plays TCG all the while and Tighnari bites down on his finger as he watches them. It’s just a light touch, really, but the hunger growls, made worse by just a taste of food, eager for a meal. 



  They play about seven rounds of TCG, Tighnari becoming more and more amazed by the intricacies of Cyno’s palms as he traces over each line and crevice as he could for decades and still be enthralled, before he worries it might seem a bit suspicious. 



  “Come on, Rumi,” Tighnari mutters, particularly intrigued by the knuckle of Cyno’s ring finger yet desperately keeping his attention on the game as well. “It doesn’t look believable if you keep losing so easily.”



  Rumi is gripping his hair and staring down at the cards with wide eyes. “He keeps winning, I don’t understand, how does he keep 
  
    winning-”
  



  Tighnari laughs and his eyes flit up to catch Cyno’s gaze, but instead Cyno stares past him. Very suddenly his hand becomes rigid and his eyes cold. Startled, Tighnari retracts his hand from atop Cyno’s beneath the table, placing them on the arms of his chair. 



  “What?” he asks cautiously. 



  Cyno’s glare is harsh in a way Tighnari has rarely seen, averted, far off and with a certain sharpness to it. Tighnari traces his gaze when he is met with no answer and is shocked to see none other than the Akademiya’s Scribe at the other end of it. But the man’s gaze isn’t centered on Cyno - Alhaitham is staring straight at him. 



  Tighnari feels suddenly hot all over; the weighted gaze of the Scribe is uncomfortable in a way that makes him shift in his seat, the hairs on his arm standing, breath hitching. He realizes Cyno’s sudden defensiveness was not for his own regard, but for him. 



  He turns slowly back to the table. Even Rumi seems put off. The gaze burns holes in the back of his head. Tighnari is hesitant to speak for fear of somehow being heard and found out, but he murmurs quietly, “What’s…?”



  The question is large, undistinguished. 
  
    What’s he doing here? What’s he know? 
  
  Cyno’s glare narrows. Alhaitham makes no notion to either of them, simply regarding all three of them from afar, and continues his trek inside. 



  Tighnari feels the sudden tension sink from his shoulders as the burning gaze slides away from his skull. The hunger feels like a starved, snarling dog, beaten back by a whip by its master. Cowering in the dark. It is his first time ever seeing the Scribe, and it’s not even at the Akademiya.



  “Why is he here?” he asks Cyno in a hushed tone. 



  Cyno, with narrowed eyes, watches the Scribe disappear behind the main doors. “Kaveh,” he guesses. “They tend to stick around each other, like it or not.” Cyno’s gaze shifts to him now with concern. He huffs a sigh like he wants nothing more to lean forward and reassure him with his hands, his lips, to take him in a hug or a kiss or hold his hand, and Tighnari aches with the absence of his affections. 



  “I’ve met Kaveh,” Tighnari admits. Cyno furrows his brows. 



  “You’re friendly with him?”



  “I’d say so. He speaks often of the Scribe. Says he’s a nuisance.”



  A small smile cracks Cyno’s lips, but they fall back down. “Be careful, will you?” he asks. “Alhaitham is-”



  “I’ve got it!” Rumi exclaims suddenly, slapping down his card. “Checkmate!”



  Tighnari and Cyno both look at him, exasperated. 



  “Rumi…”




  Cyno is in Pardis Dhyai for two nights. A reasonable time, most would suspect. One for resting, one for regrouping. Nothing odd about it at all. A small pit stop on his way back to the Akademiya; he is the Mahamatra, after all. He has quarters in Pardis Dhyai and is welcomed by any Darshan. The first day and subsequent night, for anonymity’s sake, he and Tighnari do not meet (save for that one bump in the hall). The second day they play a quick game of TCG with Rumi in the courtyard. They plan, meticulously and safely like the Shuumatsuban, to let this be all there is. 



  But the hunger returns. It always does. 



  It’s late into the night, just around sunset, and Tighnari has not seen Cyno since lunchtime. Most scholars usher off to bed or their dorms in the very least to study. The halls are empty. Tighnari starves.



  The Mahamatra’s quarters in Pardis Dhyai are much different than they are at the Akademiya; they are without a lavish common room and fireplace, a copper tub and washroom, a grand entryway. It is a simple marble door in the hall by the empty filing room, across from several deserted office spaces, and Tighnari slips easily inside. 



  The room is adequately sized and complete with a four-poster bed with sheen curtains and a large mahogany desk. Cyno looks up from stacking papers when the door opens and shuts hurriedly behind. His eyes flash with surprise, then something deeper, darker - want. 



  “Hello,” Tighnari greets softly. 



  “Hi,” Cyno replies.



  This is all they say. In seconds Cyno’s hands are on him and Tighnari is breathing unsteadily just by the touch of him; Cyno kisses him, taking what he wants up against the wall by the door, and Tighnari’s hands are in his hair. The marble is cool against his back. Cyno bites his lip, drawing out a long whine. 



  “Shh,” he growls, kissing him, licking into his mouth, hands crawling up his torso under his shirt. They cannot be loud here like they could have in the Mahamatra’s quarters back in the Akademiya, where Cyno had several large rooms of amenities and thick stone walls. Now the Mahamatra’s office is just a room with nothing but a marble door between them and a public walkway. 



  “Gods,” Tighnari pants when Cyno pulls away, “Oh, I’m- 
  
    Cyno, 
  
  I-”



  Cyno mouths down his jaw and to his neck, careful not to leave marks though Tighnari so devilishly wants him to. They are in desperate need of made-up time and Cyno understands this just as well if not more than he does, slipping a hand under his robes, pressing his hips against his, warm fingers teasing down his thigh-



  There’s a knock at the door. 



  Cyno’s head snaps to the right. “Fuck,” he mutters under his breath. The only time Cyno curses, Tighnari has come to realize, is when they’re both pressed against one another.



  Tighnari almost whines at the loss of contact, but he contains himself. “Get it,” he scolds, hands on Cyno’s chest, head tipped back against the wall. Cyno’s eyes don’t leave his. 



  “Yeah. One second.” Cyno kisses him again deeply, one hand cradling the back of his head, thumb swiping over his hip from where his hands are stuffed under the waistband of his pants.



  Tighnari pushes him back, eyes widening and head motioning towards the door. Cyno’s eyes are dark and dilated, lustful and needy; he takes Tighnari in one last kiss before running a hand through his hair and stepping to the side to unlock the door. 



  “Wait-!” Tighnari whispers, panicked. He’s right there. Won’t he get caught? But Cyno is impatient, opening the door: one hand comes up to cover Tighnari’s mouth, cutting him off as he leans against the wall and into the doorframe. 



  “Kaveh,” Cyno greets. “Is there something you need?”



  Tighnari can hear the other man on the opposite side of the wall. His heart races, face flushing with shame; Kaveh, the same man he’d worked side by side with for the past several weeks, seeing him this way? Much less by the 
  
    General Mahamatra? 
  
  If he leans in just a bit, Kaveh would see him. Cyno is hot beyond all words, but he’s also fucking crazy. 



  Cyno’s hand is heavy and big over his mouth; daringly, his tongue comes out to lick Cyno’s palm. From the corner of his eye he can see Cyno bite his lip. 



  “Yes, I was wondering about some paperwork supposedly forwarded to you by Alhaitham regarding the… actually, it’s better if I just explain. Can I come in?”



  “No,” Cyno says quickly. “Not right now. I’m preoccupied with an… assignment.”



  Kaveh raises a brow. “Oh. Alhaitham told me you’d be free.” 



  “He always thinks everyone is, when it comes to his own concerns.”



  Kaveh laughs. The best way to convince him of anything has always been to throw a backhanded insult at his junior. “Well, that’s true enough.”



  Tighnari’s hands come up to linger over Cyno’s, lips reaching over the curve of his palm to bite him lightly. He sees Cyno stifle a groan; a grin forms on his face, one that is short lived. Cyno’s hand quickly runs down his chin and settles around his neck, pressing him back into the wall. Tighnari’s eyes flutter in pleasure, hands bracing back against the marble. Cyno’s thumb swipes gently across the skin of his neck, a stark contrast to the rough grip of his fingers.



  “Another time,” Kaveh offers. Tighnari can hear a twinge of concern enter his voice. “But you don’t look too well - maybe you should rest. Try not to go so hard, alright?”



  Cyno’s lip twitches, restraining a grin. Tighnari internally grumbles: stupid fucking puns. Then the fingers on his neck tighten, and Tighnari stifles a moan. 



  “We’ll see.”



  Then Kaveh waves over his shoulder and Cyno is slamming the door shut with his fingers fumbling over the lock. 



  “You little shit,” he growls, taking Tighnari by the arm and pulling him in roughly. Tighnari giggles in between kisses, and when Cyno locks the door and shoves his staff under the knob for extra precaution, Tighnari is suddenly on his back atop the Mahamatra’s desk, Cyno kissing his calf that’s slung over his shoulder. Cyno is pressing into him and Tighnari is pleading and gasping in a way he’s missed so excruciatingly, and the hunger inside him dies down contentedly, wagging its tail with a pleased smile. 



  There’s a little glass figure of the Matra insignia, a gift by the Akademiya no doubt, situated on the desktop. As the desk rocks it stutters in its place, shifting dangerously close to the edge. 



  “Wait-” Tighnari extends his hand towards it, fingers clawing against the wood, motioning for Cyno to look. “Your insignia-”



  Cyno doesn’t spare it a glance. “Forget it,” he grunts, lips mouthing down his throat. Tighnari’s head tips back against the wood, his back arching off the surface, and when he cries out, moans choked by Cyno’s lips, the insignia tips and shatters against the floor. 



  Cyno’s eyes don’t ever stray from his.




  Cyno leaves, inevitably. Tighnari does his walk of shame in the high hours of midnight, skillfully avoiding the patrolling Matra in the halls, legs wobbling embarrassingly. Cyno is gone the next morning. Beside himself he feels disappointment in not having a spoken goodbye, then feels shame for his expectations. In another life they are together without constraint, he reassures. A deep nagging part of him reminds him that he will always want more than can be given.



  The hunger is quelled, but an emptiness returns. 




  At their first little mixer of the Amurta year, all the tired students gathering on a late night one weekend deep into the semester, he and Rumi linger together just outside a large white tent lined with candles and lit warmly by strung up fireflies caught in jars. They mingle mostly amongst themselves; Tighnari has no interest in making new friends, really, and can’t be bothered to, though Rumi is more of a social butterfly than he ever will be or will ever want to be, and a few approach them just by knowing Rumi alone. 



  When Dana, the man from the lecture, approaches, Tighnari thinks little of him until he sees Rumi’s reaction: he becomes stiff, suddenly, as if on guard, lips pursed and shoulders taut. Tighnari’s eyes shift curiously to Dana. Jealousy is clear in his ill-hidden sneer when he asks of Rumi’s thesis progress - a truly remarkable thing, Tighnari has caught glimpses of, a botanical remediary to the illness that’d taken his parents - and Rumi is curt. Tighnari does well to keep his projects to himself - he has perfected the art of this; saying enough without truly saying anything at all - and Dana seems more or less uninterested in him compared to Rumi, who is far less witty in his snark, who is far kinder in his regard. When Dana bids his adieus and leaves them, Rumi stays tense. Tighnari wants to ask, but he doesn’t.



  The mixer lingers well into the night. It is hardly a party like those they’d had at the Akademiya, and Tighnari thinks fondly of Jaleh and Ashshab for a moment, but he is just fine with the serenity of it all. For the rest of the night Rumi is somewhat inside his own head and conversation between them, for the first time in all their conversing, lacks depth. 



  They meander into a field of tall grass and stumble to sit. It isn’t until there’s a bit of alcohol in the both of them that Tighnari decides to speak. Rumi is drunk and laying flat on his back, staring up at the birds who circle around in the darkness, barely visible outlines of white illuminated by the backlight of the moon. Tighnari, arms around his tucked knees, looks over at him.



  “Is Dana bothering you?” he asks, and perhaps it is blunt and he should’ve thought it over, but in his drunken buzz his inquisition takes hold of him heedlessly.



  “I want to sing like the birds sing,” Rumi whispers, sounding almost recitative, Tighnari’s question effectively not heard or simply ignored. “Not worrying about who hears or what they think.”



  Tighnari looks up at the sky as well, searching for what Rumi might see among the stars. “Yes,” he agrees. The angle makes him dizzy. “Wouldn’t that be well?”




  They work and work and work and the days pass and some sort of anxiety grips Tighnari’s heart when he and Rumi start missing each other, but in a figurative and literal sense of the word; Rumi is absent at times when Tighnari stops by their dorm in the day to change his robes or pick up materials, he is gone before Tighnari wakes for breakfast, and oppositely is in deep sleep when Tighnari returns late at night.



  They have their weekly poetry session on a Thursday - because even in their incongruence, how could they miss this? - and Tighnari cannot stand it. Rumi’s poetry is heavy and sad and full of self-hatred. He isn’t drunk this time when he asks flatly at the end of their session, “Are you alright?”



  Rumi hesitates with his words, mouth opening and closing, a nervous flicker coursing through him. He 
  narrows his eyes, but he cannot mask the panic that flits through them. “Why? Have I done something?”



  “It’s more of what you say. Poetry reflects the soul, so to speak. And your poems have become a bit cold.”



  Rumi takes a second to respond. Then, when he looks as if he’s about to confess something, he retreats back into a corner of his own insecurity. “Why should I be unhappy?” he says instead. “Every parcel of my being is in full bloom.”



  Tighnari lets him go.




  At dinner one night, when Rumi has not miraculously gotten happier or gone back to normal, Tighnari caves and asks, almost pleading: “Have I done something?”



  Rumi furrows his brows in confusion. “Of course not. Why would you think so?”



  It’s hard to explain when it’s not staring him in the face. Rumi is lax, certainly not his old self, yet not necessarily agitated, either. 



  “I don’t know,” Tighnari admits dumbly. “I just felt like maybe…” 



  They chat. It fades. Tighnari almost lets himself feel okay about it all until Dana sets his plate down at the other end of the longtable and comes to sit across from them, and again Tighnari sees the telltale tightening of Rumi’s shoulders, the flattening of his lips. 



  He tries to ignore it in a way that is less of negligence and more for the sake of his own sanity; he’s convinced Rumi would never let someone treat him so terribly, of course, because it’s Rumi and he’s brave and one of the strongest people Tighnari knows, even without a Vision. Obviously a man such as Dana - though boisterous, constantly pestering him about his thesis, yet ultimately cowardly - could not cause him harm. 



  Tighnari is wrong.




  Rumi stops sharing his poetry at Thursday tea. They continue to miss each other, in every way they can. Most days Rumi is asleep face down in his bed before dinner even starts, and Tighnari sits wordlessly in the loud mess hall and eats alone. Rumi buries himself in his thesis, as if he can do nothing else but this; perhaps he can’t. Tighnari writes to Cyno about it. 



  
    Silent suffering is the most noble, yet the most deadly, 
  
  Cyno writes back. 
  
    We all have troubles and they all trouble us differently.
  
  



  “Are you alright?” Tighnari asks Rumi as they sit in the silence of the gazebo, poetry-less despite it being a Thursday afternoon, Rumi tired and withdrawn. “You rarely speak, anymore.”



  Rain patters against the tiles of the gazebo roof; thunder rumbles somewhere far off. Rumi smiles at him, yet it is hollow. “Silence is the language of the Gods,” he says. “All else is poor translation.”



  Tighnari writes this in his next letter to Cyno, a direct quote. 
  
    What does it mean? 
  
  He asks. 



  Cyno writes back: 
  
    To be silenced, in a world so loud, is to be damned.
  



  Tighnari sleeps restlessly after that.




  Tighnari waits at the gazebo for Rumi with his poems the following Thursday. 



  When the sun is setting and still he waits, there is a pit in Tighnari’s stomach like he’s missed something, eating away at his gut.



  Rumi does not come.




  Tighnari finds Dana and Rumi this time against a wall. 



  Dana is pointing a crooked finger at him with a jeer, and Rumi is incredibly small. Before he knows what he’s doing Tighnari wrenches the man away by his shoulder so fiercely that he stumbles back.



  “Heretic,” is all Dana spits, eyes green with jealousy as they drag from Tighnari back to Rumi. 



  Tighnari looks back at Rumi confusedly, whose gaze is not quite there. 



  “He stole my research,” Rumi mutters, so soft Tighnari wouldn’t have heard if not for his Valuka Shuna genes. “He’s…” And Tighnari realizes suddenly, in a way he often does, that Rumi is young, a year or two younger than he is, and he is kind and he is grieving and even though he is strong there is also a terrible meekness about him that follows. “He stole my research, he’s-”



  “Lies!” Dana yells, so loudly that Rumi flinches back, pressing himself into the wall. Tighnari is stunned by the incredulity of the man. “You are writing heretical nonsense - seeking to abandon God-given medicinal practice? You betray the Gods! You should be so lucky a thoughtful senior such as I would take these-” Tighnari sees the thin stack of parchment in his hand as he raises it to gesture, “-into my own consideration, for your sake. You should be lucky if I return them to you after my editing.”



