
1. What do you do when your partner drinks your coffee? I don’t know, but that’s certainly grounds for divorce!

Author’s Note:
For everyone who loved the fact that Cyno’s unfunny joke collection couldn’t be unequipped in the web event. I realized that in my Cynonari fics I spent so much time looking up/creating bad jokes for Cyno that I wanted to do a fun and dumb series about it. 

May all Cyno wanters become Cyno havers.





The noise of Puspa Café stops for a moment as the wooden doors close behind the latest customer. It’s a balm to Tighnari’s ears, which have been hurting all day. His lectures were full of loud and obnoxious students who spoke only to hear themselves speak and the noise of Sumeru City felt particularly stifling, echoing in his head with a throbbing pain.

Unfortunately, the chatter picks back up almost immediately. Tighnari winces and turns to the next page of the Akademiya’s Amurta Journal of Botanical Research. He has published papers in the journal himself, but also enjoys keeping up to date with his peers.


ABSTRACT:


Variations in seed and seedling traits determines how Sumeru flora interact with their environment at their point of generation: a crucial point in their development and establishment. This study details and quantifies genetic-based variations in seed and seedling traits in populations of the Sumeru begonia peltatifolia (Sumeru Rose) across a natural aridity gradient found in soils near Aaru Village, leveraging natural intraspecific variation to predict how populations might evolve in response to increasing aridity associated with Withering Zones in the Dharma Forests (Apam Woods, Mawtiyama Forest, Gandha Hill). 

The words begin to swim in front of his eyes. 

There’s only one person who could walk into Puspa Café and cause that type of reaction and silence — albeit only for a few minutes — in the General Mahamatra. 

Or Cyno, as the general asked Tighnari to call him by his given name last week. 

Cyno has been the bane of Tighnari’s existence these past few weeks. He shows up conveniently wherever Tighnari is and Tighnari has no idea why. If the General Mahamatra wanted to arrest him for some perceived slight or suspicion of illegal activity towards the Akademiya, Tighnari assumes that he would have done so by now. 

Instead, Cyno sits next to Tighnari while he does his own work or, more often than not, plays both sides of a Genius Invokation card game and tells terrible jokes. 

Tighnari asked the general why he plays both sides of a multiplayer game rather than challenging one of the many customers who would likely love to challenge the reigning Genius Invokation champion, but Cyno had smirked and said that this gave him the greatest challenge and practice. 

He hasn’t yet asked Cyno about the jokes. It’s become a bit of a war of attrition, where Tighnari can tell that Cyno wants him to ask about them, which makes Tighnari want to stubbornly avoid reacting to them at all. 

Sighing, Tighnari motions to move over slightly and allow Cyno to sit, but finds that he’s already automatically left room for the general as if he expected his arrival. 

Tighnari scowls down at the cushion beside him as Cyno sits, placing a steaming mug of coffee on the table with care, avoiding Tighnari’s research materials that are again strewn across it. 

“Local adaptation of seed and seedling traits in Sumeru begonia peltatifolia along a natural aridity gradient may both predict and constrain adaptive responses to Withering Zones,” Cyno reads over Tighnari’s shoulder. “Another article about Sumeru Roses?”

Tighnari sniffs, a bit annoyed that Cyno can so easily parse articles from all six Darshans, regardless of specialty.

“Another article about Sumeru Roses,” he echoes. 

Frowning, Cyno stares at him, eyes narrowed as if Tighnari is his next research subject. 

Tighnari realizes that Cyno hasn’t stared at him like this since the day they met. Maybe Cyno is finally about to tell him why he’s been following him for almost three weeks. 

“You’re sick,” Cyno says. His usually-hoarse rasp pitches up as he says this, making it sound like a question. 

“I just have a headache,” Tighnari says quickly. “The noise in the city hurts my ears sometimes.”

Cyno nods seriously and taps the handle of Tighnari’s almost-empty mug on the table.

“Sounds like you have a latte problems.”

Biting his lip, Tighnari wills himself not to say anything in response. 

Cyno tilts his head to the side. “You know, because we’re in a coffee shop. A latte problems. A lot of problems.”

“Yeah, I got it,” Tighnari says. 

“But you didn’t laugh.”

Tighnari tastes the iron tang of blood in his mouth as he bites the inside of his lip harder. The General Mahamatra almost looks sad that Tighnari didn’t laugh at his dumb joke. 

Somewhere across the café, a woman laughs loudly and soon a chorus of voices from a few tables over are laughing in unison. Tighnari steels himself and hopes that his ears aren’t twitching. 

Sometimes they give him away.

“It wasn’t funny,” Tighnari finally says after another moment of Cyno staring at him with a pout from underneath his jackal cape. He looks anything but formidable right now.

Cyno hums and takes a sip of his coffee. “Affogato my other coffee jokes. Sorry this one wasn’t brewed long enough.”

Tighnari snorts and quickly tries to cover his mouth to stifle the sound but Cyno is already grinning at him widely. The General Mahamatra looks almost shy as his eyes dart up to Tighnari’s ears and then back to Tighnari’s eyes. He flushes a bit against the darkness of his cheeks, a stark contrast to the white hair that falls in front of his face. 

“That’s terrible,” Tighnari chokes out between stifled chuckles. 

“But it made you laugh,” Cyno says, a triumphant note in his voice. “It can’t have been that bad.”

Tighnari sighs and returns to reading the Amurta Journal of Botanical Research. 

It’s not until later that evening that Tighnari realizes that his headache has gone away.


Notes for the Chapter:
This is going in the Cyno/Tighnari series I have but is a bit different in that these chapters will be updated at random (whenever I feel like making a joke probably) and won’t fit in the series chronologically. Think of it as small snapshots of their relationship revolving around Cyno telling dumb jokes. 

Thanks so much to everyone who reads this nonsense. I appreciate you.






2. Time flies like an arrow, fruit flies like a banana.



He finds Cyno standing next to the doorway, arms crossed and staring out into the crowd. Around him, scholars and researchers send him weary looks, whispering to each other as they nervously try to avoid his eye. 

Most other students would have leaned against the wall behind them but Cyno is eerily still, a distinct figure in the throng of students due to his rigid posture and his jackal cape. 

Tighnari hadn’t expected Cyno to return to the Akademiya from his assignment for another week. 

He also hadn’t expected Cyno to show up here, during one of his project presentations. 


 “I heard you skipped classes to go to the Avidya Forest,” Cyno says as he sits across the table from Tighnari. 



Tighnari hums and turns to the next page in his book. “Are you tracking me again? Have I sorely misjudged our burgeoning friendship?” he asks dryly. 



Clearing his throat, Cyno pulls out one of his myriad Genius Invokation decks and begins placing cards face-down onto the table. “I suppose I deserve that.”



“I wasn’t aware that I needed your permission to leave the Akademiya campus, that’s all,” Tighnari says, turning another page forward with a soft rustling sound. He deliberately keeps his voice low both so nearby library patrons won’t making shushing noises in their direction and also because he knows that his sarcasm annoys Cyno. “I’ll be sure to ask you next time.”



