
forget me, my dear (and my grave will sleep soundly)

Author’s Note:
Childhood fic!! I realized that my god au needs a lot of setup so I wrote this entire thing. 

Can be read as a standalone, but later fics are recommended to understand what actually happened here! (As of Nov 30 they’re not yet written, but. one day.)

Spoilers for: Tighnari & Cyno’s character stories!





There’s a girl in the forest.

And like all living beings, she fascinates Tighnari.

Tighnari is young. In retrospect, very much so - at this moment in time, he can be no older than seven, not yet tall and not quite yet as finely attuned to the beauty of the forest around him. And Tighnari is not like most of the kids his age, but in this aspect he is the same - the world is his oyster, and he is a grown boy, one that can surely take on the forest just like his parents. 

So he ventures deep into Avidya. Deep, deep, deep, where the roots reach and the trees blanket the sky and the fungi bounce unculled and the tigers prowl unhunted. The forest goes deep. 

And the forest is filled with secrets.

It isn’t the first time he’s been in the forest, and it won’t be the last time, either. Tighnari is fascinated by the forest, despite the warnings he’s heard about it all his life. There’s beauty to be found in everything - small butterflies, blooming flowers, river-seeds and earth-dew and sky-lights. 

(Isn’t curiosity a wonderful thing?)

So he comes back. Again, and again, and again.

And one day, he sees a little girl. 

The girl isn’t like him. She has red hair, no ears, no tail, and she’s smaller. Just a little. Her eyes are closed, and she moves like a human does (or not quite, maybe in movements echoing the sounds of the forest in its river-water-seed-light).

If it weren’t for the water swirling around her, maybe she would be human. 

Tighnari isn’t human. Or at least, he’s not as human as they come - other kids don’t have the ears and tail that he has, don’t hear the things that he does, don’t feel the pulse of the forest and its steady heartbeat, its whispers of  hello-hello-alive-arborling-hello-life-life. 

(His parents don’t hear it, either. His parents say that they do, smile when he tells them, laugh as his ears and tail twitch in excitement. But he knows they don’t hear it, because they don’t hurt the same way he does when the forest says  help-help-dying-ash-dust-death-help  to him.)

The forest is alive to him in more ways than one - in more ways than most of them say it is. It has a pulse. It has a voice. And it has secrets. 

Secrets like this girl, dancing in the moonlight, water gathering around and swirling around like it’s moving with her,  with  her, rising with every breath and dropping with every step. 

And it takes a moment, a small moment, between one breath and the next, for Tighnari to realize why he’s so entranced - because she’s moving with the heartbeat, with the pulse of the forest, and it fits so perfectly that Tighnari can’t help but think it isn’t coincidence.

The girl reaches to the sky, like she’s trying to pluck the stars out of the heavens, and then she

She opens her eyes, and in them, Tighnari sees a galaxy.

Her eyes are teal, shining with power that’s not-quite-human not-quite-archon and Tighnari tilts his head as she makes eye contact with him.

(It occurs to him much later that he was hidden in the bushes, and if she were normal at all she wouldn’t have known he was there.)

And when they lock eyes, Tighnari hears the forest whisper, hears  him-him-arborling-watcher-ourvoice-itshim  and it’s almost like she hears it too.

Her lips form around the “oh” sound, and she nods, like she can hear the forest too.

Tighnari can’t help but twitch his ears in excitement, at the idea that someone else sees the world the way he does, and so the first words he says to her are this: “You can feel it too?”

The girl tilts her head much like Tighnari did, and she regards him.

And she doesn’t nod, but when she closes her eyes again, thrusts her arms out and twirls and steps and  reaches  fluidly as the water swirls around and swirls and swirls, Tighnari thinks that that may as well be a yes.

Because one moment, he is at the bottom of the Chinvat Ravine -

And the next moment, he is in a garden, a courtyard, a little shimmering clearing of flowers that twinkle with the sky-lights above like impossible blooms, and it surrounds him. 

If he focuses hard enough, Chinvat Ravine is still there. But this garden - illusory, he realizes once he tries to touch the flowers and his hand passes through - is beautiful, and he finds that the forest likes it too.


 Sapling-bloom-flower-flower-seedling-hello-hello 


And the girl is at the center of it all.

At this moment, Tighnari is young. He is but seven, not yet tall and not quite as finely attuned to the forest around him, but he knows many things.

He knows that the forest has secrets, secrets that it guards closely, almost jealously, sharing with no one.

(The forest whispers, and the two children not-quite-young and not-quite-human regard each other, and think,  they’re like me.) 

Tighnari understands that this girl and her little illusory garden of impossible flowers is one such secret.

(But what he doesn’t understand is this: he, too, is one of the secrets the forest protects.)

When he finds his voice, what he says is: “How did you do that?”

She only smiles.

Tighnari stands in the illusory garden, the secret of the forest, and watches her dance under the moonlight until the celestial body falls down the horizon.

When the dawn comes, the shimmering garden disappears.

The girl locks eyes with him, steps back, and vanishes into the thicket - almost like the forest is hiding her.


 Notlost-notlost-found-found-sapling-arborling-flower-grow-grow-grow 


He gets scolded by his parents and he’s not allowed to leave the village for the next week, but it’s worth it.


She’s there the next time he visits, too. But maybe that is only because he decides to sneak out again, in the dead of the night, in the hopes that maybe he’ll get to see the mysterious girl again. 

True to his wishes, she’s there. Dancing, as she was only nine days ago, with the water an extension of her body, and Tighnari is barely there for a minute before she notices him. 

Her eyes are still that entrancing, odd shade of teal. 

“Hello,” he says this time, without prompting.

 Hello-hello-arborling-flower-bloom-alive-flower-hello-hello,  the forest echoes back at him. 

The girl stops dancing. Like before, she tilts her head, asking, wondering. She opens her mouth, lips forming around the sounds that she’s just seen Tighnari make, but she doesn’t speak. Doesn’t vocalize. 

 Hello,  the forest says, repeats, and Tighnari thinks that maybe the forest is helping speak for this girl, this secret who somehow will not. 

He came yesterday, too. Took advantage of his parents’ momentary distraction, told them he’d gone to pick Nilotpala lotuses at the bottom of Chinvat Ravine when he’d instead gone to see if that girl not-like-him but still-like-him could be found in the river. 

He hadn’t seen her. It’s why he’s here today. 

“Are you here a lot?” Tighnari asks, in the innocently, only-wanting-to-know voice that those who are not children seldom speak in. 

The girl still doesn’t speak. She does listen, though - listens to him, thinks, and hears the forest whisper and then she points to the sky, at the bright moon passing by. 


 Night-night-moon-sky-night-false-shhh-quiet-night 


“Every day?”

The girl hesitates. The girl nods. 

(In retrospect, he will look back at this moment and realize: she hesitates, and her movements are jerky. It’s like she’s not quite used to moving, yet.)

The moon shines overhead. Its beams are almost as bright as the midday sun. 

“How do you do it?” Tighnari asks again, in the curious way only he can be.

The girl tilts her head. The girl spreads her arms out, and the garden, illusory and quiet and impossible, shimmers into being.

 This?  she seems to ask. 

“Yeah, this.” The boy reaches out to an invisible-not-quite crystalfly in front of him, watching it flutter away, even as it’s not-quite alive. “How do you do this?”

The girl smiles, like he’s just told a funny joke.

(And something within him tells him that maybe this was to be expected, that this girl, the secret of the forest, can do things that are beyond his comprehension, but he himself still refuses to believe, somehow. Still.

It’s hard to believe.)

And then she dances.

It’s like it’s all she wants to do. Tighnari doesn’t know how to dance, doesn’t know art the way she likely does - but the garden whispers, and the leaves rustle, and the forest is alive.

Avidya shelters the two of them, two not-humans and the moon and flowers are their only witnesses as the night passes.

(Well, not quite. But they don’t know that yet.)

And like the last night, he doesn’t notice as the moon makes its way across the sky. It’s only when dawn breaks, when the light streaks across like paint on a canvas, that the garden disappears - and the girl startles, stops dancing, like she’s surprised.

Tighnari stands up, regretfully. “…I have to go.”

The girl frowns, but she nods. 


 Comeback-comeback-return-arborling-love-alive-goodbye-goodbye 


Tighnari turns around, takes two steps, and realizes.

He runs back into the clearing. “Wait! What’s your name?”

But when he runs back, the girl isn’t there. 

There’s nothing at all to indicate that she ever was, save for the lunar lotuses, not yet closing for the day but petals open far more bravely than they ever are.

(The forest is alive, and it protects its secrets.)

Tighnari bends down and gathers one of the blooms in his hand, cradling it like it’s a fallen star.

 Mother and father need it for medicine,  he reasons. 

(He still reasons, because Sumeru is no place for irrationality.)


Tighnari visits often, after that.

It’s like a routine, most of the time. He goes by habit, doesn’t get much sleep - but the forest’s secrets are irreplaceable, so he comes back, night after night, to watch a girl dance in an illusory garden of impossible flowers under the moonlight.

Sometimes, he falls asleep. He’s always gently woken up when the sun rises. 

Sometimes, he just rambles to her, when her body is tired and she decides to rest and listen to him as he talks about everything and nothing. She’s always excited to hear what he has to say, even though Tighnari thinks they’re mostly pretty boring stories of his life.

Or sometimes, it’s a rough day, and he doesn’t talk at all. The girl doesn’t prompt, doesn’t push - she just dances, and the forest whispers, and it’s like the two of them understand, even with no words between them.

Regardless, though, Tighnari doesn’t learn a lot about her.

“What is your name?” he asks, one night.

