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1. Chapter 1

Author’s Note:
the sorta roadtrip-vacation collei character study fic i want and deserve. it is coming to you and it is coming to you hot whether you like it or not.

title is from this song


Summary for the Chapter:
Did Cyno even have anything that wasn’t black in his wardrobe?





Collei never got to listen to music these days.

In the forest, there was just a lot to do. On top of her studies, she had her training— cooking meals, running patrols, hunting and gathering ingredients and supplies, attending and heading seminars— and with her Eleazar cured, she had a lot more energy to deal with all of it.

She was… busy.

So, it was a little curious that, for a few nights now, she’s been waking up from her dreams with a tune under her breath.

She could only vaguely remember the dream itself. There were snippets, here and there, of sitting by a fire, of being held, of having her hair brushed away from her face. 

They were all familiar feelings. It wasn’t quite clear to her where the dream came from. Perhaps it was a memory. From before Gandharva, before Mondstadt, and before Barnabas.

It was vague, but it was the only thing that made sense to her.


She asked him when they were on vacation.

Well… Vacation was a bit of a stretch really.

Collei wasn’t sure whether this was a regular occurrence or not, but since Tighnari had asked her to come along last year too, she guessed that maybe it was.

Last year, Tighnari had asked her if she wanted to go camping. She’d just finished up with her exams and apparently, things started slowing down around the forest after the harvests, when the sunsets came earlier and earlier and the nights got colder and colder.

The camping trip lasted around a week, and they’d be staying somewhere between Apam woods and Pardis Dhyai.

“That way, getting to civilization wouldn’t take us half a day, but I can still gather samples from the woods,” Tighnari had explained.

And it was nice! She liked camping! She loved the forest too! The thing was… well.

Maybe this was insensitive to think but… he had no clue what relaxing meant! He spent hours and hours going back and forth between the huge trees, gathering samples and maybe sometimes just straight up snacking on random edible mushrooms he found— like they did every day in the Avidya forest!

Sure, it was rainier, and there were a whole lot of monsters sometimes, but they were easy enough to deal with that it was just as much a passing annoyance as the bugs were.

It was a wonder he never got bored of it!

All in all though, minus Tighnari’s… 60% itinerary, it was a pretty nice one-week vacation.

And now, with Collei fully recovered and her grades looking a lot better than they did last year… She’s gotta be honest, spending time away from those weird old ex-sages and going around Apam woods with him sounded like the best thing ever!

Until…

Tighnari was waiting for her by the western exit, towards the city. From the bridge, she could see the massive backpack that was usually in their breakroom on his back, and couldn’t even see his ears peeking over it, but she could see the sheen off his glossy tail from a few meters away.

She jogged up, trying not to jostle her own backpack. “Master Tighnari! I’m sorry I kept you waiting!”

And when he turned around, there he was.

“Oh!” Collei said, then barely stopped herself from barreling over them. “Lord Cyno! Uh… Good morning!”

It’s been a while since she’s seen him. From what Tighnari told her, with the desert projects firmly in place but without four other sages or a Grand Sage, Cyno had been too busy to visit them for too long, and generally when he visited, it was when Collei wasn’t in attendance— usually between evenings and early mornings, when Collei was already asleep.

A part of her thought maybe it was because Cyno didn’t want to see her. To be fair, the last time she’d seen him in the flesh was when he dropped off the Traveler and Paimon, and he hadn’t even stayed long after that.

That was a part of her that she thought would have died down after Eleazar. If she was being honest, she felt it’d been getting louder and louder recently… 

Maybe–

“You’re right on time, Collei,” Tighnari reassured. “I was just early to meet with the General here.”

She looked between them.

Tighnari wore the same thing he wore when they went on this vacation last time. No tunic, no cloak. Just his hoodie, his magnifying glass, and his usual pants and boots. He’d even tied up his hair, as if to say, ‘Hey, I’m not on forest watcher duty anymore! Leave me in peace!’

Whatever that meant.

The general— well, perhaps today he was just Cyno. Cyno was a little dressed down. Or… dressed up? None of the usual golden regalia. Today, he was wearing a sleeveless shirt that, if Collei were being honest, looked a bit like the one Tighnari wore under his tunic. With that were actual pants and boots, if you could believe it. All in black, though.

Did Cyno even have anything that wasn’t black in his wardrobe?

As Cyno didn’t make a move to say anything, she put up a finger. “Um… Is Lord Cyno coming with us?”

Tighnari blinked, then his eyes widened for a brief moment, before he looked at Cyno, then at Collei.

Cyno sighed, slumping a little towards Tighnari. “I knew you’d forget.”

“Oh,” Collei giggled, nervous. She waved away whatever thoughts were trying to get into Tighnari’s ears and into his head. “It’s okay! I was just a little surprised.”

Tighnari pinched the bridge of his nose, like he usually did after two minutes of talking from Mister Azar. “I’m sorry for forgetting, alright, I know you told me in advance. Collei…”

She looked at him, trying to emanate in waves of pure emotions, maybe gesturing with her brows that it’s okay, please stop, this is embarrassing.

“Usually I bring Cyno along on these expeditions when our schedules align.” Cyno grabbed Tighnari’s arm, and pulled him forward, nodding at Collei to come along. Walk and talk, the gesture said. 

Collei appreciated that. Tighnari had the tendency to blabber on without noticing how long he’d been going for. She didn’t know she could just pull him along while he talked and he’d go willingly.

“… Sometimes Cyno would even just drop by at the campsite and stay there until I had to go back, if we couldn’t meet up for the trip early. I think before that, I used to go with my master–”

“She said it was fine, Tighnari,” Cyno finally said. “Really, I think being Azar and the others’ warden has been wearing your patience thin. Collei, if he mangles me on this trip, do not let him bury me.”

Tighnari elbowed him. “That’s not funny.”

Collei stifled a laugh— something Master Tighnari had told her to do around Cyno, for some reason. From the way he glanced over at her, he’d caught it anyway.


“What kind of dreams do you two get nowadays?”

Cyno had been deboning a few fish when she’d asked. Tighnari was beside him, salting them down.

Tighnari went first, “Usually nothing that I can make sense of when I wake up. In this one dream, I’m a little ways away from Vimara village after tracking down someone that had gone missing. And when I find him, he’s surrounded by monstrous fungi and there are just, waves and waves of them. Like, we deal with a lot of them on patrol every day, but this was just ridiculous. I wake up before I even get to put a dent in their numbers.”

“That sounds like a stress dream,” Cyno pointed out.

“What’s a stress dream?” She asked.

Cyno blew at his bangs with a huff. “The Lesser Lord likes to talk to me about dreams sometimes when she catches me at the Akademiya. She says us humans get all sorts of dreams. 

“There are dreams that come from an active imagination. Though they are more common in children, adults can have them too. Sometimes, even if we don’t want to, we’ll have dreams of things our sleeping consciousness wants but has been continuously denied of. That could be rest or a change of scenery, or moments with someone we haven’t seen or heard from in a while. 

“Then, there are dreams that draw from memory. The Lesser Lord didn’t have a lot to say about those, but she did try asking me if I’ve had any recently.”

“Have you?” asked Tighnari.

Cyno put down his knife and looked up at the foliage. “I may have, though it’s been a while since I’ve had it. I had a dream where I was still a scholar, not yet the General Mahamatra. I can’t recall any of the specifics, but I do know it made me feel as if I was discovering something I knew I’d needed to learn about. Just… that relief of getting an answer to a question I didn’t even know I was asking. And when I woke up, I decided to loan out a book I’ve never read at the House of Daena, just to try and feel it again.”

Collei blinked. “Why?”

Cyno grabbed his knife again and went back to work. “I don’t see why not. If my spirit craves that feeling again, amongst the droll of Matra work, why deny it? That being said, Tighnari here needs to be put on less monster patrols if he has to deal with monstrous fungi even in his sleep.”

“They’re not that hard to deal with, they’re just annoying!”

“That was never in question. You could deal with twenty waves of monstrous fungi in one day, but you will still feel fatigued. Which is why this vacation,” and he emphasized this by handing Tighnari another fish, “Is just the kind of thing you need. The Dendro Archon forbid you get so stressed that you start dreaming of Khajeh or Azar.”

Collei laughed at that.


Notes for the Chapter:
the stress dream tighnari has is based on  this






2. Chapter 2

Summary for the Chapter:
Right, where was she? 

Oh, right.

 

 She’d asked him on vacation.





Right, where was she? 

Oh, right.


She’d asked him on vacation.


They were gathering around the campfire, Collei stoking the fire with a stick, Cyno humming under his breath as he brushed through his hair, Tighnari a few feet away, no doubt looking through his notes.

It was their second night on vacation. Earlier, Cyno had gone with her to explore around Apam woods— it seems the ever-raining rainforest had given itself a rest because the skies were clear, and the sun shone brightly through the trees. 

Apparently, according to Tighnari, that was unusual, this time of year. 

Above them, she could easily track Tighnari’s trek amongst the trees, whipping between four-leaf sigils as she and Cyno picked up zaytun peaches and harra fruit along the forest floor.

