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    The desert is just as unbearably hot as Tighnari remembers.

It’s at once familiar and nearly unrecognizable – he’s both toddled and sprinted on the man-made paths through the sand too many times to count, and yet he stumbles across more new settlements and villages surrounding the few existing oases than he’d thought possible. It relieves him, yet fills him with a strong sense of longing – ten years was perhaps too long for Tighnari to be away from his homeland without returning once.

It’s funny. There once was a time where he thought ten years wasn’t nearly enough.

“We’re here, Tighnari.”

Ears perking up, Tighnari pokes his head around the box he’d been leaning against to the head of the caravan, where he finds Dori smiling back at him with her small hand outstretched, clearly expectant.

He holds in a weary sigh and digs out his wallet from underneath his shawl. “Five-thousand mora, correct?”

Dori hums and taps at her chin. “Well,” she starts, grin slanting upwards in a way that can only be described as scheming. Tighnari narrows his eyes. “That sandstorm near Dahri did set us back a couple days. Considering the extra food I had to procure, the cost of the inn room we rented, and losing valuable sales during all this… let’s make it fifteen-thousand and call it even, hm?”

Tighnari almost balks. “Are you serious? Dori, be reasonable. Neither of us knew that storm was coming, and we already split the cost of the room and food.”

“Yes, but that doesn’t change the fact that I’ve lost two full days of business, which amounts to hundreds of thousands of mora,” Dori explains, crossing her arms. She raises an eyebrow. “Unless you have two-hundred thousand mora just lying around, I think fifteen-thousand is a pretty reasonable asking price. Especially considering I only took this route so you could see your lov—”

“It was a mutually beneficial decision,” Tighnari grits out, cheeks burning as he shakes out a handful of coins from his wallet. He nearly glowers as he deposits exactly fifteen-thousand mora into Dori’s gleefully awaiting hands. “Fine, have it your way. I’m leaving.”

“See you in a few days!” Dori calls out cheerfully as Tighnari hops out of the back of the caravan, tail swishing with annoyance.

Adjusting his hood over his ears, Tighnari stares up at the vast, exposed red bedrock of the canyon that houses his home village. Waterfalls of sand spill from the plateaus into the valley below, where people mill about sandstone buildings and wooden bridges connecting each outcrop. Sparse amounts of palm trees and aloe vera bushes line the streets – Tighnari stops to brush his finger against the smooth surface of a leaf on his way to the village’s checkpoint, smiling softly as he recalls slathering the cool gel hidden inside on his skin on particularly sweltering days, always more prone to sunburn than his friends.

The guards at the checkpoint stand up a little straighter when Tighnari approaches. “Good afternoon, sir. State your name and business, please.”

Tighnari holds up his forest watcher medallion, tied to the strap of his satchel. “My name is Tighnari. I’ve come from the Avidya Rainforest to see General Cyno.”

The guards share a look with each other. “Lord Cyno isn’t expecting guests today,” the one on the right says. He eyes the bow strapped to Tighnari’s back warily. “What is the nature of your visit?”

Tighnari bites the inside of his cheek. How does he explain this without giving himself away? “I’m here on behalf of the Akademiya,” is what he settles on. It’s not a lie, but not the entire truth. “I’m an Amurta researcher. Cyno and I have been corresponding through letters to discuss sensitive information about the state of the rainforest – information I can’t divulge to you, naturally.”

The guard on the left frowns. “All official encounters with the Akademiya must be approved in writing by Lord Cyno at least a week before the agreed upon date. We have no such record for today.”

“The situation in the forest is volatile,” Tighnari says, watching as the guard tightens her grip around her spear. His ears perk up, alert. “There was no time to send notice before I left.”

“Convenient,” the other guard scoffs.

Tighnari’s hand itches for an arrow. “Listen,” he begins, summoning all of his remaining patience, “Cyno and I are old friends. I grew up with him in this very village. If you tell him that I’m here to see him, I’m sure he won’t have an issue with it.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” the guard on the right says, holding up a hand. “Please leave before we remove you by force.”

Tighnari feels his dendro vision pulse at his hip, thrumming with the simmering anger filling his gut, threatening to boil over. Tension crackles in the air, nearly electric; a sharp gust of wind blows by, ruffling his cloak enough to expose the gleaming dendro arrow forming in his gloved hand.

His voice is low, eerily calm as he says, “You don’t want to do that.”

The guards raise their spears. “Sir, is that a thr—”

“Awais, Vishakha – both of you, stand down.”