She shakes her head, as if not understanding.

“Do you have parents?” he wonders, another evening.

She shakes her head, as if amused. 

“Where do you come from?” he questions, tonight.

She shakes her head, as if not knowing. 

Tighnari huffs. “You’re no fun.” He’s pouting, like a child. 

(He’ll wish that he acted like a child more often, in the future.)

She shakes her head, again. It’s like she’s fond of his antics. 

So that’s how the nights go, between two not-humans in a forest sheltering them both. Sometimes silent, sometimes not-so-silent companionship, always with dance, always with the forest whispering around them, about the  arborling  and  flower  in the illusory garden of impossible flowers.

They establish a pattern, of sorts. Despite the similarities and special traits they share, they are wildly different people. Tighnari, even as he grows up, gets taller, becomes more and more finely attuned to the forest, remains talkative and develops a kind of his own snark. The girl, on the other hand, does grow, get taller (yet always just a little smaller than Tighnari), but she’s still silent. 

Come dawn, though, one thing is always the same: the girl vanishes into the thicket of trees, and Tighnari runs back home to pretend like he did not venture too deep into the forest. 

(His parents told him that the forest is his siren. That its beauty calls to him, but there are dangerous things lurking deep within - mysterious ashy patches of dead land, men driven to insanity, forbidden mechanical lifeforms and tigers whipped up in an unnatural frenzy.

Tighnari never has the heart to tell them that, even as the forest calls out for  help, help, help-help-dying-death-ashes-dust-help  to him, its vines block his path whenever the danger is around him.)

And as he gets older, the kids around him get older too. And then they talk about big things, like their futures and hopes. And then they start thinking like teenagers, start figuring out who they are in the midst of this large world around them.

And then sometimes, gentle teasing becomes not-quite-gentle prods, and then become hurtful words as these very children, the ones that were Tighnari’s most treasured friends, begin to find the need to prove themselves.

 You’ll have to be better than them,  their parents say.  Only then will the Akademiya approve your entry into the Darshan of your choice. Know where you stand, and strive to be better. 

(Sometimes, the most well-meaning words only create poison.)

Tighnari is as thick-skinned as his family. They’ve had to deal with things like these for centuries - he isn’t the first, and he won’t be the last. From early childhood they’ve told him that people are scared of differences, of paradoxes, of things that are not absolutes, and so they fear him, and they’ll want to lower him, sometimes forcefully, until they’ll feel safe again.

He’s been taught this, but it hurts, sometimes.

And sometimes their words cut a little too deep.


 Discrimination. 


What an ugly word.

(And what a small, simple word, for a thing too big.)


The village is too loud.

Tighnari runs away, clasping his hands over his ears and drowning out his parents’ shouts and his friends’ (friends?) jeers, getting away. He just wants to get away, run away, it’s too loud-


 Protect-hide-stay-secret-arborling-hide-hide 


The moon is obscured by clouds. He can’t see where he’s going - but he doubts that he’d be able to see anything at all even with the moon, with his eyes as blurred with tears as they are. Tighnari is only ten. He isn’t Forest Watcher, yet.

So it’s not his sight that takes him deep into Avidya, not sound - it’s more his feet, and the gentle tugging of the forest, whispering, keeping him safe.

So he bursts into the clearing at the bottom of Chinvat Ravine, and sobs, falling to his knees.

(Even his cries are silent.)

The girl is there.

She looks startled. The hydro that had been flowing around her drops as she rushes over, feet kicking up water as she splashes her way towards him. Tighnari can’t really find it in himself to care.


 Big-ears! 



 Freak. 



 Too loud? You’re so weak. 



 You can’t fix crazy. 



 Lunatic. 


“It’s real.” He whispers to himself, like he’s trying to convince himself. “You’re real. The forest is real. It is. It is. You’re real.” He repeats, like it’s the only thing holding his sanity together.

The girl frowns. She hesitates, hovers over him anxiously.


 Real-real-alive-breathing-arborling-worry-protect-protect-help 


Gently, she pries his fingers off his ears, stopping them from digging into his fur.

Tighnari almost sobs again. She’s real. She’s real.

She must be.

(The illusory garden shimmers into view. 

That’s real, too.)


The garden becomes his safe space, after that.

It is, for years.


Tighnari is twelve, and the forest is dying. 

This isn’t new. The forest has been dying for years, rotting power and disintegrating roots infecting the verdure like a parasite. Tighnari has heard the forest cry for help for a long time. 

So maybe it’s a culmination of several factors. The stress of being told that he must apply into the Amurta. The annoyance at the teachers, being condescending beyond belief and telling him that he is wrong when he is right. The hurt of being insulted, time and time again. The frustration at being unheard. 

But what matters is this: he is foraging deep into Avidya Forest, and he hears the forest cry for help, and he snaps.

The forest tries its best to keep him away. As Tighnari runs through the bushes to the source of whispering, the source of  hurt-pain-loss-ash-death-help,  the forest creates cages of vines, fences of flowers, tripping hazards and obstacles. Unfortunately, Tighnari has been raised by the forest just as much as he has been raised by his parents, and he leaps deftly over anything it tries to send his way.

So ultimately, he bursts into the clearing, and that’s when he has his first sighting of the Withering.


 The 



 Withering. 


Tighnari tries not to gag. He feels sick.

The air smells acrid with sorrow and death. There’s no green. The trunks are grey, muted, and wrong-red invades various pockets of this no-longer-meadow, spitting out poison as monsters prowl the area.


 There’s no green. 


Maybe what’s the worst is that Tighnari can’t hear the forest cry from here. Like when he steps into this zone, he can’t hear it whisper  getaway-getaway-protect-help-notyet-saveyourself  to him.

His throat feels parched. That’s strange, isn’t it? He took a swig of water only minutes ago, Tighnari thinks faintly.

Ah. Why is he feeling faint?

Come to think of it, his legs feel awfully weak, too.

He brings a hand up to his head, feeling the headache incoming, feeling himself stumbling and only barely catching himself on the trunk of the no-longer tree beside him.


 That’s not good. 


He has enough of a presence of mind to drag himself away from the poison seeping into his body, but there’s not much energy left for anything other than that.


“What were you  thinking?” 

Tighnari keeps his head down from where he’s being scolded. His father, he knows, is angry. His ears twitch with the irritation that Tighnari himself has experienced many times, but still, rather than fear, there’s something else stirring within him as his father continues speaking. “I know that you find the forest intriguing, Tighnari, I really do, but you’ve gone too far!”

“The forest is dying.” Tighnari echoes, still not making eye contact with his father. “I couldn’t just stand aside.”

“Your  job  is to stand aside.” His father tells him, and it’s not cruel, not really, but in the moment all Tighnari can think of is the forest telling him  getaway-getaway-protect-saveyourself  and he  flinches,  fury burning white-hot. 

“Well, if it’s not  my  job,” the teen spits, voice beginning to rise, “then  whose job is it?” 

“The Akademiya-” His father begins anew, but Tighnari is quick to cut him off. 

(He’s never done that before.)

“You and I  both  know that the Akademiya cares about the forest about as much as they care about the desertfolk.” He seethes. “Which is to say, not at all.”

“It’s not your responsibility-”

“It may very well be if it speaks to me-”

“ For the last time, Tighnari, the forest cannot speak!” 

Tighnari freezes. His father has never talked to him like that before. 

Something within him shatters. 

(In hindsight, it will simply be his respect for the figure that used to dominate his life.)

His father is breathing heavily, like the outburst has taken all of his energy. Tighnari opens his mouth, then closes it again. 

(The forest whispers, mourns.)

“You were very lucky.” The adult in the room says, quieter, and perhaps a little softer. “Someone had been kind enough to bring you back to the village when they found you in the forest. It’s dangerous, Tighnari. You could have died.”

 I know,  he thinks bitterly.  Maybe I know even better than you do. 

Tighnari turns on his heel and stalks away, unwilling to hear anything else that his father has to say. 


At twelve, by all accounts, Tighnari stops being the freak in the village, who hears things that no one else can. 

At twelve, Tighnari still visits the garden every night, still watches the girl dance under the moonlight. 

“You got me to safety that day, didn’t you?” He asks, when the lotuses bloom around them and the air smells of worry and sorrow. 

The girl’s eyes reflect the galaxy, and she nods. 


 Protect-protect-protect-help-safe-shh-quiet 


Tighnari sighs and leans back, watches the sky far above as it twinkles in a sprawling sea of floating lights. 


The years pass in blissful normalcy - or, at least, in the normalcy that Tighnari can manage. Getting little sleep becomes part of his personality, so no one thinks much about how he stumbles in the mornings and is the most alert at night. 

So Tighnari keeps visiting the impossible garden of illusory flowers. Sometimes, he does his work there. Sometimes, he has nothing to do, and simply watches the girl dance in silence. Sometimes, she doesn’t want to dance either, and Tighnari regales her with tales of the outside world, mundane snippets of life that never fail to make her smile. 

Well, the smiling part is a little more recent, in how often it’s happening.

(“Who are you?” Tighnari asks again, one evening, years after they’ve first met but still filled with the cautious curiosity of growing up with someone so mysterious. 

Just like before, the girl shakes her head. 

The forest whispers  flower-flower-sapling-arborling-free-dreamer-dancer-dreamer  and Tighnari lets it go.)

Most nights, it is clear, with the moonlight unobstructed and the midnight not as dark as it should be. Tonight is such a night.

The girl twirls in the middle of the shallow river, and hydro moves around her like it breathes with her, dropping and lifting with every step. She reaches towards the sky, as if plucking the stars, and her eyes reflect a galaxy. 