It was nice. Cyno even let her tell him about what Amber had talked to her about in her last letter!

But as the evening came, and after they’ve had their fill of all the fruits and mushrooms they harvested, it was easy to fall into that silence as the forest around them came to life under the brush.

She put down the stick she was holding.

“Lord Cyno?”

He looked up from the fire and met her eyes, nodding in acknowledgement.

“Um… I was wondering, what’s the desert like nowadays?”

It reminded her of their trip from Mondstadt, this… long silence between Cyno’s answer and her question. 

Of course, at least this time she didn’t feel like she had to entertain him because he was already doing so much for her. This time, she was just asking because…

Well, because chilly nights in the forest like these made her nostalgic.

Odd, she knew, that the cold would remind her of the desert climate, but it did. If she closed her eyes, she could still visualize a scene from her dreams that she figured came from her memories.

She and… someone, she didn’t know if it was her mother, but it was the only person she could think of that would make sense. They would huddle next to each other on a cot, and sometime in the night, they would gather up the blankets and sleep close to the fireplace instead.

It was a good dream. 

Sometimes she wonders if it really was a memory or if she’d just imagined it.

“Peaceful,” Cyno answered, now braiding his hair over his shoulder. “Aaru village especially. Last I heard from Candace, they were holding a feast for the Eremites a week from now. They’re not usually open to tourists, seeing as they’re the last stop before reaching King Deshret’s desert, but they invited me and a few of my colleagues to stop by and celebrate with them.”

“Ooh… did she say what for?”

He shrugged, “It could be anything. The education projects, for the solidarity between King Deshret and Lesser Lord Kusanali’s people, for getting back their Keepers. I didn’t ask. But she did tell me to invite anyone along if I wanted to participate.”

He eyed her for a moment, before saying, “You wanna go?”

Collei blinked. “Um…”

“I know you said you didn’t want me to bring you to the desert,” he said, in that way of his where he’s definitely trying to reassure Collei but was kind of just succeeding in unnerving her with how spot on he was. “But I won’t let anyone put you in harm’s way, and if you say yes, I’m sure Candace wouldn’t either.”

“… Who’s Candace?”

“She’s the village guardian. She does for the village what I do for the city. What you and Tighnari do for the forest. Dependable. Smart. You’ll be as safe with her as you would be with me.”

Collei nodded. “She must be someone strong, if you’re willingly dishing out praise like that…”

Cyno hummed in acknowledgement. “It takes more than just strength to protect those you cherish.”

“Then… would you mind if I came with you?”

Cyno gave her a small smile, “Only if Tighnari lets me.”

“I’m not her mother, Cyno.”

Cyno glanced away from Collei, towards Tighnari, then rolled his eyes.

Collei snorted out a laugh.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come along, Master?” She teased, looking over at Tighnari, because yes, she’s heard the stories from Tighnari himself. “It’s a little colder there this time of year.”

Tighnari waved her off, “I’ll go as far as Caravan Ribat, but you are not getting me anywhere near the desert anytime soon.”

Cyno leaned towards her. “The last time he came with me, I had to carry him back from Aaru. Even in the shade, he couldn’t stand it there. You’ll sooner convince him to come stargazing with you. But… there might be a way…”

Tighnari clicked his tongue, obviously hearing that from where he was sitting with his lamp. “I dare you.”

“Hm,” was all Cyno had to say before they all lapsed back into silence.


In the middle of their fourth night, she jolted herself out of sleep. The feeling of falling followed her, leaving her gasping.

“Water,” she whispered, hand prodding around her tent for her Vision. It was the only thing she could use as a light.

The forest in the middle of the night wasn’t as scary as it used to be, she thought as she crawled out of her tent.

When she first got here, she thought she’d never get used to it.

Think about it. 

Compared to Mondstadt’s rolling hills and fresh air, the forests of Sumeru were oppressive, tightly-clustered and an assault to all her senses— the faint smell of incense and coffee wafted from the kitchens regardless of what time it was, and the marsh below her quarters had a certain quality to it she had no words of describing. 

If she had the words for it now, she’d say that it smelled like rain, but it was constant.

She didn’t like it.

Well, used to.

After a few fumbles, she finally got her slippers on. She waved her Vision around to get her bearings.

Tighnari’s water filtration system was set up just at the edge of camp, as always. He said it was in case random travelers needed a drink as well, somewhere closer to Apam woods’ constant rains so it wouldn’t be hard for them to carry buckets to and from the rivers.

Even half-asleep, she could still hear his lecture of it, she thought with a huff, turning the faucet, hand out to catch the drops.

She’s already had a few handful of gulps when she heard it.

A rustle of leaves. 

Grass, maybe? 

On reflex, she channeled her Vision and shot out three shoots of vines with a wave of her hand, like Master Tighnari taught her in case she didn’t have her bow.

The tendrils hit the ground, and she looked up to see a purple glow of an Electro Vision. 

She blinked, lowering her hand.

Collei hissed, “Lord Cyno?! What are you doing up?”

“Tighnari heard you get up,” he whispered back, walking up to her. “Nice throw, by the way.”

“Um… sorry! I-I didn’t know it was you.”

“It’s good to be vigilant.”

She crouched back down for another drink when Cyno said nothing else.

“Do you want me to start another fire?” He asked.

Collei looked back towards the general direction of their camp. The moon shone through the foliage, illuminating the edges of things oddly. Their cooking pot and Master Tighnari’s bug repellants looked odd in the low light.

“If it’s not too much trouble…”

“It’s not,” he said. “I was getting a little cold too. Tighnari’s tail is nice and all but his feet are cold and he keeps kicking me.”

Collei felt her face heat. She didn’t think Cyno had to tell her that.

Cyno led them back to the firepit at the center of camp and lit the fire for her.

Seeing him clearly now, no wonder he was getting cold. He was dressed down again. Maybe he was used to sleeping like that?

“Um, Lord Cyno?”

Cyno looked at her, backing away from the fire to take a seat next to her.

“So… you and Master Tighnari are…?”

He blinked. “What.”

She couldn’t believe he was drawing this out. “Are you, uh, close friends or lovers or…?”

Cyno nodded slowly, processing the question.

The warmth from the fire has lulled her a little, making her feel just a little woozy. Without anything else to do, she grabbed the kettle next to the pit and replaced the pot with it. There were tea leaves somewhere… She could vaguely remember Tighnari telling her where he kept it.

In his pack, maybe?

“Tighnari and I have never talked about it,” he finally said. “We’ve gone on a few dates, you could say, but seeing as we rarely have time for ourselves, it is hard to determine whether we don’t have time to see other people or if we simply just don’t want to.”

Oh. 

She didn’t expect him to actually open up. 

“Would you, if you had the time?”

Without even hesitating, Cyno shook his head. “I know Tighnari takes a while to warm up to people, but he at least reaches out. Me, on the other hand… I’ve only ever found my closest relationships by chance.”

“Oh… I’ve never asked about how you and Master met.”

Cyno glanced back at their tents. Collei got up to tiptoe her way to Tighnari’s pack.

When she got back, Cyno was taking the kettle off the hook already, holding a hand out for the tin of tea she found.

“I’m surprised he hasn’t told you himself,” he said once she was close enough. They were still careful to keep quiet. Tighnari was a light sleeper.

“Haha… about that,” she muttered, watching him scoop the leaves into the kettle. “I didn’t realize that he knew where I came from until maybe a year in? And he never told me until I asked either. But by then, it felt a little rude to pry. Master isn’t really private about a lot of things, so I figured he should at least keep a few things to himself, right?”

“Well, we met at the Akademiya. I think you know at least that much. I was investigating him.”

Collei blinked. “What for?”

“Nothing, really. I had a gut feeling that someone so popular would be up to no good and I was wrong. He was just popular because he was cute.”

She snorted, loud. She threw a quick glance at their tents, smiling. “Really?!”

Cyno sighed, but it was fond. “You wouldn’t believe the amount of researchers who asked to take pictures with him.”

She paused. “What’s a picture?”

Cyno looked at her for a moment, then handed his task over to her before getting up from his seat. 

He grabbed something from his case from where it was strapped to the tent next to Tighnari’s pack— the same case Tighnari said had all of Cyno’s game cards— and when he came back, he had a journal with him.

He opened it at a specific page and handed over a piece of paper.

Collei’s understanding of a “picture” meant illustrations. Pencil sketches, usually. Watercolor paints, if she had time to sit down. She had a few hidden in her notes. Tighnari had beautiful illustrations of flora in his own encyclopedic notes too.

This picture was something else. It looked so realistic, but she could barely feel what material was used! The paper felt… more slippery than a book, and it reflected a bit of the light coming from their campfire. And it was the spitting image of Tighnari and Cyno, only younger, more bright-eyed, standing next to what looked to be the fountain at Pardis Dhyai, facing each other in deep conversation. 

