
across the glittering desert
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  [CONFIDENTIAL] To the head Forest Watcher of Avidya Forest


 


  Do not permit anyone to access this letter. It is intended for your eyes only. 


 


  I will not be able to visit you or Collei, or even the forest for a while.



  Things in the desert are stirring. A suspicious outlander arrived recently, and in a matter of days, became the enemy of half the Akademiya.



  Unfortunately, this would also mean that they are the enemy of me. However, I am interested in this outlander and what they have to say. According to rumors, this is the Honorary Knight of Favonius from Mondstadt who has also defeated a Fatui Harbinger, as well as aided in vanquishing the god Osial.



  I will have to do more research on them. We have not had any outlander causing trouble like this since that great calamity five hundred years ago.



  Do not worry about me. I have learned much from you and I will not get myself into any serious trouble. Send Collei my regards and give her the pack of honeyed dates I attached to this letter. (You can have the other pack.)



  But I trust that if I ever do get into trouble again, you will be there to take care of me.



  Best of luck on your research. Write a letter if you need anything.


 


 

Tighnari finds the letter halfheartedly stuck underneath his door. The two wrinkled packs of honeyed dates instantly give away the sender.

Tighnari could only smile and shake his head. That Cyno should really stop leaving so obvious hints for his “anonymous” letters. It’s almost like he wants people to know that he regularly sends letters to the Avidya Forest Watcher.

He places one pack of sweets into his pocket and another onto his desk. Collei is currently on patrol and will not be back for some time, but she will return before the night falls.

She will be a little disappointed that Cyno won’t be coming around for a while, but she will understand.

Tighnari pauses in front of his desk. He picks up a glass of water and empties half into a small potted Sumeru Rose, which had once been another victim of being hastily left at Tighnari’s door by a certain General Mahamatra. Tighnari discovered it by almost stepping on the poor plant— luckily, Cyno hasn’t sent a plant like that since he received Tighnari’s subsequent letter.

The purple rose-shaped ribbon around the base of the pot sparkles happily. It must’ve taken a lot of work for Cyno to work it into a shape like that, so Tighnari has not yet untied it.

As Tighnari places the glass of water back into its original spot, his hand brushes against his ink pen, resting inside of a half-full vial of ink. The unfinished work from yesterday night lies underneath the ink vial, but Tighnari’s mind is not on those at the moment.

It… has been a while since he’s sent a letter back to Cyno. It’s usually always Cyno sneaking letters and gifts underneath his door, while Tighnari receives and only rarely gives back. But Cyno is about to be busy for a long time, and it will be weeks before they could see each other again.

Cyno… Cyno. What would Cyno like as a gift?

Cyno likes honeyed dates, and dates in general, but based on the amount of dates he sends to Tighnari and Collei every time, it appears he would not need any more for at least another ten years.

Cyno would sell his right eye for limited editions of Genius Invokation TCG merch, but those are much too expensive and hard to acquire. The only merchant Tighnari knows of that sells real copies of that stuff is Dori— and well, everyone knows what she’s like.

Cyno likes flowers, but sometimes Tighnari wonders if he just says that to get on Tighnari’s good side. Besides, the desert climate is too harsh for any pretty flower to survive in. (Well, of course except for cacti, but they have plenty of those over there.)

Cyno likes the evening sun and cold drinks on someone’s porch at sunset— but that’s not quite able to be converted into a gift.

Tighnari shakes his head. They’ve known each other for so long, but he can’t even pick out a decent gift for Cyno.

Perhaps he should write a letter and ask Cyno what he likes…

…but no, would that be too obvious?

Frustrated, Tighnari’s tail gives a large swish, and falls toward the floor.

He’ll worry about this later. He has plenty of time to come to a conclusion about the gift. A letter can come first.

 


 


  For General Mahamatra of the Sumeru Akademiya


 


  Cyno— I received your note.


 


  I have told Collei and she understands, but she is a little disappointed. The dates were wonderful. I kept a pack for the future.