She dances something different every time. Tighnari realizes this some years into this strange relationship they have - she dances not to some invisible music that even the Valuka Shuna cannot hear, nor to any song that she concocts in her head. The heartbeat of the forest sounds in the way the frogs croak and the rivers dance and the fungi bounce, and every single one of her movements reflects it. 

Tighnari isn’t very familiar with dance. The most that he’s seen of Sumeru dances, other than the otherworldly and unfamiliar one of this girl, is of the eremites rogue in the forest, taking small pleasures in things before they chase away to run from authorities or loot another caravan. But the dances that he’s seen those eremites do are far more measured, less chaotic, and significantly more practiced than the erratic and seemingly random steps of the girl. 

He tries to describe it to her, once she stops. 

“Like, I don’t really know how to tell you about music.” Tighnari frowns. “It’s like, sounds? But there are patterns, and people use these things called instruments to play on them and make different sounds, and dancers adjust their choreography or- ugh, I don’t know.”

The girl tilts her head. 


 New-new-interesting-outside-art-music-dance-dreams 


“Honestly, now that I think about it, I don’t really know how it’s different from what you do, with the forest.” Tighnari scuffs his shoe against the dirt. “But I guess it’s because I can hear the same things you can. To the others, it probably looks like you’re just jerking around like a marionette pulled on invisible strings.”

The girl laughs.

She  laughs. 

It takes two full seconds for Tighnari to blink and register that. “You have a  voice?”  He asks, incredulously. 

The girl seems just as startled as he is, at the sound that she’s just made from her own voice and not through the voice of the forest. 


 Hello-hello-speak-dreamer-dreamer-alive-hello-hello-alive-hello 


“Hello?” Tighnari sounds out, carefully, enunciating the syllables. 

The girl opens her mouth, then closes it, pursing her lips, then opens it again to form the syllables. “H-hello.”

The sound is melodic. Almost dreamy. 


 Dreamer-dreamer-awake-shh-quiet-alive-hello 


Tighnari’s mind still takes a while to buffer, so he responds with the only way he knows, laced with teasing sarcasm.

“And to think it took you  five years  to talk to me, when the first words I spoke to you happened within five  minutes  of us meeting.” He rolls his eyes, for good measure.

The girl laughs again. 

(It’s a beautiful memory to keep.)


The forest tells him to dream. 

Tighnari, like everyone else at his age and in his village, doesn’t dream. He’s told, just like everyone else, that the inability to dream is a blessing from their Dendro Archon - that there’s no place for irrationality in Sumeru, and dreams, as the height of irrationality, should have no place in a scholar’s mind. 

The forest still tells him to dream. 

The forest calls the girl a dreamer, and Tighnari thinks, privately, that maybe the sages are wrong. The girl might not be the most wise, but she has a place in Sumeru, too. 

(The forest calls the girl a dreamer, shields its secrets from the rest of the cold, rational world, and Tighnari thinks of how he still comes back, so-called irrationally, to an illusory garden of impossible flowers, something that shouldn’t exist - and he thinks that maybe, even though he doesn’t dream at night, that he can also be a dreamer.)

Tighnari doesn’t know what a dream is like. 

So one day, surrounded by whispers of stardust and fracturing skies, glassy fragile petals and sparkling eyes, Tighnari wonders what it’s like to dream.

“Do you know?” He asks, by the way of a question, to the girl who arrives by sunfall and leaves by sunrise. 

The girl hums in thought. 

(She vocalizes a lot, after that first laugh. It’s like she’s fascinated, with this new facility of hers, the voice within her that speaks for herself and her own soul only.)

“…yes,” she says hesitantly, eventually. “Or, at least, I think I do.”

“You  think  you do?” Tighnari repeats. “How can you  think  you do, but not know that you do?”

The girl shrugs. “I don’t know. I think… I dreamed a lot, once.”

(The forest calls her a dreamer.)

“Well,” Tighnari sits down on a rock, tail swishing as he draws out the syllable, “can you tell me about it? Dreaming?”

A small quirk of the lips. The girl is learning to smile more often. “It’s not very special, arborling. A little… weird, I think. That’s the word you would use.”

“My name is Tighnari.” He reminds her, then frowns as he ponders the new information. “I haven’t dreamt yet.”

(The forest calls him arborling. It doesn’t call him by his name, and he wonders if that’s important, at all.)

“Oh.” The girl shrugs again. “It’s not really special.”

The sprawling sky shines far above, in tandem with the blue shadows of an irrational garden.

Tighnari chuckles. “I’d say it’s plenty special.”


“I want to show you a…” she hesitates, searching for words. “…secret,” she finally settles on.

Tighnari tilts his head, inquisitive. “Oh?”

He’s not arrogant enough to say that he knows all the secrets of the forest. But Tighnari’s confidence in how much he knows is not founded on nothing.

(There’s a dreamer in the forest, and no one else believes that she exists.)

He doesn’t hesitate to believe in the girl, though. She  is  a secret. It would only be natural for secrets to know each other, and know each other well.

The girl smiles. She beckons at the verdure surrounding them, and for half a breath Tighnari is confused.


 Hello-hello-dreamers-children-hello-hello 


And then he sees them.

One, two, three…

“The Aranara?” Tighnari asks, disbelievingly. “They  exist?” 

The girl giggles. The little creatures, subjects of fairytales and children’s stories and the little dreamers of the forest, bounce in place, like they find his bemusement funny.

Tighnari is still too fascinated to notice. Hesitantly, he reaches out to them, and he’s almost worried that his hand will phase through, like it does when trying to hold impossible illusion-flowers in the moonlight.

Instead, his hand makes contact with one such fantastical creature, who jumps away at his hand touching its red, conical cap.


 Oh. 


“Oh,” he says out loud, just to hear it echo - as the proof of his wonder, forever recorded in the forest.


 Wonder-new-curious-dream-dream-hello-new-curious 


(Isn’t curiosity a wonderful thing?)

“You’re real,” Tighnari says, not as a realization, but simply as a fact. As a statement.

The girl smiles, laughs. The forest shimmers around them.


Here is a secret: Tighnari only shares the stars with those that he loves the most.

Sometimes, when the work is slow and the nights are calm, Tighnari walks out and sits with his mother and shares with her the view of a sprawling sky, filled to the brim with what he once called sky-lights.

Sometimes, when the forest calls and the village is loud, Tighnari goes deep into the thicket to the bottom of a ravine and finds a girl that he’s had much practice believing in and watches her dance under the pinpricks of light.

Sometimes, morning-dew is plentiful and river-seeds are sprouting, and he doesn’t want to leave when the dawn comes.

(Sometimes, you don’t get what you want.)


“Amurta?”

“You know that this is your strength.” His father sighs. “I truly want what’s best for you, Tighnari. The Akademiya looks for few scholars beyond the city. It’s your only chance to establish yourself here.”

Tighnari frowns. “The city is too loud.”

“You’ll never get anywhere staying in the village.”

“What would I even do?” He asks, almost protests. “Study ancient plants long dead? Help fools who can’t identify poisonous fungi? I wouldn’t be helping the Forest, father-”

“We are not having this discussion again,” his father says sharply, ears twitching with irritation. Tighnari lets out a frustrated breath, but lets it go.

The forest remains a point of contention between him and his father. Still, Tighnari hears the forest speak and whisper to him, but his father doesn’t. He opposes nearly all efforts Tighnari makes to redirect his path into something less scholarly and perhaps just simply practical.

(In retrospect, Tighnari will know that this is well-meaning, experienced, nurturing advice. But still, at present, he is but sixteen and unwilling to leave the forest and its secrets, the dancing waters and blooming seeds and impossible irrationalities that he’s silently fought to protect for years.

Bitterness weighs heavy on the heart.)

Tighnari has long since decided that he would one day come back to the forest - as a protector, not as a scholar. One day, he would find enough excuse to run away deep into the thicket and never come out again. But to get there, he has deduced that it is impossible to do so without a sort of compromise with his family. 

Being an Amurta scholar is possibly the best deal he’s ever going to get. 

If anything, he supposes he’ll be able to further his knowledge on the wildlife of Avidya. 

So he huffs, and reluctantly, says, “I will consider applying.”


“You’re leaving.”

Tighnari sighs. “Why am I not surprised that you know already?”

Even though he asks the question, he knows the answer far too well. The forest has been mourning, ever since he made his decision - whispers of  stay-stay-help-hide-dream-don’tgo  have been flooding his ears ever since he’s entered Avidya, and the girl hears everything too. 

She’s frowning, her warring emotions showing on her face. Tighnari purses his lips. 

He sighs. “…I don’t have much of a choice. Father wants me to study at the Akademiya- says that it would be a ‘waste of my talent’ if I didn’t go.” He makes air quotes with his fingers and rolls his eyes. Usually, that can get her to laugh.

She isn’t laughing. “You’re leaving.”

“I’ll come back,” he tries. 

“But… you’re going to the city.” She worries her lip, and Tighnari can’t help but think that he’s never seen her quite this distressed. “You’re… you’re going to the city.”

“Is that… bad?” Tighnari asks, cautiously.

The girl shakes her head. “I… I don’t know. I just… I have this feeling. That  something  is in the city, and… I don’t want you to go.”

“It might just be because you’re unfamiliar with it?” Tighnari offers, scuffing the heel of his boot against the dirt. It crumbles under his foot.

(It’s scuffing against dirt, because for the first time, the girl hasn’t summoned the impossible garden Tighnari is so fascinated with. Tighnari, with a heart heavy with guilt, bitterness, and the unwillingness to leave, doesn’t ask her to.)

The girl blows out a breath. “Maybe.”