Tighnari was speaking, she could tell by the way his hands were paused, mid-gesture. Cyno was looking on, listening attentively. Normally, Cyno’s face was intimidating and stern, but there was a softness to his features in this picture, as he listened to what Tighnari was saying. A softness Collei found herself remembering from earlier in the day…

Really though, the quality of this thing was ridiculous.

She turned it this way and that in her hands. “It looks so real!”

“Remind me to show you a Kamera sometime,” he said, and there that softness was again. She glanced away from it, fast, bringing her attention back to the picture. “This picture was taken by a journalist from The Steambird. After a lecture about consent, they gave it to me instead. By then, I’d already concluded that my suspicions of Tighnari were founded on paranoia.”

“Did Master know you were investigating him back then?”

Cyno nodded, taking the picture back and sliding it between the pages of his journal. “From the start, he was aware I was observing him, and he confronted me when he’d had enough. Luckily for me, he took it a lot better than most scholars do. Usually they get scared of me, or, if they think I’m onto something, they start running off. Even luckier than that, he was open to speaking to me after our initial meeting.”

And, because it seemed like a fun thing to do, she teased, “Did he know you thought he was cute?”

Cyno inclined his head, as if actually thinking back. “I don’t think I’ve ever told him.”

Collei took a deep breath, trying to stifle her laugh. For want of something to do, she grabbed the washed cups they’d stacked by the pit. Yawning, she said, “It seems Lesser Lord Kusanali really blessed you, with the way you talk about Master Tighnari.”

Cyno stilled at that.

She didn’t pay him any mind, pouring out the tea they’d finished steeping.

As Collei handed him his cup of tea, he said, “I am lucky to have you as well, Collei.”

 She blinked, then felt her face flush. “H-huh?”

Cyno blew over the steam from his cup. “Like I said, all my closest relationships happened by chance. When Minci sent for me, I didn’t think it would result in getting you. It’s been an honor, though I can’t take credit for what Tighnari has done for you in my stead. But… Lesser Lord Kusanali really has blessed me.”

“Oh…” She held her cup of tea between her hands. It hurt a lot more than she remembered when she used to do this. “Um… I’d say you’re the blessing between the two of us, Lord Cyno. I wouldn’t be here, living with Master Tighnari, if it weren’t for you.”

“There’s no need to flatter me. As my ward, it is my duty to give you what you need the most. And as someone who cares about you, it makes me happy to know that you’re cared for.”

Collei didn’t dare try to make him shut up. In this light, Cyno wasn’t scary or intimidating, but he was incredibly vulnerable, and that made her feel a little weird. She knew, from Tighnari’s rants, that Cyno tended to be a little blunt sometimes but this was… this was a lot!

It wasn’t bad, but it was definitely overwhelming!

Without any consideration for her current dilemma, Cyno asked, “So, things have been well at Gandharva, I take it? I’d ask your master but all he gives me are reports.”

Collei giggled at that. “Um… Things have been fine? A lot better than when I had to deal with Eleazar while keeping up with my studies and my training and all that. Sure, it’s busier with the ex-sages doing lifetime training with us, but I have more energy now than I used to!”

Cyno hummed. “That’s good. Any friends?”

She hummed. “I’m friendly, but I’m not entirely close with a lot of them. Don’t get me wrong, it’s really nice that people are nice to me and all, but I feel like… I dunno if it’s me not wanting anyone getting too close or if it was just really obvious that I had Eleazar, but apart maybe from the Traveler and Amber, I… don’t think so?”

“And you’re fine with that.” In Cyno’s tone, this was a question.

“Oh, um, sure! Yeah. I mean, I’d love to have more close friends but, y’know, like Master Tighnari, I don’t really have the time to maintain them on top of everything else I have going on. So I’m only really super close with people who check in with me from time to time.”

“Do you want to visit Amber in Mondstadt, now that you’re cured of Eleazar?”

“Can I?!”

There was a rustle of fabric from their tents at that. Collei slapped her hands over her mouth. “Sorry!” she whispered. “I mean, can I, Lord Cyno?”

Cyno was smiling, amused, “Whenever you’re free. Do you want us to be there with you, or do you think I can send the Traveler your way and let them take you to Mond for us?”

Collei waved a hand at him, “I-it’s okay if you can’t make it. I know you’re busy with the Lesser Lord and the city and all. And, um… getting Master Tighnari to leave Sumeru would be harder than taking sunsettias away from a sumpter beast—”

Cyno held a hand up, cutting her off.

“If you want us there, we’ll be there, Collei. You just need to decide if you’d rather we aren’t there so you could spend more time with your friends.”

“Oh…” She couldn’t help the smile on her face. “Well… in that case. I’m sure you and Master would love Ludi Harpastum. A-and Mond’s food is a lot less spicier than Sumeru’s, so maybe Master Tighnari really will enjoy it!”

“… I’m sure he will.”





3. Chapter 3
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“Are you sure you shouldn’t at least come back to Gandharva just to resupply?” asked Tighnari as Cyno tamped out the rest of the firepit.

“We can resupply at Ribat. If you want, you can come with us just so you can oversee what we’ll be bringing to the desert. Have one last meal with Collei until the next time you see us again.”

Tighnari’s tail swished low, back and forth. Collei’s only clue to whether or not he was pissed was his ears, and they were flicking to and fro, which meant that he was deep in thought, not annoyed at the implication that he was being too much.

“Well… seeing as neither Shirin nor Ashpazi have sent the emergency duskbird, I guess I could make the trek out to Ribat with you. But that’s as far as I go!”

Cyno stepped away from the pit, waving at Collei to walk with them. “I won’t pressure you to come to Aaru with us,” he said but from the look he sent Collei, it seemed like he was lying.

“And I won’t let you,” Tighnari emphasized.

There was a tiny pinch from the back of her neck, a phantom pain from Cyno’s ritual. Collei clutched at her nape as they walked.

She had asked Cyno to check the seals for her that morning. It was good to have that out of the way in case they get a little too busy on the way to Aaru, or a little too busy after.

Since being cured of Eleazar, she’d been getting a little more… restless, more prone to getting out of bed in the middle of the night like she’d done a few nights ago.

While she appreciated the burst of energy— especially when she was getting into a really good book the Traveler had let her borrow— it scared her a little.

Was this normal, for people without Eleazar? To just have this surplus of motivation and time on their hands?

She appreciated that she didn’t have to worry about dropping delicate and important things, she loved that she didn’t have to portion out what she needed to do in order to conserve her energy! While before, there were entire days where she’d fear that a moment of paralysis would be permanent, now she doesn’t have to worry at all!

It’s great!

This was practically the best thing that’s ever happened to her since meeting Amber.

But all good things had their downsides.

Right?

There had to be.

…

Turns out, her worry was a little unfounded. 

There was no resurgence of black fire and pain. With nothing else tamping it down, all that Archon residue was giving her was even more excess energy, an alluring show of power from the black fire in her. It was enticing her to draw it out from its bindings.

“The seal won’t break,” Cyno reassured her that morning as he erased the circles with the sharp sides of his spear. “But if it ever worries you, just have Tighnari send for me, and I’ll be at Gandharva as soon as I’m able.”

So it seemed these ugly parts of her that reared their heads from time to time were just that: parts of her. 

It wasn’t Archon residue, it wasn’t Eleazar. It was just her. Little Collei, embittered by a life of misfortunes, unable to adjust to this new life of luxuries.

“So, what do you dream about?”

That question was from Tighnari, as they crested the hill for a safer path towards Caravan Ribat.

Collei blinked. 

“Me?”

He nodded, “You asked us the other day, didn’t you? Was there any reason for that?”

“Oh! Um… Well, I guess I have had this one dream I keep having. Usually I forget most of it when I wake up, but… I remember bits and parts. In my dream, I’m in someone’s arms, and they’re trying to force my shivers away. I don’t know if it’s because I do feel cold, or if it’s because I’m sick in my dreams, or if I’ve been startled from nightmares of monsters getting me. But sometimes we move from bed to huddle next to a fireplace. And there, I’d fall asleep while they sang to me. And when I wake up, sometimes I’m… I just remember this tune.”

Clearing her throat, she hummed the song. She never remembered the lyrics, but she knew the song at least. A simple melody that wouldn’t be out of place in a nursery rhyme. 

To her surprise, Cyno followed her tune perfectly.

She turned as she walked. “Lord Cyno, you know it too?”

He nodded, “I’ve heard the Lesser Lord humming it when I come in to debrief with her once every month. I’ve never asked. I thought maybe she made it up.”

“Perhaps she did,” Tighnari pointed out. “Perhaps Lesser Lord Kusanali was visiting you in your dreams, Collei.”

Collei turned back around with a scoff. “No way.”

“It’s not outside the realm of possibility,” he pointed out, in full lecture mode as he always was when Collei was feeling particularly bratty. “After all, we both have earned her approval. The proof is hanging by our hips.”

“Then has she ever visited your dreams, Master?”

“Considering he only dreams about work, I don’t think so,” Cyno said, dry in a way that Collei knew he was joking.

“Who said I only ever dreamed about work? I mentioned one recurring dream, that doesn’t mean I have it every night.”