“Tighnari…” Cyno frowns and Tighnari delights in how his lips curl at the ends of his mouth. 



He wonders if he can rile Cyno up enough that the matra loses his temper. They would be kicked out of the library — again — but it could be worth it to see the expression on Cyno’s face.

 “Would that be alright with you, general?” he asks, still refusing to lift his head and look at Cyno. “After all, you’ve surely investigated enough to know that I had submitted paperwork for an official academic leave of absence with the Amurta administration offices and that it wasn’t ‘skipping classes.’”



Cyno grunts and flips a card over. 



To Tighnari’s surprise, the laminated paper slaps against the table loudly. Usually Cyno takes the utmost care in treating his cards well, gingerly placing them as he practices and covering his favourite ones in paper sleeves for protection. 



He turns another page forward in his book. 



Cyno flips another card over.



Tighnari finally looks up and watches as Cyno closes his mouth firmly, clenching his jaw in the process. It makes the tendons on Cyno’s neck stand out.



“They’re starting to take note of you,” Cyno says after a few moments tensely pass. 



“Let them,” Tighnari says, shrugging. 



A pained expression flickers across Cyno’s face. Startled, Tighnari closes his book. 



“Cyno…” he says more softly. 



“Just be more careful,” Cyno says. “I won’t be able to cover for your ill-advised forest ranger ‘panels.’”


Tighnari is in front of Cyno before he realizes it, jumping minutely when he feels a hand on his arm and looks up to see Cyno staring at him. 

Tilting his head to the side, Cyno narrows his eyes and gestures towards the hallway. As he turns around, Tighnari follows.


***


Tighnari hates Lambad’s Tavern because it’s too loud.

Cyno hates Lambad’s Tavern because inevitably he sees something — usually a small offense that wouldn’t fall under his purview — against the Akademiya’s rules and feels duty-bound to do something about it, regardless of how minor the infraction. 

They end up at Lambad’s Tavern when they can’t find a table at any of the usual coffee shops and order two simple fruit juice drinks to the bartender’s dismay. 

“I thought you were going to be in the desert for much longer,” Tighnari says, slowly sipping his drink. A burst of sweetness from the Zaytun peaches lingers on his tongue. 

Sighing, Cyno looks around and then leans his elbow onto the table, placing his hand onto his cheek. His hood slips down over his forehead slightly, casting a long shadow across his face. “I caught them before Caravan Ribat. Honestly, it’s as if they hardly try.”

“It sounds like you want them to make your job more difficult,” Tighnari says dryly. 

Cyno shrugs, placing his other hand onto the table and fidgeting with the small spice canister in the centre. “My job is merely to bring them to justice.”

Tighnari watches the spice canister deftly pass through Cyno’s fingertips as he spins it around on the table top. Cyno’s hands have always been covered in small scars, light pink scar tissue puckering at his knuckles. Without thinking, Tighnari reaches out and grabs Cyno’s hand, turning it over in his own. 

“There’s still blood on your knuckles,” he says, placing his other hand in his pocket for the spare bandages from Bimarstan that he always carries. “And sand underneath your fingernails.”

He may have only taken the requisite amount of medical classes, but Tighnari still gets into enough of his own scrapes and fights against fungi in the forest that the lessons he learned are still incredibly useful. 

“I accidentally buried someone alive in the desert once,” Cyno says, watching Tighnari’s hands intently as Tighnari bandages his fingers. “It was a grave mistake.” 

“I hate you,” Tighnari says, slapping Cyno’s hand. The force is hard enough to cause a reddening mark across Cyno’s palm. 

Cyno hums.





3. Do you have the thyme? I need to get somewhere around tree o’clock.

Notes for the Chapter:More dumb jokes (and also some making out). Enjoy!






Exhausted due to his sudden outburst, Tighnari stands and moves towards the doorway where he knows Cyno will be lurking, waiting for him. 



Something warm pings off the top of his laced shoes and Tighnari reaches down, picking up a brightly-coloured green dendro vision from the ground.



It’s warm as it pulses in the palm of his hand and it takes another moment for Tighnari to realize that it belongs to him and not someone else. Dazed, he curls his fingers around it and makes his way towards Cyno.



“Cyno…” he says, still stunned.



The General Mahamatra smiles softly. It’s not an expression that Tighnari often sees on Cyno’s face while in the Akademiya halls.



“Cyno. Look.” He uncurls his fingers, revealing the thrumming vision in his palm.


Despite Tighnari’s insistence that being granted a vision is not cause for celebration, Cyno counters that the two of them, at least, should mark the occasion. 

Fortunately, Cyno at least knows Tighnari well enough to take him away from the noise of Sumeru City and his fellow researchers who are now more eager than ever to collaborate with Tighnari after his well-received interruption to Parizad’s Sumeru Rose lecture. This means a trip to Pardis Dhyai with several bottles of Zaytun Peach liquor and camping out under the stars en route. 

They take the long way. With Tighnari having just finished one of his larger practicum projects for his degree and Cyno not having any immediate targets to track down they can take their time and simply enjoy travelling together. 

“You’re avoiding paperwork,” Tighnari says as they set up camp just north of Vimara Village after passing through Yazadaha Pool just south of Sumeru City. 

Cyno simply smiles at him brightly and Tighnari can’t help but grin in response. 

They’re on the precipice of something and Tighnari is more than happy to let their relationship continue to grow in the space between a good friendship and something decidedly more romantic. The sweet taste of Zaytun Peach lingers on his tongue as he passes the bottle back to Cyno, who smiles again — softer this time — as their fingers brush against each other purposefully.

A pleasant tension stretches between them, neither of them saying anything as they look up at the stars. 

Tighnari doesn’t think he’ll ever understand the Rtawahist viewpoint that their entire fates are in the stars, but he appreciates their beauty all the same. 

“They’re even brighter in the desert,” Cyno says, almost as if he can read Tighnari’s mind. “

Nodding Tighnari stretches and lays back in the grass with a sigh. Wrapping his tail around him for warmth, he places his hands beneath his head and smiles up at Cyno. 

“Remember that trip I took with my father I told you about?”

Cyno snorts and nods, remembering how young Tighnari had almost immediately fainted from heat exhaustion. Tighnari feels the warmth from Cyno’s body as Cyno bumps his shoulder against him playfully. 

“I hadn’t ever seen the stars shine that brightly,” Tighnari says. “Even in the forest where I grew up.”

Humming, Cyno lays on the ground next to Tighnari. There’s a deep red flush on Cyno’s dark skin that makes Tighnari want to poke his cheeks. 

“Did you feel differently?” Tighnari asks after a moment of comfortable silence. He doesn’t elaborate but, as it is with most things lately, Cyno knows exactly what he’s referring to. 

“I felt a larger weight of expectations,” Cyno says slowly. “When I saw it on the pages of the Sage’s rulebook, I hadn’t yet been sworn in. I felt…apprehensive.”

Tighnari nods and turns his head back towards the stars. He’s already heard the story of how Cyno received his vision in addition to the wild rumours that still travel around the Akademiya about Cyno being a descendent of King Deshret, placed within the establishment to carry out his will. 