She doesn’t sound very convinced.

Tighnari came later in the night, tonight. They don’t have a lot of time before sunrise chases away moonfall.

It’s not that the girl never has nights where she doesn’t dance. But somehow, tonight, as Tighnari sits in her silent company and they watch the stars cross the sky together, with no shimmering garden as their environment, it feels less like she’s not dancing because she doesn’t want to and more like she’s not dancing because she can’t bear to. 

The sunrise comes, and Tighnari doesn’t want to leave. 

He stands up anyway. 

The girl doesn’t look him in the eye - not like how she had done so, so boldly, the first time they met. 


 Stay-stay-stay-dream-don’tgo-don’tgo-stay-dreamer-arborling-flower-stay-stay-stAY- 


“We both knew that this couldn’t last forever.” Tighnari says, although even he’s not sure if it’s some poor attempt at appeasement or some way to justify his departure. 

The girl doesn’t respond. 

The boy raised by the forest ignores the stinging behind his eyes. “You’re not going to tell me your name? Not now, when I’m about to leave for the city - after  nine years?” 

The girl shifts, at that. 

(Tighnari is surprised to find himself blinking back tears.)

She shakes her head, turning towards him and offering him a bittersweet smile. “It’s not that I don’t want to tell you, arborling.”

“My name is  Tighnari.”  He cuts through, more bitter than he remembers. 

The girl shakes her head, again. 

(He never understands what exactly that means.)

“It’s not that I don’t want to tell you my name,” she says again, and turns away, disappearing into the thicket as the sun rises, like she has done for the past near-decade. 

“…it’s just that I don’t remember it anymore.”


Tighnari enters Sumeru City for the first time as a student of the Akademiya. 

It’s like the city is telling him,  welcome. Welcome to the land of knowledge of reason, the haven for all scholars who seek validity, verity and truth.  

Somehow, it feels far more sinister than the inarticulate whispers of the forest. 

Tighnari ignores the pit feeling in his stomach telling him that he has to get out of the city, pry off the terminal on his ear, run far away away away into the forest back into the verdure in the safety of the greenery and wilderness and-

He firmly shuts the door in the face of these thoughts and leaves them behind. 

He reasons that there’s no other way to come back to the forest armed with the knowledge to help it, that he’ll be unable to save the forest if he’s not equipped with the means to do so. He reasons, because Sumeru is no place for irrationality. 

(The forest screams, unheard for the first time in a long time.)


The city is loud. 

He’d expected this, of course. On some level. But it’s overwhelming to a point that he could never have imagined - even louder than the village, back in his younger days, when he’d known less about how to tune out the world and filter its information. 

It’s like he’s back at square one, somehow. Like entering the city has just rendered all his efforts completely useless.


 Weak-willed. 



 Freak. 



 You can’t fix crazy. 



 The forest doesn’t speak. 


It’s so loud. 

Already, he’s drawing whispers. The people of Sumeru are pointing at him, curious, no doubt having never seen the Others. The folk of both desert and forest. 

It’s embarrassing in too many different ways. Tighnari has never felt so small, so… under scrutiny. 

(Distantly, the echo of a thought wonders: was this, perhaps, how Lesser Lord Kusanali felt, when she was first brought to the city and expected to live up to such a prominent god-that-once-was?

Unfortunately, it’s erased by an invisible parasite before Tighnari can even entertain it.)

He likes to think that he is proud. Someone who stares down the authority and laughs in the face of it. 

But right now, he wants to hide away. 

“Are you lost?”

The voice is so quiet amidst the hustle and bustle that Tighnari nearly thinks that he made it up in his mind. But as he raises his head, his eyes lock with another strange, hooded individual, standing not quite  out  of the crowd, but rather, more of a disquieting, noticeable presence in the blend of it. 

Tighnari stares at him for a couple of seconds. Precious, long seconds, during which his eyes drift to the hooded headdress and the burning red eyes, the Akademiya student uniform that this stranger is fitted in.

He clears his throat. “…not really. I’m just- well, new to the city. I’m trying to find the Akademiya. For the opening ceremony.”

“Oh.” The individual regards him, slowly, then nods. “Well, it would happen that I’m heading there as well. I’ll walk you.”

“…Okay.”

In normal circumstances, maybe Tighnari would’ve denied their assistance. But he just wants an excuse to shut himself away from the busy streets, and this individual seems… quiet. Calm. Less likely to give him a migraine. 

In the depths of his mind, he dares to think, just like he did years ago -  maybe they’re like me. 

(He’s right. But not quite in the way he imagines, not yet.)

His initial assessment of the individual holds true throughout their stroll to the Akademiya. Tighnari wonders what a spectacle they must make - two of the Akademiya’s students, very much  other,  very much desert (because Tighnari  can  smell the desert and sand in his companion’s presence) and too different. Far too different. 

“Sumeru City doesn’t have enough bigots to make your life actively difficult on the streets,” the person beside him murmurs, apropos of nothing. “If you don’t make eye contact with anyone, the worst they’ll do is gawk.”

Tighnari makes a hum of affirmation. He doesn’t ask how this man knows this information. 

“So the rumours are true, then?” The Valuka Shuna asks, not in an attempt to make conversation but out of genuine curiosity. “The desertfolk like… us… aren’t as welcome here?”

“Certainly not as much as they are accepted in Port Ormos or Caravan Ribat, no.” The man makes a contemplative noise. “They fear the unknown, in Sumeru City. The uncertainties. You and I - we are variables that they would like to account for in their calculations, but they don’t know how.”

“I expected this.” Tighnari admits.

The individual gives him a look that Tighnari can only describe as strange, and perhaps the slightest bit unimpressed. “It’s a different matter altogether to experience it.” He looks away. “Don’t get caught saying what I just did.”

If such thoughts truly are so dangerous to voice in the city, then Tighnari does wonder why this man trusts him with them. But he doesn’t prod, doesn’t push. As nosy as he is, he’ll draw the line eventually. 

Instead, all he does is give a nod in confirmation, and his fellow student huffs with the slightest tint of approval. 

Eventually, they make it to the Akademiya’s grand gates. At this point, Tighnari pauses, hesitating just for a moment. 

The individual beside him does so too. “I don’t actually have to be in the House of Daena right now, so this is where I’ll leave you. Good luck, junior.”

“You aren’t coming?” Tighnari surprises himself by voicing his confusion. “Why did you walk me here, then?”

The student pauses, shifts a little under his gaze. His ruby eyes burn with something Tighnari can’t identify.

(Tighnari hates not being able to get a read on people, but he suspects that this individual would be an interesting puzzle to dissect anyway.)

“…think of it as a small favor. Something you don’t have to repay. Just an act of kindness, from a  deserter  to another.”

“I don’t like being in debt to other people.”

“There is no debt.” The man turns, begins to leave. “Good luck with the Akademiya. Stay true to your pursuit of knowledge.”

“Wait!”

Tighnari calls out to him, before he can disappear in the crowd of people. The individual stops in his stride, tilts his head slightly back, enough that Tighnari can only barely see one of his eyes, obscured halfway by his hair.

(It’s a shocking, pale, youthful white. Another piece to the puzzle that will eventually form one of his closest, oldest friends.)

“…won’t you at least tell me your name?”

The question hangs between the two of them. Somehow, even without the twisted expression on the other’s face, Tighnari gets the impression that he’s overstepped. 

For a long, precious second, there are no words between them. 

Eventually, the individual turns away again. “If you know what’s best for you, junior, you won’t get close to me. And I don’t say this out of some twisted sense of lonely self-sacrifice.”

It is at this moment that Tighnari realizes that this may not be a regular fellow student at the Akademiya after all. 

“The matra have plenty of dangerous matters to attend to, after all.”


“My name is Darya,” the cheerful woman says, “and I will be your lecturer for most of your Amurta-specific courses this year!”

Tighnari tries his best not to groan. He opts instead for burying his head in his arms. It’s a preferable alternative to folding his ears down, anyway.

“Now, I know that being in a stuffy room of hundreds of fellow students isn’t exactly the ideal environment to learn in,” she continues, seemingly uncaring of the dozens of students already beginning to lose interest, “but I ask you all approach these lectures with all the enthusiasm you showed while studying for the entrance exam. Being here is a privilege made possible by the wisdom of the Greater Lord and the great Sages. I suggest you all make the most of your time here at the Akademiya.”

She smiles, spreads out her arms.

(It looks wrong, somehow. Maybe there should be real enthusiasm there, but Tighnari feels like it’s been stamped out by something invisible within the city.)

“Welcome to the greatest school in Teyvat, the Sumeru Akademiya!” She declares grandly. “You are the nation of wisdom’s path, the future of percipience as we know it. May the Greater Lord bless you in your pursuit of knowledge!”

The cheers in response are half-hearted at best. Tighnari himself doesn’t deign to vocalize his nonexistent excitement, either. 

(The city speaks only of the Greater Lord, never the Dendro Archon, and Tighnari, for a moment, wonders.

Then, the invisible parasite stamps down his thoughts, and he doesn’t wonder any longer.)


Well, at least life in the Akademiya is interesting.

Tighnari, though, probably couldn’t care less about anything that happened within its walls. Still, his mind drifts most of the time - back to the forest, to the Withering, to its whispers and voice.

Unfortunately, none of his classmates can take the hint.

Tighnari wouldn’t say that he has friends in the Akademiya at present. To his chagrin, though, plenty of people are clamoring to study with him all the time. 

And he doesn’t even know where this recognition came from, either. 

