
1. Lesson One: Leave a Mark

Summary for the Chapter:
It seemed kinder on the people left behind if Collei made the letting go and moving on easier by having all the things she left behind simpler to pack away and get rid of. She didn’t want anything terrible to linger. She didn’t want the goodbye to hurt anymore than she knew it would’ve.

Collei wanted it to be the cleanest separation possible.

But now…

Now.

Forget cleanliness. Collei wants to leave a stain. Collei wants to leave an outline, a touch of herself, something that’s soaked into the space and says, I was here, I was here, I was here.





Collei had Eleazar. She was going to die. And the cause of her death would almost certainly be that Eleazar reaching its final stage.

The fact that these things are in past tense don’t change that for a time they were her present, and what she thought would be her future.

This was her secret that was not exactly a secret. Because people definitely knew she had it, or guessed that she had it. It’s not that hard a guess for people who live in Sumeru. The disease was rare but its signs and symptoms were pretty well known. 

And over time, as Master Tighnari became known for treating Eleazar because he was treating her, coming to Gandharva Ville and seeking his advice became part of Eleazar. Like recognizes like, as they say.

Collei didn’t openly talk about it, she hid the parts of her that were being eaten up by silver stone scales as much as possible, and she did her best to overcome all of the blocks those scales put in her path. But there were people who knew and knowing that she had the disease automatically meant knowing Collei was going to die. 

Not in the way that everyone dies—distant, far off, hopefully of natural causes. It meant knowing that Collei was going to die soon, of a very unnatural cause, in a very…unpleasant way.

Sometimes knowing that about a person can change how you treat them. Collei knows this firsthand. She can’t exactly blame some of the people who looked or spoke to her differently after figuring it out or being told. But Collei will admit to being a little bit fed up with it.

Alright. If Collei’s being honest, sometimes she really resented it. She really, really hated the kind of filter the knowledge of her having Eleazar put on other people’s treatment of her.

And worse still, she sometimes really hated that some of their changes in attitude were probably for the best.

The Eleazar did not define her then or now, Collei refuses to accept that or anyone who thinks that. But she knows and acknowledges that the Eleazar put a hard limit on and to her life. That part she learned that she had to accept no matter what. It would be easier if she did than if she struggled against it. She only had so much time, after all. And she’d already wasted so much of it being angry and afraid and in pain.

That part she did accept.

But sometimes, during her darkest moods, Collei remembers wishing that the Eleazar was cancer instead. You could cut out cancer. 

Eleazar was different. Eleazar was a bomb sleeping in every cell. Biding its time and waiting. Eleazar was total transformation. One day you had none at all. The next day, you were covered in it, and it was only a matter of time before each of those cells would switch from flesh to stone. There was no cutting out just the diseased portion. The whole of you was already infected. And you knew it. You just wouldn’t know what part of you would be the next to be honest with it.

But there were similarities to cancer in that cancer could be terminal, and depending on the type of cancer, it could be just as limiting.

Collei remembers feeling very limited. Stifled, almost. Robbed, sometimes.

One of the things you get robbed of when you have a death date that’s pretty much set for you is that you get robbed of your ability to be careless. Every moment counts. Everything means something. You can’t waste a breath, a movement, or even a thought. What you have is more finite than what most other people have.

But you learn to live with that feeling of being robbed. You learn to live with all of those feelings that come with having the end hovering just over your shoulder. 

How people choose to live with what they have is different, just like how living in general is different from person to person.

You have to teach yourself, sometimes.

Collei, when she had Eleazar, didn’t collect a lot of things.

Most of her belongings arestuff that she needs—things like her clothes, which are basically only sleeping clothes and clothes suitable for patrol, materials for studying, her sewing supplies, and a salvaged box that she has carefully filled with trinkets that she’s collected over her short life.

That box was getting pretty full, but it was mostly things like letters and photographs. A rare gift meant to last.

Collei liked getting gifts like most anyone would, but sometimes they made her uncomfortable. It seemed like a waste to give her some certain things. For the other person giving it to her, not to her receiving it. Sometimes she even felt a little sorry for the nice things being given to her.

She thinks that Master Tighnari and Cyno both knew that, because the gifts they gave her were simple things. Flowers she could press or could be thrown away, cloth that they had seen and thought she might like to work with, a new notebook, a nice bottle of ink…things like that. Things that she could use and return to the world in some way. Things that wouldn’t linger. 

Collei liked that. It felt comforting. It felt like a relief of a burden that was never actually on her shoulders or in her hands.

She didn’t need much else and honestly…Collei didn’t want Master Tighnari and Cyno to have to go through a lot afterwards. 

The end, through Eleazar, would have been slow and tedious and horrible enough for them to go through without them having to sit surrounded by things they’d have to sort out and throw away after. 

Collei wouldn’t be leaving them gently, peacefully, or kindly. But she could make the after quiet, peaceful, and kind to them, who were so gentle, peaceful, and kind to her. That thought was a great comfort to her.

But now, there is going to be no after. Not if Collei can help it. By some miracle, Collei has gotten herself out of a death sentence and she doesn’t intend on wasting that.

So, now after all of that learning of how to die, now knowing that she isn’t, how do you learn to live?

Collei writes that question down in a brand new notebook at the top of the first page, underlining it twice. Then she stares at the rest of the blank page, the rest of her mind just as empty.

Well. At least knowing to ask the question is a start, isn’t it? Collei closes the notebook, stuffing it into her travel bag to think over later. She has the time to think now, after all.

-

“How did you carry all of this back with you?” Collei asks, astounded as she helps Layla with the last of the luggage she’d brought with her from what Collei swears Layla said was only a quick visit back to her family’s farm in the countryside. 

Layla’s switched dorms for this year to a different building—the old one is being renovated—and between Layla’s academic achievements and the building switch, she’s been moved to a very generous looking single. So on top of moving all of the things Layla brought back with her from her home village, they’re also moving all of Layla’s things from her old dorm room to the new one.

Layla’s not the only one in the process of moving, the entire building is swarmed with students like an anthill, all moving here and there passing along boxes and bags as they bump and bumble into each other. The entire building feels full to bursting with people and the heat of all of those people moving around.

To make matters worse, the air around the city has been pretty stale and stagnant for the past few days—the heat and the humidity seems to have settled in like a stubborn toddler who refuses to move or be moved. 

Every window and door in the building is thrown open, but there’s no breeze to help.

Collei is sweating, her hair sticking to her forehead and the back of her neck. She’s slightly out of breath, nowhere near her current limit, but it just feels all the worse because of the weather. Layla isn’t much better. Even as a Cryo Vision holder, not even Layla’s capable of keeping cool with this kind of weather and this kind of work.

But the good news is that this was the last of the boxes they had to drag up here. Now it’s the unpacking they’re going to have to deal with.

Layla and Collei look at the boxes around them before mutually deciding that a break is in order, the both of them dropping down to starfish as much as possible on the wood floor as much as possible. Layla’s window, at least, is shaded by a very large tree so she’s not dealing with too much sunlight.

“I don’t know,” Layla answers Collei’s earlier question. She shoves her long blue hair to the side, sighing with relief as she lays on the slightly cooler wood floor. She reaches over for Collei’s hand, clumsily patting down Collei’s arm until she finds it. Collei senses Layla’s Vision flare just for a moment before the tiniest piece of ice is dropped into Collei’s sweating palm.

Collei immediately brings her hand up and slaps it to her forehead, wincing at the burst of bright coolness, already disappointed as it starts to melt over her face.

“I didn’t even realize I had this much in my dorm. I came here with barely anything,” Layla says. “I barely buy anything, either. Where did it all come from? And this was after I threw out a lot when I was initially packing up to move. I told my family that I was moving dorms and it feels like they threw the entire house at me when I mentioned it was going to be a single.”

“What could they have possibly sent with you? It’s not like you have a kitchen and you’re sharing the washroom with the floor.”

“They didn’t want me to be lonely. I don’t really get to visit them so much,” Layla says. “Originally they knew I was sharing so I couldn’t have a lot. They also worried that I’d get bullied and my roommate might steal from me. But now that I’m in a single I think they think that it’s free license to send me off with everything. I think they were really holding back until now.”

“But what’s everything?” 

Layla sits up with a low groan, stretching her leg out to nudge and kick and maneuver a box towards them. Collei reluctantly sits up to join her in getting the box open.

“Really though, how did you bring this all back?”

“Collei, to be honest with you…I really don’t know. One moment I was staring down all the luggage they’d given me and the next I was in the dorm and almost late to meeting up with you. I’m too tired to question the process.”

Layla and Collei manage to wrestle the box out of the ropes that had been tied around it to keep it securely shut, then pry the lid off of the box.

Inside are several blankets—

“Do they know what season it is right now?” Collei can’t help but blurt out, feeling sweat slide down the back of her neck and down her spine.

“They got enthusiastic!” Layla defends, pulling what are obviously hand sewn and hand crocheted blankets out and carefully turning around to put them on a clear section of floor. “And they were just gathering dust in my room anyway, or so they say.”

Apparently, Layla explains, that when she’s away at the Akademiya, her family members sometimes poke their heads into her room to sit or stand or just…be there and remember her. 

It’s not like they go rummaging around in there (Not that Layla would mind.). But sometimes they’ll sit at her desk and look at the picture frames there, or flip through one of her old notebooks she used when she was studying for the entrance exam to the Akademiya. 

Her father admits to sometimes sitting on her bed and looking at one of the old, worn-to-the-seams stuffed animals that she left behind. Her mother goes in to clean and inevitably gets side tracked by looking at the notches on Layla’s door where they measured her height.

The image Layla paints is an unfamiliar one to Collei.

Back in Gandharva Ville, her cabin is neat but she doesn’t have anything from growing up. She moved into that cabin to live by herself only a few years back, and it took the combined influence of Collei and several other Forest Watchers vouching on her behalf to convince Master Tighnari to let her have her own cabin rather than rooming with someone else or continuing to stay in his own—which was getting a little cramped for both him and her.

Master Tighnari certainly logged her height and weight, but only in a medical file. And honestly, at the time, Collei didn’t have very good memories or experiences to draw from when it came to having her medical information recorded so she just wanted it all over as fast as possible. 

By the time Collei was no longer so uncomfortable with her medical exams—with exams—she was long past the stage where you’d put notches to mark growth. She was the one doing that for some of the little kids who were living in Gandharva Ville, herself during home-visits.

Collei can’t imagine Master Tighnari going to Collei’s cabin when she’s away because he missed her. Then again, she’s very rarely away from Gandharva Ville for very long. And when she is, he’s usually with her.

Although, there was recently that thing with that strange bottle in the desert. That took a little while, but she still can’t imagine Master Tighnari missing her so much he’d go to her cabin to just…look.

Layla continues to unpack little trinkets and baubles. Most of the things she unpacks from her family aren’t very useful. 

Neither Collei nor Layla have any idea why her family was so insistent upon Layla having a small glass jar filled with shiny rocks or why she had to have this specific hand mirror, but apparently it was deemed a necessity.

There’s a sentimental value to these things. Layla shares some of the stories with Collei as they return to unpacking. 

The glass jar of shiny rocks came from a cousin she’s close with. The cousin collected those rocks with Layla when they were little, saying they shimmered like stars. The hand mirror belongs to one of Layla’s aunts. It’s supposed to be lucky. Why the aunt didn’t want to save the lucky charm for herself or one of her own children Layla has no idea. Maybe they think she needed the luck more than they did.

Sometimes Layla sounds embarrassed as she tells these stories. Other times she sounds wistful. She even sounds exasperated for a few of the stories. But there’s always a clear and distinct touch of love to all of the stories and all of the items Layla unpacks.

Collei likes listening to them, laughing and commiserating along with Layla—offering her own stories in exchange when she can. Collei’s own stories cause Layla to laugh like Collei does, or sigh with deep understanding and sympathy, just as Collei does for Layla’s stories.

(“We shouldn’t sigh so much, it’s already so hot,” Layla even says at one point. “Hot air is the problem right now. Why are we adding to it?”

“But if we don’t sigh about it, what can we do?” Collei pointed out, causing them both to heave great big sighs and then start laughing.)

“Oh, I can’t believe I almost forgot,” Layla suddenly says at the end of the day, before going back to rummage through the few boxes and pieces of luggage that they didn’t get to. 

Layla insisted they weren’t as important as the rest of her things, and that she’d sort them out later.

The things in those boxes and luggage were mostly clothes and linens like towels and bed sheets, which Collei thought was very important. 

Maybe she’s not as much of an Akademiya scholar as she thought she was because Layla insisted on setting up all of her telescopes, measuring and recording equipment, and various other tools of her school first to make sure everything was perfectly in place and undamaged before even considering sorting out anything else. 

In fact, when Collei suggested putting Layla’s clothes away before they put her books away Layla looked like she’d just gotten mud splashed onto her face.

Layla goes through those neglected pieces of luggage and boxes now, before pulling out a giant brown paper wrapped package which she holds out to Collei, looking a little embarrassed as she does so.

“I meant to give this to you earlier, but then we got busy moving things and I figured that it would be safer in my luggage while everything was on the move. And then I just forgot. This is for you. I still owe you for helping me move, this isn’t that. It’s um. Well. I know you like sewing so when I wrote to my family about you I must have mentioned that at least once. And they’ve been collecting bits of fabric ever since. I didn’t exactly ask them to, but I did mention how good you are at it and some of the wonderful things you do with oddly shaped fabrics and scraps, and they must have thought that you might be able to make something out of these and I’m rambling now.”

Collei takes the surprisingly weighty package, mouth and eyes equally as round as each other.

“Layla, thank you! Please thank your family for me. They didn’t have to…I’ll send them something in return.”

“No! Don’t! The two of you will get stuck in exchanging thank you’s for thank you’s. And I’ll be stuck in the middle trying to get the two of you to stop but also trying to help you get gifts that will please each other.”

Layla has a point but Collei insists, “At least a thank you note. Maybe some tea leaves?”

Layla and Collei continue to go back and forth about that as they leave Layla’s new dorm building, eventually agreeing to temporarily table this discussion for another time. Layla waves Collei off as Collei goes to return to the General Mahamatra’s house.

As Collei leaves Layla, the weighty gift in her arms, Collei’s mind begins to turn the warm buzz of the afternoon over in her head.

There is something here that has caught and snagged at something in her head, her heart, like a bramble on a loose stitch or piece of weave.

But what?

-

Collei now recognizes the what.

Staring at Cyno’s incredibly clean looking ceiling, Collei knows what it was that had caught at her and kept catching at her even when her attention and energy should have been on the rest of the events of busy day.

Collei is currently star-fished out on Cyno’s cool wood floor like she was back in Layla’s new dorm room, but it’s much more effective here. Cyno keeps the house shut up during the day when he and Collei are out. Although it should mean all the heat gets trapped inside and it gets stuffy, somehow it doesn’t. As a result it feels very good to just flop down on the floor and let the heat rise right off of her while she thinks.

When Collei had returned from helping Layla she’d gone to the room she uses when she’s in Sumeru City and opened the package.

Out from the confines of the carefully wrapped and tied together brown paper spilled a beautiful array of fabrics. Collei would swear that some of them aren’t scraps, because they didn’t look like they’d been cut for anything except to be cut from the rest of the cloth roll they’d been bought from. All of them were beautiful. Some of them, Collei could tell, were also home made—woven right there on someone’s farm and then dyed in the area, too.

Collei spent a lot of time sitting and running her fingers over the different fabrics, mind already coming up with ideas. She’d half thought to grabbing her journal of ideas to start matching fabric types to old thoughts or starting to make new ones.

And then, carefully wrapped up inside all of that fabric, Collei found Layla’s gift.

Layla had mentioned cross stitching once or twice before, although she didn’t have much time for the hobby now. The charting of stitches and threads, she’d said, was a lot like working on star charts. Collei sort of understood it, but not exactly. 

Apparently while Layla was on vacation away from the Akademiya she did have time to return to her old hobby.

Wrapped up carefully and securely among the layers of fabric that Layla’s family had collected for Collei is an embroidery hoop. This can only have come from Layla, because Collei doesn’t think anyone in Layla’s family would have been able to stitch either the stars as seen from the Great Red Sand so fondly, or Cuilein-Anbar so accurately.

The image in the hoop is Cuilein-Anbar in the desert at night. The doll is a little lopsided, and Collei can see where Layla must be out of practice because of where the stitches get a little awkward and the thread is slightly frayed from where she must have either cut it out and redid it, or pulled it out repeatedly to redo the stitching.

The doll is shown with its back towards the viewer, looking up at the desert stars, with a large moon shaped like a silver coin or perfectly shaped coconut candy looking back down at Cuilein-Anbar.