  He rips the papers from Dana’s hand so swiftly and fiercely the man hisses and Tighnari can see a long stripe of red drip down his palm - a measly papercut, but well deserved - and Dana wrenches away, hand cradled to his chest. Rumi takes the papers gently from his outstretched hands as Tighnari passes them over in quiet, disbelieving relief, as if for a minute he’d been convinced everything would be lost. His eyes flit up to Dana’s nervously and Tighnari can see the ghost of a bruise that lingers just under his cheekbone, and he realizes how little he’s truly been realizing about his best friend. Had this been the reason for their scattered meetings, mismatched nights? Dana, in all of his self-righteousness? His jealousy?



  “People like you don’t belong here,” Dana taunts, voice low, slinking away in cowardly defeat, and his teeth are grimy and his skin is dry, so Tighnari can’t help himself. He swings.



  Rumi gasps a bit behind him when they fall, Tighnari on top of the larger man and bringing hook after hook down into his pinched face. He needn’t a Vision to cause this man excruciating harm - of which he so intends to do - but unfortunately the Matra that wander the halls are soon upon him and bracing him back by his arms. Dana’s nose is bleeding and his eyes are wide and his fists are shaking with humiliated rage when Tighnari looks him over.



  Rumi again looks guilty and shaken when Tighnari is pulled away, and Dana, blood dripping from his nose and onto the limestone floor, sneers and watches.



  Naphis tuts at him when he’s tossed at the older man’s feet in his office.



  “Will I be sent to the Mahamatra?” Tighnari asks, and he tries to keep the lilt out of his voice when he does.



  “Hardly,” Naphis responds. “A little scuffle is of no interest to the General.” And somewhere, Tighnari is a bit disappointed. “What are you doing, picking fights?” 



  Perhaps it’s because Naphis has become somewhat of the father he never had; perhaps it’s because he misses Cyno so terribly that it hurts to breathe most nights; perhaps it’s because Rumi, for the past several weeks, has been slipping through his fingers like water; perhaps it’s because of all of this, that Tighnari starts to cry. Small, silent tears at first, then gasping, big sobs. Naphis murmurs knowingly and with pity and places an understanding hand on his head, between his ears. Tighnari buries his face in his hands as he trembles.



  “Darkness passes, my boy,” Naphis says sagely. “Darkness must always pass.”



  Tighnari believes him. In hindsight, he wishes he hadn’t.


  



12. Chapter 12

Notes for the Chapter:VERY BIG CW THIS CHAP. offscreen major character death discussed (NOT cyno or tighnari!), grief, lots of angst, physical violence (tighnari beats the shit out of someone). we’re in the stage of the story i like to call the beginning of the end.
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ive had most of this chapter written for a looong time. i think part of me was avoiding writing the last chap because i didnt want to get to this and the subsequent plot that follows, but ah, angst, and our plot moves along…




    
    
  Dana flaunts his broken nose. He tells people Tighnari’d gone crazy and lashed out at him - for the most part Tighnari doesn’t mind, not really, especially when people attempt to approach him about it and all he has to do is snarl to send them scampering away, like he’s a mangy beast who can’t contain himself. Sometimes he 
  
    wishes 
  
  he was so uncontrollable.



  After the fight Rumi makes his gratitude known, but is still too far out of reach to reel back in. It isn’t until Tighnari, stirred by his gentle hearing, wakes late into the night to see Rumi at the edge of his bed clutching himself in a hug and sobbing that he demands something change. 
  
    Immediately.
  



  Rumi explains how Dana’d been tormenting him since the first day of the semester; how he is significantly older than most other students and how, for the past decade, each year his own thesis gets sent through the Sages and proctors and denied. His rage had festered, stuck in a stall, and Rumi had, predictably, in all of his kindness and good-hearted belief in humanity, fallen into sympathy. 



  Dana, from then on, took to pestering him. Small at first, nudges about his character or his ability, then blatant insults and threats, most targeted at his work and thesis, stirred by jealousy. 



  Tighnari is allowed to briefly read over his four page long opening piece for his thesis, just for the sake of realism. “You mention the Lesser Lord Kusanali a lot,” he notes, because admittedly, it is somewhat secular and modern, removed from the patronage of the Greater Lord Rukkhadevata, as most theses are supplemented by. But this is not a crime; only someone so jaded could perceive it so. Rumi works diligently to find 
  
    results;
  
   not everything can be found in faith, especially not in a nation where one’s Archon is all but a ghost.



  “You should stick up for yourself,” Tighnari advocates, because he’s gotten through life just fine by baring his teeth and shoving his way through, saying fuck-all to most other things. A little crease appears between Rumi’s brows. 



  “I would yes, I would. But I fear he’s up to something. I… I see him talking, hushed, whispering, spreading lies… And now that you’ve helped me, I fear it will affect you, too.”



  Tighnari shrugs. “It doesn’t matter. Gladly I would. You shouldn’t have to handle everything alone, Rumi. You know this, don’t you?”



  “Yes. Yes, you’re right. I know.”



  That night as he’s pulling the curtains of his bed closed, Rumi stutters, hand wound in the fabric. There’s a far off look in his eye, just as there is when he’s about to speak a poem or take a daring step forward in his research. 



  “Tighnari?” he asks, gentle. His eyes slide over to the picture of his grandmother, Jehiet, on the wall. They seem to linger there.



  “Yes?”



  “Do you think my parents would be proud of me?”



  Tighnari stills at that, not expecting such a question. But the answer comes readily. “Of course, Rumi. Of course they would be.”



  A small smile curls Rumi’s lip, the first one Tighnari has seen him wear in weeks. “Right,” he says softly. “Yeah. Goodnight, Tighnari.”



  “Goodnight.”



  Rumi tugs his curtain closed. 



  It is the last time Tighnari ever sees him.




  Tighnari does not see Rumi in the morning when he wakes, nor at breakfast, nor lunch, nor dinner. Neither does he see Dana. He tries to convince himself this is fine, that Rumi is probably just off somewhere recuperating as he does, but still he worries. He always does. 



  Rumi does not return to the dorm that night. There’s a scuffle of Matra running through the halls, but this is all. 



  He must coax sleep to him like a frightened animal, anxious and bloodied. Rumi is fine. Of course he is. Because Tighnari isn’t quite sure what he’d do if he wasn’t.




  The next morning, a storming Thursday, there are whispers amongst the scholars that sweep through the mess hall like a wave as he enters for breakfast. In their little groups they huddle and mutter with wide-eyes, and for some reason, they look right at him.



  He sits suspiciously at the longtable, glancing around. Post comes from a frazzled courier no older than sixteen. It is the first letter to ever come in his name.



  The other scholars at the table, mulling idly over their half eaten breakfasts, glance curiously when the boy hands it to him. Tighnari accepts it gingerly, and the courier scampers away. The hall is unsettlingly quiet as if holding its breath. 



  The envelope is high grade parchment and penmanship, sealed with the golden stamp of the Akademiya, signed off by the Grand Sage. When Tighnari tears and folds it open, it reads:



  
    Tighnari,
  



  
    We extend our deepest apologies regarding the fate of your dormmate, Rumi. Questions or concerns may be addressed to the branch of student assistance. Again, we provide our condolences. 
  



  
    The Akademiya, your Grand Sage.
  



  Tighnari stares at it for a long while. The words float and dance off the page. No coherent thoughts fire from the synapses of his brain; this is wrong, he thinks. It has to be. It is so horribly wrong. Nothing has happened. Rumi is…



  Another scholar takes the note from his hands and eagerly rakes it over; two more join over his shoulders. 



  “Oh, yes,” one says solemnly. “Oh, dear.”



  Tighnari snatches it back roughly. He turns in his bench, waving the letter around as if waiting for someone to explain a sick joke to him. They all look at him sadly. 



  “What?” he demands. “I don’t understand-”



  “Tighnari,” one scholar attempts, head slightly tilted down as he meekly approaches the inevitable. His eyes wander to another scholar’s, begging for aid, as if he is the butt of an inside joke everyone else understands.



  “What?” Tighnari demands again, unreasonable anger growing inside him. He’s never lashed out at his peers, even through the months of endless lecturing and picture-taking and mindless interaction. But this - what the fuck is this? He looks around the table. “I’ve tutored some of you for three fucking semesters!” he shouts, anger bubbling and boiling over. Other scholars cower away. “Can none of you just- Gods- explain to me what the fuck this means? For once?”



  “Tighnari,” Hazm, sitting next to him, begins tentatively. Tighnari jerks to look at him with wide, anxious eyes, shaking hands. Hazm regards him, looking terrified in his own way. “We thought you knew…”



  “What the fuck are you 
  
    talking 
  
  about?”



  “Rumi was reported for heresy, violating a cardinal sin,” Hazm explains. “They attempted to take his research for investigation, but Rumi panicked, he tried to flee… He was probably worried they’d take it…”



  “No,” the word shoots out of him. “No, that’s not true. Not Rumi.” Nervous scholars look at each other and to their laps from around the table. “It’s not true,” he presses again. 



  In their silence, Tighnari feels the solidification of the truth.



  The rage suddenly subsides into terror; Tighnari feels as if he’s been plunged underwater. He stumbles up from the bench. 



  He thinks of his mother, whom he’d said goodnight to one evening so long ago and then awoke to her dead. He’d been only sixteen then. Now he is older, wiser, and it hurts all the same. 



  Tremors wrack his body, crawling up from his hands to his shoulders and then his chest, where he feels as if his heart beats so loudly and erratically it sways his whole body; he wants to go somewhere, but he’s unsure where to. Back to their dorm, so he can look at the cluttered space Rumi so recently lived in? To Dana, so he can spill his blood? To Cyno, unreachable at the Akademiya? To his childhood bedroom, once again all alone?



  He stumbles back, legs knocking into the seat of the opposite longtable, shaking hands fumbling back to brace against the wood. A glass of grapefruit juice totters from the jostle and crashes against the floor, ringing gasps from surrounding scholars who inch away from the mess, the shattered glass. Tighnari feels like the world is shrinking all around him, spinning and spinning and spinning like a globe.



  “Are you-?” one scholar gently asks, “Oh, Tighnari, are you alright?”



  He grips his chest where no air will come, hands knotting into his hair. When he tries to move forward the world is still spinning too fast and he stumbles to his knees, shards of glass pressing into his palms where they fall, but he can feel nothing besides the empty ache of something 
  
    horrible, terrible, 
  
  something unimaginably devastating that should’ve never come true, but now it is, now he’s all alone, and that was his 
  
    best friend,
  
   and he’d 
  
    failed 
  
  him, he’d left him all alone-



  He doesn’t know he’s crying until he hears his own sobs. 



  “Everyone out!” a large voice booms. Immediately and obediently the hall empties, scholars hurrying with their things to vacate the large hall. Tighnari’s cries echo around the high ceilings hauntingly. He feels gentle hands on his shoulder and then Naphis is lightly holding him by the elbow, trying to pick the glass from his palms with his own shaking hands, and Tighnari cannot even form words beyond his gasps and sobs as he looks up at him. 



  “I’m sorry, my boy,” Naphis says solemnly. 



  Tighnari keens.




  For the first time in his academic career, Tighnari does not go to class. 



  In truth, there aren’t many lectures he must attend, but even if he wanted to go, he doesn’t leave his dorm room. He feels as if he can’t. 



  He misses his appointments with Kaveh, watches the clock tick past on the wall without a flicker of worry. Rumi’s side of the room has been cleaned and vacated, curtains of his bed drawn, and Tighnari stares at it. He just stares.



  The one thing they’d left behind was the framed picture of Rumi and his grandmother - a keepsake, so to speak, because when the Matra had come in to take everything Tighnari had wailed and clawed at the floor, held back by Naphis, begging them not to. Because if they did this, it would be real. Rumi would never come back. So one of the Matra had given him the photo, as if calling mercy. Tighnari reached for it so desperately that Naphis’s grip had faltered, letting him stumble blindly forward onto his knees, grasping the frame like a buoy in open water. He begged them not to take more.


But they did, anyway, and Rumi is gone. Dead in the night by Matra; they could barely offer this explanation at his insistence. He’d been reported - anonymously, though Tighnari knows it was Dana - in his work for committing a cardinal sin, and when the Matra had approached him, Rumi had been flighty and defensive, because of course he was. That research was his everything - the key to saving his parents, to being his own hero. He must’ve known it was Dana’s doing as well, resisting his own arrest, as if he knew this was a precursor to a fight he’d never win. When questioned, he took flight - that’s what one of the Matra had said. He took flight. It’s a bitter irony, Tighnari thinks, took flight - as if he were a bird. How that had been the only thing Rumi ever wanted. To fly. 


  He does not leave his room. Instead, treacherously, he sits and remembers.



  In the Akademiya, when Tighnari often snuck out to the greenhouse, he and Rumi had fallen into a nightly routine of check-ups sustainable to living in a room with several other boys. It had begun to look different, over time. In their earliest days; Tighnari had whistled, and across the room, under his blankets and giggling, Rumi had whistled back. 
  
    Okay, have fun. 
  
  Or in their private dorm, too tired to speak, they’d simply go back and forth: 
  
    Can’t sleep? No. It’s alright. I’m here. 
  
  That’s what it meant. Later, when everything had started to crumble; Tighnari whistled, and Rumi mumbled tiredly in response. And now, in the lightless, empty room; Tighnari whistles. 



  There is no reply.



  He whistles again, desperately, and sits and waits. For anything, really, a miracle, maybe even just an echo of his own whistle coming back to him like a ghost. But there is nothing. Absolutely nothing. 



  He is all alone.




  He doesn’t know how long it’s been since; all he knows is the before and after. The morning he’d woken up, the time before it, saying goodnight, opening the letter at breakfast. Before and after. No in between.



  He’s curled in the center of his bed, hugging his knees, chronically empty as if someone’s reached into his chest and pulled out his heart. It hurts so much that he believes it could be true. Most of the sadness has subsided into numbness; foolishly, he’d almost forgotten what it was like to revert back to knowing grief only as a stranger. 



  He thinks about Rumi. Rumi with his messy hair desperately trying to be tamed each morning before lectures. Rumi with his strange love for chamomile tea. Rumi with his silver tongue and his well-worn quill, jotting down poems in the margins of his notebooks when they came to him rather than notes.



  His door creaks open on its hinges and Tighnari is pulled out of his head long enough for him to realize two things: one, it’s dark outside, though he’s not sure what day it is, and two, Cyno is looking at him with wide, concerned eyes. 



  Shock runs through him, the most amount of neutral emotion he’s felt in days. “Cyno,” he breathes, unconscious relief coursing through him.



  Cyno comes forward swiftly, spear resting on the pillar of his bedpost - and that’s when Tighnari remembers. Cyno opens his arms and red-hot fury courses through him, sudden and fierce, and with weak arms he shoves Cyno back as hard as he can.



  “You’re a fucking fool,” he spits, though his voice is hoarse and cracking. Cyno stills. “You’re fucking- You’re an idiot, you’re a fucking coward, pathetic, you- Where were you? The Matra’ve 
  
    killed
  
  - they 
  
    killed
  
   an innocent-” Cyno’s face contorts in confusion, then shame, then grief. Tighnari feels the anger in him cease, slowly at first, then all at once. His voice cracks when he continues. “Where- Where 
  
    were 
  
  you? The- the Matra-”



  “I’m sorry,” Cyno says, his voice rough. For a second, Tighnari remembers Rumi was his friend, too. “I’m so sorry.”



  Tighnari reaches for him and Cyno comes easily forward, taking him in his arms. He wills himself so desperately not to cry.



  “I’m sorry,” Cyno says again. “I’m so sorry, Tighnari, I should’ve been there.”



  It’s not okay. He can’t say that it is. But he can say this. “No, you shouldn’t have. You shouldn’t be here. At all, really. You’ll get in trouble.”



  Cyno’s arms wrap more tightly around him. “I can take a chastisement,” he says, and he is holding Tighnari - limp, boneless, depleted - with strong arms in such a way that he feels as if Cyno is the only thing keeping him alive. Maybe he is.



  “Why did you come?” he asks softly, his cheek pressed against Cyno’s shoulder. He wonders if his staggered breath on Cyno’s neck is bothersome. He wonders if he’s breathing at all.



  “I needed to be here,” Cyno says. He pulls back for a moment to brush the hair from Tighnari’s face, tucking strands behind his ear. A warm, calloused palm cups his face, thumb swiping gently over his cheek.



  “How are you?” Cyno asks.



  Tighnari thinks about Rumi. Rumi with the cavernous hole in his heart, Rumi aching and grieving for his parents. Rumi with his ingenious thesis paper and bright smile under the validation of their Amurta professors. Rumi who’d sworn to make a difference for people suffering worldwide. Rumi with his heart of gold.



  Tighnari has no words to describe how he feels. So he admits this: he feels Cyno is the only person he could truly ever say this to. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything, anymore.”