Three pairs of eyes instantly snap upwards; Tighnari visibly relaxes as he watches Cyno jump down from the roof of the checkpoint’s building, the veils from his jackal headpiece swaying in the wind as he approaches the group. He briefly meets Tighnari’s eyes for a moment – a small jolt of anticipation zips over Tighnari’s skin like a static shock, hair standing on end, tail swishing behind him.

Archons, it’s been so long.

“My Lord!” the guards shout in unison, dropping to their knees with their heads bowed. “Sir, this man is attempting to trespass by claiming to be your friend from the Akademiya–”

“He is my friend from the Akademiya,” Cyno says with a small sigh, shaking his head. He shoots Tighnari an exasperated look and nudges his head towards the village. “Tighnari, my apologies. You can come with me. As for the two of you – back to your posts. Now.”

The guards scramble back up to their feet, comically standing at attention as Cyno passes by. Tighnari barely resists the urge to bare his fangs at them as he follows, settling on rolling his eyes as he falls into step beside Cyno.

It’s only when they’re well out of earshot that Cyno speaks again. “Sorry,” he mumbles, brushing his hand lightly against Tighnari’s shoulder. His touch lingers, burning right through the thin fabric of Tighnari’s cloak. “They’re just being cautious. There’s been an increase in bandit activity lately, especially near the ruins. Everyone’s been a little on edge as a result.”

“I get it,” Tighnari says, shrugging. He blows at a stray lock of hair dancing in his eyes. “You’re doing what you have to do to protect the village. I just get – well, you know how I get.”

Cyno’s eyes soften. “I do,” he murmurs, smiling as he leads them towards the side-streets, away from prying eyes. Here, in the safety of the shadows, he finally reaches for Tighnari’s hand. “What are you doing here? After everything that happened, I thought…”

Tighnari lowers his gaze, ears drooping slightly. He knows. He hasn’t dared to look in the direction of the pyramid, the memories of that day still so fresh in his mind as if they happened yesterday – the day his childhood innocence was ripped away from him, dreamlike curiosity leading to ancient secrets he should’ve never uncovered. It still haunts him, those old ghosts – it’s weaved in the uneven coloration of his tail, forever scarred from being nearly singed off entirely. It’s in the way he never leaves his right arm bare, not even to sleep; it’s in the cutting words he unleashes on any ranger or traveler that ventures off the beaten path, unprepared and unaware.

Cyno knows all of this. He’s the one who found him, that day.

“The forest isn’t well,” Tighnari says eventually, shaking himself free of those thoughts. He looks up at Cyno, biting his lip. “The soil is drying up and the trees are withering. I thought that – maybe, that place has something to do with it.”

Cyno stares back at him, steady, calm, an anchor in the turbulent Inazuman sea. “You don’t intend on going back there, do you?” he asks, sounding unsure.

“No,” Tighnari says quickly. “No, never. I just wanted your opinion on it.”

“You could’ve asked in your letters. I would’ve come to you,” Cyno reminds him.

“Yes, but –” Tighnari starts, looking away.

“But…?” Cyno echoes, voice taking on a teasing sort of lilt. Tighnari feels himself flush as Cyno draws closer, heat radiating from his exposed skin like a furnace. A drop of sweat trails down Tighnari’s neck. “Tighnari, did you perhaps miss me?”

Yes. I missed you. I miss you all the time, everyday, is what Tighnari doesn’t say.

“Don’t make me regret it,” Tighnari mumbles instead, cheeks colored sunsettia-red, and braves a peek at Cyno – only to have his heart nearly hammer out of his chest at how radiant Cyno’s smile is, sharp eyes curved with affection, shimmering in the afternoon sunlight.

He barely remembers to close his eyes when Cyno leans down for a kiss.

 

-x-

 

“Pretty humble place for General Mahamatra,” Tighnari says, ducking under the cloth hanging over the doorway to Cyno’s home.

It’s not his childhood home; that’s long been torn down and rebuilt. Instead, Cyno lives in a small house near the outskirts of the village, about the size of Tighnari’s hut back in the rainforest. Everything about it is fairly standard from what Tighnari remembers – tiled floors to keep cool, small windows, clay pots on the stove and Cyno’s infamous game card collection displayed next to an overflowing bookshelf. Tighnari smiles to himself – Cyno tried so hard to look cool and aloof to outsiders, but anybody who truly knew him knew he was just as nerdy as the rest of them.

“Really? I don’t know, I think it’s rather solid,” Cyno replies, mouth pulled taut in a poor effort to conceal his shit-eating grin. “Get it? ‘Cause, you know,” he raps his knuckles on the wall, “It’s all stone.”

Tighnari stares at him as Cyno cackles at his own joke. “Say that again and I’m leaving,” he says, voice flat.