Cyno raised a brow at that. “Then what do you dream of more often than work?”

“You know the center of the Withering?” Tighnari pointed at the horizon, past a Statue of Lesser Lord Kusanali, at a place that, from where Collei stood, was emanating gray lifelessness. He had that tone of voice, like he was about to launch into one of his monologues, except this wasn’t about plants and Collei actually wanted to hear about all of it. 

“Scholars believe it’s called Vanarana. It’s where Sumeru City used to be before the calamity that took the Lesser Lord’s memory and power. Sometimes, I dream that it’s alive.”

“Woah… what’s it look like?”

“Hm… you can’t see it from here, but there’s a place far north of Dharma Forest, the farthest north you can get upriver, where there are giant stalks of sprouts, as big as the mushrooms in Mawtiyima Forest. Vanarana looks a little like that, with houses hanging off the sides of the large trees and stalks, like they do in Gandharva.

“Sometimes, I dream I’m a hunter with a lighter shade of fur, and that I’m one of the best there is. This is before the dream turns into a nightmare. When it does, it’s after Lesser Lord Kusanali exhausts her power, and I abandon the hunt for some kind of… revenge quest. I don’t remember much of the details. It turns a little frantic after that. But the parts I do remember are vivid and surreal.”

“Sounds like quite the story,” Collei said. “Do you think you could draw those houses, Master?”

“Not any better than Kaveh could. I illustrate plants, not architecture.”

Cyno walked ahead of them, “I should let you talk to the Lesser Lord herself. It sounds like she’d really want to have you over just to talk about your dreams. If you’re lucky, she’ll even serve you halva.”

Tighnari waved him off, “Only if she asks for me. Otherwise, don’t bother. She’s got better things to focus on than some old forest watcher’s dreams.”


A tall, broad man approached them once they entered Caravan Ribat. Collei would have been too focused on gawking at the Wall of Samiel if it weren’t for his booming voice. “General Mahamatra! It’s been a while, sir!”

“At ease, Luxembarbo,” Cyno ordered. “I’m on leave, no need to be so formal.”

“Oh, vacationing to Aaru with the family?”

Collei very pointedly walked away before Luxembarbo got an answer to that question.

The Wall of Samiel… 

She’s only ever heard about it from stories and Futuh, Tuman, and Yohanan, when the mercenaries could spare the time to have polite conversation with her. She’s seen a few illustrations too, from the encyclopedias Tighnari borrowed from the House of Daena to show her.

And to think… This really was the power of the great Dendro Archon, manifested into looming walls of tree bark, hugging the forest by the desert.

She wished she could show Amber something like this. Collei wondered if she’s ever seen anything like it before. Maybe she should write about it in her next letter. Oh… she just hoped she could capture just how good it looked on paper!

“A little breathtaking, isn’t it?”

Collei startled, and looked up, up, and up beside her to see a very pretty mercenary in blaring red clothes. She seemed intimidating, but her casual way of speaking signaled to Collei that she was friendly.

“Uh, yeah, haha. It’s my first time seeing all this in person.”

“I could tell,” the mercenary said. “You’re from here though, right?”

This was where, if Collei were in Gandharva Ville, she’d have her canned reply at the ready.


Forest Ranger Trainee Collei, reporting!


Buuuuut, she was on vacation, so instead, she stammered, “Y-yeah! I’m a forest ranger. I-in-training. I’m usually all the way over in Gandharva Ville, near the Chasm? So… seeing the Wall this up close is a little new to me. Um. I’m Collei! And you are…?”

“Nice to meet you, Collei,” the mercenary said. “The name’s Dehya. You can probably tell but I’m a mercenary, so if you ever need a tour guide, just say the word.”

“Oh, thank you! But, um… I’m here with my… guardians? Haha.”

“Dehya.”

Dehya blinked, then looked over Collei’s head. Her face brightened in recognition. “Cyno! It’s been a while. I thought Candace was kidding when she said you were coming to tomorrow’s party.”

Collei turned, then looked between them as Cyno crossed his arms. “You know Lord Cyno?”

Dehya smiled at her, “Of course! We saved Lesser Lord Kusanali from the sages together, after all.” 

They did?

When she turned to Cyno, he gave her a nod.

Woah…

Dehya looked behind them, brows raised, “I see… so you’re here with Tighnari too. Glad to know there’ll be more of us than usual, then.”

“I can’t speak for the others, but I’ve brought anyone willing to come. And you? Is Lady Dunyarzad with you as well?” Cyno asked.

She shook her head, “My lady went ahead. No doubt Candace has been talking her up and down about all sorts of things.”

“Hm.”

She looked between all three of them, as if sizing them up for something. Collei shifted from where she stood, wondering if this was going to take long. Her back was starting to ache. 

“So, you’re Collei’s guardians, huh? I didn’t take you two for the parenting types.”

Collei swallowed a scream. “Th-they’re not my parents! Um, they just… look after me. I’m kind of an orphan? But it’s no big deal. Guardians though, um, not. Not parents.”

Dehya blinked down at her, then smiled. “Oh, sorry for assuming.”

“It’s okay… So, how do you know Master Tighnari?”

Dehya mouthed the word master for a moment, before shrugging and saying, “We met at Pardis Dhyai. Cyno recommended that the Traveler and I go talk to him before the siege for Lesser Lord Kusanali. We fought well together, kept the Fatui away from that scholar lady.” She looked at Tighnari. “How is she these days, by the way?”

Tighnari answered, “Thanks for remembering her. Haypasia’s fine. She’s back to her studies again.”

“Cool… And you?”

“I’ve long since healed. Don’t worry.”

Dehya shook her head. “Hey, you’re lucky you got off with a scar. Lightning strikes are no joke so. Don’t go thinking the worry is unfounded.”

Tighnari sighed, tone dismissive when he said, “I know. I get enough between you, the Traveler, and this one over here.”

“Your heart could have stopped,” Cyno said, elbowing his side. After giving Collei a quick glance— perhaps he could see the desperation mounting from her general direction— he said, “Now, I think it’s about time we had an early supper before resupplying. It’ll take us a while with Tighnari wanting to haggle with every vendor in the vicinity.”


“Are you sure you don’t want to come with, Tighnari?” Dehya asked, adjusting Collei’s pack over her shoulder. Collei had tried to foist it away from her, but Dehya had a height and muscle mass advantage. Now, all she had was her quiver strapped to her back and…

“Not you too,” Tighnari said with some disdain. “I can’t stand the desert heat, alright? Just have fun, bring me something nice back, and send your friends my regards.”

“It’s already nighttime,” Cyno pointed out. “You won’t faint on the road over, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

Tighnari’s tail swished back and forth, displeased by this development. It was obvious he was thinking about what he’d said that afternoon about not letting Cyno convince him into going into the desert.

Collei knew this was a losing battle though. And if she knew it, then Tighnari definitely knew it.

In the past two or three years they’ve known each other, Collei had never known Tighnari to turn down a genuine request from the people he cherished. After all, that was how she’d learned archery and watercolor painting, and that, apparently, was how he and Cyno started dating at all.

She caught Cyno and Dehya exchanging looks over Tighnari’s ears. She cleared her throat, fumbling with the gift she was trying desperately to keep hidden behind her, “Um… I’m sure it’ll mean a lot to Lord Cyno if you were there with us, Master.”

Tighnari looked at her, eyes widening a bit, as if just remembering that he had to be a little more prim and proper since Collei was watching. As if Collei hasn’t had to help him out of swamp muck and whatever the dirt in Withering zones were made of. As if he hasn’t had to sit through her red-faced tantrums when she used to have difficult days.

There were times, of course, when she appreciated his effort. Times when she was scared out of her mind and needed him to be the calm and reliable General Watchleader, when Eleazar humbled her to near humiliating degrees and Tighnari took it to stride and never mentioned it.

But they were on vacation, at the edge of the forest and the desert, with nothing in Collei’s mind but grim determination to see this idea of ‘indulging her spirit’s cravings’ through. And she wasn’t gonna lie, a large part of her that was grateful for every good thing in her life leading up to that moment had a need for Tighnari to finally, finally, let loose for a while.

And if that meant trying to convince him to come with them, then so be it.

After a bit of fumbling, she stammered out, “I’d really like you to be there too. That way, we can go look at some cacti at night and collect some ajilenakh nuts to make preserves for everyone back home! Or get you samples of plants you like?”

Tighnari’s tail speed slowed significantly.

She pulled out her gift from where she’d been hiding it behind her back. “Mm… I was planning to just leave this on your pack for you when you checked into the inn, but Lord Cyno said you might just give it away to lost and found if I didn’t tell you so… Here, I got you this!”

It was a Liyuen parasol, plain red in color. Practical and lighter than it looked. Collei figured if anything else, at least Tighnari wouldn’t have to waste any more of his drying oil on his way back from Ribat to Pardis Dhyai.

“Collei…” Tighnari said, touched and a tinge teary-eyed, holding the parasol out between them. “You didn’t have to.”