Collei upon holding it in her hands, feeling the threads crisscrossing over the fabric, loved it instantly. How could she not have loved it?

Upon loving it, Collei’s instinct was to do the same with all of the other gifts and things given to her that she loved: to put it back in the box of keepsakes back in Gandharva Ville.

But as Collei held the hoop in her hands, sitting on the floor of in the dim dark with a circle of fabric around her, that instinct felt wrong.

Collei looked at the hoop and the thread and the fabric in her hands and thought: I can’t put this away.

It seemed too sad to put something this beautiful, this tender, in a box. This is a gift meant to be looked at, something meant to be placed in the eye of the moon and sun alike, for people to feel.

So Collei got up, stomping out the pins and needles in her legs from sitting on the floor as she walked up to the empty desk Cyno keeps in the guest room and propped it up against the plain wall.

Collei imagined taking it back to her cabin in Gandharva Ville and hanging it up, but she couldn’t. Not really.

Collei’s walls back in Gandharva Ville are bare except for a few hooks where she hangs clothes or various plants to dry. Collei tried to imagine Layla’s embroidery hoop hung up along with them and couldn’t. It didn’t quite fit. It looked so out of place. And the only real surfaces to put things on are Collei’s desk table, which is full of all of her research notes and journals and books, or the top of her dresser which is admittedly cluttered with small little baskets filled with this or that medicinal ointment or various items used in her physical therapy.

Where would she put the hoop?

Collei came out of the guest room to lie down and starfish on the cool floor of the front room to think and ponder about it.

It shouldn’t be something you ponder over though, Collei had to admit to herself. Why was it so hard?

And then, lying there, arms and legs sprawled out over the cool wood floor, Collei caught the edge of the snag of her thoughts from earlier and connected it to the matching piece of this question she was having right then.

Collei compared her cabin back in Gandharva Ville back to Layla’s room as Layla described it back in her village, and even the outline of the dorm room as it was shaping up with all of Layla’s things being settled into it.

Looking around that dorm room, even thought it wasn’t fully set up, Collei could clearly see that it was a room that was about to be very well lived in and only lived in by Layla. No one else could have been in that room. And based on how Layla described her room back home, it was very much the same there.

Collei held up the room she pictured from Layla’s descriptions to her own memory of her room and found Layla’s room one to be full of things. Cluttered might be the right word, but not in a bad way. Layla did make her room sound very full. That’s a better word, maybe. Full. Yes. Full.

Layla’s room seemed full. And it wasn’t even the sense that Layla just has a lot of things, because honestly Collei’s pretty sure Layla doesn’t. It just sounds that way because of how lively the stories are behind the items in it are.

It’s not like Layla goes out and buys a lot of things. 

Layla says that her family isn’t poor, but they don’t have that much to spare. And Layla, herself, only makes a little bit of spending money by proof reading other student’s papers and doing some math tutoring when she has spare time. 

Most of Layla’s mora goes right back into her own studies—more equipment, a particularly nice bottle of ink, maybe even some higher quality paper—or into things like splurging to get coffee or food off campus.

When Collei thinks full, when Layla describes her room, when Collei looked at Layla’s packed up belongings as they started to be unpacked…maybe what Collei means isn’t the academic supplies like the books and the papers and the instruments. 

Because Collei has those, too, for Amurta instead of Rtawahist. She’s got a lot of things like that, in fact. And Collei doesn’t mean basic things like towels or bed sheets or curtains, because she also has those too. And she doesn’t mean clothes, either.

Collei thinks she means that it’s stuff like the embroidery hoop. The glass bottle filled with rocks that were stars in the minds of children. The lucky mirror. 

All of the other things that got packed in, sharing stories like the extra blanket that Layla’s parents stuffed in with all the rest, along with the tiny little somewhat flattened pillow because that’s Layla’s napping pillow and blanket from when she was little and they worry about her poor sleeping. And the crocheted lap blanket, too, because Layla’s always getting bitten by mosquitoes and she needs to cover her legs with something light for maximum defense against bugs. And the pencil holder that her uncle carved for her that’s shaped like a tree stump complete with roots and a little hollow on one side with a squirrel.

It’s that kind of stuff that Collei thinks makes Layla’s rooms seem full. It’s the stuff that, like Layla says, she didn’t keep track of as she got it and when she went back to look was so surprised that it was all there. It’s an accumulation of things, over time, that just…gather. 

They’re mostly handmade things, or cheap little things that Layla found or were found to be like Layla, things that were loved and linked to her over time. Over living. 

They are things that are gathered together without care or mind towards what space they’d take up. Or…thought towards an end, and consideration towards the person cleaning up or taking that space after the end.

Layla’s places, Collei thinks, something strange and heavy settling in her stomach and the back of her throat, were place where this embroidery hoop would not look out of place, surrounded by all of the other things that are full of similar stories, loved and enjoyed, and existing as they are for only that one purpose.

Without the story, without the love and the care and the thought, those things become…well. Trash in some cases. Fabric and thread. A jar of rocks. A small, slightly tarnished mirror with a plain backing. A really worn and faded blanket that’s thin at the seams. A pillow so ragged that its middle section is flat no matter how it’s tossed or fluffed. A crochet blanket with entire sections of thread hanging in loose loops, in need of someone to go in and pull the whole thing back into order. An awkwardly carved looking piece of wood.

Collei thinks about all of these things that without their stories would just have been stuff that Layla brought along.

And Collei thinks about the baffled expression on Layla’s face, as she unpacked all of this stuff that were stories and found places for them around her new room. Because it wasn’t just those things, it was also the things that Layla had found here in Sumeru City on her own.

All of these things that added up to create the pile of boxes and luggage of things Layla brought with her and couldn’t part with, because they were part of her living. They were things that didn’t just have places in Layla’s life, but a home. And they were also parts of home. And almost all of it was acquired without her ever really noticing.

It’s very much the opposite of Collei, who’s been very conscious of the things she’s gathered in her life and has actively tried to keep everything down to the most basic and minimum threshold as possible.

But she had a reason for it, then. Collei thinks it was a very good reason. It’s just that this reason isn’t applicable now.

Collei rolls over onto her side, pillowing her cheek on her arm as she thinks over this…well. It’s not a problem. Maybe it’s a question. Or an answer to a question. 

Collei thinks back to her journal with its blank pages and its question right at the front.

And then she thinks back to her own cabin in Gandharva Ville. Would her own family, would her friends, be able to remember her from that room like Layla’s friends and family remember her from hers? Probably not with the way it is right now.

Collei did that on purpose. But…now that she knows the end isn’t sitting so close—and isn’t so dreadful, isn’t so likely to take her away through something unbearable—Collei thinks she’d want them to. 

It seems like, now, it wouldn’t be such a sad thing. If Collei can be remembered and found in the same way Layla is, Collei thinks it would be nice. It would be good. 

She’d want that. She wants that.

It would be nice to leave signs of herself behind for other people to pick up on. Although she’s not quite sure how she’s going to do that. 

When Collei thinks about leaving signs of herself behind all she can think of is leaving a mess. But that’s not what this is about. 

Then again, that’s how Collei’s been thinking of it this entire time. Her end was going to be messy, and in her head that meant that everything she leaves behind would be a mess, too.

Even if she rewords it without the word mess…

This idea of leaving a trace is just so contrary to how Collei’s been choosing to live her life. It’s hard for her to imagine spreading herself out like that, in a way that would make a place so completely and unquestionably, permanently, hers.

Of course Collei has spaces that are hers. She has her own locker in the Forest Ranger’s changing room. She lives in her own cabin. In the labs back in Gandharva Ville she has her own shelf space set aside for storing personal equipment and supplies, and her own section of the cold-storage for her experiments and research.

And Collei knows she definitely gets more than just a little messy in some of those spaces. Especially when she’s busy or tired. But Collei generally tries to keep her messes contained and easily swept away. They’re temporary.

Collei’s presence in these places can sometimes be seen as piles of laundry that are already neatly sorted (just not folded) but put off to the side. Or an overflowing trash bin that’s not yet been taken out, filled with crumpled up papers that have her handwriting on them. Sometimes her sign is left in the form of an experiment in the lab she’s not yet put away because it’s still in progress and it’s not worth packing up and away when she’s going to be right back at it the next day. Things like these.

And of course, Collei has her own secret hiding spots in the Avidya Forest that she doesn’t share with other people. Although she’s pretty sure Master Tighnari knows about all of them and just doesn’t say anything.

But all of these things seem very different from the purposeful, permanent sprawl that Layla has in her room, her dorm. It’s different from Master Tighnari’s cabin and its full inventory of life, or even Cyno’s house that reminds Collei of a strange mix of Professor Cyrus, Lisa, and Master Tighnari, on top of something that’s simply Cyno.

It’s not about messes. It’s not about being tidy or not. It’s about…a feeling. An echo. Some lingering touch or sign. It’s a mark that shows to anyone and everyone that these are places are always theirs, no matter where they are or what they’ve chosen to do with it.

Collei is thinking of a place that people will step into and look at and think Collei. And keep thinking of Collei even after she’s not been there for a long time.

Collei’s has always been ready to surrender her current places to someone else, careful to make sure all of the evidence of her being there and using that space are easy to pack away out of sight, out of mind, and then get rid of.

It seemed easier that way, when Collei and everyone who knew her also knew that her time was finite in a distinct way that most people’s lives aren’t.

It seemed kinder on the people left behind if Collei made the letting go and moving on easier by having all the things she left behind simpler to pack away and get rid of. She didn’t want anything terrible to linger. She didn’t want the goodbye to hurt anymore than she knew it would’ve.

Collei wanted it to be the cleanest separation possible.

But now…

Now.

Forget cleanliness. Collei wants to leave a stain. Collei wants to leave an outline, a touch of herself, something that’s soaked into the space and says, I was here, I was here, I was here.

How though is the question, now that she has another answer. How? 

Also why is it that every time Collei figures out the answer to a question she comes up with another question?

As Collei is thinking about this and also marveling at how even the underneath of all of Cyno’s furniture is spotless (She swears she barely even sees him cleaning around the house and there’s no way that he’s hiring a cleaning service.) she hears the front door open with a loud burst of voices.

Collei lifts her head as she hears Cyno and Professor Cyrus squabbling in the entryway, the two of them pausing when they see her on the ground. They don’t look surprised so much as they look curious and Collei immediately sits up, waving as the two come closer.

“Professor Cyrus is staying over for the next few days,” Cyno tells her, holding up a bag that must have the professor’s clothes and the like. Cyno shoots Professor Cyrus a sharp, disapproving look from the corner of his eye. “His house is currently being…aired out due to a complication with an experiment he was doing. At home. In his kitchen.”

Unspoken is the reprimand for not conducting this experiment in the custom lab space that Professor Cyrus had built into the house and has been upgrading, modifying, and perfecting over the past several years.

“Lunch is not an experiment,” Professor Cyrus argues. 

He doesn’t look hurt, although his hair looks like he got thrown between a few Mondstadt Eye of the Storm like a ball. His eyebrows are slightly singed. And he’s wearing the cheap generic clothes given to people to wear when they’re admitted to the Bimarstan’s observation halls, or are part of some biological experiment in the Akademiya labs.

“It is when it requires a full Spantamad decontamination team to go in afterwards,” Cyno replies.

Collei hurries to get to her feet, “I’ll move my stuff and change the sheets. And I’ll get some fresh towels from the linen closet.”

Professor Cyrus scoffs, reaching over to ruffle Collei’s hair. Except Cyno intercepts with a sharp tap to the professor’s wrist, sternly scolding him, “You haven’t finished with the full decontamination procedure.”

Professor Cyrus ignores Cyno, giving Collei a fond look. “I can’t take your room, Collei. How could this old retiree possibly put a young student out of their own bed during one of the most important times of growth in their life?”

Cyno rolls his eyes, hefting Professor Cyrus’ bag over his shoulder.

“Don’t insist upon it, Collei. You don’t want him in your room. His lunch experiment left a strong residue. He reeks. The only reason he didn’t finish decontamination when he was in his house was because he made a mess of the washroom there in the immediate aftermath, too.”

“I’m surprised you even let me leave. Going soft now that Sumeru’s all peaceful?”

Cyno’s mouth quirks up at the corners. “Well, now that you’ve said it, Professor, I should expect someone to come knocking at my door to inform me of the next emergency that isn’t you nearly giving your neighbors cardiac arrest. Besides, it seemed rather pointless to stick to protocol when there was no feasible way for the procedures outlined in the decontamination protocols to go through. Collei, get some towels for Professor Cyrus. Not the good ones. I don’t think they’ll be useable after this.”

The two of the men continue into the house, bickering now over Cyno giving up his own bed for Professor Cyrus to use while Cyno sleeps in the front room.

(“I can’t kick the General Mahamatra out of his own bed! What if you get called in to fight someone and you can’t because you’ve got a crick in your neck from poor sleeping, huh?”

“I sleep on the desert floor and in ruins.”

“Raise your standards.”

“I’m being filial.”

“You can’t be filial by getting a desk job? Or by taking up my old research?”

“How did that work out with Lisa?”

“She’s causing her trouble in a different country. It’s different!”)

Collei watches them disappear down the hallway before going to do as Cyno asked, getting some of the…not the best but not the worst towels and setting them on the counter in the washroom along with one of the standard Spantamad-issued and Amurta-certified decontamination supply packets.

Then she goes to…

Well.

Collei turns her mind and her body towards the room she borrows here in the General’s house whenever she’s in Sumeru City. 

Collei remembers that first time she was here. She was so nervous.

What was there to be nervous about? It’s a regular room. Nothing special about it at all, except for maybe the fact that it’s a room in the General Mahamatra’s house. 

By then, she was not so nervous around Cyno. She’d mostly gotten over her nerves around him, and the lingering memory of the painful sealing of the Jinni. In fact, she thinks that by then they were getting along very well.

In fact, it was probably because they were getting along so well that she was so nervous. Collei was so used to Cyno coming over to stay in Gandharva Ville that the reversal of things made her even more nervous than she usually can get when working through something new and unfamiliar. The flip of what should’ve been familiar circumstances messed with her head and put her off balance.

But Cyno showed her this room, hands steady and reassuring on her shoulders as he turned her to face him. And then he spoke so solemnly that it immediately knocked the nervousness right out of her. 

“I swear as the son of Cyrus and brother of Lisa that this room is yours. Safe. No one will enter without your permission. Not even me.”

Collei instantly felt a lot better, although she can’t really say how or why. But when the General Mahamatra makes you—no. When Cyno makes you a promise like that to your face, it’s really hard not to feel reassured.

Still, Collei said, “It’s your house though?”

And Cyno said, simply, “It’s your room.”

Collei remembers that she slept a lot better than she thought she would that night. Unfamiliar place—sounds, smells, feelings—and all.

Over time this room really has become comfortable to her. Familiar. She sleeps just as well here as she does back in her cabin in Gandharva Ville, even when she had Eleazar and she’d sometimes have pain flare ups or trouble sleeping because she was so short of breath.

Now, Collei stands just inside the door of this room and realizes that he really meant it when he said it was her room. Collei’s room.

This isn’t just a guest room. Collei thought that Cyno had been using it for other people or as storage when she’s not here, and that when he said it was her room that he just meant…

She’s not sure, exactly, what she thought he meant because now that she thinks on it it seems rather silly. Did she think he’d be making her share with any other guests he was inviting over while she was there?

And looking back at all of the other moments between when he first called it her room and now…

Collei remembers him sometimes asking her if she thought the room might look better with a different shade of paint on the walls. Or if he should change the furniture and what type she thought she’d like. 

And he’s always called it her room. Whenever she comes over he’d say that he left something for her in her room. Or that he’d bring her laundry to her room once it was done drying. Would Collei like him to help her move something in her room?

And Collei notes that the sheets and curtains are always clean, the furniture here spotless. The mosquito netting seems to always be perfectly patched. The room is never stale smelling, either. And during the hot, stagnant and humid seasons like this Collei always finds a coil of bug-repelling incense waiting for her to light on top of the desk.

Always.

It doesn’t matter if Collei shows up for a planned stay or if it’s a spur of the moment thing. This room has always been ready and waiting for her.

And it’s not just this room.

It’s this house that’s ready and waiting for her, and always welcoming her.

Cyno’s kitchen is always stocked with her favorite fruits when they’re in season, and her favorite snacks are always in the cupboards or cold storage. He even has all of the teas she likes—whether they be for the flavor or because of their medicinal nature. 

He even has some Mondstadt specialties like pine nuts and lingonberry preserves that she knows aren’t for him because she’d asked Miss Lisa about getting them for Cyno’s birthday before to surprise him. But Miss Lisa said that Cyno wasn’t very fond of either of those things.