  But really, this isn’t about him; it’s a devastation solely in the fact of losing someone so radiant, especially in having his name tarnished by the school that housed him and who he sought to improve. Cyno holds him tighter.



  “I know he was important to you. I’m so sorry, Tighnari. If there’s anything - if there’s anything I can do, please, let me know. I can refute the Matra’s claims against him, if that would help.”



  Tighnari listens, feeling hollow. Again Cyno’s thumb strokes across his face, gentle and tethering. Everything seems overwhelming, even the gentle intake of his own breath.



  Cyno presses a kiss to the crown of his head. “I love you, Tighnari.”



  Tighnari can feel tears well up in his eyes unwillingly as he musters the energy to respond. “I love you too, Cyno,” he says, voice breaking on the last syllable. A tear drips its way out of his eye, rolling down his cheek and falling off his chin. He tries as best he can to keep himself steady, but the tottering breath in his lungs makes him choke and hiccup, shaking his shoulders as he begins to sob. One hand moves up from its place on Cyno’s back to cover his mouth. 



  “It’s okay,” Cyno says, fingers threading through his hair. “It’s okay, love. I’ve got you.”



  He thinks about Rumi. Rumi who knew suffering well enough to never wish it upon anyone else. Rumi who brewed tea through tired eyes in the highest hours of morning because Tighnari would wake up crying. Rumi who smiled like the stars and had nothing but well-wishes for every living thing. Rumi who was irrefragably - by all accounts of anything he’s ever known - his brother.



  He lets himself sob.




  He receives an audience to beg his case. Naphis sees him off, but the trip from Pardis Dhyai to the Akademiya passes in a dreamlike haze. He barely remembers it happened at all until he’s standing in the commencement hall. 



  “Have you any proof?” is all the Grand Sage says. Even the presence of the General Mahamatra, standing fiercely at Tighnari’s side, isn’t enough to sway him. His pleas fall on deaf ears either way; Rumi is dead. No innocence would be fought for by killers of a man wrongly killed. There is no peace of his left to be proven.



  “He did nothing wrong,” Tighnari says again. All he has left as proof are his feeble words. He knows Rumi; he watched him fall apart. Piece by piece he had not once stopped as he destroyed himself. 
  
    Everyone suffers in their own sort of way, 
  
  Rumi had once said. 
  
    Especially here.
  
   Tighnari wonders how, from his seat of the most distinguished scholars, he could’ve been so fucking stupid.




  The last person Tighnari expects to find at the Akademiya is Dana himself. 



  Cyno has detached himself from his side long enough to find him a bit of food; Tighnari feels hollow sitting on a bench outside the commencement room, but his gaze rises at the sound of a familiar voice. There at the end of the hall is Dana, barking his dog-like laugh with several of his equally dog-like colleagues, pointing to the bridge of his nose and probably recanting the tale of how Tighnari, his rabid classmate, had broken it in an unprovoked duel.



  Tighnari has dreamt of this; the revenge. The retribution. Red clouds his vision. He sees little else beyond that.



  He stumbles up from the bench, feeling the warmth of his Vision bloom to life on his belt. The rage courses through him in unbearably hot waves. Usually something so explicit is a rarity; for all his snark, Tighnari is seldom so furious, so unhinged. Vines curl around his hands and down to his fingers. And the second before he steps forward into a lunge, he knows he could lose his seat for this, all that he’s ever worked for, yet in this moment all of it seems so worthless. There is no one in the world who’d even expected him to be here - no doting parents at his inauguration ceremony, no children, no aunts and uncles. The only family he could say who’d wanted him here is dead. He thinks of Rumi, alone and bleeding in the sand, chased down by the Matra. 



  He wants blood - he damn near longs for it. So he moves.



  It happens instantly; one second he is down the hall and the next Dana’s skull is smacking against the limestone floor, Tighnari’s knees crushing into his stomach, hands and vines curling around the man’s throat. 



  Dana’s colleagues - cronies - step in to help him, shocked and horrified, tugging at Tighnari’s elbow. Another vine shoots out and smashes one of them into the wall. There’s a bit of yelling and commotion and the scrambling of shoes against the floor and then the vines around Dana’s neck are shrinking back on their own accord - someone else here must have a Dendro Vision - and so Tighnari moves on to his second best option. He swings. 



  Another one of the colleagues attempts to pull him off; with one hand free, Tighnari keeps swinging. His voice is harsh as he curses and his eyes are blurred with tears of rage and condemnation. He screams his rage as loud as he can and keeps punching, relishing in the sickening cracks of bone and bruising of his knuckles, the blood. He sees red. He’s drowning in it.



  Dana beneath him, hung in his grip, at least has the decency to look culpable. His brows are taut; eyes full of emotion, sinking in on himself and mangled with blood. Perhaps he had not intended the ploy to go so far as to death, but nonetheless, that is where it now lies. 



  “I’m sorry,” Dana says under his breath. There is blood on his teeth. It is nowhere near enough.



  Tighnari growls, and the rage is hot, explicit, burning through him, but it nowhere rivals the guilt. 



  Suddenly there are hands - much stronger than those of the group scholars - pulling him back with his arms held in one firm grip. He watches Dana inch away through blurry eyes, sinking to his knees as he struggles against his bindings.



  He is crying before he realizes it. The hands shift from his wrists to his shoulders. He recognizes in a distant part of his brain Alhaitham, the Scribe, looking apprehensively with his lips pursed down at Dana and then back to Tighnari, holding back the other scholars from the commotion. Alhaitham’s gaze pinches, becoming contemplative, as the hands wrap around him from behind. 



  “Tighnari,” the voice says to him, “Tighnari. Are you alright?”



  
    Are you alright? 
  
  He thinks of Rumi pulling the curtains of his bed closed, locking himself away, backed into a corner of self sacrifice. 
  
    I want to sing like the birds sing, 
  
  he had said. 
  
    Not worrying about who hears.
  



  Tighnari sobs. Though he is sightless by his tears he knows the hands are Cyno’s nonetheless; in this moment he feels as if he knows very little, but this one thing, Cyno’s embrace, he will always be intimately familiar with. So Tighnari clings to his cloak and his warm, wiry arms, and Alhaitham stares; he cries and Cyno holds him, though he is undeserving of such care. 



  “He didn’t do anything wrong,” Tighnari keens. 



  Cyno’s hands run along his spine, holding him as if he would come apart. He says nothing, just holds him in a way that keeps all his pieces in place; warm, firm, his head at some point leaning to rest against his own. Somehow, in the silence, in the fierce, tethering grip, it is more than he needs to hear. It is worth more than all the words in the world. 
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  It does not get easier. 



  Weeks pass. Tighnari stays at the Akademiya in a sort of limbo, waiting for something he’s not sure what of, merely existing. He is aching and hollow. Cyno is busy with Mahamatra duties, preoccupied by work in the busiest part of the academic year, though he makes ample time to spend with him. They speak very little. Tighnari has the wherewithal to feel somewhat guilty about his lack of effort and entertainment, because surely he must not be great to be around as he is, Cyno’s half-hearted jokes lying flat and quiet, absent of bickering, no sweet exchanges of words, no kissing or intimate touches. Tighnari is a shell. When Cyno is leading him by the hand back from the kitchens, where Cyno makes a conscious effort to eat a private dinner alongside him each night just to be sure he is not killing himself, Tighnari collapses into a fit of breathless sobs, consumed by self-hatred and frustration. 



  “I’m sorry,” he cries, and Cyno holds him. “I’m sorry, I- I know I’m too much- I just- I don’t know how to go back to normal.”



  Cyno wipes his tears away with a thumb and kisses his cheek. “You don’t have to be okay just yet,” he says. “Grieve. I will help you.”



  He cries harder. “I’m a chore, Cyno. I shouldn’t be.”



  “Terrible things happen, Tighnari. This is inescapable in life. I couldn’t think differently of you for suffering.”



  Tighnari dorms in one of the empty scholar’s quarters close to the Mahamatra’s office. Cyno must’ve pulled strings to spare him of punishment for his violent outburst against Dana, of whom he hasn’t seen since. The thought of the older man brings bile to his throat. He thinks - maybe he’ll never go back to Pardis Dhyai. Maybe he’ll never finish his degree. The thought is hollowing, humbling, but stark and purposeless against his grief. Does it even matter, anymore? Does anything?



  He exists in limbo, waiting for something he’s not sure of. The Akademiya and Sumeru City begin to feel bleak and oppressive, not warm and lively as they once did. After several days of stewing and sitting with his grief he finds doing nothing makes his mind fester, and reading is the only thing that quells it to a bearable level. He raids the Akademiya library to silence himself.



  One afternoon as he’s slipping a copy of runic translations back into place amongst the tall marble bookshelves, a scuffle of blonde hair comes around the corner. Kaveh is suddenly looking at him with big, sorrow-stricken eyes, as if he’s about to cry himself, and then he tips forward to take Tighnari in a tight, unsuspecting hug.



  Tighnari stumbles back a bit in shock with the force of it, Kaveh’s arms squeezing him reassuringly. “Um-”



  “I’ve just heard what happened, I came looking for you as fast as I could - I’m so sorry,” Kaveh says in one big breath, strangely earnest. Tighnari gets the sense Kaveh is more stirred up about the whole thing than he is, his voice strained, brows furrowed and on the verge of tears; “I’m so sorry, Nari. I can’t even imagine how you feel.”



  Tighnari hesitantly returns the hug, his hands resting lightly on Kaveh’s back. He’s still not sure how to answer someone’s condolences. 
  
    It’s okay 
  
  is a stone-faced lie. So he returns Kaveh’s embrace in thanks, and despite the man claiming not to know anything of grief, Tighnari gets the odd sense that he does. 




  In hindsight, it was their fault - sneaking around for nightly dinners, spending all available time with each other, even if that may be in public places; Cyno guiding him by the hand through the halls when Tighnari is too hollowed and detached to navigate the Akademiya alone, Cyno taking rare personal leave at the death of a random Amurta scholar for a day to disappear and come back with his hand gently on the elbow of a scholar who should have been written up as a violent criminal, blatantly assaulting another student with his Dendro Vision, of which Cyno had also fought to dispel the punishment of. To the common people, the General Mahamatara has no friends. And Tighnari, for the longest time, had been his best-kept secret. 



  But now Tighnari is hollow, crumbling at the lightest touch, and Cyno disregards all else to acknowledge that - what else would he do? Abandon Tighnari in his suffering for the sake of saving face? The decision is easily made. Cyno ignores his secrecy. Tighnari is hurting - all else fades away. 



  When Tighnari collapses into his arms as Cyno gets him into bed for the night, tears coming despite his exhaustion of them, Cyno holds him and kisses his head.



  “He’s dead,” Tighnari cries, still grappling with the reality of it,  “He’s dead, he’s dead, he’s-”



  Cyno thinks of how many times the Matra’ve performed the same mode of justice - how many grieving faces have been behind those killed. Even when you die in the pursuit of justice, there is no justness in death unwarned. He holds Tighnari tighter. There is no use in wasting breath on variables, but still those thoughts eat at him - he should’ve been there. He should’ve been more attentive to the Matra at Pardis Dhyai. What if it were Tighnari? What if he were the Matra, standing against him in the heat of the desert? Would he abide by the laws of the Akademiya and spill his blood in the sand?



  There was something the previous General Mahamatra had said to him when they’d met, when she had stepped down and passed over her headdress. “You must free yourself of all tethers to chase truth.” Cyno had done it thoughtlessly, then; what else was there? “The scales of justice balance heedlessly, without thought of mortal desire. Think of someone close to you.”



  “Alright,” Cyno had said, though at the time he had no one to picture.



  “Imagine they have done something evil. The scale tips them heavy, and you must execute their damnation. They are worth more to you, perhaps, and you believe in their innocence. Which is more important? Justice or feeling?”



  Cyno had answered immediately then, but now he is silent. Tighnari cries in his arms, Cyno’s nose buried in his hair. He thinks of laying bare with the other man in the Avidya rainforest, tracing the divots of his hips and bones and becoming intimately familiar with them; he thinks of dancing by vinyl in the living room of Tighnari’s childhood home, which had somehow become theirs; he thinks of spending waning nights in the greenhouse of the Akademiya, getting to know one another, or winter break playing TCG; he thinks of Tighnari doing something terrible, unthinkably horrible. He thinks of himself staring Tighnari down in the heat, hand poised on his spear, and having to do justice. And for the first time his resolve wavers, folding in on itself meekly; there is no atrocity heinous enough, he quickly realizes, that could ever dethrone his care. He holds Tighnari tighter, kissing his head; Do your worst, he thinks. I love you. I love you. I love you. Nothing else could ever matter this much.




  Tighnari never envisioned the Scribe to be one to kick a man while he’s down, but he assumes this is simply the way of the Akademiya’s rigor, executed to a tee. 



  Alhaitham believes himself to be unfoolable, with an all-seeing eye that can never be outwitted in a battle of tactics. It’s not narcissism, per se, but rather a congruent understanding of his own abilities and capacity of personal intelligence. It’s for this reason that everything, once again, begins to go wrong.



  Cyno abandons all attempts at concealing his affections towards him; Tighnari barely notices their lack of stealth, too caught up in his own grief. Until he starts seeing the Scribe.



  It’s accidental, at first - that day in the library. Kaveh is distraught and clinging to him in his condolences and Tighnari sees him there, upon the ledge of the library balcony, watching them. He always seems to be near where Kaveh is, much to Tighnari’s disdain. After that Tighnari feels his presence almost everywhere he goes - the halls, his room, the kitchens, the courtyard. Each time Tighnari attempts to confront him, Alhaitham disappears. 



  Alhaitham orchestrates this confrontation on his own accord, days later, when Tighnari enters a small reading nook by a large window in the back of the Akademiya library. His arms are crossed and his eyes are closed, leaning against the stone wall passively. Tighnari stills.



  Alhaitham’s eyes open. “Tighnari.” Tighnari feels adrenaline shoot up his spine at the simple utterance of his name, and suddenly he sympathizes a lot more with Kaveh’s perturbation by the man’s presence. Alhaitham is rigid, calculating; Tighnari is not unfamiliar with the sort, though.



  “Scribe,” he answers. Alhaitham studies him. Tighnari almost expects the man to begin with some sort of apology, as most have recently done; extending his sympathies for the death of his friend, so widely and suddenly talked about. Yet Alhaitham does not.



  “The General Mahamatra favors you. Have you realized this?”



  Tighnari feels his blood suddenly run cold, as if he’s been drenched in ice water. His hands curl around the books in his grip. The question rings like a warning bell. “We’re friendly. Yes.”



  “You are.” Alhaitham pushes off the wall. “You do understand, see, that if you and the General Mahamatra were to go behind the backs of the Akademiya and pursue a non-platonic relationship, that his contingency to administer justice fairly would be dissuaded. His position would be compromised.”



  It comes clear as day, then: This is not a warning. This is a threat.



  “We’re not-” but the words die in his throat. There’s no use in denial. Even if there were, he’s too tired to fight it. 



  “No,” Alhaitham answers for him, “Then don’t be.”




  Tighnari recognizes the calm before the storm.



  He doesn’t tell Cyno about his run in with the Scribe; he’s too exhausted to worry anymore about getting caught, and he has an odd understanding that these are his final moments. When he lays in bed beside Cyno the following morning, tracing the lines of his palm and grooves of his knuckles, Cyno sleeping soundlessly next to him and soft light filtering in through the ivory drapes, Tighnari is tired of cursing the world for tearing them apart - he silences his mind and rolls onto his side. Cyno’s sleeping face squished against the pillow is worriless, and Tighnari would thrash and fight and kill to keep him. Rumi would’ve wanted the same - their happiness, together. He had said so. You need one another, Tighnari. I know. He is half of me, in all of my everything. Always.



  “Cyno,” he whispers softly, one hand lightly brushing the hair from his face. Cyno does not stir. Tighnari likes to imagine him this way forever - at peace, unknowing of the worldly hardships. He ignores the self-doubt in his gut that screams at him, 
  
    you are his only burden. 
  
  His thumb brushes over Cyno’s cheekbone. “Cyno,” he says softly again. He has a million things he wants to tell him, so he shoves them all into the recitatif of his name. “Cyno.”



  When he wakes time later, Tighnari kisses him with tears streaming down his face - Cyno cups his neck welcomingly and Tighnari knows this is it. This is all. 



  Cyno leaves Tighnari’s room at half-past midnight. In the darkness of the corridor and with his eared cloak pulled above his head, he expects no one to see him, as they often do not; yet when the door closes quietly behind him, a voice speaks somewhere down the hall. 



  “Mahamatra.”



  Hackles raised, Cyno turns quickly towards the noise. The Scribe, Alhaitham, stares back at him, eyes unblinking. Cyno feels the breath recede from his chest; he has no space to argue, to deny his intentions. He feels a surge of protectiveness overcome him as his hand slips from the doorknob to Tighnari’s room. One misstep and everything crumbles.