“I-it’s really nothing! I just wanted to give you something as thanks for… um. Well, everything, really. I figured getting you a book on plants that you’ve probably already read was out of the question out here in Ribat, so I got you something more practical!”

A sniffle startled her out of her speech, and she looked over to see Dehya wiping at her eyes.

“Um…?”

“Thank you, Collei,” Tighnari said, voice as soft and comforting as she always knew it to be. Then, after a moment, he took a deep breath and said, “Fine… I’ll come with you to Aaru village.”

Dehya pumped in the air in victory.

Tighnari turned, poking a finger at Cyno’s chest, “But I am not going out on expeditions in the middle of the day.” 

“I won’t let you even if you wanted to,” Cyno said, solemn, but his tone was fond. “I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.”

Tighnari sneered at him, but it was all a farce, if the blush on his face was any indication. “Nn, don’t rub it in. Let me just get a message back to the other forest watchers that Collei and I are taking extended leave.”


Notes for the Chapter:
if the link doesn’t work, the melody that keeps repeating in collei’s dreams is the track “fresh breezes of dawn” from the sumeru soundtrack.

and, just for fun, tighnari’s old vanarana dream is based on a theory i have that the viridiscent venerer (the hero from the artifact set of the same name, who just so happens to have a lot more lore in tighnari’s best in slot weapon, the hunter’s path) was a valuka shuna. i think the way i phrased the theory was, “adopted by the dendro archon, thinks of the afterlife as an endless plain, GREEN” (all indicators of valuka shuna after king deshret’s death)






4. Chapter 4

Summary for the Chapter:
She could do this.

 Be around that many people? Yeah…

… Right?





“Well met, everyone, and welcome to our village. I’m Candace. It’s so good to meet friends of Lord Cyno’s.”

Candace was really nice and really pretty, and Aaru village was about as breathtaking as the Wall, and Collei didn’t know what Tighnari was on about when he said it was already a little warm when they entered the desert, it was just fine! It was just as cold as the forest was!

Anyway, she was so adding this to the list of things to tell Amber about.

It was just all so different from the forest, so much so that it was a little difficult to imagine that it only took them a few hours’ trek from Caravan Ribat up to there.

“I’ve talked to Alhaitham,” Cyno told Candace. “He says he’ll take a raincheck. Apparently some financing logistics needed his attention at the last minute.”

Dehya called from the other side of the clearing, by the Statue of Lesser Lord Kusanali, “That’s a load of crap!”

Raising his volume a little, Cyno replied, “That’s what I told him. But that’s the story he stuck to.” To Candace, he said, “I figured if he didn’t want to join, I’d rather not force him. The last few times we spoke as a unit, he was never one for camaraderie.”

Candace shook her head, smiling, “I don’t mind. I’m just glad we have most of the main players in attendance.”

Collei looked around wildly at that, trying to spot a head of blond hair from where she stood by Tighnari’s side. “You mean, the Traveler made it too?”

Candace laughed, “Yes. They usually do, so I expect they’ll be here just as the feast starts tomorrow evening. Please, let’s take this conversation to my abode. I’m sure you’re all tired from your journey.”

They made their way up, up, up past the rest of the village. From the vantage point of what seemed to be Candace’s home, she could see the way the streets were decorated in different colored flags, all of Aaru’s residents milling about: Eremites, the exiled scholars called Village Keepers, old people, young people.

It reminded Collei a bit of Mondstadt during her first and last Ludi Harpastum, the excitement thrumming through the crowd.

She’s never been around so many people before then. 

Now though… 

The last time she was around a crowd of this size or… maybe less? 

She was standing by the gates of Sumeru City, waiting for Tighnari to finish a supply run for that one time Amir got sick and all the other rangers were busy. They had to rent a sumpter beast on the way back, and that was probably one of the only times she’s ever gotten to ride on top of a sumpter beast before.

The ride was a lot more memorable than standing in the bustling downtown of Sumeru City.

Aaru’s crowds weren’t that big though… 

She could do this.

 Be around that many people? Yeah…

… Right?

“Our main festivities will be held a little further into the desert tomorrow evening,” Candace explained as they entered her house. “From what you’ve seen, the village isn’t really used to holding so many people at once, and I doubt there’s enough space down there to hold our villagers, any visitors, and the Eremites all at the same time. 

“The structure of the cliff-face itself only held during the recent earthquake due to the assistance of the Dendro Archon, so we’re not willing to risk any more than that.”

As they relieved themselves of their packs and weapons, Candace served them water. “So, I’ve introduced myself. If I may take a guess…” She gestured towards Tighnari first, “You must be the Forest Watcher, Tighnari and you…” she looked at Collei, nodding, “you would be Miss Collei, correct?”

She nodded shyly, looking up at Tighnari and Cyno for help.

“I’m surprised word about the forest rangers have reached this far,” Tighnari noted. “Had you known about me due to some of my assistance with rescuing Lesser Lord Kusanali, I wouldn’t have questioned it, but that is incredibly specific.”

Cyno shifted in his stance, aiming his body away from Collei and Tighnari as Candace said, “Oh, it never used to reach this far. But as Lord Cyno frequently stops by before leaving the desert, that has changed significantly from none to two, at most.”

Tighnari hummed in that way Collei knew he was going to use this to make fun of Cyno later. “I see… Well, I hope you’ve heard nothing but good things.”

“Only the best,” Candace said with a sly quirk to her smile.

“Enough,” Cyno said gruffly. Collei suspected, had he been a tad lighter skinned, she would’ve seen him blush.

The door behind them opened again.

In walked a significantly dressed up woman, her skirt long and flowing, her sleeves reaching her wrists, wearing jewelry Collei knew would have cost more than her current savings times five. 

Following close behind her was Dehya.

“… just have to see what the results say,” she turned and saw all four of them in the room, then smiled brightly. “Oh! Everyone’s here!”

“Lady Dunyarzad,” Cyno said. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Oh, please, no need to be so formal!” Dunyarzad said with a wave of a hand. “I know none of us are here in any formal capacity apart from Candace, since she’s the host. Dunyarzad is fine.”

“… of the Homayani family?” Tighnari asked, sounding mildly surprised.

Dunyarzad shrugged, a sheepish look on her face. “The one and only. I’m here as Dehya’s plus one.”

Collei blinked, “Then how come she was at Ribat with us?”

Dehya took a seat at one of the chairs by the entryway, pulling her bootstraps off. “I was settling something between the Eremites and the Corps of Thirty before the celebration. Things have changed but you can’t be too careful, right?”

All serious, Cyno asked, “Was there any trouble?”

“Nothing I couldn’t handle, grumpy,” Dehya dismissed. She and Cyno must have been closer than she thought if she was this dismissive of the General Mahamatra himself. “I just wanted to clear things with Luxembarbo in case. Both his and Rahman’s guys can get a little rough with each other due to their history. It can’t be helped and it sure as hell can’t be erased. And with you bringing random scholars here to Aaru yourself, apart from the official plans, some of the Eremites have been a little antsy.”

“Right, about that,” Candace said, bringing the attention back to her. “I’m sorry for not informing anyone before implementing those changes.”

Collei couldn’t help but notice the way everyone listened to her when she spoke. She hoped she could be like that one day too.

As she gestured for them to follow them down a hall to the side, she continued, “Cyno was helping me with some things around the village. I needed someone to look into renovating a few of the public utility buildings, repurpose a few empty warehouses to use as classrooms for the Eremites and villagers. Cyno had a few recommendations, so I let him bring them in. For example, this building and nearly all of the houses in the village have been given better insulation. Rahman doesn’t need to worry. In fact, I hope they can all personally thank Mister Kaveh and his friends with a drink or two the next time he comes over.”

“That man sure gets around,” Tighnari said under his breath.

Collei stifled a laugh.

Candace opened the second door down the hall, and stepped aside to show a room with two beds, with lush-looking rugs and plants Collei has never seen before in vases and pinned up on the walls. It was like home away from home, really. 

Tighnari gestured for her to go in, letting her walk past him to observe more of the room.

It was a lot stuffier than she was used to— the open windows in her quarters in Gandharva let the open air flow freely— but as she avoided stepping on the lush carpets with her traveling boots, it was just as cozy as the rest of Candace’s home.

“This is really nice, Miss Candace!”

“Thank you, Miss Collei, I’m glad you like it. Because you’ll be sharing this room with Cyno and Tighnari for the remainder of your stay. Dehya and Dunyarzad are just down the hall, they’ll be rooming with the Traveler and Paimon, when those two arrive. Uncle Anpu and Uncle Belkacem, the house owners, are both light sleepers so they’ll be at the far end of the hall.”

“It is very gracious of you to let us all stay at your home, Candace,” Tighnari said. “We’ll try not to be too much of a bother.”

“Please, it’s my pleasure. You don’t know how long I’ve been haranguing Lord Cyno to bring these friends he’s so fond of splurging honeyed dates and other sweets on. A friend of a friend, and all that.”

Collei sat down on the carpet and started prying her boots off. “I’m taking the bed by the window!”