When Collei still had Eleazar, her skin—even the parts not covered in scales—got so sensitive to certain textures. Not just her skin, but her senses too. There were certain smells and tastes that she just couldn’t handle. Sometimes Collei didn’t even know about them until she was in the middle of realizing how awful she was feeling.

Cyno made sure that whenever one of those things was found out—even if the discovery was happening in Gandharva Ville or elsewhere—those things never made it into this house ever again.

Even now, after she’s cured and found that some of those things she used to avoid are things she now likes, Cyno has been so careful with what comes into this house for her. He still uses has special hypoallergenic laundry soap for her, all of these months of being cured and on the road towards rehabilitation later.

And yet, Collei’s been so careful not to leave her own trace of herself in this house at all. Even though Cyno was inviting it at every turn.

Collei looks around her room. You really couldn’t tell that this room belonged to someone or was even in use just by looking at it, let alone that the identity of that person is Collei.

The things she’d brought for this stay are still neatly packed away in her travel pack. She’s never really used the drawers or the trunk in the room, instead taking things in and out of her bag as needed when she’s here. 

The desk is also completely empty, except for Layla’s embroidery hoop sitting on it. Layla’s gift of fabric is neatly set next to Collei’s larger bag of clothes and toiletries and various other travel items. The bedding and pillows don’t even have so much as a wrinkle on them.

Now that Collei realizes that this room is really hers she can’t help but think that it looks so barren. 

It looks…a little sad. A little lonely.

Collei immediately wonders how Cyno felt about it. The room that he’d set as hers, the space in his house he’d dedicated to her, being left so empty—left so purposefully bare every time she came and left. Collei’s mind immediately turns the question around to her and she’s hit with a wave of guilt when she thinks about how it would feel if their situations were reversed.

Even though Collei didn’t realize this was her room and she’s spent so long of her life keeping herself so contained on purpose, she can’t help but feel a stone of something sorrowful lodge in her chest as she looks around the untouched space.

She’s surprised Cyno never commented on it before, aside from those times when he’d ask her opinion on paint or curtains versus blinds. She even remembers him once asking her if she thought he should change the ceiling lamps.

Is this what would have been left behind if she still had Eleazar and her life progressed to its end the way they all thought they would? Is this what Cyno would look at?

Looking at it like this, it seems sadder. Less of a kindness than she hoped.

But the good thing is, Collei thinks as she straightens up and pushes the sorrowful stone away from her heart so so she can focus her mind on closing itself in around an answer that’s probably going to lead her to a lot more questions, that she has time to fix this.

Isn’t that the greatest gift she to make use of and use with others, now? Time?

Through the walls she can hear the faint sounds of Professor Cyrus and Cyno still going back and forth, and then the sound of Professor Cyrus being bodily shoved or dragged down the hall into the washroom as Professor Cyrus insists that he’s a certified chemist. Of course he’s not a bad cook. Didn’t Cyno learn from him anyway? 

(To which Cyno asks what kind of fraudulent certification board gave that certification out and if he’s actually a good cook what was he doing with slime condensate in the kitchen. This gets Professor Cyrus started on a notable chef from Liyue who’s doing amazing things in culinary sciences that should be considered as a cross-disciplinary study to his own work.)

Collei sits at the desk, spreading her palms across the wooden surface. It feels practically new. Cuilien-Anbar stare up at the moon and stars that almost seem to spill out of the hoop’s frame across the desk, over Collei’s hands and arms.

She takes out her notebook from one of her travel bags that she had on the ground next to it and sets it open on the table, taking her worn pencil as she writes underneath that earlier question of how one goes about truly living.


Step One: Leave a mark.


-

According to everything Collei has ever been taught by every teacher she’s ever had—all the way from the ones she’d rather forget to the ones who didn’t even realize they’d been teaching her—is that the first step in any venture or experiment is starting it.

It’s actions that prove hypotheses and theories, not pondering and thinking. Although the pondering and thinking can really help in narrowing down action.

So Collei takes that first step. She commits to the action. Collei has lost time to make up for, so any more dawdling is just going to put her back even further. 

When Collei returns to Gandharva Ville she hurries back to her cabin after reporting into Master Tighnari and checking in with some of the Forest Watchers who took over her duties while she was away to catch up on what she missed and what is needed.

Back in her cabin, Collei grabs the the coil of her measuring string and starts going at it, notebook in hand as she records every single dimension that she can think of and then some. Then Collei gets to sketching out a very rudimentary floor plan.

Another thing Collei has learned over her life is that if you want to do something right and aren’t very sure about how the right of it is supposed to go, turn towards an expert.

And doesn’t Collei have an expert…well. He’s not handily available. Master Kaveh’s schedule is a mystery of time in that she doesn’t think that he should have any time available to do some of the things he does but there he is doing it anyway.

Collei writes to Master Kaveh, enclosing the measurements she’d taken as well as the rough floor plan sketch that would probably make any trained novice of the Kshahrewar wince.

It takes her a few tries to write out her request. Asking for things like this, for herself, is not something she’s used to. Collei swings between wondering if she’s being too formal or not formal enough, and if she’s being too vague because of it or if she’s writing too much.

But again, nothing happens if you don’t do anything. So Collei claps her hands to her cheeks, straightens up and takes in a big, deep breath that she lets whoosh out of her lungs. And she takes up her pencil and writes one final letter that she refuses to think too strongly on, sealing it up along with the papers with the measurements and goes to find a Dusk Bird.

If it turns out that she was too formal, or not formal enough, Collei doesn’t think Master Kaveh would mind overly much anyway. Or at least, she likes to think he wouldn’t. Master Kaveh would probably be forgiving of her, considering that they at least know each other, wouldn’t he? And she doesn’t think she’s coming off as demanding in the same way some of the clients he’s complained about can be.

(Master Kaveh writes back right away, which proves that much right. He must write back the same moment he got the letter and opened it, and Collei can feel his enthusiasm in his response. 

The response was actually rather short but that was because he was writing back to tell her that he’d get started on ideas for her right that moment and not to worry about anything at all, she’s in good hands. After all, what was the point of all that toil in the Akademiya if he couldn’t even use it to help a friend?)

In the mean time Collei goes to her box.

The box is just a spare box from a shipment of supplies. There’s even the courier company’s stamp on one side. The box is a little heavy, enough so that if Collei were to lift it off of the floor she’d grunt and struggle to get a good grip on it. But she can still lift it on her own.

Collei looks down at the wooden box (crate really) and thinks back to Layla’s bags upon boxes of luggage that only contain a fraction of her life, and were already pared down to what Layla deemed things necessary. Necessary in either or both the sense that they provided a utility function, or that there was an attachment, a story, a love, that the item contained that Layla refused to let go of.

Collei looks around her cabin and sees a lot of things. And it is true that everything here also has a story, but Collei had her fingers loosened around them, ready to let go at the slightest tug.

Collei’s bow and boomerang, her cloak, her medical kit, her box of sewing supplies…even Cuilein-Anbar, sitting on the corner of her desk, leaning against a tall stack of reference books that Collei’s covered with stuck on notes and dog-eared until they don’t properly close. 

All of it could be easily given to someone else who would find the same utility in these items that she did. Maybe they wouldn’t understand the significance of some of these items, but they’d still be recognizable for function. Or monetary worth.

All of the story, all of the sentiment that very few others might recognize and that Collei would never let go however…

Collei turns to the box. 

In hindsight and with refreshed eyes Collei thinks she should have at least decorated the box she had put so much of her most precious things into. 

And also…for all that Collei recognizes she purposefully contained as much of herself as possible, it does seem sad that all of her stories and sentiment fits in a box. With room to spare because Collei thought she’d have to meter and ration it out for however many limited months or years she’d have left.

Collei sits down on the floor, taking the lid off of the box to look inside of it.

Inside of the box is a carefully arranged puzzle of items put in together to save as much space as possible.

Most of the contents of the box are letters, photographs, papers and small things. Collei takes the letters and post cards out by the bundle. Each bundle was carefully tied together by ribbon, separated out and arranged by the sender.

Collei thumbs through the stacks, pulling out photographs and post cards that were enclosed, as well as the smaller souvenirs still in their envelopes. 

Collei pulls out a book mark made from a pressed Sweet Flower that Sucrose modified by cross-breeding with a Flaming Flower, which made this Sweet Flower look more orange than yellow. She sets this aside with a purple sachet of dried and scented flowers that Miss Lisa sent her. Mister Kaeya has sent her several photographs over the years, some of people and some of scenery. Collei sets some of these aside too. And of course, there’s a small version of Baron Bunny that Collei holds up, giving it a gentle squeeze in her palms before she sets it down, too.

There are things from people not from Mondstadt. Miss Kokomi sent Layla a pearl from Watatsumi. Collei doesn’t quite know what to do with it, but she’s sure she can think of something. Nilou has given Collei some seashells from Fontaine that she was sent from Miss Navia, who Collei only talked with briefly when they met.

Cyno has sent her letters during his longer periods of travel, sometimes enclosing a sketch or a rubbing from a relief that he thought she might like. Collei takes a few of those out now.

Collei goes through that box, heart soft, and pulls out anything and everything, mentally dividing the small objects between her two homes.

It’s not much, barely anything at all. Especially when she’s going to be splitting them up between two places. But it’s a start.

Things do not in themselves make a home, Collei knows that. But she’s realized that they can help to make one.

Collei has spent her hears making a home in people, in their memories. This is important, too. Collei thinks that the memories she’s made with people, that she’s given people, are probably the most important thing she can ever leave behind. Action, memory, commitment.

But thought can only do so much. A tangible reminder, a tangible mark, isn’t such a bad thing to leave behind either. These things, too, can be strong without hurting. A tangible echo of her can reinforce the memory—they can return it, they can refresh it.

There is a different type of comfort to be had in being surrounded in, or being able to physically sense with the eyes or ears or nose or hands, the presence of another person, of a memory.

As Collei examines her small gathering of memories and stories, Collei’s not sure how that didn’t strike her sooner.

After all, didn’t she carefully keep all of the things in this box for that same comfort? Didn’t these items bring her so much closer to the people who gave them to her, even when they were far away?

How many times had Collei felt down or stuck in a rut, feeling generally awful by what seemed like a targeted string of bad luck, and then she opened the box to read through a letter from Amber or read through one of her own old journals where she talked about this same feeling of luck and then a few pages later wrote about a success?

After all, this box does not just have traces of other people. It has traces of Collei, too.

This box has some of her old journals. It has a few of the older versions of Cuilein-Anbar that she couldn’t part with. It her first cloak, from when she first came to Gandharva Ville. She’s not sure why she kept it, other than that she remembered being so happy when Master Tighnari gave it to her. She wore this thing to pieces. It’s covered in patches and frayed at every hem. It’s also so small! 

Collei thought that the people around her might be hurt by these tangible leavings of her, these traces of her when she—as remembered through these objects—was no longer there. And Collei thinks that maybe it really would have hurt. Sometimes remembering people hurts, even when you love them. Maybe especially because you love them. Especially if the way you lose them is so…what the Eleazar had promised.

But this was an option she should have given them, rather than choosing for them.

Well. Collei’s going to be giving them plenty of things to remember her by everywhere from now on. They’re going to be spoiled with the choice.

Collei moves some of the plants she had been keeping in the communal greenhouses and plots into her cabin. She thinks about bringing some of them to Cyno’s house for her room. But Cyno isn’t home very much and Collei isn’t there consistently enough.

Collei decides that she’ll bring pressed and dried flowers to Sumeru City for her room in Cyno’s house instead.

Using the scraps from Layla’s family as well as her own collection Collei gets to work on something different in her spare time as she and Master Kaveh write back and forth. Their letters are getting steadily thicker and denser as they get into more specific details on design choices and ideas.

(She’d also tried sending him some mora because it seemed only right and proper that if she was going to him to consult so thoroughly she should pay him for it. He’d sent in return four pages front to back of arguments as to why he couldn’t possibly take her mora and how if she tried a stunt like that again he’d be very cross. Also never send that much mora with a bird. Kaveh would keep the mora to return to her in person so he could make sure every single coin was back in her hands. Also, what was Collei doing with that much mora on hand anyway?)

“You’re up to something,” Master Tighnari says to her a week or two after her return to Gandharva Ville as she sits at his table and works on her new project. 

She’s working on making a rug by weaving and tying together the scrap fabrics. It’s going…well. It’s certainly going. It’s a new craft for her and she’s enjoying the challenge. It’s like a puzzle of trying to see how the different fabrics will look together even though they’re not quite completely put together yet.

“A good scholar is always up to something, Master,” Collei recites from memory, digging through the giant basket of fabric to see what she should add on next. Master Tighnari had been working on stripping leaves from the stems of dried herbs, but that’s gone by the wayside as he’s been distracted by Collei’s concentration.

Master Tighnari’s ears swivel back and forth, eyes narrowed at her, trying to divine or diagnose the source of Collei’s actions.

“If I write to Cyno he’ll have no idea what I’m talking about, will he?”

“Probably not. But if you bring it up now he’ll get to worrying all the way from Sumeru City, probably think about trying to take emergency time off, send the rest of the matra into a panic about what could possibly have the General Mahamatra taking emergency time off, and the next thing you know your own Master will be sending an entire flock of messenger birds here to ask what’s going on.” Collei grins at Master Tighnari. “What’s it like being so reliable and connected to so many high profile people in need of someone reliable?”

Master’s eyes narrow into slits, ears flattening. “Watch it. You think it’s funny from where you’re standing? Give it a couple more years. At your rate by then we’ll be standing in the same spot and you’ll see how funny it is from here.”

“I don’t know Master…if I’ve got a few more years to grow dependable that means you’ve also got a few more years of being very dependable. You’ll always be a little deeper into it than I am.”

“This is what I get for letting you spend time with Al-Haitham and Cyno without someone with sense keeping them both on track.”

“You’re really fast to write off Master Kaveh.”

“He’s usually too busy trying to focus on not losing his own sense to keep those two in line.”

Several weeks later, Collei is carrying a significant amount more than she normally does when she waves Master Tighnari off to head back towards Sumeru City.

“You’re definitely up to something and Cyno’s going to be writing to me about it anyway,” Master says, resigned as he sends her off. But not without first running through a whole checklist of things that he knows that she knows not to forget, but he likes to prolong the goodbye by going through the list anyway. “Did you remember your itching balm?”

“I have some over in Sumeru City.”

“The ones we make here are better.”

“It is one that we made here. I brought it to Sumeru City. Yes, I brought some for the General, too.”

“Fresh is best.”

“Master, I promise that it was very fresh.”

“Hm. Right. Was fresh. Alright, alright. Don’t give me that look. I’m just saying. Sunscreen?”

“Yes.”

“Pain relief cream for your joints? Don’t push yourself if you feel any signs of—”

“I won’t, I won’t. And I have it. Master, don’t you have work to be doing?”

“I’m seeing my apprentice off, that is work.”

“On a routine trip? Master, if you’re that suspicious about me being up to something how come you haven’t asked me directly?” And then Collei laughs, hitching her bag up on her shoulders, fingers curling around the straps as she rocks back on her heels. “Master, are you in a bet with someone on whether or not you can figure it out on your own?”

Master’s tail flicks tellingly, although his expression remains unimpressed. “Alright, you’re ready. Go while the light is good. You sure you can’t leave some of that luggage behind though?”

“I’m sure. Yes, Master. I’ll take as many breaks as I need to. The city isn’t going anywhere, I won’t rush.”

It takes Collei only a little bit more time to get to Sumeru City, because for all that Collei is bringing more than she normally does, it isn’t that much more. Her bag is packed a bit closer to capacity and she has an additional bag filled with relatively light things.

Cyno isn’t home when she gets to Sumeru City.

But as always, Collei’s room is spotless and fresh. Time to make it not-so-spotless and a little more worn in than fresh. Collei gets to work right away.

First is the woven and tied together rug made of several scraps of fabric. This she puts right next to the bed and nightstand. Already what a difference this one thing makes! 

The rug ended up a little lop-sided, not quite a perfect circle. And now that she’s shaped it and wound it around into the slightly oblong circle, she can see where she should’ve swapped certain fabrics around when she was initially making the long coil out of scraps. But overall it looks very nice and feels even better in this room. Or rather, it makes the room feel better.

Next Collei takes out a few of her reference books and some of her own old notebooks from Gandharva Ville, setting them on the desk. Collei doesn’t really use any of these books very much anymore. But adding them to the desk instantly makes the place feel more lived in, more Collei.

Collei also puts away all of the clothes she’d brought with her into the drawers. They don’t come close to filling any of the drawers—not even halfway!—even if she puts all of them into one. Collei doesn’t do that. She spreads them out. She’ll be taking some back with her—her wardrobe isn’t very expansive.

