
the guiding hand

Summary for the Chapter:
At least in this, though, she has a role model to look towards for example.

Cyno never covers his scars or his healing injuries unless part of a medical treatment. He doesn’t hide them. They are what they are to him—flesh—no more and no less.





Physical therapy is not new to Collei. Collei has spent so much of her life doing different types of exercises and stretches that when she began doing them she didn’t even realize they were physical therapy. 

She was so young when the Eleazar settled in and started to make itself a home inside of her. And she accommodated it for so long, and so well. No wonder it had settled itself so neatly into her, when she was such a good host! 

(Collei sometimes wants to make that joke out-loud, but she thinks it would get a poorer reception than even Cyno’s puns. That’s one mean feat and Collei’s not sure if she’ll be glad to be beating the General Mahamatra in that arena.)

The difference is that all that time the physical therapy was aimed at defending, preserving, something she knew she would always lose. 

Back then, all of that mobility she once had was just a loss she was trying to brace herself for, a loss that she was only trying to slow down by whatever small actions she could do on her part to hold the line for as long as she could. 

Back then, as the Eleazar creeped up her limbs turning them silvery then stone, Collei knew that everything was on a time limit with the sand moving from one half of the hour glass to the other at a rate that she might be able to slow down but would never be able to completely stop. The damage would only ever build and build and build, until all of that sand in that hourglass smothered her.

But now it’s different. 

It’s so incredibly different that Collei sometimes falls into shock about it right in the middle of the day.

Collei’s terminal sentence of Eleazar gone, but its damage remains to recover from. But that’s exactly the strangest part of it all! Isn’t that so weird? So strange? Isn’t that something that would take anyone some time to wrap their head around?

One day Collei was looking down a path with only one specific ending without escape and today Collei has the whole world open to her.

Recovery! How wonderfully weird that its! The thought of recovery! People don’t just recover from Eleazar. She’d gone her whole life thinking she knew that. She was ready to go her whole life knowing that. 

But here’s Collei doing just that! Recovering!

Collei is going to have a life. A life to recover.

Collei can’t quite wrap her head around it. 

Her entire life she’s lived with the knowledge that there was a definite end point for everything. And then approach of this end point would involve a series of slow, predictable arrivals to new stages leading up to that final conclusion. And each stage would be more unpleasant than the other, building off of previous pain to make something entirely new for her to struggle with.

Collei has spent every day of her life checking herself over to see how much closer she had gotten to the next threshold towards death and being thankful for what she had left. Even if she was feeling especially miserable as she was being thankful.

Every day was a victory. Every day was a battle in more ways than most people would ever experience. Every day that she sucked in a breath, shoved pain and stiffness aside, and managed to get up and do something was a victory. And she’d been counting them.

She had to. If Collei didn’t count them then the outcome waiting for her, when it came, would seem too unbearable. Too unfair.

Collei needed the reminders that she fought and she fought well—better and harder and with a lot less complaining than anyone would expect or ask of her—and she’d gathered a lot of wins to blunt the final loss.

Because one day she wouldn’t be able get up anymore. There would definitely be a day when she wasn’t going to be able to snatch a victory out of fate. 

One day, Collei knew, her legs would be stones attached to failing flesh. They’d be numb and heavy and ready to rot right off of her. One day her hands wouldn’t open or close, they’d be like some statue’s claws on the ends of her arms. One day Collei’s lungs would petrify right in her chest and she’d suffocate to death—that is, if the soft tissues of the nose, the larynx, the trachea, the muscles of the jaw, didn’t fail her first.

One day, Collei would be flesh-not-flesh petrified in place and hoping to die and wishing she weren’t conscious to feel this all happening to her and watch everyone around her watching her lose the inevitable battle.

Maybe that day would have been in a year from now. Ten years from now. Maybe even twenty. Probably not more than that. 

But it would come for her no matter what Master Tighnari and the General Mahamatra did and she would only be able to be thankful for each day she’d managed to get with them.