  Alhaitham narrows his eyes at him. Cyno’s mind reels a million miles per second, but excuses at this point are void; instead, Cyno confesses the truth. “Judge if you like,” he says softly, conscious of Tighnari sleeping peacefully on the other side of the wall. “But do not take him from me. He is everything I have.”



  “If Tighnari were to fall to malpractice, you would be jaded by your affections, inevitably. You understand this, don’t you?” 



  Speaking against Alhaitham is like moving against a brick wall, grinding and grating yourself down to nothing. Reason is his only rationality; logic, with the complete absence of pathos. He wants to deny the Scribe’s claims, but he knows better than to lie to a man such as him.



  Alhaitham is sure of himself now, shaking his head. “Your abilities to the Akademiya have been compromised, General Mahamatra. I’m afraid this must be reported.”



  Cyno grits his jaw. “And how did you know to be here, Scribe? What extraneous proof do you have that I am acting unprofessionally? How could you know what I do, or what I feel?”



  “I know everything that goes on within the Akademiya, General Mahamatra,” Alhaitham answers. “You of all people should’ve known the rules and their severity.” 



  This is where they are different, he and the Scribe; Cyno has fallen in love, unaware of what it would be like. He has allowed his justice to slip and crack in one place, where exemption now bleeds through. He has one undeniable weakness: Tighnari. Alhaitham keeps himself at arm’s length, sure of his ideals and strengths, unwilling to let himself become so accosted. Alhaitham loves, Cyno is sure of that, knowing Kaveh - but he does so silently, individually, and at a distance. This is where they are different. Cyno is weak and biased. Alhaitham is true and blunt.



  “You cannot take him from me,” Cyno says again, voice this time tattered and pleading. 



  Alhaitham’s face flickers with an emotion he cannot quite place. He turns, silently, in the dark of the hall, and leaves.



  Cyno does not sleep. He waits at the door of Tighnari’s room till dawn as if on lookout, sun bathing the hall in morning light, before he slinks away, following the shadows.




  Tighnari is called to the commencement room for an audience with the Grand Sage the morning after.



  He was aware of this inevitably - he is ready for it. His expulsion, his breaking point - everything he worked for, down the drain in an instant. All that hiding for nothing. He almost wishes he and Cyno had never bothered with their secrecy. He is sure of his fate when he enters the audience room and the Grand Sage Azar peers down at him like an undying bug under his heel from his seat on his marble throne, flanked on one side by the Scribe, the opposite wall lined with several Matra and Cyno himself, hands folded behind his back. Tighnari avoids his eyes because he knows he will come undone if he meets them; instead, he looks at Azar. For the first time Tighnari recognizes that the audience room is at an odd elevation. He must always look up to the Sage, and the Sage must look down on him.



  “Tighnari,” the Grand Sage speaks. Alhaitham’s gaze burns holes in his skin. “Come forward.”



  Tighnari bows lightly. “Grand Sage,” he answers. “Why have I been summoned?”



  “There have been rumors of you acting less than favorably on campus, Tighnari. I am inclined not to believe such rumors; you are one of the Akademiya’s brightest scholars.”



  Tighnari purses his lips. “I cannot confirm nor deny. I’m not entirely sure what I’m being accused of.”



  “Your old dormmate, Rumi,” Azar begins, and confusion flashes through Tighnari’s face. “I know you have spoken for him here before. You were close, yes?”



  Tighnari’s voice wavers when he speaks. “Yes, sir.” Uncertainty pumps through him. He doesn’t dare to risk a glance towards Cyno, though he desperately wants to meet his gaze, to hold his assurances. Rumi. Rumi. This was supposed to be about him - about 
  
    them, 
  
  he and Cyno. Rumi’s mention in the same room where Tighnari had pleaded for and failed at proving his innocence weeks ago comes like a gunshot, loud and unprovoked and leaving him questioning, worried. Scared.



  “It’s unfortunate, isn’t it, how quickly he devolved. He was a bright scholar as well.” Tighnari’s brows furrow, anger rising in the place of fear. How dare they speak of him as if they knew him, or ever once cared, or had once shown him respect. “His heretical nonsense and blatant ignorance of the Greater Lord Rukkhadevata was abysmal. You know this, don’t you, Tighnari?”



  Tighnari feels rage boil in his chest - consuming, overwhelming rage. He breathes heavily through his nose and begins slowly. “No, sir, I’m afraid I don’t. Have you actually read his thesis?”



  The Grand Sage angrily scrunches his nose. “You have been suspected of heresy due to
   the personage you’ve chosen to uphold. You are a liability, Tighnari, and now you have become a traitor.” He gestures to his right hand side at the Scribe. Alhaitham raises his chin. 



  Through his rage, Tighnari gets a keen feeling that something is 
  
    wrong. 
  
  Why hadn’t they accosted him in all the time he’d been situated at the Akademiya since? Surely these rumors could have very well been started by Dana himself - but even that, Tighnari doubts. He remembers the particularly culpable look and apology Dana had given him after Tighnari had battered and bloodied him within an inch of his life. And the Grand Sage headforth addressing and acting on a rumor to bring him, 
  
    him, 
  
  who’d carried nearly his entire Amurta class for two semesters, who was about to graduate and nearly become a Sage, on the account of a heresy rumor - of which he doubts the Matra had even truly read Rumi’s thesis at all, much less deem it illegal - it feels 
  
    wrong.
  
   Doubt swells inside him. 



  Alhaitham begins. “The Amurta scholar, Rumi-”



  “Do 
  
    not 
  
  speak of him,” Tighnari growls, the words ripping out of him against his judgment, barely realized. His fists are clenched at his side and he can feel nothing despite the pinch of his nails against his skin, teeth grit so hard his jaw feels locked with rage.



  “You watch your words,” the Grand Sage warns, pointing a finger down at him. “He was tactless. A traitor to our Greater Lord.”



  “He was my 
  
    brother.”
  



  Azar bites the inside of his cheek and the thought solidifies - this is a ploy. The Grand Sage does not truly believe he is guilty. “Justice must be administered, Tighnari. You must understand this. The scales weigh for truth, and nothing more. Certainly not for fond feelings.” He glances towards Cyno, if only for a brief second - yet Tighnari catches it. “This is the way it has always been. You must face the punishment for heresy in full effect.”



  Tighnari knows Sumeru’s religious stance well - there is no foolish Lesser Lord, and the Greater Lord is the only salvation. All else is heresy. And the punishment for such outrageous claims is simple, certain: life imprisonment. 



  Azar looks towards the line of Matra. It is for the first time that Tighnari sees Cyno’s face - now torn with ill-concealed worry and hesitancy. “Come forward,” he says. Cyno steps closer.



  “Grand Sage,” he begins quickly. “I know Tighnari. He is no heretic. My undying loyalty is to the Akademiya, but I must reassure you that he is no criminal.”



  “You know him?” Alhaitham questions. Cyno’s grip on his spear tightens. “Yet not well since he left for Pardis Dhyai, yes?”



  Cyno chooses his words carefully. “You never stop knowing someone, I believe. No matter how much time passes.”



  “You’re saying you are familiar with him on a personal level?” Alhaitham continues. “That’s odd. You hadn’t reported extra time shadowing him after your-”



  “I didn’t need to,” Cyno interrupts sternly. “We saw each other frequently. It’s not unusual.”



  Tighnari’s brows furrow absently, stuck on Alhaitham’s words. After his what?



  Azar holds up a hand. “Enough,” he begins. “General Mahamatra. Tighnari has been convicted of heresy. I needn’t remind you of its repercussions.” He looks back to Tighnari. “But I must remind you; resisting arrest gives ground for the Matra to engage combat.”



  Tighnari feels his stomach drop to his feet. 
  
    Life imprisonment? 
  
  His vision blurs, imagining himself locked in a cage for the rest of his waking days, with no outside connection, a total abandonment of everything he’d ever cultivated for himself or come to love. This is a sick ploy, whatever it is - sick. The Grand Sage does not truly find him guilty, but how far is he willing to go to punish Tighnari for his commotion these past several weeks? 



  “Seize him.”



  The Matra move to instead stand in front of him, making a line between him and the Grand Sage. Cyno’s eyes are unsure and troubled as he approaches him slowly. Tighnari stumbles back. No. No, he can’t. He can’t go. He would rather be dead than rotting. The room is engulfed in a tense silence that Tighnari cannot hear over the pounding of blood in his ears; Cyno’s hands encircle Tighnari’s wrists.



  Tighnari stutters in disbelief, anxiety swelling within him. “Cyno,” he begs, flighty with panic. “Cyno, I- Please, you- you 
  
    know-
  
  ”
  
    

  



  Cyno pauses at his pleas, bottom lip trapped between his teeth as if it pains him to hear. The grip around his wrists is soft - Tighnari thinks about the times they have held each other tenderly, fervently, bruisingly with passion or lightly with love, and now this. 



  “He is guilty, Mahamatra,” the Grand Sage says again. The room falls back to silence, as if the world is waiting for Cyno to make a decision
  
    . 
  
  Alhaitham’s gaze is piercing. Tighnari trembles and his mouth is dry; he has doubted many things in his life, but never Cyno’s sense of justice. 



  Cyno’s hands fall from Tighnari’s wrists. When Tighnari meets his eyes, shocked, they are sad and downturned, but calm and fond. 



  “I cannot condemn you,” he says softly. 



  The Grand Sage appears just as shocked as Tighnari feels, but he rights himself much quicker. “Matra!” he shouts. “Advance!”



  The Matra move quickly towards him immediately by their commands, as they are meant to; if it were normal circumstance Tighnari would’ve stuck his ground. Surely the Akademiya would never injure one of their brightest students. Yet he thinks of Rumi and the Matra cornering him somewhere just outside the city, striking him down, bleeding in the sand - and so instinctively he flinches, stumbling back. 



  Immediately Cyno moves. Tighnari watches it all happen in slow motion - Cyno turning his back from the Matra to swing against them with his staff, an undercurrent of Electro pulsing with him. Then suddenly he is a wall between Tighnari and the Akademiya, shoving back two Matra with the flat of his polearm.



  “You will not touch him,” Cyno orders. There is no room for negotiation; the Matra stand down.



  When the noise settles, Azar’s eyes are narrowed but he is unfazed, as if he expected this. “Your 
  
    undying loyalty,
  
  ” he mocks, standing. His gaze is harsh. “From you, Cyno, never in my life would I have expected this.”



  “It’s just as I told you, Grand Sage,” Alhaitham says. Cyno’s staff is still pointed towards the Matra, one arm out behind him, shielding Tighnari from the counsel. “Bias over justice. A scholar over his own Matra. You’ve been compromised, General Mahamatra. Step down.”



  Cyno hesitates for a moment before reaching up with one hand and wordlessly tearing off his jackal headpiece. Tighnari makes a noise in his throat as it hits the ground, aching for him - Cyno has never had much, even less than Tighnari, but the title of General Mahamatra was all he ever needed. Tighnari clenches his fists so tightly at his sides that they shake.



  Azar raises his hand in pause, commanding their attention. “You have both committed treasonous acts against the Akademiya,” he begins. Tighnari feels as if he could sob or scream or take out his bow and send a Dendro arrow through the creases of the Scribe’s forehead. “You disable one another - yet you are both valuable to me. I will give you until tomorrow morning to make a decision. One of you must be gone.”



  Stiffly he rises, sending a sideways glance to Cyno, barely able to see Tighnari behind the wall Cyno has created between them. Alhaitham follows soon after, sending them a similar glance. The Matra leave last, looking unsure of themselves as they do. Cyno keeps his polearm raised until the room is empty and quiet - then lets it clatter to the ground.



  Tighnari cries as Cyno takes him in a hug, nearly lifting him with the force of it; Cyno’s hands rake over his body, his face - “Cyno,” Tighnari says softly, eyes darting back and forth between his concerned gaze and the Mahamatra’s headpiece on the ground. “You- 
  
    You-
  
  ”



  Cyno hushes him. “It means nothing to me,” he answers quickly, “
  
    Nothing,
  
   Tighnari. Not if it’s you.” Tighnari takes an unsteady intake of breath. “Are you alright?”



  “Am I-” he laughs dryly, “Am 
  
    I 
  
  okay? You almost fought the fucking Matra.”



  “You’re not angry with me?” Cyno breathes, relieved, somewhat to himself. 



  “Angry?” Tighnari asks, disbelieving. “Well- somewhat. Rationally, you should’ve just arrested me.”



  Cyno smiles a bit, fond, brushing back his hair, then his smile falls. “I wouldn’t have let them take you,” he says. “I hope you know that. I wouldn’t have let you go.”



  Tighnari struggles with a reply. Admittedly for a good minute he was sure Cyno would lock shackles on his wrists and cart him off to the dungeons. This is the way of the Matra. Cyno has never once expressed ill-intent towards the Akademiya’s law. “Truth is within you,” Tighnari says, “Justice composes you. How could I have thought otherwise?”



  “Justice does not compose me,” Cyno says weakly. 



  Tighnari sighs. “We are all made of something.”



  “I am made of you.”



  Tighnari says nothing to that, breath caught in his chest. Cyno takes Tighnari’s wrists - softly as he always has, though this time purposefully and intentionally careful - and tugs him close. He presses their foreheads together, breathing shakily. 



  “Everything is against us,” he mutters. 



  Tighnari thinks of his father and how they are destined to tear each other apart. “It’s fine,” he reassures, “Just stay here at the Akademiya and I’ll go back to Pardis Dhyai. I’ll see you again in the summer-”



  Cyno pulls back to look at him. “Tighnari,” he starts softly, “That’s not what he meant.”



  Tighnari pauses. Deep down he knew this, but he wanted to pretend the Grand Sage’s order was of restraint rather than eviction. He feels tears well in his eyes. The image of himself as a Sage that he’d innately yearned for since he was a boy, which Rumi had encouraged him into even in his final moments, burns in his mind - to not even finish the degree that he’s spent months slaving away for seems unheard of. He thinks of all the scholars he’s helped along the way and how they will graduate before he will now, in a harsh irony. He thinks about his empty space at the wreathing ceremony at graduation, where he had spent months dreaming of Cyno in the stands clapping happily along as he and Rumi received their diplomas and moved out to the rainforests for patrol and freedom and became family, the three of them. And now they suffer this fate - a punishment just for grieving - for being in love. 



  But he can’t let Cyno lose his position as Mahamatra. Cyno has little, less than Tighnari has, and this is one of them. They could very well stay happy and coupled and free so long as it is off-campus and Tighnari sacrifices all else but this. But this decision in the moment feels big, too big for him to handle. He hides himself in Cyno’s neck, clinging to him desperately.



  “Hey,” Cyno strokes his hair soothingly. “It’s alright. We can talk to the Grand Sage later tonight. Together.”



  Tighnari clings to him tighter. “We haven’t done anything wrong,” he whispers, hands knotted in Cyno’s robes.



  “No,” Cyno responds, voice soft. “We haven’t.”



  It is the first time the General Mahamatra doubts the absolutism of the Akademiya. 



  It is not the last.




  Tighnari visits the Grand Sage in his quarters before dinner, early so as to make his decision before Cyno can. 



  “I will withdraw,” he says. Azar furrows his brows at him as he sips his evening tea, which so sickeningly reminds him of Rumi. “I will terminate my admission with the Amurta Darshan. My thesis will be null and unpublishable. I will stay off of the Akademiya’s campus and out of Sumeru City. But please - do not punish him. Cyno.”



  Azar purses his lips after some deliberation. “Alright,” he sighs, “But it’s a pity to see you go. You were a great scholar, I’ve heard. You must’ve inherited such from your parents - your mother, ah, rest her soul. The Mahamatra spoke highly of your abilities in all of his reports.”



  Tighnari pauses, confused. “Sorry? What are you talking about?”



  Azar looks at him disbelievingly. “Oh, don’t tell me - he never told you.”



  A nervous sweat breaks out along Tighnari’s brow. Something feels wrong, as it did in the commencement room. He has the urge to hide and cover his ears. “Tell me what, exactly?”



  “Tighnari,” the Grand Sage begins clemently, “The General Mahamatra was sent to observe you.”



  Tighnari feels his world come to a grinding halt. He must take a good second to handle this statement, taking it into his hands and examining it all around. Cyno. Observing him. Reporting back to the Akademiya. Gathering information. Double agent. 



  “You’re lying,” Tighnari spits fiercely, somewhat desperate, grasping for truth. “He would have told me.”



  “Oh, please,” Azar laughs, sipping his tea. “I beg of you, use that incredible brain of yours for once.”



  Tighnari’s mind reels. He thinks of the first night Cyno had trailed him in the hall, of how he’d had the feeling of being followed for many nights before that; he thinks of how eager Cyno was to establish a connection with him, in the beginning, despite being notoriously antisocial, especially to scholars; he thinks about how Cyno had known his birthday during winter break, or how he’d disappear sometimes quickly after speaking in the greenhouse, back to his quarters; Alhaitham’s stinging words rush back to him - You hadn’t reported extra time shadowing after your… and the word suddenly clicks. 
  
    Assignment. 
  