But leaving something here, leaving something behind…that’s a step. 

Collei opens the top drawer of the desk and slips in an empty journal—she’s sure she’ll come up with something to put in it—as well as some pencils and a pen. 

In the bottom drawer of the desk Collei puts some of her sewing supplies. At least this way Collei won’t need to be worrying about bringing her entire sewing kit from one place to the other. Although she’ll probably have to get some extras of some of her needles and find another nice pair of scissors. She also puts a thin folio with some of her spare patterns in along with the other supplies.

Collei has a few other trinkets that she starts to put around the room.

Sucrose sent her a beautiful sealed glass vial filled with some kind of catalyzed reaction—harmless and preserved in suspension to look at and admire. Collei thinks it was some kind of combination of a metal and mercury. Cyno would know. She can ask him later.

This Collei stands up on the desk. The suspended reaction inside of the sealed vial catches the late afternoon light in little slivers of silver. Like a spiderweb. Or stars.

She also brought with her one of her older Cuilein-Anbars, which she puts on the windowsill right next to another Baron Bunny. Both of them she sets on top of a strangely sized handkerchief that she got as a present from one of the other Forest Watchers that she’s never used. It makes for a very nice decoration, though.

Collei turns to the blank walls of the room next. 

She has a whole array of photographs and post cards she wants to stick up. She’s not sure about using tape or any adhesive on the walls, and she’s not comfortable with putting a lot of little holes in the walls either. But Collei has an entire roll of twine, a few nails, and an idea that should only make a couple holes instead of a couple dozen.

Collei can put up string along a length of wall and then clip the photographs and various other pieces of paper to them. This way she can arrange and rearrange at will. She might also invest into getting a cork board.

The only issue will be making sure she gets all of the string level and evenly spaced.

Collei stares at the clear wall. It seems a daunting task to fill it. But staring at it won’t get the job done, so Collei goes to get the step-ladder and find a hammer. 

Cyno returns to the house just as Collei’s working on estimating a good length of rope for the first row, and also trying to eyeball if she’s got it level or not.

“Up higher and pull more towards your right.”

The only thing that stops Collei from falling off the step ladder is the reflexes she’s trained as a Forest Ranger.

“General!” Collei yelps, fumbling the roll of rope, slapping the roll around in the air trying to catch it and only managing to snag her fingers on the string causing the roll to unwind some more before it hits the ground. “A warning! Please!”

“I’m training your reflexes,” Cyno says lightly. “I’ve made it a personal goal to get you able to get within two arm’s lengths of Tighnari before he can hear you approach. There are other parameters to this goal to make it realistic, of course.”

Collei turns and sees him standing in the doorway, helm under one arm, eyes bright, and eyebrows high as he looks around the room. His eyes pause on everything new Collei has added. With every new item he catalogs something in the man’s shoulders unwind, relaxing until he’s leaning against the door-frame.

“Your Master is going to be very jealous that I got the answer revealed to me before he did,” Cyno says finally, turning away. “Get down from the step-ladder, Collei. I’ll put away my things and we’ll look to double check where the studs are on the walls. Kaveh recently sent me shelving and refused to explain it, other than that I’d be needing it.”

“He didn’t tell me that,” Collei says, climbing down from the step-ladder to wind up the string again. Collei wonders if he used the money she sent him on this.

“Then surprises and secrets are being kept in all directions. I also have a spare cork board if you want it.”

“Are you sure it was a surprise or a secret? Why would you have a spare cork board?” Collei asks, calling down the hallway at Cyno’s back. “Are you reading my mind?”

From down the hallway, back to her, Cyno raises a hand to his head and taps his fingers against the side of his temple before he disappears into his own bedroom.

After Cyno puts away his things they get the shelves—

(“Did he custom make these?”

“I didn’t ask. Based on how well they match the current furniture the answer is most likely yes, though. And if he didn’t feel the need to tell you about it, you shouldn’t feel a need to pay him back for it. If you feel indebted to him, you could repay it by staying entirely neutral in one of the disagreements he seems to constantly be finding himself inserted into. I’m sure he’d appreciate the moral support.”)

—and the cork board and they set to hanging things up in Collei’s room.

They put up the shelves and the cork board, and they also put up Collei’s string.

The shelves, for now, remain empty. But Collei is sure she’ll figure out something to put on there. 

The cork-board they put up above Collei’s desk. Collei pins up a few simple but practical notes from her journal about time-tables to keep in mind for the Akademiya, shops, and various offices around Sumeru City. She also puts a photograph that was taken a few months ago, with Master Tighnari, Cyno, Master Kaveh, Scribe Al-Haitham, the Traveler, and Paimon.

Collei hangs from the string some of the dried flowers and plants that she’d carefully brought over from Gandharva Ville. Most of them manage the journey intact, even. Although some are slightly crushed and drop pieces of themselves onto the ground. She’ll bring more the next time she comes. Maybe she’ll buy a nice vase or some little cups to put them in instead of hanging them up.

Collei clips up some of the photographs and postcards, and a couple of nice sketches she carefully cut or tore out of her old journals as she went through them.

And along with the flowers, along with the pictures and the post cards, Collei carefully hangs from the string Layla’s embroidery hoop. The taught string, despite the weight, holds itself straight, keeping the loop at just the perfect height to look up at in the same way that Cuilein-Anbar is looking up at the moon and stars in it.

Once done, Collei stands back in the middle of the room and looks around.

For all that it seemed like so much work and so much to carry over, there’s not really that much Collei has added to the room. But what a difference a little makes! Collei would challenge anyone to look into this room and think it was unlived in, and the objects in it unloved.

Layla’s embroidery hoop, she thinks proudly, looks perfectly in place here.

She turns and sees Cyno examining the long string of dried flowers and photographs, and the hoop. His eyes linger on the ones with photographs of Miss Lisa and Professor Cyrus. And they turn curious at some of the other ones.

Then Cyno turns to look at her, reflecting her own smile back with all of the same pride and satisfaction Collei can feel like bubbles in her heart.

“Welcome home, Collei.”

“I’m home, Cyno.”





2. Lesson Two: Want Things

Summary for the Chapter:
Collei sets her well worn boots down again, taking up the new shoes instead.

The leather is smooth in her hands, slightly stiff. Even just a little bit shiny. The shoes in her hands seem to be waiting for her to make a choice.

What could it hurt to try them on now? They’re bought, they’re in her hands, and as the shop attendant said, the leather will break in over time—provided Collei gives them the time, the chance.

This will only be a waste if Collei lets it be.

It’s not that far of a walk between Cyno’s and Professor Cyrus’s houses. If she needs to break the shoes in, isn’t it better to start with small journeys and work her way up to longer treks?

Collei nods to herself, decision made.

Here is another step forward in living, with a new pair of good shoes.





Collei thinks that she’s been coming to and spending a lot more time in Sumeru City ever since the whole thing with the Sages and Lord Kusanali, the Traveler, and all. 

Collei can’t tell if it’s because now that she’s cured of Eleazar she has more energy to travel between Sumeru City and Gandharva Ville more frequently; Master Tighnari is on better terms with the rest of the Akademiya now that they’re no longer pestering him to come back and are actually listening to him about the things he’s doing in the forest; Collei knowing more people in the city; or all of the above and some other factors she’s forgetting.

Maybe it’s even the fact that Sumeru City itself feels a little different. Brighter. More open. More colorful. Vibrant. It feels easier to breathe in Sumeru City and Collei doesn’t mean that in a physical way, even though that is also true for her specifically.

Did the previous Sages and their constant rule-making and changing really have that much of an effect on how it feels just to be in the city?

Collei can’t really remember because she wasn’t actively taking note of it before, but there’s definitely a difference between then and now.

It could also be that Collei is doing a lot more exploring of the city on her own. It used to be, before, that when Collei came to the city she would stay in Cyno’s house or glued to Master Tighnari’s side, or stay with the other Forest Rangers who were with them. It was rare for Collei to go around the city by herself.

But now Collei comes and goes to Sumeru City on her own. She’s been expanding and adding details to her mental map of the city little by little, taking smaller streets that branch off of main ones and ducking into the little gardens that sprout up all around the city in little pockets of quiet.

And today, Collei is exploring new (to her) shops. Although she’s not alone in this.

Madam Faruzan has a conference abroad, all the way in Mondstadt. And she’s asked Collei along to advise her on clothing to add to her wardrobe for that trip, seeing as how Madam Faruzan has never gone to Mondstadt before and has no idea how to prepare herself for the drastic change in weather between the two countries, and with the travel through Liyue in between.

Collei’s not been to Mondstadt very often, if at all. Twice only, really. But she hopes that her memories of those times are helpful.

Based on those memories, all of the letters exchanged between Collei and her friends in Mondstadt, as well as all of the things she’s read about Mondstadt in books, this is going to be something of a challenge.

Sumeru never gets as cold, as dry, as Mondstadt can get. At least, not unless you’re going to the desert and waiting for nightfall. And between Sumeru and Mondstadt there’s Liyue with its vast ranges in temperatures as you move through mountains and hills and valleys and plains.

The two of them have decided that layering will be key.

So out they’ve gone to get those layers.

They started in the morning, but now it’s already afternoon. They’ve had a mid-morning snack and also lunch and the way things are looking, they’re also going to be getting an afternoon snack, too. And it isn’t that Madam Faruzan is picky and isn’t buying anything. 

They’ve definitely bought some things—not quite enough, and there are still a few specific things Madam Faruzan is looking for. A proper scarf, for one thing. Gloves for cold weather, too. Socks. These are proving to be appropriately hard to find in Sumeru. Collei thinks that they’re going to have to ask someone to custom knit or crochet them for Madam Faruzan and make it a rush order. These just aren’t things that you find in most shops in Sumeru City.

Maybe Madam Faruzan would have a better shot at it down in Port Ormos, where the trade ships are always coming and going.

And it isn’t that they’ve gone to a lot of stores. They’ve only gone to a handful of them so far.

The thing that’s causing them to take so long is that it seems that Madam Faruzan has someone to talk to everywhere. 

And Collei doesn’t even mean that in the same sense she means it for Cyno or Master Kaveh or Nilou, who all seem to know people wherever they go. 

Cyno and his reputation as the General Mahamatra might be particularly fierce and intimidating to most people, scholars especially, but the Sumeru spirit wins out over that most times when it comes to him doing things like grocery shopping and running day-to-day errands. 

When Collei is with Cyno and they’re getting groceries, the aunties and uncles who run the shops that Cyno goes to always chat with him to see how he’s doing and to complain at him about other people. Now and again they ask him for advice on how to handle this or that issue. But a lot of the time they’re poking fun at him and teasing, or worrying at him for this or that thing they’ve heard him doing. They also like to try and sneak him extra things—especially when Collei is there—, but Cyno always catches them and pays for it.

Master Kaveh seems to know everyone everywhere, who all know him in return. It would be one thing if all this knowing was because he’s Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar. But it goes deeper than that.

Be they a shop auntie or uncle, a group of little kids playing by a fountain, a porter coming in from the docks, or even a server at a cafe, Kaveh seems to know everyone enough to pick up a conversation like it was just yesterday that he’d last spoken to a person. He says it’s part of his job to network and socialize but Collei doesn’t think that every single architect or person working on commission out there is making the effort to learn the entire family history and going-on’s of the local apothecaries, the clerk at the post office, and even the apprentice at the tailor’s.

Nilou knows people in a mix of ways between Cyno and Master Kaveh. She knows a lot of people, a lot of people know her. Her reputation sometimes has people a little star-struck, but there are some people who are used to her and talk to her casually, familiarly. Nilou isn’t being stopped everywhere, and while Nilou does keep track of a lot of people, it’s not to the same extent Master Kaveh seems to be going to.

That isn’t the case with Madam Faruzan at all. 

Madam Faruzan walks into a shop that she happens to like the look of and somehow immediately strikes up a conversation with whichever sister or auntie is running the place as though they had been properly introduced to each other before hand and everything. It’s amazing.

Within five minutes of them walking into any shop, they’re sitting down with cups of tea, chatting over the weather, current business, trends in color and cut, as well as local gossip along the street with the shop’s aunties and sisters, and even some other patrons who happened to be in there when they walked in.

Collei has a lot of cups of tea today. And Collei’s been offered a lot of things ranging from dried fruits to snack on all the way to accessories for her hair or dresses or blouses to try on. She’s getting just as many offers to try clothes on as Madam Faruzan has, and Madam Faruzan is the one who’s actively shopping!

Collei has no idea how she’s being pulled into this part of the experience. Collei’s not the one going on a trip and in need of things to layer. How is it that suddenly Madam Faruzan and the shop aunties will be talking about different lengths of shawls with different types of fabric, discussing the pro’s and cons of a lighter, longer shawl versus a thicker, shorter one, and the types of colors and patterns they come in and whether they’d be good in wetter weather in case of rain, and then the next moment Collei’s got an entire lap-full of fabric swatches and three samples of the same loose pair of trousers with different hems and fasteners?

Not that Collei minds that much! Collei’s learning a lot listening to the shop ladies talking about where they get their fabrics from, how much it costs, how it’s made, and how they make their patterns. Collei’s taught herself a lot about making things like dolls and pouches, hemming this or that, or mending tears and holes. But she’s never made clothes from scratch, and Collei is having a lot of fun hearing about this side of the industry.

It’s just that Collei’s not really used to being on the customer side of the industry, either. Collei’s never really gone into clothing shops to try things on.

Master Tighnari and Cyno would always ask if she’d want to whenever they were in Sumeru City together, and by some skill of them being them, they’d catch her out looking at a shop window or at a street stall where rows of colorful fabric were lay out. But Collei always said no.

Eleazar was not contagious through touch, but Collei had a habit of not really touching other people or other people’s things in public. People were still nervous about Eleazar, jumpy about it. Even when Collei’s skin was entirely covered up, she was very careful to only touch things with the covered parts of her body, or to be wearing gloves.

Trying clothes on, of course, was out of the question in her head. Looking and maybe rubbing a corner of the fabric between her fingertips was fine, but actually trying on the clothes seemed like a step too far for her back then.

Even now that she’s cured of her Eleazar, her skin mostly recovered and in the process of growing back or growing in as scar tissue, there only thing stopping her is habit.

It’s not that Collei has never tried on clothes before. It’s just that mostly she’s trying on things like any new changes to her uniform. Otherwise, most of her clothes are the same. She just adjusts the hems as she gets taller. Or she reorders from the same person the exact same thing with minor adjustments.

Collei’s always been a little weirded out by looking in the mirror to just…look. 

Which is what Collei is doing.

Collei refuses to actually go and change into any of the clothes she’s been offered in the different shops. But sometimes Collei can be convinced to stand up and hold a garment against herself and look in a mirror.

It’s very, very strange. Not bad strange, of course. Just…different.

Normally when Collei looked in a mirror she’s checking herself over for injuries or signs and symptoms of Eleazar spreading. And when Collei is looking in a mirror to check her clothes she’s just making sure she’s presentable.

Collei’s never really thought about style before. Not in application to herself.

Collei has her own likes and dislikes. There are certain fabrics with textures she can’t stand. There are certain colors and patterns that Collei doesn’t like. Collei’s definitely customized her Forest Ranger uniform to her own taste, mixing pieces of it with her own clothes, or incorporating parts of the uniform into her everyday wear even when she isn’t on duty like when she’s here in Sumeru City.

But Collei doesn’t really experiment with much.

It’s not something she’s used to at all. It feels really weird.

Madam Faruzan and all the sisters and aunties in the shops (whether they’re just there or actually work there) put pieces of clothing and fabric or accessories in Collei’s hands, asking her about the feel and her thoughts on it for her not just as abstract things. They encourage her and each other to hold things, to touch things, to imagine.

It’s a lot of imagining that Collei isn’t used to at all. Collei has no idea what she’s supposed to be looking for here.

Collei holds up another pair of pants to her waist. She can already tell it’s going to be a little too short at the leg, and wide at the waist. The fabric if very thin, which is nice for the weather and humidity. But it’s a little too flow-y which would be terrible for Collei when she’s going around the forest. The fabric would probably snag a lot, too.

While practicality is definitely something that Madam Faruzan and the other ladies are talking about at length, it’s not the only thing that they’re talking about. Madam Faruzan has what appears to be an entire criteria for patterns, colors, textures, and how those colors can’t be in those kind of patterns or used for that kind of clothing.

Is there some kind of guidebook for figuring that out?

Collei doesn’t buy anything or let Madam Faruzan buy her anything, much to Madam Faruzan’s disappointment, as well as all of the ladies in the shops they’ve been in.