“You wouldn’t,” Cyno grins, wiping at a stray tear in the corner of his eye. He removes his headpiece and drops himself onto his bed, white hair bouncing from the impact. “Deep down, I know you like my sense of humor. Maybe, dare I say, even love it.”

Tighnari rolls his eyes as he rummages through his satchel. “You’re going to make me wish I’d never let Collei convince me to buy you this.”

Cyno blinks. “Buy me what?”

With great reservation, Tighnari pulls out a large box that’d been weighing him down for the past few days – the Genius Invokation TCG limited-edition gift box. Collei had spotted it while they’d been in Sumeru City a handful of months ago, meant to meet with the Sage of Amurta to report the first signs of the strange decaying of the forest. The merchant selling it had asked for steep price – not unlike Dori, Tighnari thinks ruefully – but Collei had managed to haggle a decent discount out of him, so Tighnari indulged her. Still cost a pretty penny, though.

The starry-eyed look on Cyno’s face when Tighnari hands it to him makes it all worth it.

“How did you get this?” Cyno says in awe, gingerly opening the box and quietly gasps as he picks up a shiny card, bringing it closer to his face. He grins like an excited kid as he shows it to Tighnari, waving it back and forth. “Do you know how rare this is? They only made fifty of these boxes in all of Teyvat! I thought it was completely sold out. There was a set I had my eye on in Liyue Harbor, but some nobleman in Inazuma had snatched it up before I could buy it. Archons, I was so pissed off. I can’t believe – did Collei really ask you to buy this? She always makes fun of me over this –”

Tighnari lets him continue rambling, endeared smile tucked into his shoulder as he gets himself settled while he listens. The journey to the desert is long, and exhaustion begins to settle into Tighnari’s bones – his eyes droop slightly as Cyno ropes him into playing a few card games with him, voice turning a bit hoarse as he tells Cyno how Collei’s training is progressing, tail curling around his legs as he waits for Cyno to prepare a light meal for him, nodding off every now and then.

It’s only when Tighnari finishes his last piece of bread that Cyno ushers him towards the bed. “Get some sleep,” he says, gently petting behind Tighnari’s ears. A deep, satisfied sound rumbles in Tighnari’s chest. “I’ll be back later.”

Tighnari blinks slowly, watching Cyno put his headpiece back on. Somehow, he’d forgotten that Cyno was a general and still had a duty to his (their) people. “Okay. Be safe,” he mumbles, hugging his tail to his chest, eyes already closed.

The last thing he feels before he drifts off to a dreamless sleep is a soft, warm press of lips to his forehead.

 

-x-

 

It’s cold when he wakes.

That’s one of the things he doesn’t miss about the desert – the extreme weather fluctuations. Enduring dry, relentless heat during the day, only for the temperature to plunge into numbers that rival Dragonspine at night. Tighnari shivers lightly, burying his face further into the warmth of his fur.

A large, warm hand snakes over his abdomen then, pressing against the thin material of his undershirt to nudge him backwards. Heat immediately wafts over his back; a nose nuzzles into the nape of his neck, making Tighnari shiver for an entirely different reason.

“Better?” Cyno mumbles, soft and husky.

“Mm,” Tighnari hums, biting at his bottom lip. The tip of his tail flicks back and forth in time with Cyno’s thumb rubbing against his stomach, meant to be soothing, but instead, it stirs something within Tighnari that’s been lying dormant for a long, long time.

Suddenly, he doesn’t feel sleepy anymore.

Tighnari shifts to turn around in Cyno’s arms, eyes drifting over his relaxed face. Like this, stripped free of all of his formal garb, Cyno looks the same as he did when they were children – carefree, naive, unburdened by the weight of duty. He reaches out to cup Cyno’s cheek, gently, nails carding through his long tufts of hair behind his ear; Cyno cracks an eye open, a muted sliver of red catching the bright moonlight slanted through the window. The slit of his pupil dilates the longer he stares at Tighnari, eyelashes tangled at the ends.

He’s beautiful. Tighnari’s heart gives a weak, pathetic kick in his chest.

Neither of them say anything. Tighnari’s eyes drop to his lips, saliva pooling in his mouth as he watches Cyno flick his tongue across, wetting them. He draws closer, tail curling around Cyno’s hip, and stops just short of Cyno’s lips. A shaky breath wafts against his mouth then, and Tighnari can’t help it; he laughs, satisfied, and finally presses his lips against Cyno’s before he can complain.

It starts out soft, gentle. Just lips against lips, chaste. Cyno’s hand drifts down to the small of his back, then to his hip; his fingers slip underneath Tighnari’s undershirt at the same time he runs his tongue against the seam of Tighnari’s lips, rolling them over as Tighnari lets him in. His arm hooks around Cyno’s neck as he draws his knees up, spreading them to allow Cyno to settle in the space between, his weight comforting and familiar.