“All the better,” Cyno said. “If all goes accordingly, Tighnari won’t be up until past noon.”

Tighnari sat down next to Collei and started pulling off his own boots, “I’d like to see you try, General.”

“Whoa, hey! Not around the kid!” Dehya shouted from the other room. Dunyarzad’s laugh, though muffled, followed suit.

Collei looked between the door, then at Tighnari. 

Tighnari only shook his head as if to say, Don’t ask.


“So this is where these came from,” Tighnari muttered, careful not to tear the leaf of the shrub he was crouching over. “I remember you bringing samples of these in exchange for notes. You never told me what they were for.”

In hindsight, maybe giving Tighnari coffee so late into the night was a terrible idea. Sure, he was always taking the graveyard shift from Rana or Amir, but… 

“You’re worrying,” Cyno muttered from her side.

Collei threw her hands up, “I just. Can’t help it!”

He shook his head, “It just means you care. But he’ll be fine, he’s a big fox now.”

Collei closed her eyes, trying to deny ever having heard those words come out of Cyno’s mouth.

“Get it?”

“Mm.”

In a louder voice, Cyno said, “Hey, what did I say about putting things in your mouth?”

“It’s bitter,” Tighnari shot back, surprised.

Collei opened her eyes just in time to see Cyno trudge over and grab the red fruit from Tighnari’s grasp. “These berries are for dyeing textile, skin, and hair, not eating.”

“Oh.” Tighnari’s brows furrowed, staring down at the berry in Cyno’s hand. “But there’s so much moisture in it. I’m sure if you’re ever stranded between oases, you can just pluck one right off a cactus and bite off a chunk.”

“Your tongue is orange.”

Collei laughed when, just as Cyno had said that, Tighnari stuck out his own tongue and tried to look down at it, going a little cross-eyed in the process. He made an open-mouthed sound that probably was him going, “Really?”

Surely enough, it was a little orange.

“That’ll start fading in a few days,” Cyno said, but Collei couldn’t tell whether he was kidding or not.

Tighnari shrugged, already turning away, “Worth it.”

“If I see you try to taste another—”

“Hey! You three!”

They all turned to face the speaker.

Collei gasped, “Traveler! Paimon!”

The Traveler waved as they walked over, looking over their little party of three. “Dehya told us you’d be around here.”

Paimon yawned, tilting a little too wildly as she floated, “I’m just glad we found you before I passed out. Sheesh, it’s late.”

“Candace said you wouldn’t be here till tomorrow!” Collei said, looking between the two of them. “How’ve you been?”

The Traveler shrugged, “Taking commissions from the Akademiya, mostly. Exploring the ruins, sometimes.”

Paimon sprouted upright, then hid behind their head. “Uh oh! Cyno’s gotten that look on his face. I forgot how scary you could be!”

“We were being safe, Cyno,” they said, pulling their hair out of Paimon’s grasp. “You’re welcome in advance, by the way. I found a few Fatui camps while running around, and they were definitely not there legally. You don’t have to know where they went, just know that they’re gone.”

“Reassuring,” Tighnari remarked sarcastically.

Collei glanced to see if he really was reassured, but he was actually turned around, trying to pluck another berry from the cactus behind him. Cyno, on the other hand, remained steadily unimpressed by the Traveler, none the wiser.

“No, actually. Breach of procedure is not reassuring. Regardless of how safe you were, as the General Mahamatra, I can’t condone—”

Collei held her hands up, “I-it’s probably fine, Lord Cyno. Besides, we’re on vacation! You’re not allowed to think about things like that or else you’ll get Master thinking about work again. Oh, and, Master Tighnari, if that berry turns your tunic orange, I am not helping you wash it out. I’m sorry.”

Cyno was quick to turn, then. 

And so, the struggle for the berry began, just as Collei suspected it would.

“Phew, Paimon thought he’d never ease up. Thanks, Collei!”

“So. You’re on vacation?” The Traveler asked her.

“Yeah, Paimon could hardly believe her ears. I don’t think I’ve ever even seen Tighnari take a break before, and we’ve seen him get struck by lightning! And… we can’t really count Cyno’s reinstatement feast when it was just one night!”

“We’ve been on vacation for the past week, actually.” Collei told them. “Just earlier, we were camping in the forests between Pardis Dhyai and Apam Woods. Initially we were going to go home after that, but Lord Cyno invited me to the celebration feast for tomorrow night, and I managed to convince Master Tighnari to come with us.”

“Whoa… we didn’t even know you knew Cyno that well,” Paimon said. “We know he’s friends with Tighnari and all but…”

“Oh, um… I forgot to tell you, huh.” Collei fidgeted with her hands, glancing over to see that Tighnari had moved on to yet another plant. Cyno now had two berries in his hands and a hint of fond exasperation to his face. “Lord Cyno was actually the one who brought me to Master Tighnari after Mondstadt. We don’t see each other a lot because of his job, so I’m kind of glad we got to do this together! And it’s a good time for them to catch up with each other too, after everything that just happened.”

The Traveler sent an amused glance over. “They do seem to be enjoying themselves. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Tighnari so… manic about something before.”

“Paimon has! Remember when we asked Tighnari about Sumeru roses and he kept talking for two entire minutes?”

They gave her an unimpressed look, “You’re just saying that because you felt like you had nothing to add to that conversation.”

Collei laughed, “You mean when he’s in lecture mode?”

“See, Collei even has a name for it!”

She giggled. “No, I think the Traveler’s right, though. It might be because we just let him drink coffee for the night.”


In a moment of pure self-indulgence she had asked for this.

It was late in the afternoon now. They had spent an entire day idling away, something Collei hasn’t been able to do since recovering from Eleazar, and she suspected Tighnari had chosen not to do since getting struck by lightning. 

But they had spent that day chatting with friends, sleeping in, and just being indoors in general.

It was refreshing.

And so was the bath she got to take.

And so was asking for this: having Tighnari comb through the knots in her hair, sitting on the floor as he sat on the bed, his legs a warm press around her sides.

He used to do this when she was still new in Gandharva, because she rarely ever remembered to bathe herself. So, to correct the habit, Tighnari scheduled it for twice a week and took care of her after.

When she got used to remembering, the routine stopped. But there were the rare times, when her illness really took the toll, when Tighnari put it upon himself to really pamper her like he always did when he was worried about her but didn’t want to show it.

“Collei, could I ask you something?”

She opened her eyes, not remembering when she’d closed them. “Hm?”

“When… when this all started, did you join the rangers because you wanted to, or because you thought you had to?”

Tighnari kept combing through her hair as she pondered over the question.

Instead of thinking of an answer, she put hand on his leg. 

Tighnari stopped.

Collei turned in her seat to look up at him. “Why are you asking this?”

Tighnari lowered his hands. Collei could tell from this angle that he was trying not to let his ears droop.

She tried to meet his eyes. “Are you asking me to leave?”

“No!” Tighnari shook his head, vehement. “No, that’s not it. I… I just wanted to know if you always wanted this. And if you want it to keep going. Your grades are doing well, Collei. In the span of two years you went from complete illiteracy to being able to read fiction novels on your own. And that was really all Cyno wanted me to give you. But when you asked me if you could join the Forest Rangers… There’s no other way of putting this but… I always had the feeling that you were really just doing it so you wouldn’t feel useless around Gandharva.”

Collei looked away from him then, guilt creeping up and pinching the back of her neck.

Tighnari continued, “And you never were! Really. From the start, I never expected you to have to give back. I know the feeling of wanting to, of feeling like you’re not contributing, of not giving it your all when everyone around you seems to be working so hard for something. It can be isolating. It can be really lonely, Collei. So I understand why you would have wanted to join the rangers. And you’ve been such a huge help since. But did you really want that or did you just feel like you had to?”

“I don’t— I don’t get it. Of course I wanted to. Why else would I do it?”

“Collei, look at me.”

She looked up at him, nearly flinched when he reached out to brush her hair away from her face, gentle and searing. “You could do anything you want now. I’m not saying that you shouldn’t stay or that you have to leave. But if you want to, I’ll understand your choice. I would never hate you for wanting more for yourself.”

“But… What if I want to stay and study under you some more!”

“And you want to just keep doing that?”

“For as long as I can!”

Tighnari leaned forward, putting his hands on her arms and nudging her up.

Obliging, she stood and let him direct her to sit beside him on the bed, eye to eye, face to face. “I’ll be your Master for as long as you need me, Collei, but I can’t teach you everything there is to know about the world. You can set out and find out for yourself. You could go to Liyue and master cooking or join a martial arts school, you could go back to Mondstadt to learn to be an outrider like Amber, like you used to say.”

Collei felt her face warm at the mention of her childish dreams. “I was just saying that…”

Tighnari huffed, a silent laugh. “I know. It was a big dream of yours, and, well, you could do it when you think you’re able. I’m just saying that if you want to stay in Sumeru— stay in Gandharva with me, even— you don’t have to be a ranger. Like… here, entertain the thought for a second: If you were going to study at the Akademiya, what would you want to do?”