  I see you have met the Traveler. Do not worry much about them. They have been much help to us over here in the rainforest. They are a beacon of hope and change here in Sumeru, and I hope that this letter arrives in time to stop you from spearing them.



  Good luck with your work in the desert. It has always been so chaotic there based on the things you tell me. I wish that I could travel there to help you out, but you know how I get in the heat. 



  It is quite unfortunate that I cannot tolerate such extreme heat of any kind, but I suppose that’s just the way some things are.



  Remember to get plenty of rest and drink plenty of fluids. (Not alcohol.) Your work may be important, but you cannot do your work if you do not take care of your body.



  Oh, and, I have a note from Collei. She tells you to take care and to drink lots of fluids. 



  Now you can’t pretend to have “forgotten” to take care of yourself, huh?



  Please do be careful— for Collei, for me, and for the whole of Sumeru.


 


  P.S. How do you feel about Wolfhook Juice from Mondstadt? Collei bought the recipe for them from a merchant, but I don’t find myself liking the taste— too strong. I was hoping that we could send the remaining batches to you. Send back soon, before the juice goes bad.


 


 

The letter is delivered to Cyno by a certain genie-wielding merchant by the name of Dori.

“Here’s your love letter— don’t worry about the payment this time, Tighnari’s paid me,” Dori says dismissively, waving her hand. “A good sum, too. Geez, you guys are gross. When are you going to ask him out already?”

Cyno rolls his eyes and promptly chooses to ignore her, instead opting to unseal the envelope the letter is in as he leans back against the doorway.

Tighnari’s handwriting is crisp and clear. He gets to the point immediately, and of course, there is the usual “take care of yourself” and “drink plenty of fluids” from him and Collei.

“Hey! I went through three sandstorms to get this letter to you, and you aren’t even going to say thank you? Rude,” Dori says, crossing her arms. “Well, I’m leaving. Good luck with your fox, lover boy.”

Her caravan leaves in a whirl of golden sand. Cyno brushes some of the stuff away from the letter.

Wolfhook Juice… has he ever heard of such a thing before? Tighnari might’ve mentioned the fruit, or leaf, or whatever part of a plant a Wolfhook is in one of his botanical rambles before… but memorizing the names of every rowdy scholar in the Akademiya is already inducing severe braincell loss. Cyno does not need to add another couple hundred taxonomy terms into his mind.

Ah, what does it matter? Cyno can never say no to Tighnari. He might as well start writing his reply letter now.

But, alas, other things require his attention— he has an audience with the Traveler in the evening, and despite Tighnari’s reassurance in the letter, he’d prefer to judge whether or not he should spear the Traveler, personally.

Cyno pokes his chin with the top of the letter, looking out at the sandy expanse of the desert in front of him.

Noon will come soon. Most choose go back inside for the shade before the sun assaults everyone with its full force.

However, Cyno steps outside. He tucks the letter away and shrugs on his usual heavy cloak. He has some things to attend to.

 


 


  To the fox-eared Forest Watcher of Avidya Forest


 


  I’ll take the Wolfhook Juice, if it has not gone bad already.



  Now is the hottest time of the year in the desert, so I’m sure a cold drink would help. Thank you.



  I’m flattered that you care for me enough to repeatedly remind me to take care of myself, but you should remember to take care of yourself too. Collei has told me about how you usually stay up until four in the morning to do your work— while I understand, it really is not good for you to be getting so little sleep at night. You are the head of the Forest Rangers, and you need your energy to lead them and to continue your research.


Please inform Collei of the same. She has come so far and I’m proud of her progress, but she needs to take her own body into account.  I hope her good days begin to grow more in number.

By the way, I do have something to ask— are the dates really good, or are you just saying that to make me feel better? I know myself the amount of dates I always send you, and I’m afraid you may grow bored of them before we could even eat dates together— while on a date!


  That won’t do, wouldn’t it? I’ll cut down on the date-sending if you want. Your wishes will always be my command.