But here’s Collei. Cured. Impossibly cured. 

Someday Collei will still die. Maybe it will still be tomorrow. Or ten years from now. Or twenty. But it can also be thirty. Forty. Fifty. A hundred, even! It can be of natural causes. 

No matter what it is—it won’t be that slow, terrible, conscious loss she’d been ready to face minute by minute. It’s not going to be like that. Whatever it is, however the end comes for her, it’s not going to be that slow death of being entombed in her own body as she watches the world watching her go.

That day is hopefully a long way of though. Collei doesn’t have to think about her death so consciously anymore. She can focus more on the living. Actually living.

(Making plans for the future that aren’t just a week from now, or a few months from now. No more holding her hopes and anxieties and wondering if something she wanted to do is going to run right up against a sudden pain-spike or Eleazar growth.)

Collei is cured, but not completely recovered. 

The Eleazar’s gone, but the stiffness she did have before it went, the damage it has left where it had already eaten away at her flesh, remains. But it is recoverable from, which Collei still can’t believe even as Cyno guides her through her newer physical therapy exercises.

She’s lucky, she knows. 

There are those who were cured of Eleazar, but the damage already done was not something that could be come back from. There are others who are going to die anyway. And there are those who passed certain points of no return where they’ll never get back what the Eleazar took.

Collei’s case wasn’t that bad.

Collei’s path of recovery is going to be long. But at the end of it is the promise that she will be recovered. Sickness and all in the past tense. Behind her. Something that she can and did walk away from.

Maybe she won’t ever be the same as she was before the Eleazar, but that’s fine. Collei doesn’t remember the before anyway. And she thinks she did just fine with it, so she can only get better from here.

Imagine, after so long with the constrains of Eleazar and she was able to accomplish this much. How much more is she going to be able to do without it slowing her down and making her take the long way around?

Besides, isn’t it a gift that she gets to recover at all when she and the rest of the world were so sure that her only relief was going to be death? 

Every day Collei wakes up without tightness in the chest, without the panic as she clumsily kicks out so she can inspect her legs for further growth of the grey patches while rubbing feeling back into the muscle around them is a gift.

What a gift it is that from now on Collei’s only sick leave is going to be for things like the flu or maybe a sprained ankle, and if she’s really unlucky, a broken bone.

And what a gift it is to the people around her, the people who had been helping her keep the end at bay while also knowing that it would still come for her no matter what. What a gift it is to be able to look at them and know that she’s going to get to keep on looking.

Cyno taps her upper arm in reprimand, “Focus, Collei. We’re almost done with this set. Turn your arm out a little more. Yes, there. The stretch isn’t too much?”

“No, it’s good. I’m good,” Collei answers, trying to focus the rush of her excitement back to the present. 

(She gets so caught up in enjoying things. She’s not sure if it’s ever going to fade. She’s not just good. She’s great, she’s awesome. Sometimes it feels like her chest is filled with so much light she could fly without a wind glider.)

The Eleazar retreated, but the stiffness of her limbs did not. Miracles only go so far after all.

The places where the scales had settled in are healing. But when the silver-grey scales began to peel and slough off, they didn’t leave behind new skin in some places. 

In fact, in some places, they ripped out chunks of dubiously healthy skin and deeper tissue that they just didn’t want to let go of. Especially in the places where the scales had been for a long time. They fell off and away to leave behind deep pockets, sink-holes, where the flesh would need time to recover and fill out again.

And the atrophy of muscle in those areas is something that she’s going to have to slowly work her way through. 

Physical therapy with the goal of regaining something is so novel to her. Building up on a foundation instead of just holding on as she loses ground.

Some of the exercises are the same, but not all. 

Some of the new ones she’s still a little clumsy with. Collei’s not always sure if the stretch and feeling she’s getting out of them is normal or not. It’s hard to tell if she’s not pushing hard enough or if she’s overexerting herself. She’s learning though. She just has to remind herself that it’s growth and adjustment in a new direction is all.