He knows that Cyno was shocked to be granted a vision, and also that the only thing Cyno did upon receiving it was research whether it would cost him his matra position.

Tighnari laughs as small breeze rustles through the grass and tickles his face. He scrunches up his nose to keep himself from sneezing. 

“Why, do you need some encourage-mint?” Cyno asks with a small giggle. 

When Tighnari turns to face him and complain about the joke, he’s met with Cyno holding out a sprig of mint in his direction, eyes sparkling and a blush still high on his cheeks. 

Tighnari swallows loudly and watches as Cyno’s eyes travel down towards his throat, growing half-lidded. Cyno’s lips part absentmindedly. 


Fuck it.


Reaching forward, Tighnari takes the mint from Cyno’s fingers and places it in his pocket. He follows Cyno’s eyes to his own lips before nodding — half to himself, half to Cyno — and kissing him. 

Cyno’s mouth is soft against his although Cyno startles a bit. When Tighnari pulls away, uncertain for the first time in a while, Cyno’s hand is suddenly on his jaw, cradling his cheek. He feels the worn leather of Cyno’s fingerless gloves and leans into Cyno’s touch as Cyno’s thumb brushes underneath his eye and then against his lips. 

“Tighnari,” Cyno whispers. 

Rolling over in the grass, Tighnari tangles their legs together and wraps his tail around them. He kisses his way down Cyno’s jaw, relishing in the warm breaths of air against his skin as Cyno pants heavily. 

Despite teasing Cyno mercilessly at times for being unable to grow facial hair, Tighnari feels the roughness of Cyno’s stubble on his chin. He rubs their faces together until Cyno breaks away laughing and he can’t help but join in as they collapse in a heap in the dewy grass with Tighnari’s tail still wrapped around them like a blanket. 

“I assume you mint to do that,” Cyno says hoarsely, grinning at Tighnari’s exasperated groan. 

Still, Tighnari hears the hint of hesitation in Cyno’s voice, even with the bad joke to deflect it, and nods as he throws the spring of mint at Cyno’s face.


Notes for the Chapter:
The initial passage of Tighnari getting his vision is taken from the first story in this series: We All Begin Having No Knowledge. 

Thanks for reading!






4. I would root for you but your tree puns arboring.

Notes for the Chapter:There’s no way that Tighnari is making those plant puns during his burst willingly without Cyno’s influence I’m just saying.





Tighnari never expected to receive a vision. 

For as much as the Akademiya sages have a careful eye on him — first due to rumours of his intelligence and then due to his unintentional clout within Amurta and outside of it — Tighnari’s life is routine and he likes it that way. 

He never planned to interrupt Parizad’s lecture on the practical application of Sumeru Roses in medicine but he did so anyway when the researcher made a mistake. 

It was only a few days ago, so Tighnari shouldn’t be as surprised as he sometimes is remembering the entire incident — all eyes turning to him harshly and the slow panicked expression on Parizad’s face that softened over time. Once other, far more established, researchers than Tighnari had joined in, Tighnari had relaxed, noticing Cyno at the entrance waiting for him across the lecture hall. 

He had also never expected to be close to the Akademiya’s General Mahamatra, but Cyno had decided to investigate him literally and then investigate him figuratively and somehow they had ended up like this. 

In the current moment, “this” meant sprawled out on the floor in the glass greenhouse of Pardis Dhyai. The tiled ground is uncomfortable and cold against his back, his legs awkwardly wrapped around Cyno’s and his tail wrapped around them both for warmth. 

Tighnari barely remembers the two of them stumbling — due to exhaustion more than alcohol — up the path to the upper gardens around sunrise. 

The first thing that comes to mind as he watches Cyno’s eyelids flutter in sleep is how they couldn’t stop kissing each other. As the scraps of memory flood his mind, Tighnari begins to catalogue every one from fierce and searing to soft and open-mouthed. He touches his fingers to his lips and finds them still slightly swollen and very chapped. 

He remembers the warmth of Cyno’s breath on his neck and the way they had carelessly rolled around, first in the grass and then on the floor of the greenhouse, seeking friction without any sense of urgency. Stiffening at these particular thoughts, Tighnari shoves Cyno away and stands up, brushing dirt off of his trousers. 

Startled, Cyno whimpers and then opens his eyes, expression softening when he sees Tighnari standing above him. 

Sunlight filtering through the stained-glass of the greenhouse glints off of Cyno’s white hair. Cyno obnoxiously manages to look both debauched and annoyed, which isn’t helping Tighnari’s growing frustration. 

“You’re beautiful,” Cyno says, spitting it out at Tighnari more accusation than affection. Given the blush that rises in Cyno’s cheeks immediately, Tighnari assumes that Cyno hadn’t meant to say this aloud.

“So forward, General Mahamatra,” Tighnari says steadily. He holds out his hand to Cyno to help him up off of the ground, hoping that Cyno will ignore the similar flush on his own face. By Cyno’s smirk as he grabs Tighnari’s forearm and pulls himself up, Tighnari knows that Cyno has noted his embarrassment. 

Humming, Cyno pulls out the crushed spring of mint from his pocket that Tighnari had thrown at him in the night. “It’s not my fault you can’t take a compli-mint.”

Tighnari releases Cyno’s hand and watches as Cyno stumbles backwards, laughing loudly to himself.


***


Tighnari never expected to receive a vision and now it’s more annoying than anything else.

There’s an unfamiliar thrum that sounds through his body and tingles at his fingertips every time he draws back his bowstring. 

His arrow misses its target. 

Again.

A dusk bird squawks loudly and takes to the sky from the nearby brush as Tighnari sighs. 

“That one was closer, at least,” Cyno says unhelpfully. 

Curling his fingertips, Tighnari balls his hands into tight fists. If he wasn’t wearing his gloves, his fingernails would be digging and tearing into his palms. 

“How did you adjust?” Tighnari asks as Cyno goes to retrieve the arrow. Cyno’s hands are warm against his as Cyno hands him the arrow, allowing their fingers to brush against each other. 

Shivering, Tighnari pulls away and runs his thumb through the fletching while Cyno smirks knowingly. 

“It was always different for me,” Cyno says honestly. “Given the spirit that resides in my body and my role as judicator in tandem with it. I never had to think about it too much beyond my initial fear that it would keep me from being accepted as a matra.”

“Lucky you,” Tighnari grumbles. 

The feathers of the fletching are soft, even through his gloves, and he nocks the arrow properly, beginning his internal checklist of whether his stance is proper and his shoulders squared. Archery came somewhat naturally to Tighnari, but he’ll be the first to admit that it’s still not a strength of his, compared to his myriad other areas of study. 

His concentration is interrupted by Cyno clapping his hands together loudly. Lowering his bow, Tighnari turns to yell at Cyno but Cyno opens his mouth before he can say anything. 

“I know what could help. I recently read an Inazuman light novel where each character had a catchphrase before releasing their visions in tandem.”

Caught off-guard by Cyno’s ridiculousness, Tighnari finds that he can only blink at Cyno in a stupour. 

“You should yell something to channel your vision energy,” Cyno continues. “Something like ‘I’ll uproot you!’ Or ‘Let’s nip that in the bud!’”