 


  P.S. What is your favorite restaurant? If you do not have one, you can simply tell me a dish you will like to try. 



  I’d like to take you out sometime after things have settled down and I am free to return. No pressure.


 


 

Collei hands the letter to Tighnari, and immediately doubles down, huffing as if she had just ran a marathon.

“Slow down, Collei,” Tighnari says, an eyebrow raised. “Why were you running so fast? It isn’t good for your body.”

Collei shakes her head, still huffing. “Sorry Master… The General Mahamatra said it was important, so I ran as fast as I could…”

“Cyno? You met with Cyno? I thought he was taking care of things in the desert.”

“Oh, no, he was only in the city for a little while… He was yelling at a couple of scholars, and it was… getting scary… he had his polearm out and everything, and ooh.. the back of my neck began tingling…”

Collei shivers a little, and reaches over her shoulder to rub at her neck.

“…But nothing ended up happening. He had the scholars taken away, realized I was there, apologized and gave me the letter. Then I blinked and he was gone. I’m sorry you just missed him, Master Tighnari.”

Tighnari sighs. “It’s fine. I wasn’t going to be at the city today anyway— if you hadn’t been there to pick up herbs, we wouldn’t even have known that Cyno was there. Thank you for bringing back the letter, but please don’t run so fast next time. Your safety is of the utmost importance.”

Collei pouts. “But I know how much you care about the General, Master. You always look so happy when you read his letters!”

Tighnari’s face burns. Collei had been watching him read the letters?! He’ll have to remember not to get so absorbed by Cyno’s words next time. “I— I do care for him, but I care for you too. You two are the most important things in the world to me. I don’t want to see either of you get hurt.”

It’s Collei’s turn to be flustered. “Master…”

Tighnari clears his throat. “It’s almost time for your afternoon patrol, Collei. If you’re not feeling well, I could move the patrol to tomorrow morning, but you must not push yourself.”

Collei shakes her head. “I’m okay, Master. I’ll go on the patrol.”

“Go and get ready. You’ll be with Amir today. He’s on the outskirts of the village.”

“Got it, Master!”

She turns and breaks into a run, just to stumble over a rock. Tighnari sighs to himself. She’s making progress, but she still has quite a long way to go.

After Collei’s footsteps fade away into the sound of the rainforest, Tighnari leans against his door and unfolds the letter. A couple grains of sand are still trapped inside, and they fall to the ground as Tighnari smooths the paper out.

Cyno’s handwriting is scratchy and seems to have been jotted down in a great hurry. However, his words are light as he reminds Tighnari to take care, and he even had the audacity to ask Tighnari out— on a letter. A nearby forest ranger jumps as Tighnari heaves out a great sigh, burying his heating face in his hands.

Cyno… that Cyno. They’ve been jumping around each other for literal years and he decides to ask Tighnari out by writing a letter. What had he expected from a scholar?

He groans and feels his tail make a large swish, making the forest ranger jump again. As if to further accentuate his frustration, Tighnari’s ears twitch thrice.

He hides his warm cheeks in his hands again. Restaurants have never really appealed to him. They’re too loud, and someone always brings a small child there, and they always end up running around like a dog that broke away from its leash.

If Tighnari was being extremely truthful, his preferred spot for a date would be high up on a tree branch in the forest, with his notebook snugly tucked in one arm and Cyno in the other— but he can’t just say that!

Cyno… Cyno… and would Cyno be disappointed if Tighnari asked him not to take him to a restaraunt?

“Look at yourself,” Tighnari sighs to himself. “Panicking over something so simple… I must be losing my mind…”

Perhaps something will come to him if he writes the letter now. He turns around and heads back into his hut.

(The nearby forest ranger stares at the head Watcher’s closed door, unsure of what exactly they had just witnessed.)

 


 


  To the General Mahamatra Cyno, who thinks that his jokes are funny (they are not)


 


  My, are you trying to indulge me in a contest of who gets to make the other take care of themselves first? Quaint, Cyno, but I will not rest until you go to sleep first.