Cyno pulls back just enough to whisper, “Was this your plan all along?” His swollen mouth curves into a smirk. “To warm you up?”

Tighnari huffs, fisting a hand in the back of Cyno’s hair to drag him back down to his mouth. “Just a happy coincidence.”

Cyno laughs into the kiss, the sound sending a kaleidoscope of crystalflies fluttering through Tighnari’s chest. It melts into a low groan when Tighnari nips at his bottom lip with his sharp canines, to which Cyno responds in kind by rolling his hips down, right where they both need it most. The pressure has lights dancing behind Tighnari’s eyelids, pushing a breathy moan out of his throat; so Cyno does it again, and again, and again – enough for Tighnari to start clawing at his back, fingertips pressing into familiar scars and leaving temporary ones of his own making.

His mind feels light, floaty, overwhelmed with pleasure – and it’s only when Cyno pulls his undershirt over his head that Tighnari comes crashing back down to earth, panic instinctively taking over when Cyno makes to remove his right sleeve. His hand clamps down on his shoulder, right over Cyno’s, eyes wild and breath uneven.

Cyno leans back and cups his face with his free hand. “Hey, hey,” he murmurs, soothing his thumb over Tighnari’s cheek. “It’s okay. It’s just me, Tighnari. You’re okay.”

Right. It’s just Cyno. He’s seen his arm hundreds of times before. He saw it when it was fresh, when it was healing, and when it became what it is now. He’s never been disgusted by it, never turned away from it – always embraced it as a part of who Tighnari was, ever so gentle with him. There was nothing to be afraid of.

Tighnari lets his hand fall away.

Cyno leans in to kiss him, lips tender, soft; he presses one to Tighnari’s nose, then his forehead, then the base of his ears. There, he asks, “Hey, forest watcher. Do you know why leopards can’t hide?”

Tighnari knows exactly where this is leading to, but he humors Cyno anyway. “Why,” he mumbles, watching Cyno’s smile turn chesire-sharp.

“Because they’re always spotted.”

Tighnari, for reasons he can’t explain, actually laughs. Cyno laughs with him, grinning as Tighnari shakes his head at him, hopelessly fond. “You’re such an idiot,” he sighs.

Cyno waggles his eyebrows. “But I’m your idiot, right?”

Tighnari feels a cool breeze drift across his right arm, now bare, undershirt left forgotten on the floor.

He reaches up and brushes Cyno’s hair away from his face, smiling back at him. “Yeah, you are,” he says, and pulls him back in.

Things move more slowly, after that.

Cyno takes his time with him. Drags his lips softly across the discolored skin of his arm, whispering praises against the rough, jagged edges of each scar, voice reverent enough to have tears welling in Tighnari’s eyes. Presses their foreheads together as he takes Tighnari in his hand, calloused fingers stroking upwards in the way he knows Tighnari likes; smiles into the crook of his neck as Tighnari gasps against his ear, three fingers deep, lips catching on the edge of his piercings as he begs, quietly, more, Cyno, more.

Dune crickets sing as their fingers tangle together on the sheets, a delicate falsetto mingling with panting breaths, the hushed slap of skin on skin; Cyno’s lips separate from Tighnari’s with a quiet smack, eyes unfocused, bangs sticking to his forehead with sweat as he clenches his jaw, shifting his hips to move himself in deeper, harder. 

“Tighnari,” Cyno groans, one octave away from a whine. Tighnari digs his fingers into the scruff of Cyno’s neck, and this time, he does whine. “Habibi.”

The endearment, scarcer than finding viboya flowers in bloom, is enough to send Tighnari over the edge.

Cyno’s not far behind him, shuddering as Tighnari holds him closer, legs locked tight around his waist. His muscles shake beneath his fingertips, burdened by holding his own weight above Tighnari as to not smother him; Tighnari gently guides him to lie on his side, tail wrapping itself around them both.

Neither of them say anything. It’s kind of funny – Tighnari and Cyno both had written hundreds of papers during their time at the Akademiya, buried their heads in more books than they could count, and yet none of their studies had mentioned the times where words were not needed, where they would fail to encompass the magnitude of the emotions Tighnari feels in this moment. How much Cyno means to him. How comforting it is, to be simply just be in his presence without exchanging anything but a look to communicate.

And when Cyno opens his eyes, Tighnari sees it – all the things he cannot say, the things that keep him up at night, the things that make him cross an entire country just to see Tighnari crack an exasperated smile at one of his awful jokes.