“If I had to guess, it is because I was initially being observed for being Valuka Shuna.” Tighnari mutters, half to himself and half to the other students at the table. It’s a very pointed jab, and his ears twitch both as an outlet for irritation and as a form of emphasizing his point.

Half the table winces. One of his classmates - Hazm, he thinks - laughs awkwardly. 

“I mean… it’s hard not to attract the attention of others when you’ve got…” Hazm gestures above his head, making the impression of the extra appendages, “…you know.”

“I don’t, actually.” Tighnari says, flat. “Now either be silent or leave. I don’t have the time to humor you all while I’m studying.”

Almost sheepishly, half the table stands up and makes their way to other, more animated areas. The other half turns back to their books.

(Tighnari doesn’t see the shadowy figure in the corner of the library, watching him and his interactions.

He does hear him, though.)


“Can anyone tell me the known history behind the evolution of humanity?”

No one answers. Tighnari can’t really be bothered to, at least. He’s not sure of the other ones.

Darya’s smile grows visibly strained. Tighnari would find it rather entertaining, if he weren’t currently feeling enormous pity for her. 

His pity only grows when another student raises their hand. “Forgive the impertinence, but why should we know this? We are not Vahumana students.”

“I am looking for an incredibly simple answer,” their teacher answers. It looks more like she’s gritting her teeth. Tighnari really does feel bad for her now, that she has to deal with a room of an odd three hundred Amurta students so full of themselves and their knowledge.

Sighing, Tighnari raises his hand.

Darya gestures to him.

“The only known explanation for the existence of humankind is its creation by the entity we call the Primordial One.” Tighnari says, only barely loud enough for most of the room to hear. “As such, humanity’s traits are believed to not have changed much over the years.”

“Precisely!” Their teacher claps her hands, relief evident in her very expression and posture. “As Amurta students, you should all be rather fascinated by this phenomenon. Every other creature we’ve set our sights on, whether it be the vishaps of Liyue or the worldwide hilichurls, have all undergone some kind of change, as slow as it appears it was. We, though. We have been like this from the start.”

She walks across the room. It seems like an effort to make her appear a better speaker, although to Tighnari it’s more like a nervous pace. “Being an Amurta student does not mean you are exclusively studying the current genetic makeup of Teyvat’s lifeforms. The past, although it seems like a Vahumana discipline, is something that we have frighteningly little knowledge on - and as one of the greatest mysteries to plague the Akademiya’s halls, all have a responsibility to uncover the truth.”

“But with all due respect, professor,” Tighnari cuts her off, and he barely registers the quiet gasps around him as he continues, “the past is long gone. Isn’t one of the Six Cardinal Sins to investigate the origin of words? If we should have known, don’t you think that the higher beings would have informed us by now?” Tighnari raises an eyebrow. “Why shouldn’t we just focus on the present, and try to better the lives of the people instead of chasing after secrets better left buried?”

Darya’s face is shifting impressively through a wide variety of emotions. It’s fascinating, actually. Maybe that should be Tighnari’s research topic - The Possibilities of Human Facial Expression and the Circumstances Needed to Trigger Specific Arrangements. 

He’s sure that Darya would  love  that.

Somehow, Darya’s face eventually settles on a forced calm, one that Tighnari appreciates. “Your curiosity is commendable, student. You could take that up with the great Sages, if you wanted.”

“I think I’ll pass.” Tighnari replies dismissively. “They wouldn’t listen to any scholars  below their pay grade,  after all.”

Somehow, the way he says it sounds like an insult. A ripple of laughter sounds behind him.

Having already lost interest in the topic, Tighnari only watches Darya fumble for her words for a couple moments longer before flipping through the lesson plans for today. Ah, a collection of theories for the reasoning behind the creation of humans, and why their biology is like so.

It’s so unfortunate that Tighnari doesn’t exactly care.

Huffing, Tighnari tunes out Darya’s attempt at salvaging the lesson in favor of writing his next research topic proposal. At least Naphis’ topics are interesting.


He’s been meaning to visit Avidya recently, actually. Tighnari looks at his schedule for the week, trying to place a time when he could probably afford to skip out on a night’s sleep. 

Unfortunately, word got around that Tighnari is somehow able to function with as little as two hours of sleep, even without caffeine, and now many have begged and bribed him to start tutoring them in those midnight hours. 

As much as Tighnari is annoyed by their whining, he still can’t find it in himself to say no, most of the time. 

He sighs, reading over his hurried scrawl and slowly placing the dates on his calendar, a sinking feeling filling him as he does so. 

He’s already promised all of his slots to one group of students or another. 

Tighnari huffs, shaking his head. If he’s lucky, they’ll only need one or two sessions before they are able to get back on their feet. Tighnari certainly has a name in the Akademiya now, but he doubts it’ll ever mount to anything.

In fact, if he is lucky, it’ll be as if it had never existed at all. 

He’ll visit in the next month, Tighnari decides.

(And the next month, too, he says the same thing.

And the next month after that.)


“The seelie known today are commonly known by the way they appear - floating cyan specters waiting for an adventurer to follow them to their court.” Firnas drones, to whom Tighnari is only half paying attention to. “Of course, the history of seelie as we know it predates even our current knowledge… and many theories have been put forth as to why the seelie appear as they do now. Some believe that…”

This really is quite boring. Maybe Tighnari will take a nap.

“…and of course, this has been verified by one of our previous Vahumana Sages, Iskandar, who alongside his study of the forbidden nation Khaenri’ah also changed our understanding of the seelie race as a whole…”

Now that he thinks of it, actually, he can hear a couple of students behind him snoring. Not that he blames them. Firnas is incredibly uptight and boring.

“…the most notable of which is the Goddess of Flowers, one of Sumeru’s three god-kings of the past, who was known to have worn a crown of horns that was possibly reminiscent of her previous form as a seelie…”

Yeah, Tighnari gives up.


“Have you heard? About that new Amurta student?”

“The one with the fox ears?”

“Of course I have. Who do you take me for?”

“Yeah, well, get this: apparently he’s made a habit of interrupting the lecturers during the Amurta lessons. And they let him!”

“You’re joking.”

“How does he have the nerve? That’s-”

“-honestly, though. I respect that. He’s really brazen about everything.”

“The fox is really nice, though! He didn’t mind when I asked to take a picture with him.”

“Ooh, yeah, Tighnari  is  nice! He’s been using his midnight hours to tutor the people who have been struggling to catch up… I’ve only really been staying afloat because of him!”

“Poor guy… doesn’t he get any sleep?”

“He functions just fine. Rumour has it that he doesn’t drink coffee, though…”

“ How?” 

“Archons if I know! Go ask him!”


“The classification of fungi in Sumeru’s forests is a topic you will all do well to keep firmly in mind.” Naphis tells them. “Fungi, as a whole, are defined as spore-producing organisms who feed on organic matter, typically in the way of decomposition. However, it’s worth noting that the species of fungi that appear to be sentient and affiliated with specific elements are still classified under fungi, even if they don’t strictly help in decomposition. It would be more accurate to group them into a subset that most Sumeru fungi  also  fall under, called Tri-Lakshana.”

Surprisingly, Tighnari actually finds himself taking notes during Naphis’ lectures. Perhaps it’s out of some instinctual respect for the Sage of his Darshan, but something tells Tighnari that it’s more than just that. 

Naphis’ topics never fail to interest him, for one. He’s been wondering about the difference between sentient and… vegetable fungi for a while. 

“However, you must also remember that these so-to-speak elemental fungi that we are studying cannot return from their Activated or Scorched states once they have been affected by the respective element, unlike the other non-fungi in the Tri-Lakshana group. These elemental fungi, while they could perhaps be considered elemental lifeforms, do not have immunity from their assigned elements - a hydro catalyst wielder would have little trouble dispatching a floating hydro fungus.” The Sage continues. “In fact, one might also consider that because of this, they, alongside some other such lifeforms like whopperflowers and regisvines, should have their own subset. Currently, such a set is extremely general and considered under the name Mystical Beasts. Researchers have begun to wonder, however, if lifeforms that coalesce from plants and fungi deserve their own category, for which…”

“Psst, Tighnari!”

Knowing very well that this whisper comes from his deskmate. What was her name again? Nadina? Nadiva?

Tighnari mouths a quick  later  at her - right,  Navida  - and goes back to his notes. 

He’s not quite interested in missing any information Naphis deigns to provide, after all.


“Tighnari, what does this mean?”

“Tighnari, do you think that Firnas will put this on his next assessment? Should I be worried for…”

“Tighnari! Are you open to collaborating on-”

“Tighnari, can you check over-”

“Tighnari, there’s something I-”

“Tighnari-”

“If you all do not settle down, I may actually throw you all out.” Tighnari threatens, and everyone who’s been clamoring for his attention sits down sheepishly as he rubs his eyes. He sighs. “Alright. One at a time.”

(Ah, there’s that man again. He isn’t very subtle, so definitely not a Matra. Maybe someone is just looking to compile information on him?

Whatever. Tighnari doesn’t have anything to hide, anyway.)


(“An assignment, General Mahamatra.”

“So soon? I would’ve thought that the Akademiya would be more wary of me for longer.”

“It’s relatively low stakes, as far as things go. Or maybe not. I don’t know what the Grand Sage is thinking most of the time nowadays, but there’s a scholar in the Vahumana Darshan pointing fingers at an Amurta student for-  ahem-  ‘leading a radical faction.’ Or that’s what the report says, anyway.”

“All reports deserve to be treated with the utmost care. This one should be no exception. I’ll make my own judgement.”

“Alright, General.”

“I am curious, though. Where did he get all this information?”

“According to his report, he’d been… following the student around. Uh. He cited ‘responsibility to the Akademiya’s integrity and safety’ as his rationale.”