  I have told Collei over and over to take things slower, but you know how she is. One moment she’s sitting still, and the next, she’s bouncing off the walls like a small child. It’s a little worrying, but I’m impressed by her energy.



  The dates are fine. Sometimes I feel they are too sweet after eating one too many, so I store them away— however, I do not mind the taste in small amounts. They remind me of you, and I am comforted to know that I’ll always have enough dates in the cabinet due to the amount you send me.



  I do not have a preference for restaurants. In fact, I’d prefer you not take me to one at all. Puspa Café is nice enough, and not quite as loud as restaurants. I remember how I used to study there while simultaneously admiring the flora just outside. Nice memories.



  I still have that deck of Genius Invokation TCG you sent me a while ago. I haven’t quite gotten the hang of it, but we could play together. You’d decimate me, but what I really enjoy is our time together.



  Really, I mean it. I could enjoy almost anything as long as we are together— except for overwhelming noise and the desert heat, of course. I’m afraid I may never get over those in my lifetime.



  I’ll be able to make time for you at any day of the week except for Thursdays. I have a weekly biology seminar on Thursdays, and I’m afraid that with the seminar and all my other duties, I’ll be all cooped up.



  I think of your return every day. Stay safe.


 


 

Cyno’s face is burning when he finally puts the letter down.

“General! Are you alright? Your face is very red!” A nearby servant cries. “Is it a fever? You’ve been working nonstop for the past few days—”

“Please leave me alone for a moment,” Cyno says in lieu of an answer. The servant scuttles away.

Nearby the letter on his desk is a box of Zaytun Peaches, previously wrapped in a huge green bow. A note from within the box stated that the bow was the handiwork of Collei. It’s in Tighnari’s handwriting.

The Zaytun Peaches taste fresh and relaxing despite having been hauled into the middle of the desert all the way from Avidya Forest. Tighnari must’ve done something to preserve their freshness. 

Cyno sits back in his chair, staring at the letter as if it contained all the secrets to life. Tighnari’s writing is steady, and it makes every word he wrote seem serious.

A date… a date with Tighnari. If Cyno were less composed, he’d bury his face in his hands and scream. Instead, he leans forward and reads the letter again.


  “I think of your return every day. Stay safe.”


How could one line be so romantic and embarrassing at the same time?!

Cyno takes a deep breath, and proceeds to (nearly) slam his face into his desk, startling a Matra who had just entered the room.

The Matra gulps. “G…General Mahamatra? I received a report about a strange Knowledge Ca—”

Cyno lifts his head from the desk slowly, and glares at the Matra (who looks like he’s about to wet himself). “Didn’t I tell that servant that I’d like to be left alone?”

“S-Sorry, General! I’ll make myself sparce— I mean scarce!” He bolts out of the room at lightning speed, not even bothering to shut the door behind him.

What a bother. Cyno should really put something like a sign up stating not to bother him with mundane troubles. Really, half the researchers in the Akademiya don’t even produce content worthy enough of even graduating— at least in Cyno’s opinion. There is no need to worry about them. (Plus, these small reports should’ve been handled by lower-ranking officers anyway.)

Ahem. Back to Tighnari’s letter.

So Tighnari is free on every day except for Thursdays…

Cyno sighs, and rests his chin on his hand. Today is a Thursday. If he started off for Avidya Forest right now, he could arrive before 7 AM tomorrow and surprise Tighnari.

But he has his duties to attend to. He carefully folds the letter and slips it back into its envelope.

Okay, so what was that Matra talking about again? That might’ve been something actually important.

 


 


  To the Leader of the Forest Watchers of Avidya Forest, who thinks my jokes are plenty funny, thank you very much


 


  Sorry for not sending back for so long. As much as I would like to believe you for saying that the Traveler is a help for all of Sumeru, so far all they have done is cause troubles for us in the desert. Rumors of Withering Zones have surfaced (I’m sure you know that they are highly unusual in the desert), reports about strange Knowledge Capsules have made their way to me, and we are all here scratching our heads about the Pyramid while that pesky Traveler runs around like a loose goose. 