The arrow lands softly in the grass as it falls from Tighnari’s fingertips. Before he realizes it, he’s laughing along with Cyno, tears forming in the corners of his eyes. 

“You know, because uproot has to do with plants and you have a dendro vision,” Cyno needlessly explains. “Or budding due to the buds on trees and flowers, like the ones you’re always studying in the Avidya Forest, not to mention that dendro is the element of—”

“Yeah, Cyno,” Tighnari says between giggles, unable to stop laughing even as Cyno’s explanations only serve to point out how bad his puns were already without him saying anything at all. “I get it.”


Notes for the Chapter:
Another random one of these as I try to work on other WIPs and fail miserably. 

Hopefully people are enjoying this anyway.






5. What’s a snake’s favourite subject in school? Hiss-tory.

Notes for the Chapter:I’ve always wanted to write a few initial thoughts from Tighnari based on his lore when he arrives in Gandharva Ville so here they are (with bad Cyno puns as a bonus!)





When Tighnari had first visited Gandharva Ville, he had noticed the quiet first. Cupping his hands behind his ears, he had let out a contented sigh as he watched from the Sumeru Statue of the Seven above the wetlands below. 

The statues are a curious oddity to him. As he approaches, the air feels imbued with dendro, his body somehow lighter and vibrating with energy in tune with the dendro vision now strapped to his belt. 

He’s still not used to the vision or its power. Resonating with the stone statue only makes this more apparent as he off-handedly wonders which archon the statue’s likeness represents: Lesser Lord Kusanali, who no one has seen in centuries, or the late Greater Lord Rukkhadevata. 

Beneath him, a shroomboar squeals and tears through the underbrush. 

Cyno would surely tease him for thinking that the Avidya Forest is quiet, and Tighnari feels a small smile stretch across his face. 

Where the noise of Sumeru City was a grating flood of sound — Akademiya students muttering to themselves, Grand Bazaar merchants calling out the prices of their wares, the clanging of a forge hammer, people stumbling out of Lambad’s at all hours of the day — and the forest is louder than the Pardis Dhyai gardens, it’s comforting. Tighnari knows the forest and also at the same time knows nothing about the forest and he’s looking forward to exploring all of it.


***


Tighnari doesn’t grow frustrated when he learns that the forest watchers are woefully understaffed and scattered.

His few Akademiya-approved trips to the Avidya Forest had already showcased just how disorganized the entire group is, with many of the rangers Tighnari had run into having no clear direction outside of tackling the Withering in groups when possible. This had led to myriad injuries which, due to having to tend to them so frequently, the rangers were surprisingly-well-equipped to deal with. 

Still when he had first arrived in Gandharva Ville, Tighnari had made sure to bring extra supplies from Bimarstan, with a note to Doctor Zakariya that he would be seeking out a regular supply line within the month.

Tighnari doesn’t grow frustrated when Nasrin admits in her usual whisper that none of them have a vision. “You’re already an accomplished hunter and know this forest better than I do, even as a vision-user,” he tells her. “I didn’t have a vision until recently and even then, I draw far more on my Amurta botany studies than I will on the power of dendro, as helpful as it may be at times.”

After this conversation, he notices that Nasrin and the others approach him less nervously. 

Tighnari doesn’t grow frustrated at the general lack of knowledge that the existing forest rangers have. This is why he had made a few exploratory trips to Gandharva Ville while still in school — to see just how much Amurta research had actually trickled-down to those who needed it. 

Within his first week as a forest ranger, Tighnari sets up voluntary lectures on pertinent topics: focusing first on the ones necessary for survival, and then more advanced courses for those interested in more advanced medical techniques and the forest’s biodiversity. 

He does allow his annoyance to seep through when a few Gandharva Ville residents don’t heed the tenth chapter of his new Avidya Forest Survival Guide and eat poisonous mushrooms. Tighnari is almost certain that Farbod is poisoning himself on purpose for the poison-induced high and assigns Nasrin to keep an eye on him. 

Tighnari later overhears her lecturing a few other trainees about reading the Avidya Forest Survival Guide from cover to cover in as stern of a tone as her soft voice will allow and smiles. 

“General Watchleader Tighnari will be very disappointed if you do not follow this guide and recklessly rush into your patrols,” Nasrin finishes. 

Ducking back out of the tent into the humid Avidya Forest air, Tighnari blanches at the title. 

It’s almost as bad as “General Mahamatra.”

Unfortunately, over the next month, Tighnari hears it more and more. 

“Hey there, General Watchleader! Could you look over the journal entry I wrote for today?”

“If you need someone to escort the merchants’ caravan next month, I can do it, General Watchleader.”

“General Watchleader! I’ve found some baggage down in the Chinvat Ravine. I’ve placed at the lost and found section.”

“A new Withering zone has appeared south of Mawtiyima, General Watchleader. Should we get a group together to get rid of it?” 

“Oh no, where has Sag gone… Um, General Watchleader, have you seen it around?”

“Do we actually have that rank? Or are we going for something similar to ‘General Mahamatra?’” Tighnari jokes. When the rangers don’t stop calling him “General Watchleader and the title spreads to villagers and researchers like Rudaba, he sternly tells them to stop calling him by a title. 

“I’m afraid ‘General Watchleader’ is too great a title for me to bear,” he says to Amir through gritted teeth while tracking down Sag. 

His ears perk up at a familiar sound in the brushes and Tighnari smiles. 

Cyno always tries to sneak up on him. 

It never works. 

“Please just call me Tighnari, or Master Tighnari if you must,” Tighnari continues, shaking off the feeling of his own increased heart rate. There’s no need to acknowledge how much he has missed Cyno in this moment, especially when Cyno is obviously trying to “surprise” him with his sudden arrival.

Amir nods hesitantly and starts whistling for Sag again.


***


“General Watchleader hmmm,” Cyno hums with a small smile as soon as they’re alone.

Sighing, Tighnari places the forest ranger patrol log on the ranger station desk and ignores how Cyno’s voice sends a pleasant shiver through his body. “I’ve told them that there is no such title. I even joked about it being much like yours, ‘General Mahamatra.’”

Tighnari grins when he sees Cyno’s pupils dilate minutely in response. 

“I heard you while on patrol with Amir,” Tighnari says, placing some charcoal in the small brazier that one of the rangers had set up recently in the corner of the station. “Did you miss me?”

Cyno scoffs, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’ve been instructed by the Akademiya to investigate a certain forest watcher who has been holding lectures and classes without Amurta or greater Akademiya approval. Do you know anyone like that, General Watchleader?”

The small fire crackles merrily with a soft exhale from Tighnari over the embers and a small dendro application to ensure that it continues to burn. 

“I remember you telling me to be more careful,” Tighnari says as he wraps his arms around Cyno’s waist. “That you wouldn’t be able to cover for my… ‘ill-advised forest ranger panels.’ Are you here to arrest me, General Mahamatra?”

Cyno nips at Tighnari’s bottom lip and reaches up to stroke Tighnari’s ears. “You should be more careful.”