No offense meant of course! Everything Collei’s seen is really wonderful—they’re all excellent craftsmanship and some of the embroidery patterns are the kinds of work that make Collei want to sit down and just examine the threads under a magnifying lens for an hour or so to see if she can figure out how to do it herself.

Collei really appreciates all the offers, but the clothes would probably just sit at the bottom of one of Collei’s drawers here in her room in Sumeru City or at the very bottom of her trunk back in her cabin in Gandharva Ville. It would seem such a waste, for Collei to walk away with some of these beautiful clothes when she wouldn’t wear them, instead of them going to someone who’d really appreciate them.

Madam Faruzan commissions a new heavier jacket from the current shop they’re in, which leaves them still looking for somewhere that either sells or is willing to take commission for socks and gloves and scarves and all the things people wear in winters that aren’t like Sumeru’s. 

Collei helps Madam Faruzan carry her bags. Madam Faruzan insists on them splitting the bags evenly, but Collei insists on carrying them all.

“I can use this as part of my strength and endurance training program. Master wouldn’t want me slacking when I’m away from Gandharva Ville,” Collei says. And then she lifts her arms up and pretends to flex, which is very embarrassing, but it does cause Madam Faruzan’s frown to break into something more lighthearted. And it also stops her from reaching for the bags.

“Your master is a very strange man, did you know that?” Madam Faruzan asks instead.

“I’m a very strange student. I think we’re well matched,” Collei replies with an easy grin that feels like it gets easier and easier every day. Madam Faruzan laughs brightly, walking on with a fond shake of her head as she starts to look and peer at other store fronts to try and find anything that looks like socks or gloves. 

Collei thinks they might be able to find something in one of the specialty shops that sells safety equipment for Spantamad and Driyosh, but Madam Faruzan wants to see if there’s any non-scholarly-pursuit focused shops that might have something with a little flare of style instead of being pure utility.

Collei follows behind. Part of the reason she wants to hold the bags is because it’s a good excuse for her to walk a little behind Madam Faruzan and take her own look around at her slightly slower pace. Madam Faruzan is like her element, coming and going, attention moving and moving and moving. Collei’s not as fast as the wind and needs a bit to get her roots ready.

Collei’s eyes travel over different spots of color, trying to find those last few items for Madam Faruzan because these items are actually the most important ones. 

Cold fingers and toes aren’t exactly the best friends any traveler can have. While it’s the trailing end of the wet season here, it’s about to hit autumn in Mondstadt—early winter by the time Madam Faruzan gets there. 

And for anyone born and bred in Sumeru’s damp, Sumeru’s warmth, the bracing cold winds of Mondstadt’s hills and fields that have very few breaks is going to be one literal cold awakening. 

As Collei’s eyes travel over the different stalls and storefronts, her eyes skim over different hanging fabrics, lingering over mannequins posed in the shadowed open doorways of storefronts, and catch on the glitter of accessories lay out on cloth.

Madam Faruzan pauses ahead to talk to a trio of uncles playing chess, seated on low stools at underneath the extended shaded awning of a fabric shop. Collei sees Madam Faruzan even kneel down, arranging her skirts as she gestures at the board as one of the uncles turns towards a little tea service balanced on a box to pour her a cup. At the same time, the uncle who wasn’t playing turns around and starts moving through bolts of cloth, presumably talking with Madam Faruzan about what she’s looking for, even as he leans back towards the actual building’s doorway to call out to someone inside.

Collei turns to examine the other stores in the area more closely, now that she knows Madam Faruzan is going to be thoroughly occupied and unlikely to go anywhere for at least a few minutes.

Collei goes back a few more shops to really take things in, standing in front of a display widow with a lot of interesting jewelry pieces. 

She thinks that Master Tighnari would like this brooch. It looks quite sturdy and it’s simple. It looks like it would match some of his other accessories.

And Nilou would love that hair pin. It’s made of wood, which doesn’t really match most of Nilou’s clothes, but there’s several flowers carved into one end of it, carefully painted and delicately rendered that Nilou would really appreciate. It looks like the kind of accessory Nilou would use when she needs to put her hair up for some dance practice, or when it’s very hot and she needs to be going all over Sumeru City.

Collei walks through some of the shop’s displays that spill out over the side walk and partially onto the wide streets, ducking under low hanging awnings and shades to take a closer look at items on display, checking in on Madam Faruzan here and there. Madam Faruzan seems to be having a spirited discussion or negotiation over bolts of fabric while also playing a round of speed chess with the uncles at the shop.

Collei browses a few more store fronts, occasionally reaching out to pick something up to better look at it and get a feel for it before putting it back down.

And then Collei finds herself standing in front of the shop window displaying different types of shoes. Collei peers into the window and her eyes catch upon a pair of shoes. 

They’re low, flat, with barely any heel. They look more like Master Kaveh’s or Madam Faruzan’s. Dressy. Elegant. 

They’re made of leather, a light tan, although Collei can’t really tell the color through the glass window. 

They’re plain, but the leather is folded and crimped at the front to create an interesting almost-ruffle. The sides of the shoes cut down, exposing the sides of the foot. The back of the shoe has ribbon to tie around the ankle, although she can’t tell what the material is from here.

Collei can’t say what it is about them that’s caught her eye, but they’ve definitely caught them!

Collei’s used to wearing boots with thick soles or a higher heel. She has a pair of rain boots, too. But pretty much all of her shoes are boots. She has a pair of slippers for using the communal shower and bath back in Gandharva Ville. But that’s pretty much it. 

She doesn’t have flats or dress shoes. She’s never needed to, after all.

Most of Collei’s clothes are practical in nature. Easy to wash, comfortable to move in, and capable of some type of protection against elements or harmful substances. Collei has several variants of gloves and other protective gear for dealing with different types of contaminants and for attending to different types of lab experiments.

All of her clothes can be mixed and matched with her Forest Ranger uniform depending on the weather, Collei’s own mood, and what type of work she expects to be doing.

Collei doesn’t have fancy clothes, not really. Not like how Madam Faruzan and Nilou, and even Layla do. It’s not like Collei’s going to any ceremonies or attending formal parties. There’s no point in Collei having those kind of things. And why bother to gather things that would only become clutter as she passes them over for her everyday practical clothes and gear?

Although Collei would admit to something thinking about them—like daydreams. They’re only idle thoughts. No harm in those.

Collei turns to go check on Madam Faruzan again and nearly jumps straight up into the air. Madam Faruzan is standing right next to Collei, eyes squinted hard at the glass, one hand raised to help shade her eyes so she can see into the shop better.

“Those might take a bit to break in. The nice young men I was negotiating with told me that this cobbler is third generation and knows his work. Excellent leather work, too. Let’s go in and see if those shoes are in your size.”

Madam Faruzan hefts a giant bag filled with several bolts of cloth on her back, reaching to pull Collei into the store after her. Collei digs her heels into the ground.

“It’s alright, I don’t need new shoes. We still have to find a place that does thick socks and gloves for you. It’s getting late—we should head over to the specialty store for the Driyosh before closing. I think I remember Master Kaveh talking about them before. I don’t remember him saying anything bad, so maybe they’re much better than we think.”

Collei turns to pull Madam Faruzan in the other direction but Madam Faruzan, for someone who flies about so quickly, remains unmoved. Her expression is unusual in that Collei normally doesn’t get this sharp look from her.

“Well, we’re already here. We’ve plenty of time to hit the Driyosh specialty shop. Besides, I doubt they’d have anything I care for—I might as well just knit myself the scarf and be done with it. What’s the harm in us just looking inside this store right now?”

“I’m not going to buy them, Madam Faruzan. It’s okay, we don’t need to bother—“

“Bother? Who said we’re being a bother?” Madam Faruzan peers through the window again. “There aren’t any other customers inside. It’s not like the shop is being overwhelmed right now. Let’s go in.”

Before Collei can protest again Madam Faruzan squeezes Collei’s wrist.

“I don’t know if you realize this, Collei, but you’ve been staring into that shop window for some time now. I believe that you like those shoes quite a lot more than you think you do. And whether or not you or anyone else buys them for you, whether or not they’re actually to your tastes once you touch them and try them yourself—shouldn’t you at least try if you’re going to be thinking over it that much?”

“They just seem very nice in general is all. But not nice for me,” Collei says. “They’re not the sort of thing I’d be using a lot. It’d be a waste.”

“Of what? You don’t spend very much money, Collei. All of the things you buy are for your work and your studies, and occasionally because you’re out with friends,” Madam Faruzan replies. Collei senses that she might have accidentally drawn out the often overlooked Madam Faruzan of the Haravatat, masters of rhetoric and oratory from Madam Faruzan, the machine coding and semiotics expert.

“Besides aren’t shoes practical things? They protect your feet. This one doesn’t even have much of a heel and it’s closed toe. That’s plenty practical. And a good shoe can take you quite a long way. Never underestimate the boost a good shoe can give you.”

Demonstrating that now, Madam Faruzan then spins on her heel, this time managing to pull Collei along with her as they enter the shop. A bell chimes merrily above their heads as Madam Faruzan enters the shop, gesturing for Collei to sit down as she goes to pick up the shoes that Collei had seen through the window.

The shop attendant comes around as Madam Faruzan asks him about the sizing and availability of adjustments and alterations. Madam Faruzan gestures for Collei to take her boots off as the shop attendant explains the type of materials used, their treatments, and various options for customization. Collei finds herself obeying out of instinct, quite confused as to how the day came around like so.

Are they ever going to get through Madam Faruzan’s list? Or is it somehow always going to turn around to Collei?

The attendant moves to take the shoes from Madam Faruzan but she holds onto them, moving around to kneel in front of Collei.

Much to Collei’s astonishment, Madam Faruzan kneels down and puts the shoes on Collei’s feet herself. She pauses in the middle of tying the first ankle strap, looking up at Collei with a look of such solemnity that Collei goes still and quiet in the middle of reaching out to tie the strap herself.

“It is important to try things when you can,” Madam Faruzan says, voice uncharacteristically flat and small. Slightly raspy, too. “You never know the things that might turn around to haunt you, to hold you, days, weeks, months, centuries later. Even the smallest things that you dismissed—putting off trying that pastry at a cafe you’ve walked past but never entered. Checking with a shop owner if they have the same product in a different color. Asking someone a question that might not be particularly important, but just part of a curious thought you had. Frivolous, ultimately meaningless things, minor things…you never know what kind of weight they can transform into if you leave them open-ended. So don’t say that it’s not important, or a waste. Don’t think such things, Collei. Because you can’t know that for sure. No one can ever know that for sure.”

Then Madam Faruzan lowers her eyes and finishes tying the straps around Collei’s ankles. She gestures for Collei to stand and walk.

The shoes fit near perfectly, although they’re rather stiff and Collei’s not quite used to walking in this style of shoe. She wobbles a little despite there being no heel. She pauses to adjust the straps. The backs are also a little stiff, but the shop attendant assures them both that the material will get softer over time. Leather is shaped with heat and use, eventually as Collei wears the shoes more, they’ll fit her better.

The shop attendant says they have the same style of shoe in two other leather colors, but Collei is fond of this light shade of tan. 

She changes back into her boots and the shop attendant takes the shoes to wrap them up.

Madam Faruzan pays for the shoes. Collei doesn’t argue. 

That strange, somber air is still hanging around Madam Faruzan—unnaturally subdued, changing the feeling around her into a stagnant, waiting stillness rather than her normal flits and gusts.

They step out onto the shopping street side by side, Collei again holding the shopping bags. Although Madam Faruzan still has the big bolts of cloth on a bag fastened to her back as well as Collei’s shoes in her hands.

Madam Faruzan is looking straight ahead, eyes and mind clearly far, far away. Collei bites her lip, not sure what to say.

And then Madam Faruzan speaks in that same quiet voice.

“I cannot express enough to you how important it is to try new things,” she says. “To want new things. To try wanting different things. Change your clothes and your hair styles a lot. Touch your fingers against one side of an extreme then double back to check the other, then examine the spectrum in the middle. Commit to an unknown and uncertain just to see how they make you feel. Leave no question unanswered, no stone unturned, and no path unexplored. If you have even so much of a speck of interest, the beginning of a question, forming in you, pursue it. Chase it. Hunt it. Seize it. If it doesn’t turn out well or favorable, if it turns out to be a fruitless endeavor, then what of it? Even if an experiment does not prove a hypothesis, that does not mean it did not provide an answer. It just means that one possibility is crossed off the list with certainty.”

That last part sounds very familiar. 

Back when Collei was still new to studying and understanding things like scientific method and data recording, Master Tighnari gave her a simple project using white flowers and water with dye.

Collei was supposed to put the cut flowers in separate containers with water. Each container would have a different colored dye mixed with the water. In theory, the dye would have traveled up the stem of the cut flower and tinted the white petals.

It didn’t work.

The flowers wilted before any change in the petal’s colors could be seen. Collei remembers being so disappointed at failing what should have been such a simple experiment.

Master Tighnari had her write up a report based on the experiment.

“But there’s no result,” Collei argued, disappointed in herself and still feeling the sharp sting of not being able to do something that should have been doable. “The flowers never changed color.”

“You just said two things that are mutually exclusive,” Master Tighnari replied, patient and unrelenting. His back was towards her as he worked on his own experiment which was yielding much better results than her poor one which she was staring at with some measure of petulant frustration. “The flowers not changing color is, in itself, a result, after all.”

Collei slowly (but not patiently) wrote out her report on her failed experiment and the result of nothing happening at all. She didn’t quite understand what Master Tighnari was telling her then.

She’s still not sure if she understands it now, honestly. Maybe she just doesn’t have the right mindset of a scholar just yet. But she thinks that what Madam Faruzan is trying to tell her right now is related to that. So maybe Collei is close to the beginning of understanding.

Madam Faruzan turns and holds the package of the shoes out to Collei. They’re wrapped in brown paper instead of being in a box, and tied with a beautiful white ribbon. The paper has a little stamp with the store’s name on it, the ink fresh and dark blue. The paper is slightly cool in Collei’s hands, thick and of good quality.

Madam Faruzan’s eyes are lowered to the shoes as she holds them out, but Collei knows that Madam Faruzan is now entirely back with her when she speaks.

“Treat yourself well when you can and as often as you can, Collei. If there is anything I wish I could teach anyone, it would be that most of all. After all, aren’t you, yourself, your most important guardian and caretaker? Come now. Let’s see what that specialty stores has, if anything. And by the time we’re done eliminating them from the list I should still have plenty of time to pick up some yarn and thread to get the job done myself.”

-

Collei thinks about what Madam Faruzan says for a really long time. 

It lingers with her—maybe it’s because Madam Faruzan was so serious when she said it. Not that Madam Faruzan isn’t a serious person. She can be very serious, but usually Madam Faruzan’s seriousness is paired with her signature whirlwind passion—not that stagnant stillness. And it’s usually directed at a more concrete subject that’s related to the Akademiya.

Not shoes. Not indulgences.

Collei has the shoes sitting on top of her desk, nestled in the opened wrapping paper. 

She’s been staring at them while she thinks about how unusual this afternoon turned out to be. Collei has been winding the ribbon that held the wrapping closed around her hands and fingers, around and around while she thinks. The ribbon feels nice over her fingers. It’s helping her think. 

Although she’s not sure why there’s something to think over here.

They really are nice shoes. It’s just that they’re not practical for going through the mud and dense underbrush and puddles of the forest, or climbing up the trees and steep mud and clay slopes. Collei would not have asked anyone to buy these shoes, nor would she have chosen to buy them herself, if Madam Faruzan hadn’t literally taken the matter into her own hands.

Collei now finds herself at a loss for what to do with them. Because it really does seem like a shame to just have them in their packaging, sitting untouched on a shoe rack or at the back of a storage box.

The thing is that Collei, more than most, knows exactly how limited and finite time is. She knows all about regrets and decisions and making sure that there’s nothing left behind: no stray threads, no unanswered questions, no unfinished business.

Collei lived with most of her heart in a box, ready to be packed away and disposed of because of that, didn’t she?

But Collei thinks that maybe she took the life lesson the world dealt her on time and literal deadlines and came away from it from a different lesson than Madam Faruzan did.

Because for Collei, knowing that there would one day be an end in a much more definite way than most people do meant that she had to streamline everything. Collei had to make every moment she had count towards her bigger goals, her dreams. Collei only had so much time to accomplish them, after all.

It seemed easier to manage by just not having those threads, not to asking those questions, not staring any of that business, and keeping her focus narrow on all of the things that would directly add up to the end goal she wanted to reach before the end.

This is a different approach than what Madam Faruzan has, but Collei wouldn’t say that it is a bad one.