  That little white-haired fairy that follows them around is just one of the annoying things about them.



  And of course, everyone else keeps singing praise about them, belting out the tales of them slaying dragons or vanquishing gods, or solving the crisis in Inazuma. 


Somehow I find that last part hard to believe. Just last week I had to rescue them from a sage they had somehow managed to piss off. That was the calmest sage in the Akademiya, Tighnari. How did they not get obliterated by the Electro Archon while they were in Inazuma?


  By the way, those Zaytun Peaches you sent me really helped. You weren’t kidding when you said they had a calming effect on the mind. They stopped me from nearly murdering this one researcher who kept insisting that they were the best scholar of botany in the entire Akademiya; and yet his last paper was published nearly two years ago. And you wouldn’t believe it, but the info in it had actually been plagiarized from another paper published almost five years ago— written by you! 



  He’s been dealt with accordingly. I knew he was a problem from the moment he started going on about how he was the best, but when I saw the paper he had plagiarized from, a Matra bolted down the hall just from seeing the look on my face.



  However, I ate a Zaytun Peach just before heading out, because I was thinking of you— and I’m quite sure that those were the only reason why I somehow managed to avoid spearing that researcher on the spot when I saw him.



  Just how did you keep those peaches so fresh? Was it your Vision? I thought they wouldn’t survive for long in the desert heat, but they’ve proved otherwise. I still have two left in the box, and they still feel as soft as ever. 



  Dendro Visions are so gentle; they can be used for harm, but also for comfort. They fit you very well. 



  I look forward to seeing you again. I’ll make sure that our date is the best one you’ll ever be on.


 


  P.S. The cacti you taught me how to raise are bearing fruit. Once they are ripe, I will send the fruits to you and Collei. The fruits are a mild shade of yellow right now. I can’t wait until they turn red.



  Send back soon. You’ve never written this many letters to me before, and I’m embarrassed to say that I’ve been rereading every one. They keep me company, and I can almost imagine your smile, each time I read them. 



  But the radiance of your true smile is too divine for me to replicate using my mind alone.


 


 

Tighnari was just minding his business on his usual patrol route when he trips over a root. He goes flying into the wet forest floor like a character in a children’s book.

All the Nilotpala Lotuses he’d been gathering tumble out of his arms. They sink into the mud, arranging themselves like a bad mosaic.

Tighnari curses under his breath as he pushes himself up. There is mud all over him. Thank the heavens his tail got the least of it.

He takes off his mud-stained gloves and digs into his pocket. He’d also picked a lotus that had its beautiful blue leaves as a present for Cyno, and did his best to preserve it by making use of his Dendro Vision, but…

He sighs. The leaves had not survived the fall. They’re torn and mushy and even the flower itself looks a little squashed.

He could go to other river valleys in Sumeru to pick more, but they’re far away from Avidya Forest. It takes half a day just to get to the Palace of Alcazarzaray (where the Traveler swore there were an abundance of Lunar Lotuses). The leaves of Nilotpala Lotuses are quite fragile and would not survive the trip, unless he brought water.

Bringing water to house the lotus in would be an option, but carrying around a big bucket must be exhausting. And hitching a ride on a caravan wouldn’t be an option, because they aren’t exactly known for being smooth rides.

Suddenly, he feels something cold drip onto his ears. At first, he doesn’t think much of it, because it had rained last night and the rainforest canopy must be quite wet— however, within seconds, cold water was raining onto his head. His ears twitch, irritated.

Rain doesn’t usually bother him; after all he lives in a rainforest. But the clouds have gotten suspiciously dark. He cannot afford to be caught outside in a thunderstorm. Loud noises are one of his few weaknesses.

He scoops up all the muddied lotuses in a hurry and starts to run down the route leading back to Gandharva Ville. The wind howls in his ears, and he bites back a wince when the first clap of thunder echoes across the sky.