“Well, keep that report for me. If this student turns out to be innocent, I may just have him charged for misconduct and disrespect for privacy.”)


Tighnari gets his first encounter with the rumours of the Matra the day they hear about the promotion of the new General Mahamatra.

Which is to say, way later than he probably should’ve, considering he’d already been in the Akademiya for nearly a year. 

“I heard that he’s from the desert,” one of the students in the hallways whispers to their friend, as if that’s anything to be surprised or intrigued by. Tighnari huffs, stalking away, unwilling to hear anything else about  desertfolk  and  others  while he’s in the middle of preparing for all of his examinations. 

Hazm is tailing him, again. In the past year, he  has not gotten the hint  that Tighnari does not want to be “official friends” with him, thank you very much. As always, the irritating Amurta student is trying to make conversation with him. 

“You know, I heard that the new General Mahamatra is even scarier than the previous one.”

“And this concerns me how?”

“Well…” Hazm falters for a second before he regains his composure. “…I don’t know, but I’m just saying, we should probably be even more wary of visits from the Matra.”

“Is that to say, Hazm,” Tighnari drawls, deliberately dragging out each syllable to watch him squirm, “you’ve been the perpetrator of some  academic dishonesty  recently? Is there anything I need to submit a report for?”

Hazm pales. “No, not at all! I was just saying-”

“Then don’t waste your time on gossip like this.” Tighnari very nearly scoffs. “If you have the time to poke around the inner workings of the rumour mill like an amateur adventurer at a pack of Rishboland Tigers, then maybe you also have the time to review your knowledge of the biology of Sweetwater Mushrooms.”

“…well…”

“You are getting  tomorrow’s  tutoring slot in the afternoon,” Tighnari says forcefully, “and that’s it. I’m a student too, you know.”

“Doesn’t feel like it. You always get everything at the snap of a finger.” Hazm mutters, under his breath, but Tighnari hears it anyway and rolls his eyes.

Yeah, sure, he actually understands everything that the professors say. It’s not like it’s  Ksharwar engineering  or anything.

Still shaking his head, Tighnari walks off at a brisk pace, losing himself in the crowd before his classmate can pester him any longer. 

Maybe a walk in the Grand Bazaar will do him good. Even if the constantly loud streets give him a headache, it’s good to get fresh air once in a while.


(Here is a secret: The Akasha does more than just put information into the people of Sumeru’s heads. 

In the nation of wisdom, there is no place for irrationality - and to this end, the Akasha takes certain liberties, sometimes, with the minds of the people.

It’s not too much work for it to remove irrational and useless thoughts and memories, if it’s already taking away dreams.

No, it’s not too much work at all.)


The city is loud, and yet it’s somehow comforting to be here.

Granted, part of that must be attributed to Tighnari’s newly acquired disguise - a cloak covering his ears, shielding his face from the view of most prying onlookers. It’s loud, but there’s comfort in the fact that he is mostly, relatively unknown to everyone else.

People are minding their own business, and not focusing their attention on him. 

It’s… very nice, actually. 

So Tighnari roams the streets and feels at ease, drawing at most one or two suspicious glances from the members of the Corps of Thirty. What matters the most is the fact that he can visit the stalls without people judging his every move and  finally  get his hands on that new mushroom hodgepodge he’s been hearing so much about. 

And that’s exactly what he does, paying for and taking a plate away as he spends his idle time just… doing nothing. Wandering.

This whole  wandering  thing isn’t that bad, actually. Maybe, if Tighnari’s father hadn’t been an entomologist so bent on a stable path for Tighnari, then he’d be away. Not in the desert, certainly… but maybe in the north. He’s heard plenty of stories of Mondstadt’s mushroom skewers. 

Ah, hypotheticals. How wonderful to ponder. 

Eventually, his feet take him to the Grand Bazaar.

He pauses in front of the door, hesitating for the briefest of moments. 

Tighnari, like all of his classmates, has been warned several times against being seen “meddling with the art folk,” as if they’re parasites to be avoided. It’s intriguing to Tighnari, quite frankly. 

He ponders only for a moment, the mindset drilled in him since youth slowing his steps just a tad, but eventually, like most things with Tighnari, curiosity wins him over and he steps foot into the Bazaar. 

He’s never really had much exposure to the finer arts, anyway. Maybe he can write this off as an educational excursion, if anyone were to spot him - a chance to observe the diverse Sumeru culture, first hand.

(Something within him nags at that thought. No, he should’ve seen dance and music already, even though it’s not necessarily something that most of the others would consider art. He should’ve. 

Right?)

Taking a deep breath, Tighnari pushes open the door and walks down the hallway. Music filters into his ears and he consciously quiets his footsteps, so as to not disturb whoever seems to be performing right now.

(A subconscious thought of his wonders how he knows to do this.

It’s stamped down, like all other irrational thoughts.)

When he finally rounds the corner into the chamber under the road, a small pond at the bottom of a ravine - he sees the girl.

The girl can’t be much taller than him. She must be shorter, actually, despite Tighnari’s less-than-average height. Her bright red hair flows around her as she twists and twirls, and when she faces him just the right way he can see the glint of a hydro vision below the small of her back. Turning his attention back to the environment around him, he realizes that those streaks of cyan and light blue aren’t, in fact, light tricks - they’re bits of energy from her vision, coming together to breathe with her, leap with her and step with her, as she dances around and around. 

She looks familiar, somehow. 

( Flower-flower-dreamer-dancer-it’sher-she’shere-remember-remember-don’tforget-alive-stayalive-stay-stay-stAY-STAY-) 

Tighnari imagines that if his teacher Firnas were to see her, he’d have a fit.

It makes Tighnari chuckle silently. He’s never been particularly fond of Firnas and his uptight attitude, after all. 

So Tighnari, with the lack of better things to do, simply blends in with the crowd and watches her dance. The girl looks… alive, for the lack of a better word. It’s like she breathes with the world, with the music coming from the instruments that Tighnari can’t name in the corner, and each step is done with masterful precision, with such obvious intent, and it is enthralling. 

And Tighnari blinks and then he sees her at the bottom of Chinvat Ravine in a garden of impossibility, impossible flowers and illusory blossoms, not-alive crystalflies and shimmering plants and the two images overlap and for a second it’s so vivid that Tighnari nearly stumbles over absolutely nothing. 

(And an even quieter, quieter part of him sees a third image with the accentuation of that crown and those horns on her head, the flowing fabric around her body and that tattoo on her back and for a second it wonders and wonders but

but Tighnari will not name those thoughts, not yet.)

It’s so difficult, somehow. To focus on reality and see past those images.

What  are  those images? Tighnari scrambles for something in reality to hold onto, but even the usually crisp clarity of human voices singing along and clapping to her rhythm seem so muffled right now and something is telling him to

remember

remember


 arborling-remember-help-stay-stay-don’tforget-stay-sTAY-STAY-STAY-STAY 


“Are you alright?”

And all at once, it vanishes. 

Tighnari blinks back to the present to see the same girl standing in front of him with a worried expression on her face. 

Oh, she’s no longer dancing.

Now that Tighnari thinks about it, it appears that the rest of the crowd has mostly dispersed, too.

Tighnari clears his throat. How embarrassing. “It appears that I got lost in my thoughts. Apologies. That was truly an inspiring performance.”

He isn’t lying. It… it really was exceptional.

The girl beams. “I’m glad! Although… are you sure you’re alright?” A frown takes over her expression again. “You seemed like you were going to pass out, just now…”

“I assure you that I’m quite alright.” Tighnari reassures her, trying not to wince internally. By the Seven, he must look like a fool right now. “I’m an Amurta student. I know my limits.”

The girl’s expression shutters for a half a second at the mention of Amurta. 

Tighnari mentally slaps himself. Right. Discretion.

“I meant it.” He repeats, just for good measure. “Your performance was amazing. It… the Sages should not have banned dances like these.”

The girl exchanges a look with someone behind him. Tighnari isn’t sure which pair of footsteps belong to the person in question, but eventually a smile graces her face, and there’s no longer any hint of apprehension. “I’m glad! I… sorry for being so cautious, just now. It’s just that…”

“The Akademiya looks down on the arts, I know.” Tighnari says, bluntly. 

A truly fascinating roulette of emotions presents itself on the girl’s face before settling on amusement. “I must say, sir, that’s the first time I’ve heard a student say that sentence with the tone of disgust in their voice.”

“I don’t care much for their formalities.” Tighnari shrugs. “It’s completely pointless, anyway. Though I must admit that I do have to be going soon… Naphis is completely insufferable when I’m late.”

The girl makes another noise that’s halfway between a startled laugh and a cough. “…you’re certainly a character, sir.”

“Tighnari,” the Valuka Shuna offers, ears twitching. He hasn’t offered his name very often, and yet… something about this girl makes him want to trust him.

(A half-formed thought wonders, links the images between the feeling that he must know her, he  must,  as a spirit-girl dancing among sky-lights and morning-dew and river-seeds but still it’s pushed away and the voice is getting fainter and fainter and)

The girl lights up and takes his outstretched hand. “Nilou! It’s very nice to meet you, Tighnari. I do hope that I’ll see you at future performances.”

“I’ll try to slip out when I can.” He gives her a small grin. “Good luck, Nilou.”

And then he hesitates.

(Oh, it’s certainly not for the same reasons as why he hesitated in front of the door to the Grand Bazaar earlier. But… he can’t help but wonder, wonder-)

“Did I know you?” Tighnari blurts out, before they can let go and be on their separate ways. 

Nilou pauses in her motion of retracting her hand. She tilts her head. “What do you mean, Tighnari?”