  The Grand Sage looks at him pityingly. Tighnari’s head swims and his hands are jittery, breath coming unsurely. “I accept your remission,” Azar says. Tighnari feels that same breathlessness he hasn’t felt since his early school days come back to him full-forcedly, when he could barely speak without gasping for air, when Cyno had sat and taught him - “But I hope you are satisfied with your decision.”




  Tighnari conceals his anger for as long as he can. He meets Cyno in the Mahamatra’s quarters, eyes skipping over the fireplace where Cyno had held him for the first time on winter break, or the surfaces in which they’ve embraced each other; he slams open the doors of his main office. Cyno looks up at him in surprise.



  “Tighnari-”



  Tighnari cuts him off abruptly. “I went to see the Grand Sage.”



  “What?” Cyno gets to his feet from behind his desk, alarmed, “I told you we would go together-”



  “Why?” he yells, the words suddenly leaving him with unprecedented force, loud and fierce like a bag of air squeezed to pop. “So you could lie? So you could twist some fucking narrative that gets you out of trouble?” Cyno’s eyes widen. Tighnari breathes through his fury. “I know what you did,” he says lowly, this time darker, deeper, fists clenched at his side and meeting Cyno’s sorry gaze with frigidness. “I trusted you. I 
  
    believed 
  
  you.”



  “Tighnari, I-”



  “You’re a 
  
    fucking 
  
  liar.”



  Cyno rounds his desk, hands raised placatingly and shaking his head desperately, attempting to explain himself; “I had approached you with ill intention,” Cyno confesses, “For that I apologize. But the rest of it; everything I have ever said to you has been real.”



  “Bullshit!” Tighnari yells. He left the office doors open and he’s sure anyone passing the Mahamatra’s quarters could hear them, but he doesn’t care. “You go behind my back with the fucking Akademiya for Gods’ know how long, doing fuck-knows what, don’t bother to tell me, just for the fucking Grand Sage to off-handedly let me know I was an 
  
    assignment? 
  
  That you’ve been fucking reporting personal information about me back to the 
  
    fucking 
  
  Akasha? Are you fucking 
  
    insane, 
  
  Cyno?”



  “You don’t understand-” he presses. 



  “No, clearly I don’t!”



  “I 
  
    had
  
   to, in my earliest months, I had to report on you or they wouldn’t let me see you anymore-”



  “How can I trust you?” Tighnari asks, voice hoarse and strained and sad. It’s too late. The vision of him in his mind has shattered irreplaceably; This is not something to be swept over. Tighnari can only see the intimacies in which they’d shared, the looming, daunting idea: had it all been fake? Had his worst fears just come true - his inability to be loved truly? Had everything Cyno had learned about him gone into a file? And worst of all, Rumi: had he been nothing but a pawn? 



  “Listen,” Cyno says forcefully, “Listen to me! In the beginning, yes, I reported on you, but 
  
    no.
  
   Not after you left the Akademiya. Everything I said to you was real, Tighnari. I never once lied to you.”



  Tighnari feels as if someone has drenched him in hot acid, peeling off his skin and stinging his eyes, weighing heavy on his chest. He sucks in a harsh breath and paces backwards. “Don’t look for me,” he spits, “Don’t speak to me. Just- we’re better this way. Get away from me.”



  “Better-” Cyno laughs humorlessly, in disbelief - “You don’t mean that. Tighnari, you don’t mean that.”



  “I think I do, actually. My father told me that day in the summer,” Tighnari starts heedlessly, “That you and I would never work out.”



  Cyno’s brows furrow. “What? Why would he- You said he didn’t say anything important.”



  “Well people don’t always tell the fucking truth, then, haven’t we just figured that out?”



  Cyno huffs, irritated, “Well, why did he think so?”



  Tighnari takes a second to pause and breathe. He feels like everything around him is shattering and falling apart; everything he’d tried so hard to convince himself he could overcome now crumbles at his feet. “Valuka Shuna mate for life,” he says. “They kill themselves by giving away everything they have. Humans cannot comprehend this. Valuka Shuna who make the odd mistake of mating with a human are doomed to die or live their lives in solitude. I do not-” he stops himself, “I did not know which one was worse. Being killed by you or having to live in your absence.”



  Cyno looks overwhelmed. “I never once thought you were too much for me. Tighnari, I never, ever saw us as incompatible. Why would you ever think I couldn’t love you enough?”



  “Because. You’re human. And I…”



  Cyno looks pained. “Don’t do that to yourself.”



  “Do what?” Tighnari spits. 



  “Act like you’re a monster.”



  Tighnari pauses. “You expect me to outrun my fate.”



  “I expected you to be smart enough to disregard myth and mire,” Cyno rebukes.



  Anger bubbles in Tighnari again. “Well I expected more from you, too.” He turns his back. “I’m done - with this, with everything. Just fucking leave me alone.”



  Cyno chases after him as he slinks away. “No, please- Tighnari, you don’t understand. I 
  
    had
  
   to. I didn’t want to lose my position-”



  Tighnari stops abruptly, then turns. There’s something incredulous and angry in his eye when he does. “Oh. Oh, that’s what this is about, isn’t it? You wanted to keep your fucking job, Cyno? Then have your position, 
  
    Mahamatra,
  
  ” Tighnari spits, voice fierce and stinging with venom Cyno has never once felt the heat of until now. “Keep everything! I couldn’t dare to take it from you.”



  “I don’t want everything,” Cyno pleads. It is the first time in his life he has ever begged. “I never wanted this - your anger. I never intended for things to be this way.”



  “Intention or not, it’s happened, Cyno. And my anger is far from misplaced.”



  “I do not want your anger-”



  “I have nothing else left to give.”



  Cyno, again for the first time, is at a loss for words. His voice breaking, he pleads: “I just want 
  
    you.
  
  ”



  Tighnari feels his heart break. He gets flashes of all their moments together; he knows no matter how hard he looks, if he walks away now, he will never be this in love again. He doesn’t think he wants to be. He wants to turn back to Cyno and scream at him until his voice is gone and his head is aching; at least then, at the end of it, they could come to some sort of closure. He wants to believe in the fact that Cyno is innocent and secretive and has always held his best intentions, but doubt kills his desire. He knows if he were to open his mouth and speak now, his resolve would crumble and he would collapse into sobs. If he were to look Cyno in the eye - he would falter and break. This is the only man who has ever, and will ever love him. And now, Tighnari is leaving him.



  He says nothing when he goes, despite Cyno’s desperation. His heart hurts and he is inexplicably tired and grieving. He wonders when it’ll end - the world playing tricks on him. Convincing him he’s good and safe and loved and letting him be happy before ultimately ripping the rug from underneath him. Maybe he should’ve let the Matra take him, even in his innocence, and leave him to rot in a cell within the Sumeru City underground - no one would look for him, or fight to prove his honor. But maybe down there in his sunless cage he would become guilty of something. He’s not sure. He’s not sure of anything, now, except this - he is loveless, inhuman. No one truthful has ever disagreed.


  



14. Chapter 14

Notes for the Chapter:fic writers will see tighnari and be like put that beast in a situation




    
    
  Tighnari returns to Avidya Forest carrying his own bag and entering the foyer of his childhood home alone. Deep down he always knew it would end up this way, sooner or later - Cyno gone, him by his lonesome. This is the way it always has been. This is the way it always will be.



  He meanders for several days, not eating, floating around his home in a shocked state like a ghost. No one visits him, not even the village chief. Each time he wakes in the highest hours of midnight with the fleeting wake of a nightmare already slipping through his memory, he grasps the sheets next to him for purchase of his lover, then reality comes crashing down. Tighnari has lost everything. He has lost Cyno, too.



  In what feels like no time at all his future has entirely upended itself; cruelly, sitting in the empty living room floor in the midst of a moonlit light, he thinks of the Akademiya greenhouse (of which he will never revisit - he is not allowed) and Cyno standing in front of him with an overjoyed, wide grin: 
  
    I’m going to marry you. 
  
  Had that been a lie, too? He thinks of Jaleh and Ashshab and Rumi and holds himself and cries and wonders: When did everything go wrong? In such a short moment he has lost all of which he’d come to care for - his future, his brother, the love of his life. He is inexplicably lonely. 



  He eats - or tries to, at least, nibbling on a slice of Naan - by his mother’s grave. But even this reminds him of Cyno, too - the other man sneaking out in the early morning to introduce himself to her, to thank her for him. That hadn’t been insincere. Or perhaps it was. Tighnari doesn’t know. He doesn’t know anything, anymore.



  He’s no longer a scholar. He rips down the Akademiya acceptance letter on the bulletin board above his bedroom desk. He no longer has this one thing - he has nothing, anymore. 



  When his mother’s headstone proves to be a dull conversationalist and he’s gone crazy trying to converse with the rainforest flora and fauna, a courier comes to him with a letter. The young woman does a double-take when he opens his front door, and absently he realizes he must look terrible and tired and grieving - but she hands it over without a word. 



  Tighnari’s hands shake with expectation as he accepts it. Something in his chest screams when he reads the address line and sees it’s from the Akademiya, yet from Naphis, his old Amurta Sage, and not Cyno. 



  As the weeks pass he has time to sit and consider his decisions. He knows he is justified and doing the right thing by leaving, cutting off his communication with the General Mahamatra, perhaps as he always should’ve. His anger with Cyno is heated and all-consuming. Yet still he finds himself sick with worry.



  Naphis in the letter tells him that Cyno’s position as General Mahamatra has been left untouched. Tighnari cries when he reads it, hand covering his mouth, but he’s not entirely sure why.



  He’s angry with Cyno - he hopes the other man thinks of him and regrets what he’s done each time he adorns that jackal headpiece - yet he also worries. He prays that the Grand Sage treats him fairly. He hopes Cyno moves on swiftly, that his interest is quickly captured by another, though this time truthfully instead of with cunning. He hopes Cyno gets everything he’s ever wanted, and prays he never hears a word about any of it.



  Yet on the surface he broils with indignation. Naphis writes:



  
    I have read over your thesis. Though your position at the Akademiya has been left prematurely, I took the liberty to examine your studies on the Vijnana Stormheart. Your findings are perfect; your essays have been completed for quite some time. I commend you. Your research is impeccable. I am approving your thesis, even though you are no longer a student, and I invite you back to the Akademiya to work alongside me as an aide. This gives you full grounds to come back as staff rather than a student. I will not speak on your personal affairs, but knowing what I do, I will grant you this wisdom: professors and Matra have no official laws against their situationships. 
  



  Tighnari laughs bitterly when he reads it, despite the older man’s best intentions; the Amurta Sage knows an unfathomable amount, yet at the same time he knows nothing at all. Tighnari writes back:



  
    Professor,
  



  
    You should have no such worries about myself and any one of the Matra. Still, I must kindly decline your offer. I do not wish to return to the Akademiya under any circumstance, as a cause of my own personal vendetta. I fear I am in no state to talk logically about this as of now. I hope you can understand this and my reasoning.
  



  
    Tighnari.
  



  The answering letter comes quickly by the same frazzled courier, who this time asks: “Are you alright, Mr. Tighnari?” as she hands over his letter. He doesn’t answer her. He takes the letter from her hands and shuts the door.



  Naphis writes:



  
    Tighnari,
  



  
    It makes me terrifically happy to hear from you again. Of course. I understand that there has been conflict I am unable to imagine between yourself and the Akademiya’s counsel. And again, I must extend my sorrows about the scholar Rumi, also a student of mine. I know the young man was a great friend of yours. I send my wishes to the Dendro Archon that he is dancing in the hills of Celestia. So long as you remember him fondly, I do not believe he is truly gone. 
  



  
    Best wishes. I offer my companionship alongside my wisdom, if this may aid you. Write to me as you wish, won’t you? I am but an old man left alone with my thoughts and the absent space of my missing students.
  



  
    Naphis
  



  The letter is written in hasty chicken-scratch, personal as Tighnari can tell by the arthritis-ridden hands of his senior mentor. At the mention of Rumi his eyes blur with tears and he must blink furiously to read the rest of it, drops smudging the ink on the page. Tighnari holds the parchment to his chest when he finishes, his heart seized by fluttering panic he once thought to be rid of, tears coming without warning. He feels strangely guilty. Naphis is an old, withering man, with no family and no partner. Tighnari imagines himself with a similar future.



  While unpacking the few things from his dorm, the picture frame of Rumi and his grandmother, Jehiet, lays at the bottom of the small box. He feels so much recently that now he feels nothing at all. He swipes dust off the glass over Rumi’s face, then fixes his gaze on the older woman. 



  He is alone in this house. He’ll die alone, like Naphis; elderly and sickly and grasping for friendship. He grips the picture frame tightly, remembering Rumi speak fondly of Jehiet and Vimara Village, where he grew up; the decision comes silently, stoutly. 



  Tighnari readies to leave.




  The trek to Vimara Village from the Avidya Forest is solitary and green, somewhat calming; Tighnari could traverse these forests with his eyes closed and spun in circles. He makes notes in a small notebook about the different plants and creatures he sees and thinks maybe this is where his future could lie - as a ranger. 



  Tighnari has never been to Vimara Village, only hearing stories of it; when he arrives, it’s as he would’ve imagined it. It’s small, a serene fishing town on the river between Sumeru City and Port Ormos, filled with passing caravan traders and enshrouded by large, overgrown shrubbery. 



  He shoulders his pack and moves deeper into the village. The river is shaded by the overhanging trees, vibrantly colored fish swimming in and out of vision as they dip between the surface and aquatic greenery. 



  He knows Jehiet as soon as he sees her, having had her picture, but what’s stranger is that she also knows him. Her eyes light up in a double-take when she meets his gaze across a small bridge, and she drops the ceramic pot she’d been holding. It shatters against the dirt.



  Tighnari has never met this woman, but he rushes to her arms. 



  She welcomes him tearfully, collapsing into a wail; nearby shopkeepers look at them pityingly, with understanding; they must have heard the news of Rumi’s passing, too. Tighnari wonders how many people knew and loved Rumi in his hometown as much as he did, with his beautiful poetry, his kind smile. Jehiet pats him fiercely on the back as she cries, speaking incoherent words over her tears - “My boy, my boy!” She smells of duckweed and spices and her hair is uncombed; he wonders how long she has been grieving, too. He tries to bite back his own tears but cannot help the few that escape, which he hides over her shoulder; he thinks of his own mother, who passed suddenly when he was only a boy; he thinks of Rumi, convinced to use biology to cure the ails his parents had suffered from, so devout he would die for it; he thinks of Cyno, as he always does, as he always is; he thinks of Naphis, alone; he thinks of Jehiet, mourning her only family left. 



  The older woman peels away from him carefully, looking at him through tear-filled eyes. She cups his cheek. “My boy,” she keens, “Oh, you - you must be Tighnari. Oh, Rumi spoke of you, the fox boy, as often as he breathed - oh, my boy. He loved you.”



  Tighnari cries now, freely; tears stream down his face and he holds tightly to Jehiet’s robes. “I’m sorry,” he says, feeling like a young boy. “I’m so sorry, I should’ve been there- I- I should’ve watched over him-”



  Jehiet rubs her hands up and down Tighnari’s arms soothingly, warmly. “No, honey, no. Don’t blame yourself. Rumi wouldn’t want this.”



  Tighnari laughs wetly, brushing away his tears. “No, he wouldn’t have. He- he was kind. He was the kindest person I’ve ever met. He- he was so - he was my brother.”



  Jehiet purses her lips to stop her tears and takes Tighnari in another embrace, soothing him. “It’s okay,” she says softly. “Tighnari. What happened to him was not your fault.” 



  Tighnari doesn’t have the breath to argue. One of the shopkeepers frowns and slips his arm in to hold another man’s bicep, who reciprocates readily, wrapping an arm around his shoulders. Tighnari watches them over Jehiet’s shoulder, feeling something in him boil and bubble over with keening, with grief; he has lost everything. But life goes on.




  Jehiet lets him stay in her home. Tighnari sleeps in Rumi’s childhood bedroom. 



  He stays there for five days. The first night in Rumi’s bed leaves him crying and breathless until dawn, where Jehiet comes into the room with a candelabra and holds him as his mother once would. In these five days he feels very small - smaller than he ever has, even when he was a boy. He realizes this is because his younger years were not spent feeling small at all - he had to be everything for himself, all at once. He had nothing, then. He has nothing, now. He was so small when he acted so big. Now he is big and acting small. 



  Some nights, even when Tighnari is not crying, Jehiet comes into his room and sits at the foot of his bed. She stares at the candelabra in her hands and closes her eyes, and Tighnari tries desperately to imagine what she is thinking of. Perhaps she doesn’t want to be alone. Perhaps she’s imagining for a few seconds that Rumi is still alive and sleeping just beside her. Tighnari doesn’t ask. He lets her grieve. When she sits there, he finds he sleeps easier, anyway.