Tighnari thinks that Cyno was probably aiming for a more stern tone than a longing and slightly-concerned exhale into Tighnari’s mouth, but Tighnari shudders in response and kisses Cyno fiercely.


***


When the two of them separate long enough to eat some shawarma wraps that Tighnari makes on the grille of the small brazier, Cyno pulls out one of his spare Genius Invokation decks while Tighnari reads over the patrol logs to make sure he hasn’t accidentally scheduled overlapping shifts.

It’s warm and reminds Tighnari of their early flirtations, after Cyno had admitted to his investigation, only this time their feet are tangled together from where they each sit and the sounds from the forest are pleasant and soothing to Tighnari’s ears. 

“You should be more careful,” Cyno says as he carefully places one of his cards onto the small table between them and frowns. “The Akademiya will come after you for unauthorized classes. If your rangers want to learn you should arrange something with the Amurta library or the House of Daena so it’s approved. I will not be able to cover for you for much longer.”

Tighnari shrugs and crosses off Iraj’s name from Darina’s upcoming escort through Chinvat Ravine. Iraj had asked him for some time to visit his family, so Kamran will have to fill in. 

“That reminds me,” Cyno says, still looking down at his cards. “One of the House of Daena librarians asked me what she should take for her fishing trip the other day.”

Tighnari raises his head from where he was staring at the patrol schedule and looks at Cyno. “You could have asked me. I have a variety of bait recipes on hand.”

Shaking his head, Cyno smirks. “No need. I told her that all she should bring was a bookworm.”

Cyno’s hoarse laughter at his own terrible joke quickly turns into a coughing fit when Tighnari sends a small tendril of dendro in his direction.


Notes for the Chapter:
This one was longer than planned, whoops.

Thanks, as always, for reading, it means a lot. If you enjoyed this please leave a kudos or comment if you can. Thanks again!






6. Hiking through Sumeru is great because it gives you an altitude adjustment



The next time Tighnari hears Cyno in the distance, they haven’t spoken in months.

It’s the longest time they’ve gone without speaking since before Cyno began investigating him at the Akademiya.

Rumours of the Liyue Chasm reopening to a select few Akademiya researchers has everyone Tighnari knows in the Amurta applying for study permissions and grants with the sages. Naphis had written to Tighnari to ask if he would be interested in a preliminary excursion to the Chasm with Khedive, who somehow has an in with the Liyue Ministry of Civil Affairs. 

Like all missives from his master, Tighnari takes perverse delight in politely declining by letter. As he writes, he can almost hear the burst of expletives from Naphis himself when the sage receives his refusal on his desk. 

Khedive is no more or less insufferable than Tighnari’s other Amurta colleagues — Tighnari finds him tolerable — but he doesn’t want to leave the forest, especially given the increased pockets of Withering zones that have been cropping up from as far north as Mawtiyima and as far south as Mount Devantaka. 

Tighnari does find it amusing that Khedive has apparently agreed to report all of his findings to the Liyue Qixing as part of his agreement to be one of the first researchers on-site, as it technically violates Akademiya policy. Khedive doesn’t strike him as a rule-breaker, although Tighnari himself had admittedly born the brunt of Naphis’ ire when it came to Akademiya transgressions. 

He wonders how Naphis now feels about Khedive partnering with a Liyue governing body and imagines even more colourful phrases leaving the sage’s mouth. 

In front of him, a shroombear squeals almost quizzically, looking up at Tighnari with confusion. When Tighnari reaches for it, the shroomboar squeals again more loudly and crashes into the underbrush. 

Sighing, Tighnari continues to softly hammer down the wooden signpost at the easternmost part of Gandharva Ville. A group of dusk birds takes off at the noise, a flurry of wings and chirping. 

With the Chasm opening up, Gandharva Ville could see more traffic coming into Sumeru from Liyue. At the very least, Khedive and his team are sure to pass through on their way to the Chasm’s Cinnabar Cliff. 

He sighs again and studies the wooden sign, instructing travellers to check in at the Rangers’ Station for an Avidya Forest Guide. It’s a bit crooked but it will do the job. He can only hope that after Khedive and team pass through, few people want to follow him and even fewer want to travel to Sumeru through the Chasm when they can more easily dock at Port Ormos. 

Or if people really want the scenic route, through Lumberpick Valley or from hiking through Nantianmen. He’s never been to any of these locations but they certainly seem easier than going through a potentially unsafe mineshaft and inevitably disrupting the forest ecosystem. 

Another cry of a shroomboar interrupts his thoughts. They’ve been growing more agitated since construction began in the Chasm. At night, Tighnari can hear the metallic clang of pickaxes and the low grinding sounds of lift mechanisms. 

It’s just enough to disturb his sleep with his sensitive ears picking up on every sound. 

Tighnari doesn’t realize how much he misses Cyno until he sits up in bed that night as he hears the soft footfall of Cyno’s sandals carefully making their way through the marsh grass. It oddly feels like he’s coming home to the familiar sound, even though Tighnari hasn’t left the forest at all. 

Cyno’s recognizable steps are accompanied by another person with a stuttering gait that Tighnari doesn’t recognize.


***


With a small, slightly-embarrassed expression, Cyno introduces the girl as Collei and makes a joke about how she wants to attend one of Tighnari’s forest ranger classes.

Tighnari bites back a reminder that Cyno hardly approves of his classes, even if the General Mahamatra does conveniently turn in the other direction when they happen. 

The girl hasn’t looked at Tighnari once, nor has she really looked at Cyno. Instead, her eyes dart around the Rangers’ Station, widening at the display of butterflies mounted over the shared desk and detailed maps of the forest trails. When Tighnari tries to catch her eye, she immediately ducks her head and stares at her worn leather boots. 

“You came all the way from Mondstadt,” Tighnari echoes what Cyno has just said as he presses a hot mug into Cyno’s hands and then offers one to Collei. She takes it with a nod of appreciation, smiling and closing her eyes while breathing in the steam. Her sleeves droop over her gloves, nearly hiding what Tighnari immediately recognizes as Eleazar scars that stretch from the tops of her hands down her fingertips. 

“It was good to see Lisa Minci again,” Cyno says. And I’m a big fan of windmills.”

Tighnari blinks, staring incredulously at Cyno. Suddenly all of the questions he had — Who is Collei? Why did Cyno bring her to Tighnari specifically? What does this have to do with Lisa Minci, the most-promising dropout the Akademiya has ever had? — vanish. It shouldn’t come as a surprise that Cyno chooses to diffuse the awkwardness of the situation with a pun, but Tighnari still can’t believe it and sits in a disbelieving stupour, blinking continuously until a gasp from Collei draws his attention. 

The girl tilts her head to the side in thought before a soft “Ah-ha!” of understanding leaves her mouth and she slaps her fist into the palm of her other hand for emphasis. 

“Because windmills are ‘big fans.’ Right?” she asks Cyno hesitantly, inexplicably nervous as if this is a question on an Akademiya exam and not another terrible joke from Cyno. 

A proud smile makes its way across Cyno’s features and Tighnari can’t help but smile as well, catching the matra’s attention immediately.