Collei made a face. “I would never want to be a scholar, Master. What you do is pretty important work but writing papers…? I think I’d leave that to you.”

Tighnari nodded, “That’s fair. But let it sink in. You could study the stars, the ley lines, history, old machines, you can even try to be a medic. Or, if you want, you can be a Matra like Cyno.”

“I don’t think people would be intimidated by me…”

Like clockwork, Tighnari said, “People who are intimidated by Cyno aren’t scared of him because he has a grumpy face, it’s because they know they’ll get punished for doing the wrong thing.”

Collei laughed at that, remembering Paimon’s fears just last night.

“You could even… I dunno, join the Adventurer’s Guild and take commissions for the Akademiya. You’re a good fighter, you’re good with people, and you know the forest better than most of the adventurers they’ve got on hand right now. And that way, you could venture out here into the desert too and not be stuck in Avidya all the time. 

“You’ve got the rest of your life to dream about these things, Collei. You don’t have to stick to being a ranger just because that’s how you started out.”

Collei looked at her hands, fidgeting.

She knew he was right, of course, but…

“Just think about it, alright?”

“… Okay, Master Tighnari.”





5. Chapter 5

Summary for the Chapter:

Please, Lesser Lord Kusanali, Lord Barbatos, anyone, someone. If you’re listening to my prayers, what should I do?






Collei could feel the drumbeats in her chest, the chatter and laughter around her on her skin. The festivities were not grand, but they were fun. There were sword and flame dancers by one bonfire, a storyteller surrounded by children by another, and couples and friends dancing in unison by another. There was a long table full of food that everyone was invited to partake in.

If she remembered correctly, Dehya and Dunyarzad had grabbed Tighnari and Cyno into the rush of the dancing couples and friends. Perhaps Dehya had a few drinks in her, and maybe she’d convinced the latter two into getting a few too. But from where she sat, Collei could still hear the pleasant sound of Dunyarzad’s joy and laughter from across the venue.

Above her, the moon was high and bright, and so too were the smiles of the people around her.

And there was no wonder that spirits were so high. Not when it opened with Candace’s speech.

“Aaru village has stood as the last border between the forest and King Deshret’s throne for many centuries. But now, we stand as one with the forest. In attendance today are Lesser Lord Kusanali’s followers along with King Deshret’s own, a truly commendable achievement of camaraderie that none of our forebears would have possibly fathomed. So I would like to thank everyone here for being a part of this historical moment, and to invite you to enjoy our union for generations to come.”

It was a great speech, one that made Collei, small and insignificant Collei, feel like she was a part of something bigger than herself.

She’d never been around so many people just being happy together before, not since her last Ludi Harpastum.

Thinking about it then, Collei thought maybe Tighnari was right.

She had her whole life to dream of more. In the meantime, she’d known so little… yet had suffered through so much.

Why had she even asked to be invited to this party if she wasn’t going to enjoy it herself?

The food was heavenly, the atmosphere was great. If Collei weren’t out of sorts, she wouldn’t even notice how out of place she felt.

When she’d asked Cyno about the desert, it was because she had wanted… answers.

Cyno said that he tried to replicate whatever feeling he felt from his dreams. That there was no reason to deny a spirit’s cravings.

Collie just wanted to feel… grounded. Focused. Like she could close her eyes and know without a shadow of a doubt that she’d get to open them again. Like she’d felt in the arms of… whoever that was in her dreams, her mother, her father— it didn’t matter.

The desert cold and the warmth of the party kept her there, but she still felt… helpless. Lost.

It wasn’t the Archon residue, it wasn’t Eleazar.

It was just her.

What would it take to get rid of it?

A clean slate? A new hobby?


Please, Lesser Lord Kusanali, Lord Barbatos, anyone, someone. If you’re listening to my prayers, what should I do?


As if in answer, a breeze blew past her, making her shiver in her seat on top of the rock she’d perched herself on, right at the edge of the festivities, closer than ever to the looming tomb of some long-dead god.

She looked up at the moon, full and bright against the splash of stars across the horizon.

“Enjoying the party?” She looked away from the distant oasis to see the Traveler approaching, shielding their eyes from windswept grains of sand.

“The atmosphere is amazing,” she said, a non-answer, she knew, but it was all she could offer them. She tried for a weak smile, to make up for the weak answer, looking around the party as she said, “Really makes you think what’s gonna happen moving forward.”

The Traveler settled down beside her, humming to themself. “And you?”

Collei looked at them.

“What do you think is going to happen moving forward?”

“Oh. Haha. I, uh… I don’t know much about stuff like this. History, I mean. I know there used to be some bad blood with the people who lived in the desert—”

“You know that wasn’t what I meant, Collei.”

This Traveler was different.

Or, Collei assumed so.

Really, when she thought about it, she barely spent any time with the Traveler as they were. The Traveler she knew had saved a city from a dragon, had saved another from a sea monster. The Traveler had saved a city from its own god, had saved a god from her own city.

What little time she’d spent with them was spent hiding herself, talking about things that weren’t her, just so she could feel some sort of connection without getting hurt.

And as it stood, the Traveler had never really been alone with her either. Usually Paimon was with them, or they were with other people. So it was rare that they’d get a moment like this, where they could just be, together.

Meeting their eyes— had they always had that tinge of green in them?— knowing and patient, Collei tried to understand why they’d agree to be friends with her in the first place.

Who would even want to?

Sad, lonely, indecisive, ungrateful Collei.

She hugged her knees close, looking up at the moon again. “I don’t know what’s coming next. And I’m a little scared of that. So much of what has held me back from being myself is gone now, and I feel lost because of it. I mean,” she laughed, though there was no humor behind it, “So much of my life has been formed by Eleazar. I was given away, experimented on. I’ve killed people, did you know that? I never tell anyone that.

“All of that happened because I had Eleazar. But now… Eleazar is gone. I’m cured. And I’m supposed to be happy about it. I’m supposed to be glad the very thing that was calling the shots for me is gone. But all that’s left is the scars it left behind.”

She clenched her jaw, thought already swarming in the silence between her words and whatever the Traveler was going to say next.

Why had she told them that? This was a party! The Traveler was probably just being polite and here she was, being gloomy—

The Traveler raised their hands, arms open.

Collei leaned towards them, let them wrap an arm around her in comfort. The Traveler hooked their chin over her head, letting her lean her head against their shoulder.

“So, heal,” they said, gentle and kind. “Heal and grow stronger. You are more than just your Eleazar, Collei. You always have been. You are one of the most tenacious people I know. And it is going to take time but you will inevitably be able to make peace with yourself the further you get.”

This Traveler was different.

They were benevolent in a way Amber wasn’t, considerate and open in a way she hasn’t seen from Paimon’s companion.

Wait, where was Paimon?

Maybe it was obvious from her silence, this mounting suspicion and fear. Because then, the Traveler said, “I’m sorry for approaching you this way, Collei. But I did ask the Traveler this time.”

She dropped her hands on the rock between them, leaning away slowly to study them. Weary but not scared.

They only gave her that same smile, knowing and patient. “You could say we’re… old friends, you and I. We’ve met before. In a hundred different dreams, under a hundred different moons, just like this one. From the moment you left until you came back to Sumeru, I’ve always been with you.”

Then, they hummed.

That exact tune and melody, the one in Collei’s dreams, the one in Collei’s memories.

“… Lesser Lord Kusanali?”

The Traveler— or, well, Lesser Lord Kusanali giggled, then put a finger up to her lips. “Let’s keep it our little secret. I wanted to see King Deshret’s people celebrate the clearing of their skies and the brightening of their stars. But I didn’t want the leaves and branches of the tall forest trees to block their view.”

It took Collei a moment to process that.

“I don’t think they’d mind,” she said. After all, she hadn’t.

“I don’t know about that,” was the Lesser Lord’s timid response. “I may have been trapped for 500 years, but I’ve crashed a few parties since I left my cage. People tend to tense up when they realize that there’s a god attending the party.”

They lapsed into silence then, as the couples and friends a few bonfires over cheered for the final time as the song ended.

Part of Collei knew she should be discomfited— that was the word, right?— at the deception. That offering her heart so openly to her god without her knowing should have felt like an invasion of privacy.

But she’d prayed to the Dendro Archon countless times already in her short, miserable life.

In a way, it felt a little like a response to a letter she’d sent.

She had asked for answers, receiving them was the ultimate goal.

So, sitting on that boulder by the edge of the feast, knowing that the Dendro Archon herself was in attendance, Collei couldn’t help but see the festivities in a new light.

She might not know the whole history between Sumeru City and King Deshret’s people yet, but Candace had said that this kind of gathering would have been impossible years ago. With that in mind, she could see the… novelty of their happiness as something wondrous.

Things were changing. Have been changing for the longest time now, and despite the hiccups and fights, things were changing for the better.

“Since leaving my cage, I’ve come to realize a few things,” Lesser Lord Kusanali started. “One is that hopelessness is its own form of entrapment.”

And because Collei was still talking to someone who looked and sounded like the Traveler on the outside, on reflex, she asked, “What’s entrapment?”