  They eat curry shrimp - Rumi’s favorite - three out of five nights for dinner, and by the end of the week Tighnari understands why Rumi liked it so much. Jehiet is an excellent cook. They sit side by side on the living room couch and go through old photobooks, pictures of Rumi as a baby playing with toys or smiling or splashing in the village river, or with his parents before they passed. They both cry and laugh and point at funny pictures of him doing something stupid, and break down into sobs and hold each other when they get to the image of Rumi holding his first set of stationary and penning out his first poem. His Akademiya acceptance letter is framed on the wall, over the entryway. 



  Tighnari finally starts thinking that there will be a ‘next’ - when Rumi died, there was only ‘before’ and ‘after’. Everything the way it was before, and then everything that came afterwards. He is still stuck in that grief. But sitting with Jehiet, he starts to believe there may be something else.



  “What will you do?” she asks over morning tea, sitting at the small kitchen table.



  Tighnari sips his chamomile. “I think I’ll become a Forest Ranger,” he says. “They are not affiliated with the Akademiya, and the regiments could surely use a great overhaul if they actually want to get any considerable work done.”



  Jehiet smiles. “That’s a great idea. You would make a fine ranger. You are always welcome here, you know. Always.”



  Tighnari smiles back in gratitude. “I know.”



  Things can get better, maybe. Tighnari is smiling when Jehiet waves him off and he makes his trek back to the Avidya Forest, pack heavy with curry shrimp and other home-cooked dinners donated by nearby neighbors or made by Jehiet herself. Tighnari will visit her often. He thinks, maybe, things will be alright.




  On his way back from Vimara Village, he stops to ask a roaming ranger for information about joining. The young girl excitedly brings him to a nearby Forest Watcher, where he is readily accepted. He brushes off any and all questions about his sudden leave from the Akademiya and refusal to go back, despite his notoriety. The Watchers induct him without hesitation. 



  When he makes it home with a spring in his step, it’s nearly nightfall. He pushes open the door to his home and quickly realizes - something is wrong. There are light footprints of rainforest dirt that track from the welcome mat into the foyer and towards the kitchen. Tighnari sets his bag down carefully and, taking out his bow, stalks slowly to the kitchen.



  His father is at the island, sipping wine. “Tighnari,” he says when Tighnari appears at the archway. “It’s been a while.”



  Tighnari grits his teeth, bow still drawn. “Why are you here?”



  His father looks impatient. “It’s my house, isn’t it?” More silence stretches between them. Tighnari thinks about their last encounter, how the older man had come into his life for just a brief few hours and surreptitiously turned it upside down, effectively ruining him. He squeezes his bow tighter. 



  “So, what? You’re moving back?”



  His father swirls the wine around in his glass. “I heard you left the Akademiya.”



  Tighnari’s breath catches. He lowers his bow. “So that’s what this is about.”



  His father looks disappointed when he meets his eye. Tighnari tries not to let rage consume him wholly, burning him alive. “The Akademiya is a prestigious institution, Tighnari, probably the most prestigious academy in all of Teyvat. Do you know how many people get opportunities like this? Especially someone like you, like us - of our kind? I heard you were on your way to becoming a Sage. A 
  
    Sage, 
  
  Tighnari. Can you even give me a good justification?”



  “I don’t have to justify my actions to you,” he spits. “Get that in your head. I don’t need you to understand what I do, or why I do it - you are nothing to me. 
  
    Nothing. 
  
  You could never-”



  His father slams his hands on the counter, rising quickly to his feet. Instinctively Tighnari jerks back. Admittedly he knows little of his father, but this anger comes out of nowhere - it’s certainly not the kind, guilty meeting he had with his father last time. The alcohol in his system must make him more outspoken and combative than normal. “Don’t you dare speak to me that way!” the older man yells. “I am your father! You will show me respect!”



  “Respect?” Tighnari screams back, matching his fury and disdain. “Respect? For what? How dare you call yourself my father. You’ve never been a father a day in your life.”



  His father, jaw grit with rage, rounds the island and points at him with a crooked finger. “I told you! I told you to leave that fucking Matra! Now look - he’s gone, and you’re here! You could’ve been better than this, Tighnari! You could’ve been the fucking Grand Sage! You’ve given it all up, everything - and for what?!”



  Tighnari feels tears well in his eyes over the wrath, because he’s right; Cyno is gone, and Tighnari is here. But he’s wrong, in the same way - he remembers what Cyno had said to him during their final argument. I never once thought you were too much for me. Why would you ever think I couldn’t love you enough?



  Rage pours through him, a culmination of everything that’s been too much over these past several weeks. His fists clench so fervently they shake as he screams: “You have no idea what I’ve been through!” The second the words leave him, they make his throat raw. “Everything - you have no fucking idea! I don’t give a shit about what you say about Valuka Shuna - you’re 
  
    wrong, 
  
  and you’re a fucking 
  
    liar! 
  
  He loved me!” He doesn’t know who he’s screaming at, now - his father, or himself. “He loved me! He was in 
  
    love 
  
  with me! Our genes have nothing to do with it - you’re a fucking 
  
    coward! 
  
  You left my mother because you were scared of being a father - and she 
  
    loved 
  
  you!” 



  His entire body is vibrating with anger and adrenaline and anguish, and his father stares at him sadly. Tighnari knows he’s right. He feels as if he knows very little, but this thing he is sure of. 



  His bags are already packed from the trip to Vimara Village and the untouched box of his dorm room essentials mailed to him by the Akademiya sits on the first stair. He picks up both in his haste on his way out the door, vision clouded by tears, pain coming with each harsh intake of breath. 



  He doesn’t say goodbye to his father. He convinces himself he’s moving towards something, not away - so he makes his way to Gandharva Ville, the main outpost of the Forest Rangers, in a blind stupor. His father’s face is burned into the backs of his eyelids each time he closes his eyes. He doesn’t need his vision to be able to navigate the dense thickets of the Avidya Forests. Weeping, eyes screwed shut and stumbling along, he lets his feet take him.




  Six months pass. 



  It is December now. Tighnari lives in a quaint hut on the outskirts of Gandharva Ville, as do many of the other rangers. He’s been promoted now to unit leader for his exceptional duties, and despite his relatively short time in the force so far, rumors spread about how he’s on track to become the next Chief Officer within the new year. 



  It’s mindless work, directing the often young and headless rangers who in their innocence simply want to defend the rainforests. Most, if not all, are of good intention and true of heart; it reminds Tighnari of his days tutoring scholars at the Akademiya.



  He talks little to the other rangers that are his age, uninterested in making friends. He’s been down that path before - it’s not one he’d care to walk again. He keeps to himself. He cuts his hair. His father never reaches out to him. He lives a simple, quaint life. Six months pass easily. He’s not well, but he’s not unwell, either.



  Kaveh visits him at times, though his recent completion of the Palace of Alcazarzaray has left him with little funds and time to travel back and forth between the Akademiya and the rainforests - and Tighnari refuses to return to Sumeru City. He sees Jehiet at least every other weekend. Inside his small hut, there is a chest at the end of his bed; inside is the little blue and purple belt that Rumi had weaved him to hang his Vision on when he’d first received it, that he wears each time he goes out for patrol, then the green cloth his father had wrapped his first bow in, which he’s experimenting with fashioning to the back of his ranger uniform, like a cape, and finally the scholar’s magnifying glass that Cyno had gotten him for his birthday the year before. This is everything he owns. Each item hurts him in its own way - but this is all he has.



  His life coasts along. Winter in the rainforests doesn’t often bring snow, not as Sumeru City has, but it brings terrible storms. It’s raining fiercely on the night heavy knocks rattle the door to Tighnari’s hut, wind howling and rain pouring against the walls, and he rises from bed to open it.



  Cyno is there, drenched in rain. There’s a cut on his cheekbone. For a second Tighnari’s convinced this is a dream, but then he meets Cyno’s eyes - shameful, hesitant, and he knows it’s real. He hasn’t seen Cyno in half a year - he made it awfully clear in their final discussion that Cyno should not come looking for him. He’s about to slam the door shut in his face when Cyno’s hand comes up to catch it, a desperate “wait” on his lips, and Tighnari sees a young girl behind his shuffled cloak. She is shaking and trembling and her eyes are wide, fearful, and her hair is short, head wrapped in bandages. 



  He lets them in. 



  “Why would you bring her to me?” Tighnari asks angrily, voice kept at a whisper. The girl drinks chamomile tea by the fireplace in the opposite room while he carts Cyno into the bathroom for a private argument. “What makes you think I could fix someone like that?”



  “I didn’t know where else to go,” Cyno says, wet and small, sitting atop the toilet lid and nursing his cut face. Tighnari feels sickly being around him again after so long, and how differently they now treat each other - it makes him queasy, ill. He’s reminded of everything he once had.



  “How-” Cyno begins unsurely, “How have you been?”



  Tighnari scoffs but doesn’t answer, crossing his arms and leaning against the sink. He can’t bear to meet Cyno’s gaze, anger coursing through him. The Mahamatra’s audacity makes his teeth grind. 



  “Um,” Cyno begins lightly. “I- I went to Mondstadt. That’s where she’s from. Collei.” More silence. Tighnari stares at the tile floor. He could leave - he should leave - but he doesn’t, even in his anger. “Back at the Akademiya, they… they’re renovating that old greenhouse. They’re calling it the, uh… Sanctuary of Surasthana, now. Do you… do you remember it?” 



  Tighnari hates the way he says it. 
  
    That old greenhouse. 
  
  Like they hadn’t spent the waning hours of their lives carving their initials into each other’s hearts through the agony of love within its stained glass walls. 



  Cyno takes a deep breath. “Tighnari,” he begins, voice pained. “I know what I have done. I know it was wrong. Every morning and every night I wake and I go to bed knowing it. I hate that I have hurt you. More than anything I’ve ever hated before. I want nothing more than to go back to the way things were and make it right. To take away all the hurt I’ve caused you. But I know that’s impossible - and I know it still hurts. I’ll never be able to apologize enough. But I’m here,” his voice strains, “I’m here, Tighnari. And I will always be here.”



  Tighnari feels his nails press crescents into the pale skin of his palms. He purses his lips, eyes still locked on the tile. 



  “Just say something,” Cyno’s voice breaks. “Please. Anything.”



  Tighnari has so many things to say to him, then, but at the same time nothing at all; so much so that it suffocates him into silence. There is one thing he desperately wants to shout: I want all my secrets back. 
  Those I entrusted to you and I will never forgive myself for. But he says nothing. Cyno exhales shakily and Tighnari knows he is looking at him. It takes everything to keep his eyes on the tile.



  “I still love you,” Cyno says, soft. 



  Tighnari squeezes his eyes shut. “Stop,” he pleads, barely above a whisper. “Stop it, Cyno. You don’t get to say that to me. You- you show up at my house in the middle of the night after months, asking me to care for some tortured and tormented young girl. She needs love, Cyno, she needs a family. What makes you think I could give her that? That I could save her?”



  “You saved me,” he confesses. “You saved me, Tighnari.”



  He can’t say anything to that.  



  He presses his lips into a line, turning to leave. Cyno catches his wrist when his hand curls around the doorknob, holding it gently; his hands are shaking. Tighnari can feel them trembling. He keeps his eyes locked on the wood of the bathroom door as his knuckles brush against Cyno’s forehead, leaning on his knees, clutching him as if he would be lost forever. Cyno’s wet hair presses against the back of his palm. He can feel the wetness of Cyno’s tears against his face, too. 



  It’s the only time Tighnari has seen Cyno cry.



  “I’m sorry,” Cyno pleads quietly. “I’m so sorry, Tighnari.”



  They linger this way for a moment - Cyno holding Tighnari’s hand as if it’s everything he has, and maybe it is - and then Tighnari pulls away. He says nothing when he leaves, pulling the door to the bathroom shut behind him. 



  Even after all this time apart, Cyno isn’t a stranger. He could never be. But sometimes Tighnari wishes he was.




  Collei is an awful lot like him, he comes to realize.



  She has no parents and no set future, barely any past; when she first comes to him, she is a stewing, terrified ball of hatred, underneath her politeness. Tighnari sees himself in her more vividly than he can explain. Because he cannot leave her alone whilst patrolling, he gets her a job as a Forest Ranger, too, and takes her under his wing. Though the Archon Residue, as he was told in a lengthy letter from Mondstadt - “My apologies,” the Outrider had written in her note, “I’d have assumed the General Mahamatra would’ve explained this to you!” - has since been removed, she is still struck ill by her Eleazar, which often pains her into full bedrest. He’s unsure of himself and his abilities to parent, or mentor, but it comes easily - Collei is determined, hardworking, and when she wakes in the night screaming, Tighnari brews her chamomile tea and reads her poetry at the foot of her bed. He doesn’t ask what haunts her. He understands this more than anyone would. Sometimes, the skeletons in your closet are better left unnamed and unperturbed. 



  The poems are most often excerpts of Rumi’s journals that Jehiet had gifted him, encouraging him to share his work so that he may live on. Collei finds herself overcome with a newfound resolve to learn reading and writing upon hearing them. When she asks who’s written them, Tighnari smiles sadly and tells her honestly, Rumi, a wonderful poet. Through poetry Collei learns quickly. She practices her penmanship and perusal on the days she does not leave home due to her Eleazar; where she lacks in intelligence she makes up for in resolve. Tighnari has always had a natural aptitude for his studies, but this eagerness he understands.



  “Collei,” he asks her one day, the question nagging at him somewhere deep inside. They’re doing target practice in the Avidya Forest somewhere and she misses by a near half mile, yet still that smile plasters on her face. He can tell her Eleazar burns when she lifts her arms to pull back the bowstring, but she looks at him again with that fake, eager smile. “Are you happy?”



  She freezes. “Of course,” she answers quickly after, “Of course, Master Tighnari, I-I love it here, I’m eternally grateful for your-”



  “No,” he interrupts her gently, “I didn’t ask if you were grateful. I said, are you happy?”



  She does not quite comprehend that word. “I-I don’t know,” she begins quietly. “Is that okay? If I don’t know yet?”



  “Yes,” Tighnari says. “It’s perfectly fine.”



  Rather than archery, to soothe her Eleazar, she gets better at the easy sling of a boomerang. He asks her this again when she’s fitted for a custom Forest Ranger uniform, having received her official title rather than simply being Tighnari’s ward, after Tighnari has just been promoted to Chief Officer. I don’t know, she answers shyly, yet truthfully. He asks her again time later when they spend three whole days knitting under a leaky patch in her hut roof a Dendro-infused doll Collei affectionately begins calling Cuilein-Anbar and demands to always have with her. “Maybe,” she answers. “Maybe.”



  Sometimes all Collei wants is to be left alone. She looks guilty when she asks this. “I already ask so much of you,” she says, but Tighnari, if no one else, understands this. He finds her a tree hollow and decorates it with quilts and pillows and string lights. Her eyes are wide and wondrous when he shows it to her for the first time. “Are you happy?” he asks.



  She has trouble finding her words, staring at the small nook, clasping and unclasping her hands together in front of her. “I think so,” she answers. “Yes. I am.”



  When he leaves her at the tree hollow to enjoy her peace, his accentuated hearing must slip her mind; she sobs far before he is out of range to hear it.



  She has a drastic change after the first several months. The bandages are off her head. Her hair has grown a bit below her shoulders. She can read and write simple sentences, carrying her Cuilein-Anbar doll everywhere, and has the confidence to ask Tighnari for things when she needs them, or even when she doesn’t - like a trip to Mondstadt. She is more extroverted, but now Tighnari is burdened with the overwhelming, seemingly never-ending amount of questions that come alongside her newfound openness and willingness to converse. She talks with everyone - the Forest Rangers, the village locals, random people on patrol, even the odd wandering Matra. When her curiosity extends to the General Mahamatra, one of the people who had saved her, Tighnari begins to struggle with his answers.



  “Maha-matra?” Collei asks one evening on patrol, trying to make sense of the messages posted on the town bulletin board. She turns to Tighnari inquisitively. “That’s Cyno, right? Why don’t I see him anymore? Why isn’t he around?”


“I don’t know,” Tighnari lies, shouldering his bow. He thinks to himself, Why aren’t you here? He remembers Cyno standing in front of him at the Akademiya when he’d announced he’d move the next year to Pardis Dhyai to focus on his thesis. The worry that had governed him then, on the precipice of free-falling into losing everything he held dear. You’ll stay? he asked. Then Cyno, with his soft amber eyes, his gentle smile. Always.


  Collei is oblivious to his internal struggle. Her questions do not cease: What’s the Temple of Silence? she asks him, Who were Cyno’s parents? What was Cyno like before he became the General Mahamatra? I don’t know, he often must admit, though he was the one person in the world who was supposed to know these things, who was supposed to know Cyno better than Cyno knew himself. I don’t know. He gets the sense that Collei misses him; despite his own chagrin, he helps her pen a letter to the Akademiya asking him to come for weekend dinners. Tighnari expects him to decline, far too busy with his work in Sumeru City to stop all the way out in Gandharva Ville just for a quick meal. The responding letter comes the next morning. 
  
    Collei and Tighnari, 
  
  it reads, though Tighnari had not written his name on the original letter at all. 
  