“…I don’t know.” Tighnari breathes out heavily through his nose. “I keep getting the feeling that I know you, that I’ve  seen  you somewhere, but I can’t place my finger on it.”

Then, a thought occurs to him. “Nilou, have you ever danced in the forest?”

(For half a second, a mind not-quite-his prays inside him-)

Nilou shakes her head. “I’d love to, but we haven’t quite gotten enough money to afford the provisions to bring Zubayr Theater to the forest. Perhaps someday in the future, though.”

(-and the mind screams, the forest screams, still very much unheard, staying unheard for years to come.)

“Oh.”

Tighnari doesn’t know where the disappointment comes from. 

Nilou gives him an apologetic smile. “Sorry.”

“No, don’t be. There’s nothing to apologize for.” Tighnari nods. “I’ll see you around.”

The dancer keeps waving at him even as he turns his back on her and briskly walks out of the Bazaar. 

(And Nilou, too, for half a second wonders. That maybe she’s seen this quirky and strange student from the Akademiya before, some other time and some other place.

And then the invisible parasite kills her thoughts, too, before she can think about it for too long.)

Tighnari never returns to the Bazaar.


(Here’s the funny thing about forgetting: It happens gradually, but rarely is anyone conscious of the fact that they are forgetting.

That is, until one day, they either get hit in the face with the fact that they’re missing something-

-or they never realize that something is missing at all.)


“Finally,” Tighnari grumbles to himself, flipping over to next week’s calendar. “A night completely to myself.”

He pauses, and the realization sinks in. 


 A night to himself. 


He hasn’t had that in a very long time, actually.

Strange, he remembers that he used to look for free nights so often. It can’t be to visit his family, because they aren’t awake at this hour… so why?

…what is he going to do, now that he has free time?

Tighnari huffs. “Maybe I’ll just get a headstart on that graduating thesis defense.”

(Far above, the moon’s light is obscured by clouds.

Far below, the Lunar Lotuses close up in the night.

And under even that, at the bottom of a ravine, no impossible garden of illusory flowers graces the forest with its presence.)


“You’re better than the previous person that was following me, but admittedly still not much quieter.” Tighnari opens the conversation with seemingly no one, in his corner of the library, still sifting through all the papers strewn across his desk. “There’s no need to pretend, you know. I could hear you tailing me all week.”

A pause. Tighnari hears a huff, barely audible even to him, before the General Mahamatra steps out from under the shadows. “Impressive. Not many can catch me following them.”

“I hardly have  normal  hearing.” Tighnari mutters, almost sarcastically. “Hello to you too, fellow  deserter.  Anything of interest to you?”

The General observes him for a few moments longer. It’s quiet. Very quiet, actually. 

Before long, the Matra shakes his head. “No, junior. You’re doing well. Don’t worry about the previous scholar following you, by the way. I’ll have him charged for misconduct.”

Tighnari raises his eyebrows. “That’s generous of you.”

“It’s not generosity. It’s not kindness nor mercy. It’s just truth, and judgement upon it.” He says, simply, like he’s lived his life by these words and will do so forevermore. 

“Very eloquent of you.” Tighnari drawls, as he’s always want to do, but eventually the sarcastic demeanor in him quiets, and he knows that gratitude is due. “…thank you.”

“What for?” The General seems genuinely surprised. 

Tighnari gestures at him. “For, you know. Actually making the effort to look into this. If it were just the scholars you know that they would’ve charged me without a second thought.” 

“It’s basic decency.” The man huffs again. “And I told you that such thoughts are dangerous to voice here.”

“It’s just the two of us, and we both know these things. No point in leaving things unspoken.” Tighnari tells him. “Like my gratitude, too. Again, thank you.”

“There is no debt.” The General tells him, again, an echo of their first meeting back on the streets long before Tighnari established himself in the Akademiya and even longer still back when they thought each other to be their only support possible. 

“…Cyno.”

“What?”

“Cyno.” The man repeats. “My name.”

“Tighnari.” He stands up, takes Cyno’s outstretched hand and shakes it. “Although I’m sure you already knew that.”

The General Mahamatra chuckles. “Of course. Might I see you again here, in the near future?”

Tighnari’s eyebrows climb up even higher. “What, to investigate me for another crime?”

“Just as Cyno, not as General Mahamatra.” He clarifies. There’s a twitch at the corner of his mouth. 

(It almost looks like a smile.)

“Well, I don’t see why not. So long as you aren’t bothering me to tutor you, that is.”

“Of course.”


Tighnari used to think that he would never have friends within the Akademiya.

Well, that’s still half true, half not-quite-true. While the Matra are technically administrative personnel of the Akademiya, Cyno is definitely not one of Tighnari’s fellow classmates, for all that he’s about the same age as them. 

What Cyno  is,  though, is a friend. A type of friend that Tighnari can’t remember ever having had before. 

Maybe it’s the card games, or the fact that the Akademiya’s halls house so little desertfolk. 

Or maybe it’s the first laugh he heard from him - a low chuckle, a surprise, but such an easy sign of him letting down his guard around him. 

Or maybe it’s the night Tighnari ripped up his paper in frustration, and Cyno said nothing, judged nothing, only brought him a coat in a silent offer that he took as they walked outside to see the stars and the world alive around them. 

(Here is a secret: Tighnari only shares the stars with those he loves the most.

Maybe Cyno is the first.)

“It’s so alive,” Tighnari suddenly says, as they’re lying on the grass, uncaring of the stains and simply in each other’s company for the sake of being in each other’s company. 

Cyno gives him a side glance. 

“I don’t know.” Tighnari answers the unspoken question. “I just don’t know… but it’s alive. It’s definitely alive.”

Cyno regards him for a moment longer, then lets out a breath that can perhaps only be described as fond. “Such an irrational statement, for someone who studies in the nation of wisdom.”

“I know.” The Amurta student shifts, surprising even himself. “I’ve been irrational for a while, I think.”

“Really?”

“Really.”


“Tighnari!”

He  sighs.  “What?”

“Look, I know you’re really busy…” Hazm worries his lip. “But look, I’ve been  really  struggling on Darya’s lectures on the topic of slimes and how they keep themselves together, and it’s…” He clasps his hands together, still yet unwilling, in his pride, to admit that he’s struggling - at least, verbally. “Please! Have pity!”

Tighnari resists the urge to rub his eyes and doesn’t quite succeed. Everyone’s been stressing recently,  him included,  in this period of time that has been not-so-fondly described as the “crunch period.” It’s been hectic, to say the least. He was planning to have tomorrow evening to finish his own essay on the makeup of specters and their difference from slimes, but…

Before he can come to a decision, though, he hears another set of footsteps approach, and Tighnari barely gets a word of  wait-  in before-

“Is something the matter?”

Cyno’s barely-above-a-whisper should, by all accounts, not carry above the rest of the students shuffling around them in the middle of the hallway. Hazm, somehow, still hears him loud and clear. 

Tighnari startles for it. “Cyno, wait-”

“T-The General Mahamatra! No, sir, not at all, there wasn’t-”

“Then I don’t see why you should be bothering Tighnari at a time like this.” Cyno’s eyes narrow, ruby irises turning into slits. “He, too, is busy. Unless you were planning to take further advantage of his kindness and ask for help outside of his tutoring hours?”

Hazm pales significantly. “N-no, not at all, sir-”

“Well, then, you’ll have to excuse us.”

Without another word, Cyno grabs Tighnari’s wrist and pulls him away into the crowd of students, losing his classmate before slowing from a brisk pace to a walk. 

Tighnari sighs, then tugs his arm out of Cyno’s hold. Cyno lets him. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“You’re getting busy. You shouldn’t need to entertain their requests for help, when it’s only through fault of their own that they can’t keep up.”

“I promised to help.”

“ Within reason.”  Cyno shakes his head. “What, you need me to charge you with dissemination of information on the papers?  ” 

Tighnari raises an eyebrow at him. “What, you’ve already unofficially charged me?”

Cyno stares at him. Tighnari gets the distinct feeling that he’s missing something.

“You see,” Cyno begins, and Tighnari somehow gets a distinct feeling of dread. “The joke is that-”

“Hold on, back up, back up,” Tighnari raises his hands up. “You’re telling me you were trying to  tell a joke?” 

“Yes, let me continue.” Cyno tells him, entirely impassively. “You see, the joke is that  on the papers  can mean officially, but it can also mean  about  the papers, which happens to be what you’re struggling on. The cleverness of the joke also lies in how this is a reference to the first time people have reported to me about you, which can be taken as charges  off  paper, and as such-”

“I cannot believe you.” Tighnari pinches his nose, his tail swishing in irritation. “I  cannot believe you.  When did- when-”

“I noticed that my fellow Matra were beginning to act uneasy around me.” Cyno explains, completely unphased and unashamed. “As such, I believed that practicing making jokes would  lighten  the atmosphere.”

“Oh archons.”

“You know,  lighten.  Like lightning. Which I wield. Because of my electro vision.”

“Cyno, please stop.”

“Did you get it?”

“Please stop.”


“Did you hear? About that desert fox-”

“He made friends with the new General Mahamatra!”


 “What?” 


“You’ve got to be joking.”

“I’m not, I swear! I swear by the Seven and the Great Sages and Greater Lord Rukkhadevata herself! I saw them!”

“The General Mahamtra? Isn’t he unwilling to approach anyone?”

“You must be mistaken. There’s no way. Even though they’re both desert-”

“ Exactly.  Tighnari is dozens of generations removed from the desertfolk. There’s no way they’d be friends.”

“No, I swear-”


“Naphis wants me as his personal student.”