Collei doesn’t think it is by a long shot. And she thinks that based on her interactions with other people recovering from Eleazar she was not alone in choosing this way of living.

When you have such a solid deadline on your life, it can seem like anything not part or relating to your goals can be a waste. 

Collei has spent her life so far with her attention focused on working to study as much as she can, as fast as she was able, picking up as many skills and mastering them as possible, so she could become a Forest Ranger, and hopefully, also a scholar of the Akademiya. 

There was a certain pressure of everything having to count, like Collei was constantly in the process of running an accounting ledger. Each action was simultaneously a gain and a loss. A loss in her finite time, but potentially a gain towards reaching her goals. If she made forward progress that was a definite gain compared to the subtraction. Anything else was just a loss.

So things like exploring cafe’s and trying on shoes that she’d never wear or asking questions that aren’t important to the topic on hand; things like trying on clothes she’d probably never wear or weren’t very practical although they were pretty; experimenting with hairstyles; doing things on a whim or just because the opportunity was there…

It seemed like a waste.

A waste on her, specifically. Why bother with trying on a dress, or a pair of shoes, why bother with a new hairstyle, when what she already had worked for her? And those shoes, that dress, that little bauble or interesting thing that caught her eye for a moment, would probably be better suited to someone else anyway. 

And Collei had no shortage of more practical things that she could spend her mora on—more paper, journal expansion, more pencils, different types of medicinal balm for itching, dry skin, aching joints, chapped lips. She had whole lists of things she knew she needed instead of wanted that she should spend her mora on instead of those other things.

So rather than that book or bottle of uniquely colored ink, or that blouse with the interesting fabric sitting idle and unused with her, it seemed to make more sense to leave those things to the other people to enjoy. Collei already had a solid list of things she needed and it didn’t make sense to be going out of her way to spend mora on something she didn’t need and was just curious about.

Collei could just dream or imagine. That cost nothing in time or money.

Of course she’d would actually consider some of these things sometimes, idly turning whatever it was that had caught her attention over in her head. It’s not that she never acted on any of those impulses, either. Because Collei definitely did now and again. 

It just wasn’t very often that she indulged herself in these stray thoughts.

But Collei has had her exceptions.

These exceptions were usually because one of those impulses happened to pop up when she was with someone else wanted to chase that same impulse to see where it would lead. If it it was done with someone else, Collei would count is as an experience she was sharing with a friend, and those are always additive in her books.

There’s no such thing as a loss if you’re sharing time with someone you care for. Collei can never get enough of that. 

Meanwhile, for all of those impulses and thoughts and idle wondering that happened when she was alone…

Collei didn’t mind not having those kind of private loose threads all inside of her while she was busy making sure she didn’t leave any for anyone else.

When Collei looked forward towards the inevitable, Collei thought that she’d be facing down regrets in the forms of not spending more time with a certain person, not having a difficult conversation she needed to have, not speaking her mind on a specific topic at the right moment. Or not being able to do more with the Forest Rangers, not being able to fully pull her own weight, for not lasting longer. 

When Collei looked towards her messy and definite end, Collei was thinking about how she wanted to have at least earned her place among the Forest Rangers, maybe even rose to the rank of a Forest Watcher. She was thinking about how she hoped that when the end came she’d at least done that much, and that maybe she would have even been able to teach others in turn.

Collei thought she’d face questions of did she work hard enough? Did she really do enough? While she was around did she help others the way she was helped? Did she give it her sincere best all the way through? Did she give herself a reason to hold her head high and be proud, and hopefully make all of the people who believed in her proud, too?

That’s what Collei was thinking about. Overall actions she wanted to do, more than things she wanted to have, really. Thoughts of actions were the threads that felt more like giant ropes she was trying to keep a tight hold of and pull her away along with. 

In comparison, most other things fell to the wayside, so small, so fine—like embroidery thread. They felt like temporary questions to her, things that wouldn’t be coming around to get her later. They felt like questions she had walked away from, leaving them in the past.

But they weren’t small or temporary for Madam Faruzan. 

It seems to Collei that when Madam Faruzan went through what she did she looked back and saw all of those little things that were missed or unanswered. 

And Madam Faruzan felt something in those unexplored moments, those what-if’s—the wanted things, the questioned things, the uncertain things that she left behind thinking that there might be time still—that she still feels to this day. They haunt and weigh on her.

The weight of those questions, those roads not taken, condensed and lingered in her, from then to now. Maybe even especially now because there are so many threads Madam Faruzan will never be able to turn back and address, no matter how many things she does in the now to make up for it.

Collei tries to think of it from Madam Faruzan’s point of view. She doesn’t know many of the details of what happened to Madam Faruzan, although she knows the general story. Most people do, Madam Faruzan isn’t exactly keeping that a secret. 

Collei imagines facing down an end for years and years and years, and all of the things that a person might think of with the end stretching out, and out, and out. 

Collei supposes that beyond and in addition to those thicker ropes that you can get tangled in as forms of regret, the smaller threads could start to bunch up and weave together into their own equally heavy rope, too. Given enough time—given the kind of prolonged extension of the end that Madam Faruzan survived—you can grapple with the ropes, and find room for those smaller threads to entangle you, too.

And then suddenly, just as you’re getting a handle on identifying all of those other threads you didn’t know would come back to get you, the end is over, but you are still there.

That’s kind of what it was like facing down the Eleazar; what Collei expected when she had the Eleazar. Except Collei never got to that last and worst stage. Collei never went through the end.

It seems needlessly cruel to put someone through the end, and then make them come out the other side of it like that: holding all of those questions, all of those thoughts and regrets just as a person was figuring out how to come to terms with them.

Especially because at the other side of the end, Madam Faruzan couldn’t go back to actually address any of the things that had come to weigh on her during her experience of the end. There’s no going back to taste that pastry, there’s no going back to buy the dress or pair of shoes or try that new blend of ink. 

Madam Faruzan could only start over. A brand new beginning that branches out of the abruptly cut off stump of the old.

Collei, after dodging her end, at least can turn back and start re-examining things, correcting or changing things. Collei’s dodging of her end didn’t create any kind of gap between one way of living and another.

Isn’t that what Collei’s been doing—picking up where she left off, just with a new point of view? Isn’t all of this part of the big question that Collei’s been puzzling over?

Collei thinks to the notebook.

When she came back to Sumeru City, she unpacked everything from her travel bags—including a few more decorations that she’d made—to put around her room in Cyno’s house. 

(It felt strange to be unpacking things rather than keeping them ready to go, but this was part of what Collei had resolved to start doing—leaving things behind and settling down strong roots.)

The notebook is on top of her nightstand right now. 

She’s filled the first few pages with resolutions about spaces. About exploring and expanding herself into the world, without thinking too hard about margins, but definitely giving more care to marks. Collei thinks of how she’s written her observations about how other people sprawl and fill spaces, and how she might learn from their examples. She wrote about how she has learned from their examples and is trying to copy them in a way that suits her.

Collei wonders now if what Madam Faruzan was trying to teach her, impress upon her, is part of leaving a mark. Or perhaps, an extension of that life lesson.

Leaving a mark, filling a space, claiming a space…all of these involve those smaller choices, those smaller threads that Collei’s been content to leave alone. Are these small threads part of expanding yourself? 

Are they part of the process of leaving trails and traces of yourself, like spores or leaves to coat the path you’re taking to let others know that you are making a path at all?

Collei thinks back to that experiment with a result of nothing happening. She thinks of Madam Faruzan stressing that even if the path, the choice, taken doesn’t turn out well, it was important just to try it. Because then you’d know.

Master Tighnari’s voice recites to her, Knowledge is only ever additive.

With this in mind, Collei thinks to the entire horizon in front of her, expanding and expansive. Collei thinks of time and how she now has so much of it. So much more of it than she thought she was going to get.

With this expanding horizon in front of her…is it necessary for her to focus so hard on just the one path of one foot in front of the other? If she glances to the sides, at other paths, at little detours—even if they don’t move her forward very much—doesn’t she have the luxury of time, now, to do that?

Wouldn’t she be finding knowledge to add to the ever growing body—her ever growing body—in the pursuit of understanding all of those mysteries and questions that she’d previously set aside?

It’s not a race against a deadline anymore. 

And just like how Collei is learning to leave a mark…

Isn’t it also fine to want to glance at those thinner, finer, more detailed threads, instead of clinging so hard to the main rope?

Isn’t it fine to want?

Under these new conditions that she’s working with and alongside…can Collei now consider wanting and needing together and equally instead of holding them up in contrast?

After all, Collei thinks as she looks at the shoes, what harm is there, really, in trying on a new pair of shoes to see how they fit? 

Doesn’t Collei have an entire wardrobe in need of filling, drawers and walls and shelves to collect all of these things? Across two homes, even! 

Master Tighnari says it never hurts to have a spare notebook or a spare pair of work gloves. What would it hurt to have another pair of shoes? Especially if they prove to be just as good as the ones she normally wears, even if they’re different? 

Besides Madam Faruzan is right, Collei doesn’t really go and splurge or buy a lot of things. Just once in a while couldn’t hurt. And wouldn’t it all be an expense in learning and trying new things, which are the responsibilities of any scholar?

Collei gets her notebook from her nightstand, turning it open to write underneath the first step on the front page.


Step Two: Want things.


Just as Collei has finished writing that she hears Cyno calling out to her from the front hallway of the house. He must have just gotten back, because she didn’t hear the door open and normally he knocks on her door on his way through the house when he just gets in.

“Collei, do you want to go to Professor Cyrus’ house for dinner?” His voice is muffled through the walls and her closed bedroom door. He must be still standing in the front hall. “He sent me a messenger as I was leaving the Akademiya. He says he got a letter from Lisa. And he’s believes that he’s managed to figure out his…experiment.”

Collei sets the journal down on her desk and sticks her head out her door. She can’t see Cyno down the hall, but she calls out anyway. “Is this the one he was working on the last time I was here?”

“Yes. It’s bamya with lamb. Supposedly, this is the superior version of bamya and lamb. He wants taste testers to confirm his presumption. This is an obvious flaw in the flow of data gathering and analysis process of scientific theory that I will have to address at a more appropriate time.”

Collei is very curious what Professor Cyrus could have possibly done with bamya in order to turn it into an experiment that required a Spantamad decontamination squad sent to his house and for him to stay over at Cyno’s for almost four days.

Also a full day of shopping with Madam Faruzan—tea and snacks and all—has made her very hungry. Even if this bamya with lamb isn’t as good as Professor Cyrus thinks it is, she’s sure it’ll still be filling and served along with an entire table full of other dishes, plus dessert. Collei’s mouth is already watering.

“I’ll go!” Collei says, turning to grab her boots.

But Collei pauses, fingers hooked into the cuffs of her boots, eyes lingering on the new shoes sitting on her desk in their nest of paper, right next to the notebook where she can see the step two she’d already written.

Isn’t it that to get to step two you’ve got to get to step one? And the real first step in any venture is taking the step. And why delay what you can do now for later?

Collei sets her well worn boots down again, taking up the new shoes instead. 

The leather is smooth in her hands, slightly stiff. Even just a little bit shiny. The shoes in her hands seem to be waiting for her to make a choice.

What could it hurt to try them on now? They’re bought, they’re in her hands, and as the shop attendant said, the leather will break in over time—provided Collei gives them the time, the chance.

This will only be a waste if Collei lets it be.

It’s not that far of a walk between Cyno’s and Professor Cyrus’s houses. If she needs to break the shoes in, isn’t it better to start with small journeys and work her way up to longer treks?

Collei nods to herself, decision made.

Here is another step forward in living, with a new pair of good shoes.

-

Just like how it will take time for Collei to fully recover from Eleazar, just like how it took a lot of time from Collei to change from the person she was when she was first caught in Mondstadt to the person she is now, it takes time for a point of view to shift.

Even if Collei knows the parts of herself she’s decided to change, it’s not so easy as just knowing. 

It’s hard wanting things, just like how it’s hard convincing herself to leave things behind on purpose. 

In Collei’s head, it’s habit for her to look at things and automatically start considering if something is even a choice by automatically weighing it against necessity, looking at it only in absolute utility. It’s an uphill battle to not immediately, instinctively, dismiss things.

Collei is catching herself at it all the time.

She didn’t realize it was something she was doing so much, or how much this mindset had an effect on her day-to-day.

This mindset even extends to food, which she didn’t even think about until she was sitting down with her journal back in Gandharva Ville and trying to puzzle through Step Two in the same way she looked for examples to follow with Step One to come up with a working plan.

Collei was sitting with her journal and trying to think about wants versus needs outside of the examples that Madam Faruzan gave her, because it wasn’t all about shoes and clothes and hair styles. Although those were really easy and obvious examples to start working with.

She looked around her cabin and thought about want versus need, ticking through different objects and types of things one a time. Then she thought outside of her cabin, as she mentally walked through her day. And those thoughts tripped on food. Snacking, mainly.

Collei is offered a lot of snacks throughout her day. Even when they weren’t directly offered to her, the Avidya Forest is bountiful year round with things to eat—both right off of the branch or bush, or in the communal kitchens in Gandharva Ville, or even in Master Tighnari’s cabin. 

Ever since coming to live in Gandharva Ville with Master Tighnari Collei’s never had to worry about going hungry.

Usually when Collei is offered a snack, even if offered food looks very good, Collei usually refuses.

Mentally she runs it through as want versus need and it comes out the other end as a simple want rather than need. Because snacks aren’t about needing. Not really.

Collei remembers Miss Lisa and Professor Cyrus telling her this a lot. You eat because you need to, but you snack for fun. Snacking is something you do for taste, for experience, to bide time. It’s not necessarily filling, nutritious, or otherwise beneficial, although it can be. But the best snacking is done for fun. 

Collei rarely snacks. If Collei feels a little hungry, or feels a craving, she puts it off for a fuller meal. It seems easier to, in her head.

When Collei snacks it’s because she’s with a larger circle of friends and doesn’t want it to be awkward if she’s the only one not eating, or because she needs to eat something with medicine. Sometimes it’s because she needs to eat before a patrol or a job that would put her off her schedule for eating a full meal. 

But she’s never been in a habit of snacking because she felt like it. Not like some other people around her are.

So Collei tries snacking. Not a lot! It’s still not good to eat just because you can. Moderation is still important. But Collei does try to snack lightly, now and again, when she’s actually a little bit hungry and far away enough from a meal time where she doesn’t think it would ruin her appetite entirely.

It’s a little weird to be taking a break from her patrol and sitting down and eating some seasoned nuts or dried fruit, or being in the middle of reading from one of the books Master Tighnari or Madam Faruzan has assigned to her and be nibbling at something in between paragraphs. But it’s not bad.

Maybe a better word here is different. It’s just different from what’s she’s used to, is all. 

At least it keeps her awake and semi-focused. 

Maybe that’s another reason why people snack, it keeps them awake. This can definitely be helpful while studying or working on reports.

She’s not sure if this is something she’ll actually be keeping up, but just like what Master Tighnari has been trying to teach her and like Madam Faruzan told her, at least now she knows.

Master Tighnari and the other Forest Rangers have definitely noticed Collei’s conscious attempt in trying out snacking. Cyno, too.

When Collei is in Sumeru City she’s noticed Cyno’s added more snack foods to his pantry, and all of them look to be based on the things that Collei’s snacked on back in Gandharva Ville. Which means that Master Tighnari told on her.

And Master Tighnari’s not been subtle about leaving extra cut fruit on the table for her, or bringing extra snacks around to the common Forest Ranger work areas and pointedly setting them down near her. 

Even the other Forest Rangers are in on it, casually offering her some of their own snacks—usually as a trade for one of her own if they catch her eating, or as part of a conversation opener. 

Collei still refuses more than she accepts. 

Part of it is habit and part of it is the conscious decision to refuse because as interesting as some of the foods they’re offering are, she genuinely isn’t that hungry most of the time. And while Collei does acknowledge that there’s definitely a want versus need question to be asked here, a lot of the time Collei just doesn’t feel like it and that’s also an important thing to consider here.

It’s not like Collei’s not eating, after all. She eats very healthily and heartily, no matter what Professor Cyrus and Sage Naphis would say.

Now more than ever, as she’s been taking on more patrols and doing much more traveling further and further away from Gandharva Ville.

Tonight after one of those extended patrols, after helping clear away the dinner dishes, Collei sits at Master Tighnari’s table and starts to cut open guavas. The smell of them has been making her mouth water all evening. She could even smell them from outside of his cabin door.

She’s been looking forward to eating them since before dinner, and up close with them in her hands, as she cuts into the thick flesh, the smell seems to double, triple, turning itself into a splash of color in the nose that yells green!