Although she’s not quite used to looking at her skin and not seeing the scales. That’s another adjustment she’s got to make. For all that she hated those grey patches and everything they meant, she sometimes has a hard time recognizing her own body without them.

Master had said that while she’d definitely recover over time, it’s possible that some of the areas the scales had settled into would leave scars.

Collei doesn’t think she minds some scars, considering that she’s going to live. Scars just mean she survived the injury.

The pockets of sunken skin around atrophied muscle and the recovering areas where skin and tissue are slowly starting to grow in again certainly aren’t nice to look at, and they definitely hurt. 

But if there’s one thing Collei’s learned it’s that hurting is a sign of recovery. And compared to the scales as they became something like stone, Collei can only be thankful. What an improvement to see flesh, bruise, blood…

Most people would agree that in their own way, they are improvement. But there are sometimes still people who see Collei’s legs and arms, without her bandages or her clothes, and recoil.

Collei does her best not to be hurt by it. It isn’t on purpose. If a person didn’t know where they came from, what they mean to her, the wounds would probably look horrific. They do look horrific.

But those who do know what they mean to her, what they mean, look at them as Collei does: as proof. Proof that she will survive. And proof that not only will she survive, but that she is growing and changing, becoming more than the wounds left behind.

One of those people is Cyno.

The General Mahamatra has been helping Collei with her physical therapy exercises for years, whenever he’s around.

Even when he was bringing Collei to Sumeru from Mondstadt, and the pain of the seal he had placed on her was fresh on her neck, and Collei wasn’t sure if she trusted him or not, he helped her.

Collei remembers that he spotted her doing little stretches, turning her wrists, flexing her ankles, on their breaks. He didn’t outright tell her any new exercises, but he pointedly did his own stretches while she pretended she wasn’t looking.

And over the years, as Collei began to trust him and the pain of the seal faded into a memory, Cyno continued to help her. 

Whenever he came to Gandharva Ville he would check in on her from a shrinking distance, until whenever they’re together he’ll come to join her in her stretching, her exercises, and work through them with her; the two of them trading tips on new ones they might have heard or picked up while apart.

It is a routine they do at his house in Sumeru City and in every campground they make or temporary lodging they find when they travel together, too.

It is as familiar and welcome a routine in Collei’s life as walking the patrol dogs, doing her morning reporting in with Master Tighnari, and writing in her diary during her afternoon break. There’s comfort in it. There’s care.

That has not changed now that the goals of these exercises have shifted.

Cyno’s hands are warm and familiar—the same hands that guided her out of Mondstadt years ago, the same hands that have held her own over the years between then and now—as they move onto the next set of still unfamiliar exercises. 

As Cyno positions Collei’s hands she looks over his exposed skin.

In the same way that Cyno looks at Collei’s skin and once tracked the progress of her Eleazar to quietly worry over behind closed doors with Master Tighnari, Collei is used to looking Cyno over to try and pick out all of the injuries from the incidents and problems he tries not to let her or Master know about so that they worry just a little bit less over him when he’s not around.

This, too, is part of their routine. It’s just that now they’re both tracking progress of recovery on each other.

Cyno is a man of just as many scars in the progress of coming and going as Collei is. When he looks at her wounds, her skin, her scars, he is one of those who sees marks of survival and is proud of them—grateful to see them.

He has more scars now than when she first met him. Collei is not, after all, the only one surviving, growing, and changing. Although it does amaze her sometimes that someone like the General Mahamatra is still capable of growing and getting stronger. 

Collei used to think that surely there’s a limit to how outstanding a person can be. But here’s the General Mahamatra raising the bar for all of them, over and over again.

Because Cyno’s scars, his wounds, are not all from battle. The fading scars on his hands, his arms—she knows from what Cyno and Master Tighnari, and Professor Cyrus, and Sage Naphis and even Miss Lisa have told her—are mostly from a mix of electro and chemical accidents, not actual fights from his career in the matra.