“…unsurprising.”

“…what, only a one word response to congratulate your junior?”

“Knowing you, you most likely just frustrated your current lecturers to the point where they physically could not stand having you in their classes anymore.”

“Honestly? If my new master is to be trusted - which, I like to think that he is - then that’s exactly what happened. Allegedly, Darya practically begged him to let me sleep in her classes. Something about ‘being too disruptive’ and ‘a negative morale boost’ to the classroom. I didn’t know ‘morale boosts’ could be negative.”

“Hmm, truly fascinating.”

“Feeling articulate, are we?”

“I could be more articulate, actually. Would you be  all ears  to my-”

“Cease and desist.”


“Bear with me for a moment, Tighnari.”

Of all the mentors and teachers that Tighnari has had the absolute  pleasure  of meeting in the Akademiya, Naphis is the only one who ever bothers to remember his name. Everyone else calls him ‘student’ or ‘fox’ or on some biting occasions, ‘deserter.’ 

Tighnari nods. Naphis looks at him, almost strangely, for moments longer - he takes a long look at him, as if assessing. 

When Tighnari passes whatever silent test he’s just been subjected to, Naphis speaks again. “Have you heard of Irminsul?”

“Irminsul…” Tighnari sounds out the name, feeling it on his tongue. “No, I can’t say I have.”

“Long story short, it’s a tree.” The Sage blows out a breath utterly unbefitting of his stature. Not that Tighnari cares. “This is closely guarded information, Tighnari. I’m trusting you with this because I know that you will use it to  help  Sumeru, not destroy it.”

Tighnari’s hand drifts to the device on his ear, now deactivated. “I was wondering why you turned off the Akasha.”

“The Akasha will determine that this information isn’t something that you should know, and will erase this conversation from your memory. This is indisputable.” Naphis shakes his head, and somehow it makes him feel more human. “But you must know.”

“Why tell me, then?” The information doesn’t startle Tighnari as much as it possibly should have. Odd. “According to you, I’ll forget as soon as I reactivate this Akasha terminal on my ear. Why tell me?”

“The Akasha can only control information in your conscious, not your subconscious.” The Sage explains. “I can’t follow you outside the city. Already, I’m being closely watched - the other Sages believe me to turn traitor to their cause. But subconsciously, Tighnari, you have been told this information. The Akasha cannot erase that. You will not be able to call this conversation to memory - but when you receive a letter from me, detailing all that we have talked about here, it will be far easier to trust me.” 

Naphis grow silent again, as if pondering.

Tighnari lets him. He needs to ponder some things of his own. 

“Or maybe I will not tell you, again, of the Akasha’s machinations.” Naphis frowns. “It would put you in too much danger. It would be too difficult.”

“Clearly, Master, you have no trouble telling me all this now.”

“ This  is different. I am more than well enough aware that this conversation has already cost me some of my credibility.” The Amurta Sage looks him in the eye. “I need you to trust me, Tighnari, as I tell you about Irminsul and why the Withering appears in the forest. Only this once - as your teacher, as your mentor.”

Something climbs in Tighnari’s throat. He doesn’t like the feeling. “The Withering?”

“The forest is dying,” Naphis says, with utmost severity, “and the Akademiya won’t save it.”


True to Naphis’ word, Tighnari forgets. 

But before he forgets, the mind deposits the information of a worldly tree, a festering corruption, and a dying hope, deep into the recesses of the mind. 

It slumbers there for years. 


Academic conferences, like most things in Tighnari’s life, are boring and pointless.

That being said, Tighnari still tries his best to listen to conferences. His peers work hard on their work. It merits some attention, at least. 

So he does stay awake. He does listen.

And it’s why he catches the inaccuracy when he hears it. 

For a brief moment, he hesitates. The others haven’t spoken up, after all. Maybe they just don’t want the researcher to be embarrassed. Or maybe they don’t know, and Tighnari is implicit to the spread of misinformation, as he sits here quietly, unwilling to speak up. 

So he raises his hand. “Excuse me.”


Tighnari walks away from that conference with the blessing of the Dendro Archon, a glowing orb of verdant green in his hand. 

Something in him quiets with it. It’s like his life is complete. 

(Which is odd, isn’t it? The gaze of the gods is a heavy thing to shoulder - or at least, it should be. 

When did he become so familiar with the feeling of divinity in his veins?)

Tighnari shakes his head free of these thoughts. He promised Cyno that he’d go to him for Vision control advice, after all. 


He only hears later on that Naphis’ short temper is, allegedly, “legendary.”

Which is odd, like most things in Tighnari’s life. After all, Naphis has hardly been short-tempered with him. 

When he tells Cyno, his friend only looks at him impassively. “No, they’re right. Naphis’ infamous short temper is why even the Grand Sage himself avoids him.”

“But  why?”  Tighnari stresses. “I find it perfectly reasonable, actually. He’s never given me less time than I need for any of my assignments and reports.”

“That’s because your fuses are the same length.”

“If that was another  fucking-” 

“Language, Tighnari. Now, let me explain…”


“Did you hear? About that fox Amurta student?”

“He has a Vision!”

“Good for him, honestly. Tighnari deserves it - he’s  still  help us, even as we figure out our graduating theses…”

“Yeah, his criticisms are brash, but they really help!”

“No, but get this: I heard that he doesn’t even want to stay to become a teacher.”


 “What?” 


“You’re joking!”

“Master Darya would have a fit…”

“He’s one of the top talents of our  generation!” 

“I don’t know either! Tighnari is an enigma on a good day, you know.”

“Of course I do. But… where would he go? Back to the desert?”

“You know, I heard that he wants to go back to the forest…”


“I want to go back to the forest.”

Cyno looks at him. “Okay.”

Silence.

“That’s it?” Tighnari suddenly bursts out. “‘Okay’? No derisive comments about wasting my talents? No snarks about being ungrateful for the Akademiya’s teachings?”

“No.” Cyno says, slowly. “Why would I say that? I left to become General Mahamatra.”

“At least being General Mahamatra is an ‘honourable’ position.” Tighnari rolls his eyes. “Even  Naphis  looked at me oddly. Goddamn it, Cyno.  One  word gets out about my plan to return to the Forest and suddenly the entire school asks if I’ve gone insane like the scholars trying to connect to divine consciousness.”

“They don’t know what they’re talking about.” Cyno lies back on the grass, and Tighnari follows, eyes tracing the patterns in the sky like they have for what now feels like ages. “I told you. They fear people like us - the external variables that they can’t control. Everyone expected you to become a scholar - maybe the next Sage of the Amurta.”

“I could never.”

“I know. You never seemed like someone who could be chained down to the Akademiya for so long, even on the first day.”

Tighnari chuckles humourlessly. “This has always been my intention. Father wouldn’t have…” He falters at the mention of his father - an estranged relation that he possibly can’t ever fix. 

Cyno glances over. Tighnari hears him shift, ever so slightly. 

“…family, huh.”

“What about you?”

“Long dead.” Cyno tells him, curtly. “The desert was never kind.”

Tighnari stays silent.

What is there to say, after all? What comfort is there to offer, when it’s not needed and it’s an old scar that will never be fully healed?

“Trust your senses, Tighnari.” His friend tells him, as they sit under a sprawling sea of sky-lights, stars shining far above as stardust fractures and falls around them. “The Forest is where you belong. Trust me.”

The frogs are croaking in the river, with the Nilotpala lotuses, as the waterfalls dance across cliffs and the rivers flow, veins of a beating heart that only very few believe exist. 

“I trust you,” Tighnari says easily. 

(Three simple words, because they’ve never needed many words between them, after all.)


Tighnari decision, when officially released, causes a stir in the Akademiya.

Or, maybe, uproar is more the word for it. 

The city has always been loud, after all.

So Tighnari leaves the city behind, and goes back to where he’s always belonged - a deep pocket of verdure, alive, alive, alive, with a letter and a satchel of small belongings clutched to his chest, with nothing more than a friend’s promise to visit and the determination to do something for the world, for once. 

And despite the ghosts of the past, the ones that he still knows of, the ones he no longer remembers - he pushes forward. 

Tighnari arrives at Gandharva Ville for the first time on an ordinary day without much fanfare. 

In the coming months, he joins the Forest Rangers, organizes their ranks, uses wisdom and his natural leadership to its fullest potential, and reads Naphis’ letter - and he will learn of the Withering, of the Irminsul, of the world-tree that connects the systems of the world and how Avidya Forest is far more alive than anyone else could have possibly ever imagined. 

He will learn this, and it will be at this moment - at that very moment - that he will make a promise to himself, to the members of Gandharva Ville, to the forest - it will be at this moment that the Forest Watcher Tighnari is born. 


One evening, on his nightly patrol, Tighnari arrives at the bottom of Chinvat Ravine. 

It’s healthy. Non-polluted. No Withering to record here. 

Tighnari marks down this part of the map as healthy and

and…


 Why has he stopped? 


Why does he still linger?

Tighnari stops, stalls in his patrol, and watches the bottom of the ravine. It’s whole, healthy. Everything is in its place. The moonbeams reach the bottom, and the Lunar Lotuses bloom, shy in the morning but bold in the midnight - everything is exactly as it should be, by all accounts. 

Why can’t he help but feel that something is missing?

(The forest is alive, and it protects its secrets.)

Something runs down the side of his face. 

Tighnari touches a hand to it and brings his fingers up to his face. 


 Tears. 


Unconscious tears. 

How odd. 

How strange.

How… irrational.

(Far above, the clouds obscure the moonlight. 

Before Tighnari’s eyes, the Lunar Lotuses close.)
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