As good as it smells, it makes Collei sneeze twice. Master almost-absently warns her to be mindful with the knife as he gets to cutting a grave of his own. Collei honestly doesn’t know how Master Tighnari stands it, since his nose is so much more sensitive than hers.

“You’ve been busy, should I be worried?” Master Tighnari asks, ears slightly angled back like he really does want to sneeze like Collei already has. 

“I would say you shouldn’t, but if I said that I think you’d worry anyway,” Collei answers. “Don’t worry, Master. I’m still getting all of your and Madam Faruzan’s assignments done. And some of the ones that Professor Cyrus sends me, too. Although I usually have to ask some of the Forest Rangers who took Spantamad classes for help on them. And all of my patrols are going really smoothly.”

Master Tighnari nods. “I trust you to know your limits, even if they’ve started to expand and change. You know the signs to watch out for and what to do. As long as you aren’t biting off more than you can handle, I’m glad that you’re finding new things to be busy with.”

“But you’re also curious.”

“And I’m trying very hard not to be nosy about it. You got too much air of mystery from Cyno. That and a penchant for keeping busy when you should be resting. Don’t either of you two know how to take a break?”

Collei would argue that both of those things—the mystery and the keeping busy—come more from Master Tighnari, actually. 

Outside of his matra duties, Cyno’s usually quite good at sharing what he’s doing and why and his thoughts on it. And for all that his work hours can extend for days at a time uninterrupted, at least Cyno won’t leap out of bed in the middle of the night to run back to his office because he had an idea. 

Usually. There are some exceptions to every rule. But she’s never seen Cyno run out of the house in his nightclothes, at least. 

Collei’s not going to argue any of thee things to Master Tighnari’s face. That part she definitely learned from Cyno and her senior Forest Rangers.

“I’ve recently realized that I need to expand my sample size for experiences in order to be properly well rounded like you and Madam Faruzan say scholars should be,” Collei says. “I’m broadening my horizons and stuff like that.”

Master Tighnari’s eyebrows raise. “Collei, I’m not going to disagree with you on that.”

That’s what Master Tighnari always says right before he says something a little contrary to what Collei just said, so that they’re disagreeing without disagreeing.

“But I would point out that you’ve got plenty of variation going on with you. You’ve got members from every darshan hoping you’d join theirs and trying to lure you in with the best of what they’ve got to offer—well. I think Layla just thinks it would be nice to have the company so she isn’t trying that hard. But otherwise, I don’t think you’re lacking in variety for external influences and experiences. If someone’s saying you aren’t well rounded or on your way to getting there, then I’d like for them to give an example for who is and definite their exact parameters for judgement.”

“A different kind of variety and experience. Not the academic kind. I guess it could apply to academics and stuff. But it’s not directly intended to,” Collei says. Crunching on a quarter of guava, feeling the tiny little seeds roll between her teeth. “It’s part of the process.”

“Ah, there’s a process is there?”

“Yes, I’m coming up with a series of steps as I go. It’s a little on the fly, and probably sloppy because of that. And there’s a lot of trial and error involved. But I like it. I think things are going well.”

“Is it being too nosy of me to ask what the metric for going well is?”

Collei shrugs, smiling. “Me?”

“There are worse measures in the world,” Master Tighnari says fondly. “And you’d be hard pressed to find one better. A very good metric all around. Is there an end conclusion?”

“I don’t know,” Collei says causing Master Tighnari’s eyes to crinkle up in a silent laugh. “I haven’t gotten to the end yet. I’ll tell you when I do. Can I take some of these guavas home? Sucrose gave me tips for making jam. She’s never tried it on a guava, and I’ve never made jam before. It’s going to be a twofold experiment.”

-

How strangely strange it is to starting thinking about wanting things. As in actual things. Not just food or experiences or investigations. But actual things.

Collei tries to write in her journal about this. 

A big part of puzzling out things is getting thoughts in order. Collei likes to try and diagram them out like pictures. Getting the thoughts out of her head onto paper usually makes her head feel less cluttered and confused. And whatever puzzle or mystery she was working on seems much simpler with the facts and figures written out.

But in this specific experiment on living, it’s pretty hard to find the words at times.

Leaving a mark was a bit easy to talk about on the page. But step two is harder than step one.

She wonders if all of the steps after are just going to get harder and harder, if they’ll all build off of each other like a staircase going up.

She wonders how many steps she’s going to discover. And that’s another question she’s got to write about. Is she nervous about that unknown? Or is she excited to explore it?

Anyway, it’s weird to try and considering things as…stuff to just have rather than having a purpose. As in their purpose is that they’re there. Not as gifts or mementos from a special occasion or from a friend like Layla’s embroidery hoop or Collei’s photographs of her friends and family.

More like…a nice wooden box that she found at the market. She bought it to partially replace the plain shipping crate she was storing all of her letters and keepsakes in. Collei certainly didn’t need to. The box was doing the job just fine. She could’ve decorated it herself, even.

But Collei saw the nice keepsake box at the market and thought something about it reminded her very much of her friends back in Mondstadt. The thought made her miss them a little, but also happy to be remembering them. So she bought it.

It’s not very big, but Collei was able to fit in all of her letters from Miss Lisa and Mister Kaeya in them with room to spare for more. She’s put the box on one of the shelves in her room in Sumeru City.

She’s looking for another box for Amber’s letters, and a separate one for Sucrose’s and Miss Kokomi’s.

Collei has also bought a tiny little figurine of a crystal fly. It’s really cute. The stand is designed to look like a mossy hill. The crystal fly is made with bits of clear glass and resin, so it is actually a lot like a crystal and when the light hits it just right, it glows like one too. Collei’s put this on the windowsill of her room in Sumeru City, next to the Baron Bunny and Cuilein-Anbar. Sometimes it casts rainbows onto the floor and ceiling of her room.

Slowly, sometimes carefully and sometimes impulsively, Collei is gathering new things in the form of actual things and experiences.

She’s taken Madam Faruzan’s advice about clothes and hair. She’s bought a few new smaller accessories, switching out the ones she’s been wearing for years to give them a break. And she’s bought a box to put them all—old and new—in, that she tucks into her clothing trunk at the foot of her bed in Gandharva Ville.

She’s gone out with Nilou and Layla, when in Sumeru City, and they were both happy to point out the stores that they go to for clothes and shoes and accessories. And also all of the other stores they go to that Collei never really noticed because they weren’t apothecaries or grocers or supply shops.

Nilou introduces Collei to her favorite florist. Collei normally goes to the Amurta-run garden center, but the florist here also does various handicraft workshops like drying flowers or preserving them in resin. Collei pins the schedule for those workshops to the cork board in her room in Sumeru City. Nilou’s been going for months now and is learning how to make accessories and stage props of her own.

Layla shows Collei a glass workshop. Layla doesn’t want to learn how to go about making glass herself, but she likes watching the glass blowers at work. Sometimes she orders magnifying lenses from them, but mostly she likes watching them when they’re making little figurines or decorations.

And they also like to talk about their craft. And as the craftsmen talk they get new ideas that seem to bubble right out of nowhere. Collei is amazed at how the whole process of shaping glass works. Collei has the urge to bring a fresh notebook and start taking notes when she passes by. She’s not sure when those notes will ever come in handy, but knowledge is additive and it wouldn’t hurt her to know it.

That’s the shop where Collei got her crystal fly from, actually. One of the craftsmen was bored while waiting for glass to finish hardening and asked Collei for something to try. Collei said crystal fly and the craftsman got to work. It wasn’t until the next time she’d gone around that she found out he made that little figure and had saved it for her to see, since she’s the one who gave the suggestion. 

He’d not put it on anything yet, he was still thinking about that part. He’d only seen crystal flies when they were flying up and away from people. Collei said she’d take a few pictures of crystal flies for him and that’s how the figurine became what it is now.

Collei bought it right away, of course. She’d grown attached after watching it change from start to finish.

(And Collei refused to take a discount.)

Ever since then, some of the craftsmen have started asked Collei to bring them reference materials from Gandharva Ville. Collei’s got a mental list in the back of her head to keep her eye out for any good specimens that match any of the artisan’s requests.

Those artisans also directed Collei to a potter’s, where she’s been buying little clay and ceramic flower pots to bring back to Gandharva Ville. And a few big ones that had Cyno and Master Tighnari giving her odd looks as she carried them back to Cyno’s house, then all the way back to Gandharva Ville.

(“Your strength and stamina training does not have to go to that extent,” Master Tighnari said dryly upon falling into step with her on the road towards Gandharva Ville. “Did someone tell you otherwise?”)

She’s probably bought more than she needs at this point. But Collei finds use for all the extras. You can never have too many pen holders when you’re a researcher. Also she’s slowly switched out half the mugs in Cyno’s house and in the Forest Ranger’s break room. She’s interested to see how many more she’s going to replace before someone makes any kind of comment.

(She’s sure that Cyno’s noticed, but he’s funny about talking about some of the things he’s notices sometimes. Same with some of the other Forest Rangers.)

Collei has also been swapping out the plain clay pots that she and Master Tighnari use for their non-experimental, every day plants in their cabins. She doesn’t think he’s actually noticed those switch-ups because he’s usually so focused on his experimental cultivars which Collei would never dare to dream of touching—even without an Akasha.

Collei has filled the windows of her cabin with small pots of seedlings and cuttings just beginning to take root. And in the area outside of her hut but close the walls, she’s put larger planters and some of the more stable, mature plants that she’s claimed as her own.

It’s really nice waking up to a room also waking up with the day. And Collei never realized it before, but having something outside of her cabin to mark it as hers is something that makes her relax once she has her cabin in sight. 

There’s something very warm, very soft, very many good things about coming home from working or studying—even if it was just a regular day that wasn’t particularly exciting in a bad or good way—and seeing her cabin with its distinct arrangement of pots and plants around it.

She has some ornaments in the plant pots too: a couple of pinwheels that remind her of Mondstadt, some carved wooden figures shaped like birds. Collei’s been thinking of putting up a wind chime or bird feeders, but she’s not sure where yet.

It feels like a welcome. 

After writing to Master Kaveh about space saving design tips, Collei has also been experimenting with hanging plants from the ceiling beams and some of the low branches around her house. Erm, well. Some of them are actually pretty high up and take the use of clever trick-shots to get the rope over one side securely.

But Collei is counting all of this as training. If anyone asks what she’s doing firing arrows with ropes tied to them up at tree branches, it’s because she’s honing her archery skills. And if anyone takes that up with Master Tighnari he’d definitely back her up on it. Then probably turn around and ask Cyno or Madam Faruzan what they’re filling her head with when his back is turned.

She’s also teaching herself macrame and weaving to make hanging baskets for some of the pots and also as storage places inside of her cabin. She’s very slow at it so she’s only done a few and they’re not the best…honestly she takes apart two of the ones she finishes because it would be easier to reuse the material in something new than to fix the mistakes made.

But Collei is folding in the practice of knotting and arranging ropes and threads and ribbons and dried grass along with the practice of braiding hair. And all of it is going under the umbrella of dexterity training.

In theory, Collei knows how to braid. But in practice, Collei doesn’t really do that to her own hair very often. She has to ask Layla and Madam Faruzan for tips. She also tried asking Master Kaveh but he admitted that he had no idea how to explain that via letter.

It’s pretty frustrating stuff, practicing braiding and styling her own hair. Collei’s hair—by combination of genetics, poor health with the Eleazar, and ongoing recovery—has got a lot of texture. Or as some would say, character. 

Sometimes her hair wants to lie flat, sometimes it wants to curl in fifteen different directions. Sometimes it fluffs up to twice its normal size and other times Collei has no idea what’s going on.

But the practicing is good for her hands. The Eleazar left her joints stiff and her fingertips numb to most delicate sensations. She’s recovering the dexterity and strength in her hands and the sensitivity in her fingertips little by little. 

Just like with training a muscle or a skill, with repeated actions, her body gets more and more used to the motions and the work. The body adapts.

Sometimes Cyno lets her practice braiding and styling hair on him. 

He’d caught her with her fingers awkwardly tangled at the back of her head as she tried twisting around to see herself in a mirror as she was trying out a type of braid that Nilou had demonstrated for her. It seemed really easy when Nilou did it, and Collei even managed it on Nilou. But doing it on her own head was a bit beyond her, it seems.

Cyno didn’t quite laugh out loud but Collei could feel how amused he was. And before Collei could bluster though an excuse Cyno offered to let her practice on him.

Cyno’s got a lot more hair to work with than she does, although it’s sometimes just as willful and full of character as Collei’s. Even so, it’s easier to figure out what she’s doing when she can look at what’s going on without straining her neck in a mirror and trying to remember to reverse the motions of her hands.

Cyno’s never complained about Collei pulling to hard or taking too long. He just sits in front of her, focused on arranging new decks while telling her about possible strategies. Collei doesn’t always get what he’s doing, but she tries to offer her own thoughts when she can.

Sometimes he’s also reading through his mail or a making his way through a book. Collei peers over his shoulder to read the books and can never guess if she’s going to see some sort of complex diagram of chemical reactions or an illustration of a scene in a novel. 

Between the weaving, the macrame, and the braiding, Collei’s fingers are much improved—not nearly as clumsy or stiff as before. 

Master Tighnari and the other Forest Rangers who supervise her have noticed the improvement. Collei’s gotten faster at tying and untying knots, at sorting medicinal herbs and stripping them down, along with a lot of other things that need a little more finesse than what Collei used to be capable of.

Even Collei’s handwriting is getting better. Although that can also be due to her writing a lot more frequently.

When Collei considers all of the new things she’s slowly introducing to herself and her habits, she can’t help but consider them all with a light of practicality and utility. That part of her is something that’s probably not going to ever change. And there’s nothing wrong with that.

But Collei is also learning to look and more readily accept things that fall slightly or entirely below the mark of practicality and sense.

And as to the old things—

Collei is also expanding her horizons among her old things, too.

Collei is teaching herself how to sew more things, things that require more involvement and technique, more time. She’s turning her attention to clothes. 

Not just clothes for dolls, or patching holes and altering hemlines. She’s still got to practice that last part more. She’s still not very good at getting a straight pant hem, they’re always a little wonky towards the back.

Collei is teaching herself to make and use patterns for clothes to make them from scratch. It’s not as hard as she thought it would be since she’s used to making Cuilein-Anbars and various other smaller dolls from more complex patterns. But it does take a different mindset that takes some getting used to.

Collei never really invested in developing this specific skill because she didn’t think there was a point in it when she had all the clothes she needed. Although Collei knows she was definitely interested in it before. It just seemed like so much time that she could be applying to other things instead.

Now, with time, and with the resolution to spend that time on new things, other things, Collei gets to work.

Collei studies her own clothes, and that of her master’s and Cyno’s and the other Forest Watcher’s when she’s doing laundry or walking through the drying racks. She examines the different styles, learning the seams and how the folds of the cloth and the stitching give the fabric form combined with other accessories, other layers of clothes, and how they’re worn on the individual body.

Just like when Collei was studying the effect of different types of medicine—topical, intravenous, or orally ingested—there are a wide variety of side effects and factors to consider for clothes, too.

Collei learns this on herself, first, practicing different types of seams and stitches with different types of fabric and checking them in the mirror. That’s also something Collei’s learning about—posing in mirrors without being so self-conscious and focusing on the things she focused on when she had Eleazar.

This, too, is also another shifting of perspectives. 

Collei is figuring out how to look at herself without looking at herself as a patient observing signs and symptoms. And she is learning to look at herself as actually herself—figuring out how different things look on her, how they feel when she looks at herself. Collei is figuring out how to look at her reflection in different angles and these different styles to understand what she likes and the why’s, and what she doesn’t like and those separate why’s. 

And she is learning to do it without thinking negatively of the things she doesn’t like, or feeling badly about it.

As a result of this new expanding of her sewing hobby, Collei’s gathered a lot more sewing supplies in both of her homes. She’s even considering getting one of those mannequins that seamstresses and tailors use to pin up patterns and fabrics, although she’s not quite committed to it yet. 

But she’s thinking about it. It would help to be able to pin up patterns and fabrics to see how they might look, and then leave them there so she doesn’t lose parts or worry about anything getting mixed up. 

Collei’s a fast sewer when it comes to simple repairs and Cuilein-Anbars, but shirts and dresses and trousers are all new to her. She’s taking her time in learning and mastering the basics, even if some of the patterns are already basic.

Collei has also been making sure she stays sharp in the skills she’s already honed and gathered when she’s taking a break from exploring all of the other new subjects and things she’s trying.

Collei has turned towards making smaller dolls, experimenting with both regular dolls and ones with mechanisms like Cuilein-Anbar do. She’s been making them out of different types of fabric, experimenting with adding beads or small things like seashells and feathers, stuffing them with dried and scented flowers, interesting types of thread.