The rainforest is always noisy, but there is a nice predictability to all the noise. If one bird calls, another is sure to reply. Then perhaps two more will call too, wanting to join in on the conversation.

Thunderstorms turn all that nice predictability into chaos. Nothing makes sense. Rain splatters onto leaves in a seemingly random fashion, the leaves bump into another in a chain effect, and it all never stops making noise. 

The sky lights up, and another booming clap of thunder does make Tighnari wince this time.

He should’ve never gone out today, should’ve smelled the scent of water in the air and known that the weather wasn’t going to stay good for long.

“Master Tighnari!”

He didn’t even notice the green figure running up to him until Collei’s hands were on his shoulders. He hates it. The storm muffles all his senses as if he were wrapped in a sound cocoon.

“I’m fine, Collei,” Tighnari croaks. “Bring the lotuses to Nasrin. She’ll know what to do.”

Collei looks frightened. “Oh no… were you picking these for me? You said you hated thunderstorms… your face is so pale, Master Tighnari!”

Tighnari’s head is starting to ache. He ignores the shaking of his hands as he hands the lotuses to Collei. “I think I’ll return to my hut. Goodnight, Collei.”

Collei gives him one last worried glance, and rushes away. Tighnari hurries in the opposite direction. He presses his ears against the side of his head, but it doesn’t really help.

He sighs in relief when he reaches his small hut and shuts the door firmly behind him, muting the sounds of the thunderstorm. He doesn’t notice the letter on his desk until he lights a candle.

Blinking in surprise, Tighnari picks up the letter and at once recognizes the familiar handwriting. Collei must’ve collected it from the village mailbox and left it here.

His hands are cold and shaky, but he reads the letter at once. Cyno’s rambling makes him smile, and his last line makes Tighnari’s chest feel warm, as if he had just swallowed a mouthful of hot soup.

The rain pounds on his roof, and sometimes the occasional boom of thunder makes him jump, but Cyno’s words keep Tighnari smiling until the thunder fades away and the rain turns into a light drizzle.

Collei bursts into Tighnari’s hut at around midnight. “Master Tighnari, are you feeling better now?”

Tighnari turns and raises an eyebrow. He sets the letter onto his desk with a swish. “Collei, it’s late. What are you doing up?”

Collei fumbles. “Oh… I couldn’t sleep because of the thunderstorm… and because I was worried about you, Master Tighnari. You didn’t look too good when you left earlier.”

Tighnari shakes his head. “I’m fine. You know how I get when things get too loud. The storm is over now, so I’ll be okay.”

Collei sighs in relief. “That’s good.”

Tighnari’s ears twitch. He might be just a little disoriented after the thunderstorm, but he feels like there’s something a little off about Collei.

“Collei, was there something else you wanted to say?” he asks, making Collei jump.

“O-Oh,” Collei’s cheek color rapidly. “I guess there’s no hiding from you, Master Tighnari.”

So she did have something to say. Tighnari feels his tail swish in satisfaction. A fox’s intuition is never wrong.

“Um,” Collei fumbles with her hands again. “You know the letter on your table, Master?”

Tighnari gives an involuntary glance back to the letter. “…What about it?”

“U-Um… I-I’m really sorry!” Collei blurts out suddenly. “T-The letter wasn’t in an envelope or folded or signed, so I got kinda curious as to what it was… and I r-read the letter. I didn’t really understand most of the words, but I’m very sorry, Master Tighnari! I didn’t know you and the General Mahamatra were like that!”

What? Tighnari’s ears flick. Had she read the last line? “You didn’t know we were like what?”

Collei’s face is so red, you’d think her embarrassing letter had been read by someone else. “Aren’t you d— dating him, Master?”


  Oh.


“Oh.” Tighnari isn’t sure whether or not the warmth on his face is from the temperature in his hut, or something else. “I— we’re not like that…”

“Huh? But didn’t Master Cyno say something about a date in the letter—”


  OH.