Collei laughs, bright and harsh like it’s being drawn out of her by force. 

“You like that one?” Cyno asks. “I’ve been waiting to use it for a while. I hadn’t been to Mondstadt in a while so I hadn’t had a good opportunity until now.”

Sipping her tea a bit more confidently, Collei nods and gives an affirmative grunt. 

Tighnari chooses to ignore Cyno completely. 

“This young lady’s name is Collei?” Tighnari asks, turning his attention directly towards the young woman. She withdraws a bit but with a reassuring gesture from Cyno, finally looks Tighnari in the eye.


Notes for the Chapter:
I just had this idea that of course Cyno would introduce Collei to Tighnari with a terrible pun. I’m so sorry.






7. What part of the Bimarstan has the least amount of privacy? The ICU.



The sound of dice clattering loudly against the wooden floor of the Rangers’ Station fills Tighnari’s ears when he glides into Gandharva Ville from Gandha Hill. 

Cyno must be visiting Collei again. 

Smiling, Tighnari carefully pats the messenger bag slung over his shoulder. He had known that fungi drop a variety of spores depending on elemental infusion and proximity to ley lines, but this particular luminescent spore sample had looked different than any other one he had collected in the Avidya Forest thus far. 

If it truly is different on a molecular level, he’ll send it to his advisor for further study. 

Cyno visits more often now that Collei is under Tighnari’s purview. So much more often that Tighnari teases him about it whenever he visits, sometimes sending Cyno into a sulky mood where he pretends to work on something for the Akademiya while waiting for Collei to return from her increasingly expansive rounds as a trainee forest ranger. 

It’s an improvement from their argumentative letters sent in a flurry of dusk birds between Gandharva Ville and wherever Cyno’s travels took him in those first few months after Collei’s arrival. Tighnari had been woefully inadequate in taking on an illiterate Eleazar patient as a trainee forest ranger, and Cyno had not prepared him at all for the depth of her trauma. 

To this day, Tighnari still doesn’t know the extent of what was done to her.

At first, the other rangers had thought it was Sage Naphis — or another one of the Amurta researchers who had initially asked Tighnari to return to the Akademiya — deciding to pester him with so many letters that he couldn’t refuse their proposal.

The next rumour that had reached Tighnari’s ears was that the General Mahamatra was finally putting an end to Tighnari’s illegal lessons. Tighnari had finally overstepped his boundaries by teaching classes in the forest while also taking an untrained rookie in Collei to Bimarstan and using his influence to get her into classes there as well. 

On the same day that Tighnari overheard this from Futah and Hayyan gossiping loudly enough that Tighnari would have heard them perfectly well enough with average human hearing, Tighnari quashed this rumour immediately. 

“The General Mahamatra has reason enough to write and check up on his charge’s progress,” Tighnari said to them icily. “And besides, the research we conduct here as forest rangers, including the classes I teach, is nowhere significant enough to result in a talk with a Matra. Never mind the General Mahamatra.”

At their stunned confusion, Tighnari added, “You would also do better not to repeat unfounded rumours. The General Mahamatra may not be as magnanimous or forgiving as I am.” 

The whispers and gossip that Tighnari was in trouble, or would be shipped back to the Akademiya against his will, disappeared after that along with the larger number of dusk birds in the air around Gandharva Ville. 

Now, Cyno’s letters still arrive frequently but they’re requests for progress updates along with Cyno’s usual awful jokes and honeyed dates. Nasrin had teased Tighnari the other day about the General Mahamatra courting him and Tighnari hadn’t bothered to correct her and admit to a years-long relationship. 

The less people know, the less the Akademiya itself will know. Although Tighnari isn’t naive enough to believe that they’ve gone completely unnoticed. 

Tighnari sometimes saves the dates from the letters for when he hears Cyno in the distance, eating them slowly while taking care to lick every drop of sticky honey from his fingertips. 

The last time Cyno had come across Tighnari this way, he had quickly chased out Collei with a frantic emergency errand to Bimarstan and found many other ways to occupy Tighnari’s hands and tongue. 

Tighnari smiles at the memory as pulls back the canvas flap of the Rangers’ Station and is greeted by Collei and Cyno sitting on the floor playing Genius Invokation. 

“You’re flushed, General Watchleader,” Cyno teases as he looks up from his cards, eyelids drooping a bit with a knowing smile. 

“It’s cold outside,” Tighnari retorts. He walks across the room and places his two mushroom specimens onto the desk with a satisfied hum. “Did I know you were visiting?”

Collei is on her feet immediately, accidentally stepping on a few of her cards as she moves to stoke the fire in the small brazier in the corner. “Would you like some tea, Master Tighnari?”

Waving her off, Tighnari smirks at Cyno’s pained expression. Cyno has his own special box for his best deck, and even though the cards he’s given to Collei don’t come from that box, Tighnari knows that it annoys Cyno when his cards are treated so callously. 

He also knows that Cyno will never reprimand Collei for this, although it’s probably physically hurting Cyno not to say anything. 

“I can put the tea on, Collei,” Tighnari says, still grinning at Cyno. “You two return to your game.”

“Oh! Master Cyno was just saying how you used to play all the time,” Collei says, taking a seat on the worn rug. Cyno reaches over and neatens up the cards that had shifted. 

Tighnari watches both of them with amusement. “I’m not all that good,” he says, hearing Cyno scoff before he even finishes his sentence. 

“Don’t let him fool you,” Cyno says, narrowing his eyes. “Tighnari is very good at this game. Much better than he’ll ever admit to.”

“And how would you have proof of that, Genius Invokation Master? I hardly have your renown or competitive certificates.”

Collei’s eyes dart back and forth between the two of them before she smiles widely at them both and nods to herself, looking down at the cards in her hand. 

“I saw a flock of dusk birds dressed as clowns,” Cyno says, collecting the dice on the floor into his hands. He studies the board for a moment, although Tighnari suspects that this pause is more for emphasis on whatever terrible joke is about to come out of Cyno’s mouth. 

Tighnari is proven right in less than a minute when Cyno says, “I thought to myself, ‘they’re game for a laugh.’”

Sighing, Tighnari turns away and slowly pours the now-boiling water into three mismatched cups. The dregs of tea swirl around the bottom as the leaves steep, turning the water a dark golden-brown. 

“Because dusk birds can be considered game,” Cyno explains to Collei, who is staring at him with confusion. “Game birds, but also game can mean willing or agreeable.”

“It can?”

“Please don’t make him explain it again, Collei,” Tighnari says as he sits at the desk and pulls out his mother’s magnifying glass. “You remember what I told you about Cyno’s joke explanations.”

The magnifying glass is not always useful to his studies anymore, but he’ll use it first on these fungi specimens and then transfer some of the spores to a microscope slide later. 

“I’ll explain it even further, this is a good learning opportunity,” Cyno says with an annoyed click of his tongue. “Game can mean a lot of different things depending on context. For this joke—”

Tighnari closes his eyes and allows the familiar hoarseness of Cyno’s voice and Collei’s bright laugh wash over him.