People somehow forget that Cyno is also a scholar with his own research, his own papers, his own publications. It’s true that he doesn’t publish anything very frequently now. He’s too busy for that usually. But he still keeps up with all of the interesting news out of his darshan. He still goes off to try to independently verify the studies he finds interesting and to test theories he’s come up with on his own.

And because Cyno is a scholar, that means that sometimes his ideas get away from him. He makes his own mistakes to learn from, and sometimes those mistakes leave flecks of burns or cuts from shattered glass or various other unexpected results on his arms that managed to catch the bits of exposed skin not covered by protective glove, or even managed to cut or burn through them anyway.

Whenever Collei and Master Tighnari spot some of these new marks on Cyno they both tease the man about getting caught up in his studies, and how he’s setting the bar too high. He’s got to give the rest of them a chance to catch up to his excellence.

Of course, there are also scars from fights. Cyno was not always the capable fighter he was today. And he was not always so proficient in the use of his Vision and the, often, explosive reactions it can get in combination with other elements in close-quarters. Cyno had his own learning curves to deal with, once upon a time.

And while the current General Mahamatra may be also called a force more efficient than the Great Vayuvyastra, even he gets wounded in the line of duty. Success sometimes has its own costs, and the General Mahamatra is more than willing to pay.

This is a price that, whenever Master Tighnari and Collei see evidence of it being recently paid, wish that maybe the General Mahamatra’s would be a little less willing to pa, or maybe just pay less of it in general. But there’s no use trying to comment on that. There are some things you just can’t ask of a person—especially when they’re already doing their best.

Cyno wears his scars with indifference. They are also marks of survival and growth, but in a different way from Collei’s. 

Sometimes Collei finds herself self-conscious of them: her scars and her healing wounds. Especially the ones where the Eleazar’s grip was so strong, so entrenched—almost all the way down to the bone. 

Sometimes Collei feels weirdly protective of them. 

Like she doesn’t want anyone else to see and start thinking things. Yes, there are people who see and recoil and Collei understands the reaction, but at the same time Collei wants to curl and twist away, to shield her marks of recovery. They’re not pretty—in Collei’s experience recovery is never pretty—but they’re hers and they’re proof.

She might understand why someone would flinch at the sight, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t unaffected. 

It’s different from the protective feeling she had for her Eleazar scales, when they were there, but the reaction of wanting to hide and cover up, to dismiss and demur, is the same.

This is a poor attitude she’s had for all types of injuries she’s ever had for as long as she can remember. This, too, is a habit and routine that’s carrying over except it’s one she knows needs to be broken. It’s not a helpful mindset to have, not then and certainly not now.

When Collei had Eleazar she carried it and every other injury she got because of it, or incidental to it, poorly. 

Collei will admit readily that she is a poor patient. She likes to think that after so many years, and with her own experience as the one giving medical assistance, she’s gotten much better at being a patient. But sometimes she slips back into bad and familiar habits.

She doesn’t know if she was always like this, or if this was something she picked up in her time with the Doctor, but Collei’s first urge upon being injured is to hide the injury. And if it is not possible to completely hide the injury and its effect, then to downplay it as much as possible.

This isn’t very helpful towards treating a wound, an injury, a sickness. It’s a reaction that Master Tighnari and Cyno have been coaxing her out of for a long time, and one that she knows that she has to break.

But there have been times when Collei…when Collei resented having to be so frank with her injuries. When Collei had Eleazar, and even now as she’s working through her recovery, even her smallest thing becomes such a big deal. 

Sometimes Collei would get winded and start coughing and that would explode into such a fuss when it wasn’t anything and Collei knew it wasn’t anything, but people around her who knew about her Eleazar would start to panic anyway.

It wasn’t usually Master Tighnari or Cyno doing the panicking, but she could still tell that they were worrying more than normal even as they gave her space to know and affirm for herself whether this was something she should address or let slip by. 