“Warm enough now?” Cyno asks, and it sounds like I love you.

 

-x-

 

(I heard an interesting fact at the Akademiya, Cyno had once told him, sixteen and so achingly green, eyes glimmering with something that Tighnari later realized was hope. Foxes, particularly male foxes, mate for life. Is that true?

Tighnari had thought of his father, wandering the land alone after his mother had passed on many moons ago. I think so, he’d said. At least, I would. Once I find my partner, I wouldn’t think about looking for anyone else.

Cyno had nodded to himself, knocking his ankle against Tighnari’s. Good to know.

Confused and oblivious, Tighnari had just frowned. Why are you asking?

The smile that Cyno had flashed at him was a small, shy thing. I’ll tell you one day.)

 

-x-

 

“I’ll keep you updated on the ruins,” Cyno says, adjusting the hood of Tighnari’s cloak over his ears. “The scouts I sent out the other day reported some sort of… unrest there. You’re probably right – something insidious is eroding at the land. I don’t know if that’s the source, but we’ll look into it.”

Tighnari catches his wrist before he can pull away. “You’re not going out there yourself, right?” His eyes flit between Cyno’s, troubled. “Promise me you won’t.”

Cyno’s smile is wry. “You know I can’t do that.”

Tighnari frowns. “Cyno.”

“I’ll be careful,” Cyno insists.

Anxiety swirls in Tighnari’s gut as he lowers his eyes, ears drooping. He knows it’s unfair of him to ask the impossible of Cyno. He knows Cyno bears more responsibilities than he did when he was just a scholar at the Akademiya who was too invested in card games for his own good, and yet –

“Hey,” Cyno calls, drawing Tighnari’s attention back to him. He takes Tighnari’s hands in his, squeezing, eyes shining with determination as he says, “I won’t leave you alone. Believe me when I say that.”

Tighnari swallows thickly and nods, unable to speak past the lump wedged in his throat.

“I’m still coming to the forest in two months for Collei’s induction ceremony,” Cyno continues, reaching up to brush Tighnari’s hair out of his eyes. “Pretty big deal, right? Your best student’s going off on her own.”

Tighnari smiles at that. “She’ll be happy to see you,” he says, and then more quietly, “We both will.”

Cyno grins. “Let’s make it a date, then.” He pulls out Tighnari’s favorite snack, a pack of honeyed dates, from his back pocket and offers it to him. “Get it? ‘Cause they’re –”

“Yes, Cyno, I get it,” Tighnari mutters, letting out a long-suffering sigh. His ear flicks towards the sound of hooves behind him; he turns away from Cyno’s snickering face and sees Dori’s caravan rounding the corner, right on time.

Reluctantly, Tighnari drops Cyno’s hand.

He turns back around and accepts the dates, stuffing them into his satchel. Cyno looks back at him, smile turning melancholy.

This is always the hardest part.

“I’ll see you soon,” Tighnari says, stepping back. He clutches at the strap of his bag, eyes wistful. “Be safe.”

Cyno nods, wind ruffling his hair. “You too, Tighnari.”

“Hey, love-nerds!” Dori calls out cheerfully, waving from her perch atop her camel. She winks at Cyno from behind her glasses. “Like that one? Came up with it myself.”

Cyno scowls at her. Tighnari muffles a laugh into his palm. “Lackluster. Hey, what are you laughing at, Tighnari? Mine are so much better!”

“Are they?” Tighnari asks, grinning at Cyno’s affronted expression and hauls himself into the back of the caravan, settling himself on top of a bolt of fabric.

“What? Tighnari, come on. Who’s side are you on?”

“Should we make it a competition?” Dori asks, eyes flashing with mischief. She juts a thumb over her shoulder. “It’s a long trip and I’ve got some extra space here for one more passenger. What do you think, General? It could be yours for the low, low price of fifty-thousand mora!”

Cyno huffs and crosses his arms. “Just get out of here, Dori, before I charge you for trying to extort a government official.”

“Oh, I’m so scared,” Dori croons, but pulls at the reins to guide her camel forward. She lifts a small, nonchalant hand in the air. “See you around, mister bigshot!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Cyno grumbles, waving as the caravan rumbles further and further away, warm eyes trained on Tighnari. He waves back once, then rests his cheek on his hands as he sighs through his nose, watching Cyno’s figure get smaller on the horizon until he’s nothing more than a small, dark blip amongst the sand.

Tighnari closes his eyes as a gentle breeze wafts over his face. Two months. He’s waited longer, before.

He drifts off then, imagining Cyno’s mirthful face looking up at him through the forest leaves, and wonders if this is how the dreamless dream.
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