“It— I—” Tighnari swallows, not liking how he’s sounding right now. Cyno has always been the only one that could make him lose all rationality, and it drives him insane. “We’re not like that yet.”

“That’s the same thing, Master Tighnari!”

“It is not!”

“Yes it is! Why didn’t you tell me that you two were dating? It would’ve explained why you two were spending so much time alone together the last time the General came around!” Collei crosses her arms, frowning. “And why Master Cyno sends so many letters to you.”

“Please, Collei, I swear we haven’t been dating. I really like Cyno, but—”

Collei lets out a tiny squeal, then clears her throat as if to hide it, but the look of surprise on her face doesn’t help.

Tighnari sighs. “What?”

“Nothing… it’s just that I’ve never seen you talk about someone like that before! You’re always so cold to others.”

“I… I’m cold?” Tighnari furrows his brows. “Is that how I come off as? I thought I was just being polite.”

Collei looks at him like he’s the biggest dumbass on Teyvat.

Tighnari is starting to suspect he may be.

“Well,” Collei huffs. “Are you two going to be dating?”

“Er… he did ask me out in a letter a while ago, but—”

“He asked you out? So did you say yes or what?”

“I did say yes— oh.” Tighnari’s tail falls. “I guess we are dating.”

The look on Collei’s face is of such pain and grief that Tighnari reconsidered his life choices for a brief second.

 


 


  To the General Mahamatra Cyno, who resides in the middle of a desert like the hermit crab he is


 


  Hmm, it seems you don’t really get along with the Traveler, huh? That’s surprising. I found them quite agreeable and easy to get along with, but I suppose their floating companion occasionally does have her moments.



  But given how you are, perhaps it shouldn’t really surprise me. I’m sure she finds you annoying too, with all those lame jokes you keep cracking to try and impress me. (I am NOT impressed by them no matter how hard you try, Cyno.)



  I’m only half joking, by the way.



  A thunderstorm hit the rainforest recently. It caused some damages to the trees and caused my ears to ring for nearly three days, but you needn’t worry about me— your letter arrived on the day of the storm and it provided much comfort as I hid from the elements. It has always irked me that something as simple and common as a storm can drive me to the ground. Sometimes having heightened senses can be quite an annoyance.



  Collei visited me after the storm and brought up quite an interesting question. Cyno, are we dating?





  You asked me out in one of your previous letters, but I was worried that it might not be official until we actually go on the date. However, Collei insisted that we were dating. 



  I majored in botany, not the humanities, so I’m not well-versed in these sorts of things. I’m not uncomfortable or afraid of dating you, so I just need your confirmation to make it official.



  Though, I’m not sure if I do need your confirmation considering how you asked me out… but communication is the key to a healthy relationship, right?


 


  I look forwards to hearing from you again.



  With all my love, Tighnari


 


 

Cyno raises an eyebrow when he looks at the envelope. Tighnari signed it this time. 

There are no other extra gifts sent with the letter. Just an envelope signed with Tighnari’s name, an address, and a cute doodle of a fox that Cyno is sure was the handiwork of Collei.

Their letter exchange have always been anonymous, though it’s more out of fear that others may intercept their letters. Up until a year ago, most of Cyno’s letters have been strictly professional, so there was a degree of caution that had to be taken when sending these letters.

But something changed between them last year. Tighnari’s voice became excruciatingly soft whenever he spoke to Cyno, and Cyno found himself gazing at Tighnari with the admiration of a follower looking at their god. 

Soon, Cyno could touch Tighnari’s ears whenever he wanted to— then he could touch Tighnari’s tail, then his face, then he could lean in and press his lips against Tighnari’s and Tighnari would simply just melt and wrap his hands around Cyno’s waist—

And when Tighnari smiled, truly smiled at Cyno one day, warm and bright and real, that was when Cyno knew he had long passed the point of no return.

Now Tighnari is asking him whether or not they are dating, in a letter. Cyno breathes in, breathes out, clutches at his hair, and tries his best not to scream.