She appreciates their respect for her own knowledge of what is and isn’t normal for her very-not-normal body, but she didn’t appreciate that her picking up so much as a scratch could cause people to launch into wild speculations as they tracked its healing progress.

She understands why. Any injury or symptom could be a sign of the Eleazar’s advancement. And the recovery from injury or sickness could effect or be affected by the Eleazar, in turn. Her entire body was—and still is—a tangle of causes and effects all pulling and pushing at each other.

A bruise healing a little too slowly might have meant that the Eleazar had started to settle in that area, not yet visible as grey patches. Collei being out of breath or coughing could mean that the Eleazar had advanced or flared up in her lungs which would mean that her medication might have lost some efficacy. A cold might linger with her for weeks in fits that come and go because the Eleazar had given it a place to hang onto. A light fever could become dangerous quickly because key parts of Collei’s body that regulate heat had altered states.

No matter how much Collei didn’t want something to be fussed over, even if she was so sure that it wasn’t going to be important, she didn’t know and she would have to bring it up anyway. Who knew what would come around to bite her?

And Collei would also admit to sometimes being very poor to those around her because of this resentment, this feeling of being so fed-up with being the big deal, of having to examine and re-examine every little scratch, bruise, or runny nose. 

She’s been poor to Master Tighnari, too, about it. He’s reprimanded her for holding back, for not being completely truthful with the extent or duration of an injury, but he’s never held her attitude against her. And Cyno has patiently born with her frustration, and never once shown upset when she’s snapped at him or accidentally let loose some of that sharper, meaner, temper she thought she’d left behind along with the Doctor. She’s grateful to them both for that, too.

Collei likes to think that she’s much better now, especially because she is—medically speaking—much better now.

But the instinct remains, even if the causes are different. And this is another thing on the long and convoluted road of recovery that she’s going to have to keep working on.

At least in this, though, she has a role model to look towards for example.

Cyno never covers his scars or his healing injuries unless part of a medical treatment. He doesn’t hide them. They are what they are to him—flesh—no more and no less.

Some of his scars are from before he was a matra, before he was a scholar, from a past that Cyno doesn’t often talk about. But even those scars he carries calmly, quietly.

That’s what Collei would like to be like someday. Someday, Collei wants to have that kind of attitude about a wound, a sickness, a hurt—where it’s not something to be defensive about, not something to hide, something that doesn’t need more attention than necessary.

She’s not sure if she’ll ever have that attitude towards the Eleazar’s pock marks and scars. Those, she thinks, she’ll always treat differently, think of differently. But she does hope that she can learn to adopt Cyno’s mindset for all the other things.

The coughs, the colds, the runny noses, the headaches, the stomach aches, the scratches and bruises—all the others injuries she’ll face on the path she’s chosen.

Cyno’s hand is warm as he touches his palm to her shoulder, fingers squeezing at the muscle, searching for tension and knots or any signs of something being wrong, then loosening when he doesn’t find any.

“You’re occupied in thought today,” he says, concern at the edge of his voice as he does another look over her. “You didn’t even realize you’d gone through the rest of the exercises on your own. Am I not interesting enough?”

“If you’re not interesting I don’t think there’s anyone or anything interesting left in the world,” Collei replies, entirely sincere. 

She reaches up to squeeze Cyno’s wrist in reassurance. She lets the awe and the joy and the relief she sometimes gets so wrapped up in show on her face, pulling at her cheeks.

Cyno’s eyes crinkle at the corners, although his mouth remains level, “Tell that to your Master. Sometimes he makes me wonder if I’ve become too predictable. Which would be a shame.” 

He gets that spark in his eye when he’s thinking of something that’s going to have Master Tighnari hitting his head against his desk while talking about sabbaticals and retreats and the merits of hermitage. He’s been considering that last one a lot more loudly ever since Lord Kusanali had him take over in the…rehabilitation of the former Sages.

He’d never actually do it, of course. But sometimes Collei isn’t so sure. And if there’s anyone who can get Master moving on something, it’s the General Mahamatra.