The Lesser Lord blinked, then glanced at her.

Collei’s words caught up to her, making her face heat and her heart flutter in sheer embarrassment. “Sorry for cutting you off. Um. Reflex?”

She laughed. “It’s okay, Collei.”

Collei put her face in her hands, trying to will the earth to swallow her whole. She just cut off her own god! Who does that!

“Let me put it this way, then,” she continued, unaware of Collei’s crisis. “If you haven’t even figured out how to be a caterpillar, how can you be a butterfly?”

Collei raised her head to meet her eyes.

Lesser Lord Kusanali smiled. And it was a gentle, guiding, and proud smile. She’d seen plenty of those from Tighnari before, knew the exact shape it made on his face not to recognize it on the Traveler and, presently, Lesser Lord Kusanali.

“I asked the Traveler that, when I finally got out of my cage. For years, I haven’t been able to escape the sages’ grasp partly due to my own weaknesses. I wanted to be a good Archon for this nation, and that meant not hurting the very people who were hurting me. But how was I going to break out without smashing a few windows?

“Collei, you still haven’t been able to figure out how to live without Eleazar. Looking too far into the future might just stunt your growth instead of helping it. When your vision stops spinning, that is when you look in one direction and start walking.”

So, this truly was the Dendro Archon, the god of wisdom.

Collei smiled back, trying in vain to keep her tears at bay. “Thank you, Lesser Lord Kusanali. I can’t even begin to express how much your words have just… hit the nail on the head.”

“No problem! We’re friends, aren’t we?”

“We are?”

She nodded. “Of course! I look forward to what you make of yourself in the future, Collei. Whatever it is, I hope it makes you happy.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

“Hey, Collei!”

Collei looked up from her breakfast, bleary-eyed, to be blinded by a sudden light, accompanied by a mechanical sound.

Paimon cackled, holding an odd object in her hands.

“What,” was her intelligent response.

“You should ask someone if they want to be photographed before doing it,” Cyno intoned, voice a little too severe that early in the morning.

“Oh sheesh,” Paimon said, not even looking as she held her other hand out to catch… a piece of paper as it came out of the device in her hands. “You sound way scarier when you’re not hungover, Cyno.”

“I am not hungover,” Cyno said gruffly.

Tighnari only hummed at that, a single tone indicating either I highly doubt that or Please tone it down. With Tighnari, it was anyone’s guess.

Collei looked between Paimon and Cyno. “What’s hungover?”

The Traveler grabbed the paper in Paimon’s hand, dodging as Paimon floated down to try and take it back from them.

They took a seat next to Collei, looking just as disheveled from sleep as her. “Morning, everyone. A hangover is a severe headache you get when you have too much alcohol before sleep. When you’re hungover, you have a hangover.”

Then, the Traveler started grabbing servings and dug in.

“Oh. Thanks! Also, good morning!”

“I am not hungover,” Cyno repeated but it didn’t seem like anyone was listening to him.

“Pinch me,” Tighnari croaked, sipping on his coffee.

Without even hesitating, Cyno pinched him. It took him a moment to then shoot Tighnari a confused look.

“Mm, yeah. I just had severe deja vu.”

Collei shaped the words in her mouth, trying to guess, without asking, how it was spelled on paper so she could note it down to look up later.

Without even waiting for her to ask, Tighnari said, “Deja vu is when you feel like an event is repeating even though it’s never happened before. It’s like your brain farting and wondering where the smell came from.”

“Oh wow, Paimon never thought the word fart would ever come out of your mouth, Tighnari.”

“Thanks, Master.”

As she chewed through the biryani Candace had prepared for them before leaving for the morning, Collei lifted the piece of paper that had been in Paimon’s, then the Traveler’s hands, from where it had been sitting on the table between them.

It was a picture, like the one Cyno had of him and Tighnari. This one was a very bad one, she could tell, because it was just a blob of green and…

Oh, that was her!

Collei swallowed before saying, “Oh, it’s a picture!”

Paimon looked at her for a second. “Yeah. I just took one of you. Didn’t you know?”

Collei blinked. “So that’s what a Kamera looks like. I’ve never seen one before.”

The Traveler put a hand to their mouth, speaking while chewing, “I keep forgetting that Kameras aren’t a normal thing here.”

“They are, in Fontaine,” Cyno pointed out.

Several expressions passed by the Traveler’s face as they said, “No, I mean— Well. Okay. I mean in this world.”

Tighnari and Cyno gave the Traveler very similar blank stares. Then, in unison, they looked to Collei for an explanation.

She shook her head. She’d long learned not to ask blunt questions about odd statements after the Kamran incident.

Instead of elaborating, they waved it off and said, “Never mind, forget I said that. I’ll try again when neither of you are hungover.”

“ For the last time, I’m not hungover—”

From deep within Candace’s house, a muffled “Shut up!” echoed through one of the halls. It sounded, in Collei’s opinion, a little like Dunyarzad.

They all exchanged looks at that, then went back to their breakfasts.

Collei tapped the Traveler’s arm. “Um… Traveler?”

“Yeah, Collei?”

“Y-you can say no! But um, I was wondering if I could borrow your Kamera for a bit? Just until we get back to Gandharva. I know since you and Paimon are going to be doing commissions, you might not be coming with us all the way back there but…”

The Traveler smiled at her, and it was all them. Not Lesser Lord Kusanali.

Collei was proud to admit she had a… accumulated so many smiles in her memories now. There was Tighnari’s proud and soft smile, Cyno’s gentle fond smile, Amber’s beaming happy smile, Lesser Lord Kusanali’s knowing and comforting smile, and now Traveler’s boyishly charming smile.

“Sure, Collei! I don’t mind! I’ll teach you how to use it after this.”

She wondered what kind of smile she had.

“Really? Thank you!”


Notes for the Chapter:
no, cyno was not hungover, he never even drank. he is just not a morning person. tighnari, on the other hand, is a master at hiding hangovers.

this is more or less done, but i wanted to add one last thing before packing up. thanks everyone who commented! i’m glad you all enjoyed it while i was making it






6. Chapter 6




Dear Amber,

I’m sorry for not writing for a while! Things haven’t been too busy here in Sumeru, but since the last time I wrote to you about what happened in the city, I’ve been on an extended vacation with Lord Cyno and Master Tighnari! 

Since then, I’ve learned so much about them, and so much about the world! It really puts into perspective that there’s a lot more out there beyond just the forests of Sumeru.

Anyway, Master Tighnari, Lord Cyno, and I were camping in Apam Woods for an entire week which… isn’t really new. I think I remember writing to you about the first vacation Master Tighnari and I had there, but I don’t think I’ve ever showed you what the forest looks like!

But I’m getting ahead of myself!

Lord Cyno invited me to this big feast in a desert village called Aaru, and while we were talking about it, he told me about these devices from Fontaine called Cameras. 

… I realize this might not be news to you, but I’ve never seen something illustrated so realistically before, so when he told me about a device that could capture moments accurately as if you were pausing time, it was a little weird to me at first.

But anyway! 

On the way to and at this village, I met all kinds of people, including a mercenary named Dehya, a really pretty lady who just so happened to be one of the people who helped Lord Cyno free the Dendro Archon from the Akademiya. (!!! THIS WAS SO WEIRD TO JUST KNOW ON THE SPOT, I GOT SO NERVOUS! SHE EVEN CARRIED MY BAG FOR ME).

Then there was Candace, the village guardian, who seems to be a lot like the way you describe Acting Grandmaster Jean! I COULD be wrong though, I haven’t even thought of writing to her. From your letters she just sounds so busy all the time!

Anyway, the Traveler and Paimon were there too! They were the ones who let me borrow this Camera. Haha, I know leading up to the photos you probably looked at first was probably a little lame but it’s to ‘build suspense.’ 

(I don’t know what that is, exactly, Paimon told me I should say it though.)

I hope you really like the photos and hope they reached you safely. I’m sure they look a lot better than my paintings of my room here in Gandharva, haha.

 Anyway. 

How have things been in Mondstadt? I know you told me that Weinlesefest was a big success, and that Lord Barbatos even sent a sign. 

I wish I could have been there to see it happen, it sounds like something out of a fairy tale.

Lots of love,

Collei

P.S. Remind me. When was Ludi Harpastum again?



















Author’s Note:this wasn’t supposed to be broken up into chapters but i’m like, 6k words in and im STILL not done so i am posting this now so i can motivate myself to keep going. 

ADDED (NOV 16 2022): aaaand we’re done! this was so daunting considering NONE of it was planned. usually i have a lot set out before i take on a multi-chapter character and relationship study for one character like this, but writing collei and the people she loved was just really fun! i really love collei, she was probably one of the first characters i fell in love with in sumeru. and when i found out that not a lot of fics about her have been uploaded since she came out, it upset me a little (and the few i found reeked of internalized ableism)

so, here’s to self-indulgence and hope that maybe more people write collei in the future

ADDED (NOV 18 2022): if you have any questions or anything else to say, i’m on tumblr too!

comments are appreciated!
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