Tighnari said the word. Are they dating? Of course, if Tighnari wants them to date, then they will be the sappiest couple that ever existed. If Tighnari wants to be Cyno’s husband, then Cyno will drop onto one knee and propose to him on the spot. If Tighnari wants the world, then Cyno will give him the entire universe.

Cyno buries his face in his hands. Oh, he loves Tighnari. The General Mahamatra is in love with the Forest Watcher of Avidya Forest, and he’s in deep.

(Alhaitham would have a field day with this discovery, Cyno thought to himself later.)

Ignoring the papers he still has to fill out, Cyno finds a blank sheet of paper, an ink pen, and starts writing immediately.

 


 


  Tighnari-


 


  Of course we’re dating. Even if we weren’t dating before, we are now. Because I love you, and I know you love me back.



  We are busy people with important positions in Sumeru, so we cannot always be together. But if you’re willing to stay with me, I’ll do everything in my power to make this work. For us.



  I just hope Collei is okay with this. Did you talk to her? She’s a mature child and I’m sure she understands, but it’s just a precaution.



  It’s not like we will break up or anything if she’s not fine with it. We’ll just make sure to not act all sappy in front of her, that’s all.


Also, will you do me a favor and stay away from Alhaitham if you happen to see him for the next few weeks? He was the one that delivered my last letter to Avidya Forest (Look, I didn’t have anyone else) and he had many questions for me when he returned— though I refused to answer any of them. I’m not sure if I want to spill out my personal life in front of someone like him. You should be careful of him too.


  You mentioned that you aren’t the best with relationships— that’s okay. I’ll be here and I won’t hold you accountable if you make a mistake. Just try not to hide it from me. That leads to miscommunication, and we don’t want that, no?



  I’m afraid I’ll have to keep this letter short, because I still have a lot of work to do. I promise I’ll send longer ones in the future. I am your boyfriend after all; I should play the part dutifully.


 


  With Sincere Love, Cyno


 


 

“So? Is it resolved? Are you two dating now?”

If you looked at only their faces, you’d think that Collei was more excited about Cyno’s letter than Tighnari himself.

However, one extra look at the way Tighnari’s tail thumps against the foor and how he bites his lip to keep himself from smiling gives away the real answer.

“…Yes,” Tighnari finally says, and Collei cheers— softly, because she knows that Tighnari doesn’t like loud noises. “Cyno wanted to know if you were okay with it.”

“Okay with it? Do I look like I’m not okay with it?” Collei puts her hands on her hips, but her eyes soften. “I’m happy for you two. You always look so happy whenever you talk about Master Cyno. And I’m glad that Master Cyno has found someone who can make him make a face that isn’t a death glare.”

Tighnari can’t hold back his smile. It spreads across his face like the warmth creeping into his cheeks. “Thank you, Collei.”

The sun is crawling up the horizon. It bathes the landscape in a warm golden light. Clouds are arranged in a disorderly fashion to reveal the bright blue sky; it will be a clear day today.

A happy balloon wells up in Tighnari’s chest. He feels light; floaty and ready to take on the world with that wonderful coziness in his stomach. Collei looks at him happily, and the words on the paper in his hand fill him with the feeling of being loved.

It will be weeks, months even before Cyno is released from his work in the desert long enough to come back and visit the forest. 

But that’s okay. They love each other, and a few months will turn into nothing on the day they meet again.

Tighnari is smiling right now, a warm, true smile. And he knows he will be smiling like this many more times in the future.

  
Notes for the Chapter:there will be a part 2! because i literally cannot stop thinking about them they’re driving me nuts

some notes abt their relationship to make things clear:

they were long aware of each other’s feelings, but because they’re massive idiots they haven’t made it official

collei thought they were just really close bros until this fic happened

the rest of sumeru didnt know that they knew each other at all/just thought they were friends… until this fic happened

the forest ranger that witnessed tighnari’s gay meltdown laid awake in bed for a very long time trying to process what they had just seen