Notes for the Chapter:
I think that Cyno and Tighnari (especially Tighnari) would argue a bit at first not only over Collei’s care, but also about whether Tighnari is the right person to take care of her at all. I might write a separate Cynonari thing on this but wanted to give hints of their disagreements in here, despite the overall tone of the piece being fluffy and humorous. 

Thank you so much for reading. <3






8. The best asset of an Akademiya researcher who commits a crime and is caught by the Matra is their lie ability.

Notes for the Chapter:This is so dumb I’m sorry.





It’s factually untrue that Tighnari’s people, or the ancient Valuka Shuna, can inherently connect to nature more easily than humans.

He has always preferred the forest, mostly due to the noise and light pollution of Sumeru City, but doesn’t feel intrinsically tied to it as a lot of his former peers had suggested or whispered behind his back. 

Yet, as Tighnari walks through the shining halls of the Akademiya, he feels disconnected and unnerved. His ears twitch at the sound of his footsteps echoing through the hallway as he makes his way up the stone walkway towards the Akademiya administrative offices. Although it winds around the great tree, the Akademiya still seems detached and emotionless. 

Perhaps he can send a missive to the architect Kaveh about including more flora in the design. Kaveh probably doesn’t oversee the interior design of the Akademiya campus, but the Kshahrewar does.

And Kaveh, for all of his oddness, is easier to talk to than Sage Firouz. 

Adjusting the book underneath his arm, Tighnari smiles at the name on the door in front of him, neatly embossed with gold leaf. Despite the noise of rushing water from the interior fountains on the administrative floor, Tighnari can still hear an exasperated grumbling from inside the room. He opens the door.

“It is considered rude to enter someone’s office without knocking— Oh, what an unexpected surprise, General Watchleader.”

Tighnari rolls his eyes at the title and walks to Cyno’s desk, placing the book next to the papers Cyno is working on.

“I accompanied your charge to her lessons at the Bimarstan today and I thought you could use a welcome distraction, General Mahamatra, so I brought you a gift,” he says.

Cyno’s expression softens and Tighnari can’t help but smile back at him, happy to see the stern look of the Matra leader melt away, even for a moment. While at the Akademiya, Cyno wears his title like a mantle that matches his jackal hood and carries himself accordingly. Tighnari enjoys whenever he can help make it fade, even for a moment. 

“The new edition of King of Invokations?” Cyno asks hopefully as he picks up the book that Tighnari had wrapped in brown paper and turns it over in his hands. 

“Oh no, this is something even more fascinating than that rote light novel you read,” Tighnari says, speaking quickly before Cyno can interrupt and push back about how the tropes in it are genuine with the way that the protagonist approaches problems through card duels. 

He’s heard that argument many times before. 

“Do you remember the Vahumana scholar Kazem?” Tighnari asks. 

Frowning, Cyno nods slowly. 

“He wrote a book about his experiences with you. Zakariya was reading it when I dropped off Collei,” Tighnari says, mouth quirking up into a broad grin at Cyno’s confusion. “It’s called ‘The Goon.’ I believe the title is supposed to refer to himself.”

“Tch.” Cyno clicks his tongue with disapproval while placing his paperwork neatly to the side. “Kazem was overenthusiastic in his gratitude.”

Tighnari watches as Cyno carefully unwraps the book, folding the brown paper as he talks before putting it in the bin at the side of his desk. 

“I did what anyone would have done,” Cyno says.  “Well, according to Kazem you went above and beyond. He lauds your sense of justice as ‘peerless in its honour,’” Tighnari continues, unable to keep his glee at Cyno’s discomfort from his voice. “I didn’t know that you faced a sandworm and saved Kazem from a sandstorm and faced a murderous horde sent by The Scarlet King himself.”

Cyno sighs loudly and flips to the author biography in the book jacket, skimming it closely. “At least he admits to plagiarizing that thesis paper,” he says with another sigh, closing it with a definitive snapping sound. “The experience of being caught is hopefully enough to discourage him from doing it again.”

“You can ask him when he comes to give a lecture on it next week,” Tighnari says. 

Wrinkling his nose, Cyno places the book to the side of his desk where it joins the paperwork he had been going through when Tighnari had walked in. “I will pass on that.”

“Your loss,” Tighnari says. “He seems particularly enamoured with your brand of justice after you saved him despite his transgressions.”

“My brand of justice is a simple ice cube,” Cyno says.

Tighnari blinks and stares at Cyno. The sound of water from the fountains outside and the constant clicking of shoes on polished stone fill his ears as Cyno stares back, lips curling into an amused smirk.

“Because it’s just ice. Just ice like justice.” Cyno needlessly elaborates and Tighnari crosses his arms across his chest. 

“Do your coworkers know you make such appalling jokes?” 

Cyno shrugs. “My coworkers aren’t very funny and I see them rarely. Sometimes I have to explain the joke to them and they still don’t get it.”


Notes for the Chapter:
The story of the criminal researcher being saved by Cyno is taken from Cyno’s lore. I gave him a name and fleshed out the story a bit. 

Thanks for reading!






9. Genius Invokation TCG card games can be so one-sided

Notes for the Chapter:Mild spoilers for the Lantern Rite PV but nothing big.





Watching with undisguised interest, Tighnari’s eyes follow the line of Cyno’s hands as he smooths out a gilded invitation in old Liyuen calligraphy. Tighnari never learned to read it himself, but knows that Cyno is fluent enough translate.

By the time that Tighnari had met him, Cyno had already graduated and was investigating him for potential academic fraud. Tighnari smiles to himself. He has never been entirely sure of the breadth of Cyno’s studies, and Cyno rarely talks about specific courses over his own general interests.

Cyno places another piece of paper onto Tighnari’s desk. This one is a scribbled drawing of a monster leering over stick figure with cards in his hand.

“What is that?”

Sighing wearily, Cyno folds the scrap of paper into the embossed invitation and neatly closes the envelope flap. “It’s an invitation to Liyue’s Lantern Rite Festival. The Feiyun Commerce Guild is sponsoring a group of ‘distinguished individuals’ to attend.”

Tighnari holds back his laughter at the hint of annoyance in Cyno’s voice and studies Cyno’s face. There’s an undercurrent of excitement twitching at the corners of Cyno’s mouth that Tighnari doesn’t understand yet.

And Cyno didn’t exactly answer his question. Like any experiment, Tighnari approaches this initial information-gathering with care.

Additionally, it’s just fun to tease Cyno.

“Who else was invited? The other matra?”

Cyno shrugs. “I suppose. A few of the sages that are still around…Alhaitham of course, possibly Kaveh as well.”

Tilting his head to the side, Tighnari scratches his chin absentmindedly. “Kaveh could go by himself, I suppose, but I doubt that he will.”

Raising an eyebrow, Cyno shakes his head with a smirk.

They both know that Kaveh will whine and complain about a variety of things, but when forced to make a decision, he won’t leave Alhaitham’s side for too long at this point. Refusing to be distracted by Kaveh and Alhaitham’s ongoing and oddly melodramatic relationship — if Kaveh’s complaints are to be believed — Tighnari prods Cyno again.

“What’s the other paper on top of the invitation?”