    I would be honored to see you.
  



  One night at dinner, the week before Cyno is to come visit for the first time, Tighnari puts down his fork and knife with a bit more force than he’d meant to, putting his face in his hands, cutting Collei off mid-question about Cyno’s past. He feels anger and frustration and emptiness engulf him from every angle. Silence stretches between them. 



  “Mr. Tighnari?” Collei asks nervously. “Are… Are you alright?” 



  Tighnari breathes deeply, pursing his lips, and raises his head. Collei’s eyes widen. 



  “Sir, you… you’re crying.”



  Tighnari’s fingers reach up to touch his cheeks. They pull back wet with tears.



  “Oh.” he says. “Oh. I’m… I’m sorry. I don’t know why that’s… I’m-”



  Collei cuts him off by standing quickly, pushing out her chair; she rounds the table and takes him in a tight hug. Tighnari lets himself be comforted, wrapping an arm around the girl. 



  “I think he really likes you,” Collei says, words muffled by the fabric of his hoodie. “He mentioned you a lot.”



  Tighnari doesn’t have the energy to address that; he breathes heavily, wiping a hand down his face. “I apologize, Collei. This is very unbecoming behavior of your superior.”



  “It’s okay,” Collei reassures. “Really. I’m sorry, sir.”



  Tighnari’s brows furrow. “You’re sorry?”



  “Yeah. Because I think you really like him, too.”



  He opens his mouth to respond, but can’t force words to come out through it. He ends with noise dying in his throat, dropping his jaw shut, an inexplicable feeling of emptiness clawing its way up from the recesses of his chest and prickling his eyes, his nose. Collei understands nonetheless; she’s wiser than he would’ve understood. 



  She’s right, of course. He’s only now just starting to comprehend it. 



  He lets himself cry. 


  



15. Chapter 15
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Please remember there will be a sequel to the fox and the hound!! the ending of this fic is here, but the story is not finished!!




    
    
  Tighnari senses it before it happens. 



  He and Naphis exchange letters throughout the months, often coded or signed amicably, and they adopt a node of update revolving around certain dots signifying rain, sun, etc. in Sumeru City. Naphis gets the inkling that Tighnari misses it, for all the memories he holds there, and he’s right. The subtle nod of the city still existing on through mundane weather, though somewhat dull to mention forthright, becomes natural in their exchanges. Without fail Naphis gives him this small piece of solace in every letter.



  Until he doesn’t.



  It doesn’t bother Tighnari all that much the first few times - Naphis is an old man. Perhaps he forgot. But then the subject of the letters switches from rainforest climate and Padisarahs and Collei to the Akademiya’s sudden take-up of a certain study, in an experiment, and Tighnari starts to feel it. It blooms inside his stomach like a Nilotpala Lotus. Something is wrong.



  As he’s washing dishes in the outdoor sink of his hut one weekend’s night after dinner, Collei inside readying for bed, Cyno steps out holding their stack of plates. Usually this task is done in terse silence. Cyno oversteps no boundaries; they do not touch, they do not speak. Tighnari purses his lips and contains himself from anything - love, rage, fear, sorrow. But now he glances towards the Mahamatra, whose eyes are downcast as he scrapes their plates’ remains into a nearby compost hole, bathed in the evening light. Tighnari begins slowly, choosing his words very carefully.



  “My master has recently written to me,” he says. “Asking me to return to the Akademiya and assist him with his research.”



  Cyno’s eyes shoot up excitedly, disbelieving, not expecting to be addressed. He blinks several times before speaking. “I- Hasn’t he already asked you several times before?”



  Tighnari breaks their gaze, focusing on scrubbing the dish in the sink. “Yes, but there’s something off about this most recent batch of letters. The handwriting and tone are both familiar, but some details have been omitted…” He explains the dots for the Akademiya weather, and the absence of them in his most recent letters. He lets the sponge fall from his hand into the bucket. “I’m afraid something has happened to him.”



  And Cyno deflates a bit, but looks determined as his eyes wander. “I get it. You want me to investigate these affairs because I work at the Akademiya, and you… you are here, at Gandharva Ville.”



  Tighnari nods stiffly. His voice wobbles when he speaks. “I’d- I’d like to ask you to do that for me, if you can keep yourself safe.” He feels his cheeks flush red, down to his neck. He keeps his eyes on the water. “Please withdraw immediately at the first sign of danger.”



  Cyno’s breath catches. They sit with that statement for a while, then Cyno sighs. “I can do that. But I have a feeling it won’t be so simple.” 



  And Tighnari is scared, suddenly - he is terrified, and lonely, and somehow has an entire village and forest to protect and no parents and no partner and absolutely nothing at all. And he wants to drop his plate and lean into Cyno’s embrace - he knows Cyno would hold him gently, as he always had - but he grips the edge of the sink instead, grounding himself. 



  “The Akademiya has been working on a big project. I’m not quite sure what it is, but your master might be involved with it.” Tighnari tries to calm his breathing. “If the situation becomes critical,” Cyno’s words are soft yet still somehow strong, “I’ll leave the Akademiya.”



  Tighnari turns his head sharply to him. Cyno is looking towards the sky. “If you don’t see me there for an extended period, that’s your cue.”



  Tighnari forces a heavy exhale. He breathes - in, out. His anxiety has always lived within him, but speaking in front of Cyno - no matter what’s happened - will always be something he has learned to be unafraid of.  



  “Alright,” he says. “We’ve got a plan. I’ll stay at Gandharva Ville, to support you.”



  Cyno, with his ever-burning ardor and compassion, warns him to be wary and stay safe, to distrust the Akademiya; Tighnari can’t help it. He cracks a smile. It feels odd on his face, as if misplaced. He can’t seem to wipe it off. 



  “I must say, I didn’t expect a warning like this from the General Mahamatra.”



  Cyno turns to him and they share a small smile - and it’s gleeful, a short moment of entertainment, yet also horrifically heartbreaking. Tighnari feels something insurmountable well up in his chest like a typhoon. It consumes him; he grapples with it, struggling to breathe.



  He wipes his hands on the washcloth. They fall back into silence and, with the evening sun sliding over them, say nothing more. It’s strange, caring so much for someone yet simultaneously being so distant. There was once a time when Cyno was his everything. The love was there. It didn’t save everyone. It didn’t change their fates, or cure their ills. But it was there, at the end of the day. Tighnari thinks maybe that’s worth something.




  Perhaps Tighnari was foolish, expecting the rest of his life to go calmly, peacefully, with only him and his duties and Collei and perhaps Cyno, lingering on the edges. Sure, he senses the danger, hairs of his arms often raised and tail pointed like a Valuka Shuna somewhere sensing a predator, but he expects nothing of it.



  And then the Outlander arrives in Sumeru.



  Tighnari knows this is it the second he meets them, speaking of their mismatched memories of Irminsul and their need to speak to the nation’s presiding God. They bring with them uncertainty, and peril. The tidings of change that come like winds sweep bittersweetly through the leaves of the high rainforest branches - he tastes it. Premonition. 



  The Haravatat Sage, Khajeh, appears himself soon after in Gandharva Ville, accompanied by an outspoken and rather detestable researcher named Ghulam. He can’t help himself in his snark when they proposition him, thinking of Rumi. His anger flares, his annoyance along with it. They are gone just as soon as they arrive, stirred away like buzzing fruit flies. Pests. Yet the encounter lingers with him - why would a Sage, though not even Naphis, journey all the way to Gandharva Ville just to speak with him about an… unmentioned study? Especially how the Akademiya had cast him away the previous year? How desperate could they be for his skills?



  And then he knows it - he knows it. Something is deathly wrong. 



  When he meets Haypasia in Pardis Dhyai days later, having fled unceremoniously from Gandharva Ville, following the wind of that premonition, the caution resurfaces. 



  Haypasia intrigues him; an independent researcher training in the art of the Satyavada Life. He recognizes the incense she utilizes when he meets her in the woods, feeling ill and sickly, yet her symptoms are… different. He had kept her in Pardis Dhyai due to this incessant curiosity, and perhaps also fear; she speaks of Godly things, things that stray from the usual conventions of Sumeran belief, especially as enforced by the Akademiya. Again he is reminded of Rumi. He pictures the man laying face down in the sand, bleeding in the name of heresy wrongly punished; he can 
  
    fix 
  
  her, this time. He won’t let another innocent die. This is something he can do.



  Then he meets The Doctor; the tall, unwell man asks permission to take Haypasia with him. He cannot believe the gall of the other man, asking so plainly and with so little respect. He thinks of his father, the elder Sages, the Matra - he has been spoken down to by far too many men in his life now that the anger comes justifiably, sternly, immediately: “Your suggestion is rude and reckless. I’ll pass.” And so The Doctor goes.



  Yet upon arriving in Pardis Dhyai once more, there again is the Traveler - and for some reason Katheryne of the Adventurer’s Guild - and Haypasia is lively now, wandering about, flailing her hands and looking deranged behind the eyes. He’d taken her here thinking he could help her. But these ramblings - to make mental contact with the Divine? To worship a newly born God? It seems impossible. Horrific. Unrelenting. She urges them to succumb to the scent of the incense and be touched by her God that only she can see. It’s strange, terrifying - yet that curiosity gnaws away at him. He closes his eyes and breathes. 



  A voice in his head speaks, sounding young and angered in a way that very suddenly and poignantly reminds him so regretfully of himself:



  
    It took three betrayals for me to finally understand. The world is just an elaborate tapestry of lies.
  




  Cyno has been shattering.



  For the past several months he has been breaking on all accords. Chipping away at the edges, losing more and more of his composure, his drive, his health. He rarely eats or sleeps; he wanders the desert for days with no food or purpose. When he collapses back in his quarters at the Akademiya, the guilt that eats at him is worse than any sunburn or exhaustion or starvation. He had lain in these same sheets with the love of his life. And now he is alone.



  When Cyno uncovers Azar’s criminalization and secrecy in the discrepancy of the Akademiya files - of which he is answered with, from Azar himself: “The power of the General Mahamatra is granted by the Sages. You have no right to judge us.” - the pressure of the past several months catches up to him instantly, weighing on his small chips and cracks: he breaks. He is broken. Furious, shameful, deteriorating by his regret, he puts himself into exile. 



  In Aaru Village he is expecting nothing, really. But then his sight catches the Scribe, sauntering in alongside a blonde haired traveler. And he is sulking, alone, wandering without destination; he is thinking of Tighnari, as he always is, but especially so at this moment; he thinks about the last time he had spoken to the Scribe and the last time he had held Tighnari; he can’t help it. The rage bubbles over and explodes.



  He moves before he thinks of moving. His polearm is clashing against the traveler’s dull blade in warning as they intercept his ambush and Cyno is 
  
    angry. 
  
  He weaves around the blonde and slices furiously up at the Scribe, who meets his attack with the steady rebuttal of his own blade, and he loses himself in the fluidity of violence. 



  He pauses when the traveler, standing idly to the side, yells for them to stop. He feels himself returning; his muscles burn with the ache of combat, sweat beading down his back beneath the hot desert sun. In the back of his mind he thinks Tighnari would not fare well in this heat - but he is always thinking of him. 



  “Watch yourself,” Cyno warns Alhaitham, staff pressed against his chest, voice low and harsh enough to keep their words between each other. He shoves him back firmly; Alhaitham stumbles. There’s blood leaking down from his temple. “Next time we meet, you won’t be so lucky.”



  Breathing heavily, Alhaitham readjusts the grip of his sword. “Unless my memory fails me,” he begins venomously, “we have barely spoken two words to each other before now at the Akademiya. Would you care to enlighten me as to when and how I invited the General Mahamatra’s wrath?”



  Cyno curls his lip in a growl. The innocent facade on his face puppeteered for the traveler is sickening. He thinks back to the Akademiya, to that day in the commencement room looking up at the Grand Sage. He knows what he’s done. But he can’t say it here. 



  Instead he catches sight of a bump hidden in the folds of Alhaitham’s clothes, precariously protected; perhaps a vicious assault would’ve been too weighty of a warning call just for a theft, but he grabs his opportunity. 



  “Take it out.”



  He couldn’t give any less fucks about this thing. Alhaitham sighs and produces the Divine Knowledge Capsule. In self-exile from the Akademiya, he has no standing to attack the Scribe besides his own moral weighting - but Alhaitham has more than a few scores to settle. 



  Dehya appears to reprimand them about breaching the safe haven of Aaru Village with their so-called ‘petty disputes’ - though even she isn’t dense enough to realize there is an undercurrent of lingering resentment. And inside the town as well Candace scorns them for bringing strife to her village. He reveals to them that he’s chosen to exile himself - much to the others’ surprise, especially Alhaitham’s. He takes sweet satisfaction in continuously catching the well put-together man off-guard. He confronts him:



  “The Sages asked you to investigate a blonde-haired traveler. Do you dispute this, Alhaitham?”



  Alhaitham purses his lips, brow ticking. “Yes. I was indeed tasked with investigating the Traveler.”



  It’s a retributionary, satisfying irony - he sees Tighnari in the Traveler’s angry eyes when they stand against the Scribe, offended. He leans back in his chair with an ill-concealed grin. 



  They speak more in the Chief’s home - about their mutual distrust of the Akademiya, their lingering suspicions, their regrets. He makes plans immediately in his head to make his rounds, to inform Tighnari of this new information perhaps under the guise of checking in on Collei’s safety, to finally reach him - and then Dehya is commanding him to stay in Aaru Village, to not blow his own cover. He bites his tongue and 
  
    waits.
  



  When the small flying creature, assumedly the Traveler’s pestering pet, mentions Tighnari’s name time later into their investigation, it shocks him like a bucket of cold water - but of course they would’ve encountered him before. There’s little within the Avidya Forest that Tighnari does not have grasp over. Are you friends? the little pet says. Cyno pauses with his answer. Yes, he finally replies. You could say that.



  And then they make no progress, their plan having failed - there’s a mole in the group. Cyno’s suspicions are immediately pitted very verbally on Alhaitham. And at that Alhaitham is glaring at him over the table and explaining: You know nothing, Mahamatra, truly. Are you aware that they have a book on you? Your every route, your favorite food, the likelihood of each and every one of your decisions to be made left or right, up or down; they know exactly how high you jump and how fast you run, and know how to time their tickings accordingly to your every procedure. They have been watching you far longer than you’ve known - and even more intensely since… back then. You are hardly even a puppet - you are a machine, and the Akademiya is curled possessively around your remote.



  And that is that. He secedes. Cyno feels as if he’s been stomped to pieces, hollowed; he has nothing now. Nothing. Intrusively he thinks Tighnari should’ve been selfish in those moments and taken his seat, rather than sparing Cyno’s position; Cyno had nothing then, only what Tighnari had given him. And now he has lost that, too.




  The vision of the Balladeer, a supposed Harbinger now rebirthing as a God, shakes Tighnari to his core. He spends the next few days in an anxious limbo, caring for Haypasia and waiting for something he’s not quite sure what. 



  The Traveler arrives again, seeking his aid alongside an Eremite by the name of Dehya. He’s unsure of this - he’s unsure of all of it, actually, but he gets the sense this is bigger than him. He’s stern in his careful approach until Dehya mentions offhandedly: “Your friend Cyno is working with us.”



  A cold shock runs through him like he’s been stabbed upon hearing the name; he wonders where they got that impression. Friends. Had people assumed it? Had Cyno told them that? He resists the urge to scoff. 
  
    Friends. 
  
  After everything they’d been through.



  He takes a second to answer. “Cyno, you say,” he murmurs to fill the awkward space of his reply. He swallows thickly; he hates the way his voice sounds when he speaks it. It burns his throat like bile. 



  But he agrees.



  Dehya laughs heartily, loudly. “Cyno’s name really does work wonders.”



  Tighnari smiles through his irritation. “Well, none of you strike me as the type that would want to deceive me.” The irony bites at him fiercely, but he ignores it. He recognizes that old premonition, the fear, the course of change. Something is wrong. Cyno would not joke about safety. 



  Dehya informs him of Cyno placing himself into exile, which brings him back to the memory of speaking with Cyno outside of his hut in Gandharva Ville just weeks before. He feels guilt - this may all be his fault - but he also feels a sick sort of retribution. Well, good - serves him right. Yet at the same time he despises it, Cyno losing everything he’s worked for, and his heart aches despite his anger. Oftentimes like this his heart is pulled in two different directions, tearing him apart messily by tissue and sinew, stretching him to pieces; when he thinks of Cyno he spits, my 
  
    love, 
  
  what a ceaseless, terrible joke, then his heart collapses into keens and cries: oh, my love
  
    . 
  
  My 
  
    love. 
  



  He bites back the emotion in his throat. “If you run into Cyno, relay a message for me,” he tells the two. “
  
    Trust your own senses and experiences.
  
   That may be something he needs to hear right now.” 