Thus, Collei speaks out of a mixture of sincerity and also preemptive defense of her Master’s sanity.

“Please don’t try to do anything to change that. Don’t try to become more interesting. I promise that Master already thinks you’re interesting. You’re too interesting—if he focuses on you and whatever interesting thing you’ve brought him he’s going to have to let the rest fall by the wayside,” Collei protests. “You’re the General Mahamatra.”

“So I am,” Cyno nods. “And he’s the General Watch Leader, so if there’s anyone capable of finding something more interesting than me, it’s definitely going to be your master. In fact, he’s probably found an entire list of them between when I saw him last night and this very moment. Perhaps he’ll even share a few of the highlights with me when we have breakfast after your morning reports.”

Then, as they always do whenever Cyno finishes guiding Collei through her exercises, he holds his hands out to her, palms up. A silent request.

Collei looks down at his hands, the lighter lines and flecks of skin that came back as a scar, the raised and textured calluses, and places her hands over them.

Her hands used to be much smaller in his. They’ll never quite match in size, but Collei’s hands cover and match up to a lot more skin than they used to.

The two of them join hands with each other, palm to palm, fingers fluttering over and pressing against the thin skin of the wrist, basking in the fact that they’re both here.

Collei feels the familiar press of the calluses on Cyno’s palms—so different from hers, from Master Tighnari’s. She feels out the familiar smooth patches from electrical burns from a time before he was the man who guides her with patience and good humor. She feels her own calluses, already settled and some still forming, catch against his skin. 

And quietly, as she has for a very long time now, Collei gives a silent prayer of thanks to whoever is listening that Cyno has these scars, these marks, because they’re part of his kindness, they’re part of his care. Proof of all that he survived, left behind, and the growth he chose to make of them that he carries with him.

Cyno’s eyes are closed when she looks at his face. Collei wonders what he thinks about when they have this moment of shared, companionable silence with each other. Is he also sending thanks to someone?

She feels the faint twitch of his fingertips against her skin, and the shift of muscle and bone against her own.

Cyno’s strong hands squeeze Collei’s once he’s done with his moment of contemplation. She squeezes back. She does her best to squeeze back a little tighter and tighter every time. At first it was to say without saying anything that she was alright, still fighting, still in the race against time.  

Now that there is no longer a race, no longer a fight, Collei does it to see if someday she can surprise him.

Now as before, Cyno’s mouth moves to quickly flash a proud, pleased grin. But this grin is lighter without the weight of an impending deadline (another joke Collei thinks she probably shouldn’t be sharing). 

Cyno lets go with a playful tap of his fingers to the center of her palm, and turns to start doing his own morning exercises that are a little bit beyond what Collei’s able to do.

Collei will never be as limber as the General Mahamatra. But one of her goals on this long road forward is to at least share in on some of his harder stretches and exercises. So she goes to stand near him and starts doing her own modified versions of his more arduous stretches.

“Up for a bonus round?” Cyno asks as he starts in, holding his current position for her to examine and copy. “Shouldn’t you be getting ready to do your morning report with Tighnari?”

“Like you said, Master has a dozen different interesting things to keep him,” Collei answers, adjusting the position of her legs and bend of her knees as Cyno taps the same areas on his own body and demonstrates what she needs to do. “I’ve got to enjoy the time I have with you before I give my morning report over breakfast. I’ll have to tell him that you called him a general behind his back again.”

“Have you considered not telling him?”

“Have you considered not calling him that? Even if I’m not the one who tells him, it’s going to get back to Master, anyway! And then I’ll be in trouble for encouraging you by not putting a stop to it.”

“Poor Collei,” Cyno sighs, shaking his head in amusement. “In trouble through association with a bad crowd. Your Master’s grip on the rest of the Forest Watchers is truly something to be reckoned with. Alright, let’s see how far you can go today before we have your Master breathing down both our necks for being overly ambitious and optimistic about it.”