“Someone wants to challenge me to a Genius Invokation TCG match,” Cyno responds.

“Someone thinks they can take on the great Lord Jackal of Sumeru?” Tighnari teases.

To this day he still doesn’t know how many people know that Cyno is the “Lord Jackal” of Genius Invokation TCG messages on bulletin boards in Sumeru City and Port Ormos. He thinks that more people in the Akademiya should know about Cyno’s passion for the card game than not. Cyno hardly keeps his eagerness to talk about or play the game hidden. Even now, Tighnari watches Cyno’s fingers absentmindedly brush against his special deck box in his pocket that Tighnari had made for him.

This explains the excitement.

“When are you leaving?” Tighnari asks.

Cyno ducks his head sheepishly and finally says exactly what Tighnari had been expecting since Cyno had opened the invitation on his small desk. “I was hoping you and Collei could come with me.”

Humming, Tighnari reaches for Cyno’s hand and rubs a thumb across the worn leather of his gloves. Cyno’s lips are warm and chapped against his own when he leans in and kisses him.

They’ve already fallen onto the small Forest Rangers’ cot when Tighnari looks up at Cyno, panting and tucking a few stray strands of Cyno’s white hair behind his ears. The rest falls in a curtain around both of them while Cyno whines and rubs his hardening erection against Tighnari’s thigh.

“Of course I’ll come,” Tighnari says breathlessly. “You’ll have to ask Collei in the morning.”


***


“‘Nari…” Cyno whispers into the darkness of their shared room two nights later.

Swallowing, Tighnari rolls over as much as he can and reaches for Cyno’s hand. The rocking of the boat still turns his stomach and he breathes in sharply, exhaling as slowly as he possibly can without gagging. Cyno’s fingers are cool and callused as they squeeze his fingers tightly.

He’s already cursed Cyno enough for dragging him onto this boat, all while knowing that they couldn’t walk across the Chasm.

Rules around entering the archeological dig site had tightened since an unknown accident. Tighnari had heard rumours that someone had died — and occasionally the ground in Gandharva Ville shakes from whatever digging they’re continuing at the Chasm’s centre — but he knows how those types of stories can spiral into hyperbole. Still, the Chasm is dangerous and while Collei had made it through Lumberpick Valley once under Cyno’s careful escort, there’s no reason to chance it again.

Even if that means spending an entire day seasick.

Cyno softly squeezes Tighnari’s hand again. It’s a welcome comfort and Tighnari realizes that he hasn’t said anything in response.

“What?” Tighnari asks once he trusts himself enough not to be sick when he speaks.

“It salt good,” Cyno says.

Groaning audibly, Tighnari makes a half-hearted attempt at kicking Cyno while Cyno’s giggles fill the room. Fortunately Collei is a heavy sleeper and doesn’t wake up from her position on her nearby bedroll.

“Salt because we’re in the middle of the ocean in salt water,” Cyno needlessly explains, now massaging Tighnari’s fingers in his own. Tighnari can’t help but sigh contentedly.

“I’m going to throw up on you,” he threatens.

Cyno giggles again and Tighnari feels the best he’s felt all day.


***


By Tighnari’s estimation, Liyue Harbour is just as large as Sumeru City but much more dense and populated. The noise thrums in Tighnari’s ears, compounded by the festival drums and music from the performance stages.

It’s too much and after a day of being dragged around by an enthusiastic Collei, Tighnari welcomes a quieter spot next to one of the food vendors at the Genius Invokation TCG tournament down at the harbour. Collei had almost immediately left him there after seeing a few of her old acquaintances from Mondstadt with the promise to be careful and aware of her surroundings.

Sighing, Tighnari leans back to crack his neck and is startled when he accidentally slaps someone behind him.

The blond man he hit waves off his apology gracefully and sits down at Tighnari’s table instead. “I think your sister may have ran off with my sister,” he tells Tighnari, phrasing it as an almost-apology that Tighnari does not understand.

Following the man’s pointed finger, Tighnari sees Collei smiling and showing her hand-sewn stuffed animal to a short blonde girl in red.

“Is something…wrong?” Tighnari asks cautiously, wondering at the weary expression on the man’s face.

“Something wrong?” the man repeats. His expression is eerily fixed. “Oh, hardly, it’s just that Klee is a bit rambunctious at times. I wouldn’t want her to drag your sister into whatever she’s planning…which is probably fish blasting over by the goldfish pond.”

Tighnari narrows his eyes at “fish blasting” but decides not to press the issue. The man doesn’t seem as worried about their safety as he is that his own sister will cause some sort of incident.

“Collei’s not my sister,” Tighnari says. The words feel clumsy in his mouth, like a denial of something that’s true, despite the fact that he’s being completely honest. “She’s my…charge.”

The man hums and rests his chin onto one of his gloved hands as he stares at Tighnari. “Family can be whoever you want them to be,” he says after an awkward pause. “That’s what I’ve been taught about family anyway. From my partner. And Miss Alice. And Klee.”

A soft expression crosses the man’s face and Tighnari welcomes it. The man’s static grin had been unnerving to look at.

“You’re right,” Tighnari says.

He doesn’t know who the man is talking about but supposes that it doesn’t matter. For all intents and purposes he does consider Collei family at this point. “I’m Tighnari,” he adds, holding out his hand.

The man takes it and firmly shakes Tighnari’s hand in a way that’s almost painful. “Albedo,” he says with another small smile.

A loud yell interrupts their exchange and Tighnari immediately flinches, gripping his thighs so he doesn’t embarrassingly cover his ears with his hands.

The source of the noise turns out to be Cyno’s Genius Invokation TCG opponent — and likely artist of the crude drawing that Tighnari had seen based on the man’s appearance.

“Argh! I can’t believe I lost again!!! You’re some kind of card genius!”

A chorus of “You’ll get ‘em next time boss!” fills the air as a few men huddled around Cyno’s opponent’s side of the table pat the distraught man on the back.

From their shared looks, Tighnari thinks that this isn’t the first time the man has lost to Cyno that evening.

“Why did the Rishboland tiger keep losing at cards?” Cyno asks.

“Oh no.” The words slip from Tighnari’s mouth and Albedo looks at him with concern.

“What’s wrong?”

Tighnari doesn’t have time to answer before he hears Cyno deliver his awful punchline.

“His opponent was a cheetah,” Cyno says.

The large man laughs loudly and claps Cyno on the back so hard that Cyno nearly drops his cards back onto the table. “You’re funny, Lord Jackal! That is hilarious!!! Tell another one!”


Notes for the Chapter:
Hope you all enjoyed another round of Cyno’s bad jokes. Thank you so much for reading.

You may have noticed that this is now marked complete. As much as I love researching jokes and coming up with ideas for Cyno’s puns, I’ve been running out of them for a while now. That’s not to say that I’ll never add to this in the future if the situation (say, the upcoming Windblume event) is right or I’m inspired, but I wanted to mark it as complete so people don’t expect chapter updates.

Thanks so much, especially to those who have been here since the beginning.

PS. In case it isn’t clear or you didn’t watch the PV, Cyno’s opponent is Itto.