  The Traveler nods dutifully. Tighnari remembers the winter of their days at the Akademiya spent perfecting the art of Genius Invokation TCG, when that phrase had been birthed between them; there is a similar feeling regarding combat and card-playing, which they had noticed, which they had capitalized on. Trust your instincts. He wants to tell Cyno this to keep him safe, to keep him alert; and perhaps, somewhat sickeningly, deep down he also wants to hurt him with that memory, too.




  The next time the Traveler returns to Pardis Dhyai, they bring with them a violent thunderstorm. 



  Tighnari leaves them to protect Haypasia and works with Dehya to fend off the incoming waves of Fatui, which are seemingly never-ending. When the thunder begins, it prickles the hair on his arms and hurts his ears with the intensity of it, the rain slickening his tail; by the overstimulation of the loud, booming thunder and the onslaught of Fatui, he becomes uncoordinated, messy. He feels the lightning before he hears the thunder. It comes quickly, in a millisecond, moving at the speed of light - there’s a flash, a 
  
    boom, 
  
  and then searing pain tears through him, spreading down his spine from his shoulder.



  The blast knocks him back several feet and tears the wind from his lungs. Dehya screams his name over the rain and in a flash of heat and Pyro the last remaining Fatui are knocked down. He watches other soldiers stunned by the sudden chaos be torn to shreds by thick, purple bolts of lightning, not nearly nimble enough to avoid them. The others flee in horror. Dehya runs to him to tug him back towards the medicinal greenhouse where the Traveler and Haypasia occupy just as the lightning begins to once again calm down. 



  Everything in his body feels as if attached to a live wire; his arms are trembling from the shock when Dehya sets him down. He tries to contain his whimpering, yet the jolt from being set down sends a fervent pain shooting up his arm and along his back. He yelps as he falls to sit. 



  “Are you alright?” the Traveler asks worriedly, coming over to them. He tries not to cry as he breathes through gritted teeth, swallowing the pain. 



  “I’m alright,” he reassures, “I’m fine. It’s-” another shaking yelp escapes him, a breathless whimper. “I’m just- it’s-” 



  The Traveler looks panicked. “What should we do?” They look to Dehya, whose face is set and calm. 



  “I’ve seen Eremites get struck by lightning before,” she says cooly. “You’ll be alright. I know the pain is intense, but you’ve got to bear it. You just need rest.”



  “Rest,” Tighnari breathes disbelievingly, an anxious, flighty feeling rising in his chest. He’s scared. “Rest? Now? Our Archon is in danger, you- I have people I need to protect too, you know. You think now’s the time for me to 
  
    rest?
  
   I-” He struggles to sit up, but the Traveler’s hand rests on his shoulder, pressing him softly back down.



  “Tighnari,” they say cautiously. “You shouldn’t-”



  There’s a deep, burning gash that stretches from his spine down along his shoulder blade and along his side. He can feel it. His body is on fire. His breaths come more erratically. 



  “We should address your wound, Tighnari-” Dehya begins. Tighnari struggles to breathe. His skin is burning, bubbling, pain so sudden and severe it’s almost incomprehensible. 



  “What am I supposed to do- just- just sit here and be useless? I- I can’t-” His breaths come as little more than harsh whimpers now, as if they’re being squeezed out of him; frantically he claws at his side, the burning skin beneath his clothes. He’s on fire. He’s on fire. He can’t breathe. It hurts, it
  
     hurts-
  



  Suddenly there are hands touching him, rubbing over his arms, combing back his wet hair. His eyes are screwed shut and weakly he tries to fight them off, but he finds he can’t - or perhaps doesn’t want to. He gasps for wet, desperate breaths as the hands envelop him, cupping his cheek, pressing over his wound, and Tighnari would recognize those hands anywhere, in any sort of pain or grief or blindness.



  He blinks his eyes open to see Cyno. For a second he thinks he’s died. Cyno’s brows are furrowed with concern, looking up at him with big, worried eyes, his hand keeping Tighnari’s wet hair out of his face as he checks over him. Tighnari can’t help it. He starts to cry.



  Cyno’s hand snakes under his shirt hesitantly yet with purpose towards his lightning wound; too weak to fight against his healing hands, Tighnari cries in protest. It feels invasive, terrifying, letting him back in again so intimately after he’d been hurt so terribly. “G-Get away from me,” he hisses weakly. “What do you-”



  “Don’t do that,” Cyno begs quietly. “Please, not now. Don’t push me away.”



  Tighnari’s arms go limp, allowing Cyno’s hands to slip beneath his shirt. It feels like the only thing he’s capable of.



  “I’m sorry,” Cyno pleads with a guilty face, brows pulled together and biting his lip. “I’m sorry, Tighnari. Let me heal you.”



  Tighnari just cries, feeling those hands on him again. He feels the pain subside greatly to a buzz - Cyno must be using his Electro Vision to numb the shock. He breathes steadily, in, out, his head pressed against Tighnari’s as he works with the electricity, opposite hand steadying his grip on his waist. Tighnari calms himself as the pain subsides, forcing himself to mimic the steady inhale, exhale that Cyno provides him, perhaps over-exaggeratedly for this exact reason. He clings tightly to Cyno’s cloak and forces breath out through his mouth, in through his nose. When he has the wherewithal to look around, he realizes Dehya and the Traveler have gone.



  Cyno pulls away when the pain is mostly a tingle. He sits back heavily on the floor, looking exhausted, staring at his feet. 



  They say nothing. Gentle rain patters the glass of the giant dome. Tighnari thinks this is a bitter, horrific irony - to end up together like this once more in a greenhouse late at night.



  Tighnari breaks their oppressive silence softly. “How did you know where I was?” 



  Cyno answers immediately, sure of himself. “I swore I would find you,” he says. His eyes are locked on Tighnari’s shoulder, where his scar will be. He looks torn. For once Tighnari wishes he would just 
  
    look at him, 
  
  just look at him and come closer and shut up.



  They fall back into silence. Cyno inhales unevenly. “I-” he begins, voice guilty. “Do you remember, once, you told me you liked my scars. I- I said they were occupational hazards. You said you’d want one, too, because they’re cool, and I said you’d never have to, you never would, so long as I am there-”



  “Cyno,” Tighnari cuts him off. Cyno’s gaze flicks to his, eyes big and tired and filled with such deep-seated regret and wistfulness it clouds Tighnari’s judgment. “It’s not your fault.”



  Cyno shakes his head, resolute. “It is my fault. It is.” They’re not talking about lightning scars anymore. Cyno’s eyes shift back to him and he bites his lip. Tighnari is weak; he can’t stand to see the man so upset, so mournful. 



  He opens his arms. “Come here,” he says quietly. 



  Cyno comes to him instantly, as if returning home. 



  He’s gentle when they embrace, careful to avoid Tighnari’s wound, but takes him tightly, tighter than Tighnari can ever remember being embraced by him; Tighnari’s chin passes over Cyno’s shoulder and he just fits there, he always has. Though they have had their troubles nothing has changed at their core; though the colors of two puzzle pieces may change it does not negate the fact they fit together seamlessly. Tighnari grips him tightly, feeling emotion well within him, overtaking him like a storm; he squeezes his eyes shut, hands wound in his Mahamatra’s robes as if letting go now would send him falling and spiraling down a deep hole; he pounds his hands against Cyno’s back, cursing him, and Cyno takes it, holding him closer, burying his face in his hair. 



  “I’m so sorry I left you,” he whispers, arms tightening their grip. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”



  “You lied to me,” Tighnari argues, angry, but he only sounds sad. “How was I supposed to- How could I-”



  Cyno rubs his back and holds his head. Tighnari cries harder. “I missed you,” he admits through his sobs, too far beyond his pride at this point. It’s true; he has missed Cyno. But it’s more than that. He’s been incomplete. “I miss you so much - I- I can’t sleep at night, I can’t eat, I- I 
  
    missed 
  
  you. Why did you lie to me?” 



  “I’m sorry,” Cyno whispers. “It kills me knowing I’ve hurt you. It tears me apart. I’m so sorry. You were mine - Tighnari. I didn’t mean to hurt you. You were mine.”



  And what are you meant to say to that?



  Inside he keens - he’s right. I was yours. He tries to compose himself, to peel off of Cyno.



  “We need to go,” he protests, collecting himself. “The Traveler, Dehya- they’re freeing our Archon. We need to help, Cyno. We-”



  Cyno pulls him back into his embrace, eyes screwed shut. “I know,” he says. “I know. They will. Let them take care of it, Tighnari. There’s nothing we can do right now but keep ourselves safe.”



  “But- We should be out there, we should be fighting-”



  Cyno grips him tighter. His voice comes a bit desperate. “Please, Tighnari, not now. Let them fight their war. Please. Just… Just, please. Stay here.”



  And so he does.




  They fight their war and win, with or without him and Cyno. Well - the Traveler fights most of it, really, as Tighnari has heard they always do, and they come out victorious. The false god is defeated. After a rest, memories of the Greater Lord Rukkhadevata become fuzzy, unsure; all he knows, all anyone knows, now, is the Lesser Lord Kusanali. He’s happy. Their God is safe. Nothing else matters.



  The Akasha is put out of commission. Good riddance - Tighnari never liked those things anyway, and he’s sure he’s not alone in thinking that. Cyno moves very swiftly back into his General Mahamatra duties after the Grand Sage is imprisoned, and when Tighnari writes to Naphis apologizing for his foul treatment and wrongful punishment by the Akademiya, Naphis writes back - you needn’t worry. I am comfortable. My rescue and your regards have already been provided by the Mahamatra.



  Though their moment in the Pardis Dhyai greenhouse should’ve magically fixed everything between them, it does not. The next time they see each other is in Gandharva Ville on the celebration of Collei’s suddenly cured Eleazar, and they spare but a few seconds-long glances; unsure of where the other lies, or how they feel, or how much of themselves have been mended.



  Perhaps the anger is gone, but the fear remains.



  Tighnari is not ready to go from nothing to everything once more, though Cyno is and has always been willing to give it. Months spent alone and in devolving emotional agony have left him scarred, both psychologically and now physically, too. There is an understanding that is born between these new versions of themselves, but also an omnipresent fear that it will happen again.



  Tighnari is sorting papers at his desk one night in his new home, which had been gifted to him by the counsel of Sages for his “valiant efforts” in his fight against the Akademiya’s corruption - Tighnari fails to mention the moment where he and Cyno had hidden from the world within the Pardis Dhyai greenhouse, clinging to each other, letting others for once tackle a danger so they could simply be. The house is in the heart of Gandharva Ville and is about the size of his childhood home - two spacious bedrooms, a kitchen with an adjoining living space, a well-equipped bathroom, and a small outdoor garden. He and Collei fill it nicely, but it has room for more. He tries not to dwell on that.



  He’s quite overwhelmed by the influx of Akademiya officials suddenly in exile to the Forests for reparations due to their exposed misconduct. It’ll take a minute to set up a system that properly receives them, but for now, their God is free. This is all that matters.



  It has been several days since the Lesser Lord Kusanali has been released from her cage of the Sanctuary of Surasthana. Tighnari thinks that’s a bit ironic - how much time he and Cyno had spent in that space before it had been renovated to house a dormant, tormented young God. It’s sickening when he thinks back on it. The Akademiya had been playing them all like pawns for how many years, without anyone knowing better?



  To his utmost surprise, one of the first things Alhaitham, the newly appointed Acting Grand Sage, does in his power is clear Rumi’s name. Tighnari is dumbstruck for several hours when he receives the letter from Naphis. He writes to Alhaitham, then - You have my gratitude, but I do not understand your intention. Alhaitham writes back: Your gratitude is unnecessary. You can instead take my sincerity. He assumes it’s some kind of truce between them. He’s not sure how that makes him feel. 



  Tighnari pads to the kitchen for water after finishing paperwork well into the night, yawning quietly, careful not to wake Collei - and he pauses.



  Cyno is waiting, sitting atop his kitchen table, spear leaning against the wood.



  He doesn’t look up when Tighnari comes in. The lights are low and he stares at his hands. He seems almost conflicted with himself.



  Tighnari pauses at the door. “Um,” he starts, awkward. “I didn’t know you were-”



  “I dreamt of you,” Cyno interrupts him suddenly, his voice terribly soft. “Last night. I dreamt of you for the first time.”



  Tighnari tries not to look at him. The words cut into his skin like glass. He says nothing.



  “You were looking for me,” Cyno continues. “In my dream. I was lost - Somewhere on a beach. A bloodied beach, filled with soldiers. And you were looking for me.”



  Tighnari wants to cry. He wants to flip his kitchen table and scream and take all his secrets back. Then softly, heavily, he whispers: “I am always looking for you.”



  He hears Cyno breathe deeply into the silence of the room. He taps his fingers on his knee. They say nothing; just breathe and watch each other’s mannerisms, like they are meeting for the first time. 



  Cyno stands abruptly after a short while, leaving his spear balancing against the table next to him. In this moment he is just a man; not drowned in his Mahamatra’s garb, not adorned with weapons or titles; he is just a man who has lost everything and gained everything and lost it all again. There is a lingering emptiness to him. 



  “I meant what I said,” Cyno begins quietly, almost in shame. “Every word. Even if you hate me, I will still love you. I will keep dreaming of you.”



  And I will keep looking for you, Tighnari wants to say. I never once stopped.



  He wishes Cyno would’ve hurt him differently, back then, perhaps in a way that was easier to comprehend. Instead of tainting the months they spent together he wishes Cyno would’ve rather punched him right in the face, or swung at him with his polearm - it would’ve hurt less. Then Tighnari could’ve punched him back, or shot an arrow right through his heart. They’d have it out somewhere in the forest, punching and screaming and kicking; that would’ve been a fair fight. That would’ve been easier, indefinitely, than whatever they have now. He would’ve much preferred it. Because now Cyno is in his kitchen in the high hours of midnight, telling him I love you, and that - that isn’t fair. 



  But Tighnari says nothing. He does not meet Cyno’s gaze - he knows he would shatter. This is something he cannot right now afford. Instead he pleads, though he tries to make it sound like a demand; “I think you should go.”



  And Cyno, silently, obeys.




  Tighnari is frazzled by the sudden upheaval of change, but one thing he definitely does not expect is this: the God of Wisdom herself requesting an audience with him. He gets the message passed on by the Traveler themself, and when he agrees, she instantly appears beside him. 



  It startles him a bit, which makes both God and Traveler laugh. Tighnari takes the young girl back to his home and brews her a pot of chamomile to talk, all the while his fingers trembling - what would a God want with him? When he serves her her cup with stuttering hands - because how does one serve tea to a God? With milk? Sugar? Their finest kettle? - she takes it gingerly and happily, with the innocence of a child, yet the steadfastness and responsibility of an elder. He wonders briefly just how much she knows of all there is to know. There is a thin line between wisdom and knowledge - he wonders if she treads it.



  The Lesser Lord Kusanali - though she insists he simply calls her Nahida, which he reluctantly agrees - explains how she’d been imprisoned by the Akademiya and her role with the samsara cycles, the dreams, the incessant slumber. Tighnari listens intently.



  “When I was in my mortal vessel,” she begins, “The one of Katheryne, of the Adventurers’ Guild, I met you at Pardis Dhyai. You spoke of Collei.” Tighnari nods. Nahida smiles and continues. “I know she has been gravely tormented by The Doctor, yet I also witnessed her fighting valiantly with the people of Sumeru in their attempts to free me…” Her brows furrow slightly. She takes a sip of her tea. “I suppose this is one thing I do not know.”



  Tighnari nods absently, a bit lost for words. How does one speak to the God of Wisdom?



  Nahida sets her teacup back down. “You have healed her, somehow. That’s not to say she is entirely fixed - no one is all good or bad, all whole or pieces.” She levels her flowery green eyes on Tighnari, who feels oddly scrutinized, as if the fairy-like girl somehow knows everything he’s done and everything he ever will. “How did you do it?”



  Tighnari stumbles around his words. “I- I don’t know. I mean. I kind of just… did it? I… didn’t have anyone to help 
  
    me 
  
  when I was young and hurting, so I just… imagined myself back in those shoes. What would I have wanted back then? Who would I have needed? Then I just… became him.”



  Nahida grins. She takes his hand and puts her tiny one on top of his. She is cold, yet warm in the center of her palm - like she is blooming, perhaps being reanimated from all her time away. “Yes. Yes, exactly. You loved her - you still do. Very ardently. I can feel it. You have so much love for so many people - Collei, Kaveh, Nilou, the people of your village and far beyond, the creatures of the rainforest, your Archon, 
  
    Cyno.
  
  ” Tighnari’s face burns at the mention. “You amaze me - you have all this great love to give. Not only this, but you have an incredible gift of teaching others what that love feels like.”



  “I don’t-” Tighnari stutters, “I don’t know how that’s true. I wasn’t… I was never taught how to love, or how to be loved, really.”



  “Perhaps that’s what makes it so beautiful, so abundant.” Tighnari flushes. Nahida pats his hand. “May I ask something great of you, Tighnari?”



  He nods. “Of course. Anything.”



  She smiles at him - a warm thing. Something blossoms in Tighnari’s chest, like redemption, like hope.



  “I need you to teach love to the Balladeer.”


  