It’s good practice for experimenting with different types of material. 

In Collei’s experimenting and exploring of different materials, she’s been directed towards the open-air markets that run underneath Sumeru City, in the large caverns formed underneath the Divine Tree’s roots.

Most of the sellers in the markets underneath Sumeru City are willing to bargain much more than the shop owners with permanent storefronts on Sumeru City’s surface streets. And several of them are second-hand vendors, or resellers.

And apparently there’s a whole group of resellers for fabric. They buy fabric that can’t be used anymore in shops.

As Collei explores the stalls run by those resellers she learns of the dozens of reasons why the shops above are more than willing to part with the fabric for someone else to sell.

Sometimes, a tailor or seamstress might have used up a lot of cloth from a bolt, but left behind irregular shapes of cloth that they can’t use for anything else. Sometimes a fabric store will receive inventory of a fabric and find that it was partially damaged in some areas and decide to just resell it to someone willing to work around that. Or maybe that fabric won’t sell as much as they thought it would and they need to make space for new inventory.

There are all sorts of reasons, but whatever the reason those pieces of fabric find a second chance in these reseller’s shop stalls at a great discount.

Collei had no idea these kinds of shops existed, but now that she’s found them she has no idea how she was managing without them.

The inventory of different types of fabric—some of it even imported from Inazuma!—is always changing. Some of the resellers have giant boxes filled with scraps of fabric that sometimes come in a yard, sometimes are barely even the length of one of Collei’s arms, or sometimes are full bolts. 

And all of the people who shop here are experts—Collei doesn’t mean they sew or work with fabric in some way for a living. 

Collei means that they’re experts in that they’ve been sewing and working with fabric their entire lives. Whether they make money off of it or consider it their trade or not, the people who’ve found these shops and make use of them are people who know what they’re talking about.

And some of them sure do like to talk. 

In fact, they talk a lot with the shop owners and each other as they try to narrow down the scope of their search through the various boxes and bins of fabrics and threads. They talk about their projects, about what they’re looking for if there’s something specific, or if they’re just browsing. They talk about their preferences for what kind of fabric and colors to work with, complaining about this or that, while also discussing the merits of the mediums they’re working with.

Collei learns a lot just by listening. Collei doesn’t mean to eavesdrop, but sometimes the other customers are very loud. And they get very passionate about what they’re looking for, even if they don’t know exactly what it is, they definitely know what it isn’t.

Collei can relate to that entirely. Usually when Collei is sorting through the bins and baskets she doesn’t really know what she’s looking for. But Collei can turn aside different types of fabric as definitely not without a second thought.

It’s during one of these bin and basket diving sessions that Collei gets her own chance to talk.

Collei picks up a piece of fabric, coarse with a visible weave, and dyed either very poorly in a bright magenta, or purposefully dyed in a…unique way. She picks it up, stares at it while trying to figure out if this was a design choice by someone with an incredibly…highly personalized and niche style, or an unfortunate mistake and loss of materials.

Collei startled out of her staring when someone says, “I told you there was no point in keeping that one around. Just turn it into a rag. Look at that reaction! Any sane person would have the same one! It’s actively losing you money if you keep it around. Who’s going to think you’ve got good stock if you’ve got that thrown in there?”

One of the other customers who was doing his own browsing at another bin is gesturing at the fabric in Collei’s hands while talking to the shop sister—Safiyah. That’s her name. Collei has heard some of the other customers talking to her and using her name before.

Safiyah rolls her eyes, “If there was someone with the taste to be making that on purpose there’s bound to be someone out there with the taste to want to pay for it.” 

Safiyah then stands up from the chair she normally sits in towards the back of the stall, coming over and taking the fabric from Collei to stuff it towards the bottom of the basket Collei picked it up from.

The woman winks, “You’ve got to make them work for their treasure. That’s why you bury it, no? Now, that treasure wasn’t for you—“

“It’s not meant for anyone,” the other customer said, also making his way over.

“—but I’m sure something else here is. What are you looking for, little sister? What’s the project shaping up to be?”

A little uncertainly, a lot self-consciously, Collei starts to talk—prompted and patiently coaxed by both the other customer and Safiyah. It helps that both of them know exactly what Collei means, even when she fumbles a little for the right words.

But once Collei started it gets easier and easier, especially as they start talking about technical stuff and some of Collei’s past work. The three of them start going through bins, the other two remembering other fabrics and trying to match it towards Collei while giving her advice on fabric selection and tips about where to look for what and how often the shops restock.

Collei strikes up a rapport with sister Safiyah and some of her other customers. She likes listening to them talk and helping them hunt for fabric. Some of the other customers and shop keepers start to recognize her, and point out fabric they think she might like. Safiyah is especially good about picking out ones that Collei likes. 

One of Safiyah’s other customers points her in the direction of another shop that sells odds and ends—buttons, gears, screws—once he finds out that Collei mostly practices and works on making dolls and small figures. And that she sometimes makes little mechanisms for them to move or light up.

As a result Collei has been making a lot of little dolls and mechanisms for some of those dolls. 

She can hardly get through her pile of scrap materials fast enough before she finds herself with more to experiment with. Collei sometimes has about five or six of the little ones at a time that she has no idea what to do with after she’s done with them. She doesn’t really want to keep them, even if they do look pretty good. 

She ends up giving them back to the shop keepers and some of the other customers who’ve been really helpful to her, who in turn seem to use those dolls to narrow in and get a better handle on the types of fabric that Collei might be interested in.

She doesn’t give away all them like that, though. There are some Collei makes with purpose in mind. There are some things that Collei chooses to specifically spend cumulative hours, if not days, digging through bins and baskets looking for just the perfect fabric and type of thread to match what she has in mind.

Collei’s persistence pays off.

Collei gifts Mater Kaveh a little lion as thanks for all of his ongoing work on helping and advising Collei on how to remodel and rearrange her cabin and her room here in Sumeru City. And since he’s not taking the mora—and what mora he is taking he’s somehow turning around into custom shelving—Collei’s going to have to approach thanks from a different angle.

The little lion has a mane made of different scrap pieces of fabric that Collei carefully cut into strips of different lengths and widths, and sewn around the cloth lion one at a time. The rest of the lion is a patchwork of different fabrics in browns and yellows, with two little black beads for eyes.

She sits with Sister Safiyah for an afternoon learning to make flowers out of fabric, practicing over and over until she has enough to make a bouquet of flowers for Madam Faruzan. She even pops in at the florist that Nilou introduced her to to see if there was a way to add a little bit of real scent to the flowers. Collei ends up sewing tiny little sachets of dried flowers into some of the larger cloth flowers. They wont’t last very long, in terms of scent. But the flowers of fabric themselves will last.

Collei’s recently found out that Scribe Al-Haitham has a peculiar fondness for…peculiar things. Master Tighnari and Cyno have been talking about it at length, with a great deal of confusion and amusement. Apparently Scribe Al-Haitham took a liking to one of the weird fish models that one of the Amurta scholars who came out to Gandharva Ville to study made and Master Tighnari let him take it home.

Collei remembers exactly which fish model it is, although she wasn’t there to see him take it. 

It’s hard to forget. It was a very unique take on a fish. 

Collei makes a little cushion shaped like that strange model to thank Scribe Al-Haitham for all of his help in coordinating the many people who’d taken an interest in her education, and making sure that it all actually meshes together and counts for Akademiya credits.

And little by little, Collei is working on piecing together enough fabric to make a quilt for Layla. A lap blanket. Maybe one she can roll up and take with her into the desert where the nights get much colder than it ever does here in Sumeru City. She wants to try and get its colors to match the embroidery hoop that Layla made for her.

As Collei works on these projects and all of the other things that she’s trying out in the process of refining and understanding Step Two out of the unknown number, her friends and family definitely take note of Collei and her changes.

Her changes in style, in eating, in her hobbies—they’re hard to miss, for all that Collei is starting small and working her way up to bigger things little by little. None of these are drastic changes, she thinks. They get noticed anyway because any change away from the consistent—especially when you’re surrounded in scholars—is going to be noticed. Collei sometimes feels self-conscious about it. But she’s mostly having fun with it. 

Especially because it feels like the more she explores, the more the world—and the people in it—opens up in return to offer even more for her to look at and think about, then act on.

Madam Faruzan, as she usually is, was right. What’s the harm in trying? As Collei’s been so often told, you have to try to know.

And you’ll never know if you don’t go looking.

Collei knows a lot more about herself and others, now.

Collei now knows that Nilou likes to make her own props and costumes, although she’s not very good at the costume part. But Nilou is learning just like Collei is, picking up tricks of the trade, and figuring out how to get the exact effect she wants people in the audience to see. 

Collei has learned that Layla once spent an entire year doing part-time as one of the lab technicians in the Akademiya in charge of monitoring and maintaining microscopes, which is where she has so much knowledge about glass lenses, where to get them, and how to talk about ordering them and knowing which kinds you need.

 

Collei has learned that Master Kaveh has a truly stunning breadth of knowledge on pretty much just about anything you can make something out of, and that if you give him the faintest idea he’s going to start running with it before you’re done with the whisper of it. And he’s definitely going to turn that faint idea into a tangible reality—like a magician out of one of the novels that Nilou and Madam Faruzan insist are really good.

She’s learned that Cyno, similar to her, has a sensitive spot at the back of his neck and that she has to be careful when she’s practicing on his hair not to touch it. 

The first time she did, he accidentally shocked her enough that she saw stars. Cyno felt very bad about it afterwards, but Collei didn’t let him apologize. After all, there are still times—even after all of these years and everything they’ve built between them—when she sees Cyno reaches for her out of the corner of her eye, and Collei goes too still and entirely silent. And he never lets her apologize for those moments.

Collei has learned that Master Tighnari knows a little bit about arts and crafts and fabric, although not in the way Collei and Nilou and Layla do. He’s taught her how to make cords from thinner pieces of fabric, and how to stiffen fabric that’s normally too soft in order to make them usable for such works. 

She’d thought he’d bought or was given the purple and turquoise cord he ties around his waist, but it turns out he’d made it himself when he was in the Akademiya. As though his hands weren’t already busy enough.

Collei’s learned about Sister Safiyah and how she actually already knows Cyno because some of the fabric that Cyno brings Collei as gifts when he visits in Gandharva Ville are actually bought from her. 

Collei has also learned that Sister Safiyah is bolder than most scholars, and that’s probably because her conscience is also clearer than most. Sister Safiyah teases and pokes at Cyno habitually and comfortably, undeterred by Cyno’s responses.

She’s learned that Scribe Al-Haitham also goes to the shop stall in the underground market that sells odds and ends, and that the shop stall uncle has an entirely one-sided love-hate relationship with him in that the shop keeper loves to make the sale, but hates having to actually talk to Scribe Al-Haitham for it. Scribe Al-Haitham seems entirely unaffected one way or another, so long as he gets what he wants for a reasonable price. 

Collei learns a thing or two about bargaining from him, although she’s not so sure she could pull those advanced negotiations the same way he does. It takes a very special kind of blunt boldness to be able to carry through like that. 

No wonder so many people were sorry to see him leave the post of Acting Grand Sage. And no wonder an equally notable amount of people were loud enough about the relief of him no longer being Acting Grand Sage.

Other things Collei has learned, more about herself than about others:

Collei likes watching glass being blown. She likes trying new arts and crafts, although she’s not very sure about whether or not she’ll keep at it for some of them. Collei is not very good at braiding or weaving, but that’s one of the crafts she does want to keep working at because it’s very useful.

Collei has learned that she doesn’t like tight collars or bracelets. 

And by that she means things like chokers, things that go heavy and tight around the neck. Her normal necklace rests lower on the neck, more on her collar bones. And the collar of her shirt is just loose enough and made of light enough material that Collei likes the security of it covering the mark at the back of her neck.

But when Collei tried on some chokers she found that she really didn’t like them, didn’t feel them in the same way she felt her normal collar and necklace combination.

And for bracelets, Collei doesn’t like it when they’re too close to the skin or too large. She needs them to have room to move.

Otherwise, she thinks that they remind her to much of shackles. And restrains.

Other things Collei has learned about herself in terms of style is that even though she thinks orange is a nice color, she really can’t find it in herself to be too excited by bright orange as a main color of anything. Clothing or otherwise. And there are certain shades of blue that twist her guts and make her feel inexplicably uncomfortable as they pull at the back of her head at memories that she would rather leave in quiet peace.

Collei actually does like mushrooms. That is, if she can’t see them as obvious parts of a dish. That way she can eat them without hearing the phantom echo of Master Tighnari’s lectures.

Madam Faruzan took Collei, Scribe Al-Haitham, and Layla out to eat at a shop that specializes in food from Liyue. They tried some glass noodles and the texture was like trying to swallow down a really, really long worm. 

Collei never thought of herself as a picky eats before. But honestly she would have preferred raw Wolfhooks if she had the choice. Collei swears that she could feel the noodles in her mouth even as she was trying to cut the noodles with her teeth because the rest of it was still in the bowl, and she was also feeling the same noodle stretch down her throat, and into her stomach—the entire thing moving like a bow string with every motion of mouth, throat, and body.

(Madam Faruzan and Layla seemed to like it, though. Scribe Al-Haitham didn’t even try any, pushing his portion over to Layla. He gave Collei a sympathetic look as she struggled to swallow the noodles down.)

Collei is not good at making jam, whether it be out of guavas or berries. Or maybe Collei’s not quite understanding Sucrose’s instructions. Or maybe Sucrose needs to work on her recipe a little bit more. This part is a work in progress.

Collei is also really, really, really not good at staying focused or patient when she’s reading through a new journal publication. She has no idea why it takes someone an entire paragraph to say one thing. Is it really all about word count? No wonder Master is always so fed up whenever he’s asked to review something.

Sometimes Collei swears that she has to be reading these things in a different language from everyone else, because sometimes when Collei talks to other Forest Rangers who also read the publications they seem very excited about it. And Collei, herself, feels like she’s only getting interested in it after they’re done explaining it in words and sentences that make actual sense.

Snacking when trying to focus on those journals really doesn’t help either, which is another point in snacking being something she should do when in company of friends. Sometimes when Collei is trying to focus and power through on reading those studies she finds herself caught up more in the eating as a distraction and there goes the entire afternoon.

It’s not just the stuffy and dense studies and essays that have Collei stumped, either.

There are some novels from Inazuma and Liyue that Nilou and Madam Faruzan promise, really insist upon as being very good. But when Collei’s tried to read them all they did was make her scratch her head in confusion. Some of the things the characters in those books do make no sense at all. Collei doesn’t even get the story half the time. 

Maybe Collei doesn’t know enough about the culture those books are coming from, or literature in general. But after trying to figure out a thread of sense through some of these she’s going to be having second thoughts about most light novels from now on.

She’ll stick to the Mondstadt epics. And a few of the ongoing novel series out of Liyue that she has managed to understand. Oh! And of course, the new Genius Invokation novels.

Those ones she at least has Cyno to explain to her if she doesn’t understand something. And a lot of the cards have flavor text that help explain things in the books, which she thinks is a really neat way to tie the two things together.

Outside of food and styles and adventures in books and hobbies, Collei is also getting really good at trick shots. Especially the kind where you shoot an arrow in a way that it sets off a chain reaction by glancing against one thing but directly striking another. Or when the arrow hits something causing is trajectory to change to hit your real target. That’s definitely Collei’s boomerang experience coming in handy.

She’d never thought of archery as fun, but that’s probably because she’s also never focused on trick shots before.

Collei still isn’t very good at getting an even hem when she’s adjusting pant legs.

And all of this, all of the things she’s learned whether they’re good things or bad things or simply things…

Even when Collei’s decided that something she’s put time or mora mixed with effort into isn’t something she’s willing to pursue, even if she’s decided that something isn’t really for her after all—

All of that time, all of that effort, and whatever amount of mora or resources she put into finding that answer out…

It was well spent. Well used. There’s nothing there for Collei to regret.

All of it is only a waste if she chooses to look at it that way.


None of it was a waste.






3. Lesson Three: Wanting hurts, want anyway

Summary for the Chapter:
            She might want to do this, but is it worth the time it would take to do this?

Madam Faruzan taught Collei about regrets and how things are only a waste if you view them as such…but the scale is way different. What’s trying on a pair of shoes or a new hairstyle compared to dedicating years of your life to the training in an incredibly specific profession?

Collei doesn’t think that’s something you can spin or write-off so easily if it goes poorly.

Not in the same way you can say that you gave knitting a shot for a few months and it wasn’t for you, or that you tried eating at a new kind of fancy restaurant and it wasn’t to your taste.

          


    
    There are, Collei knows, other forms of want that extend beyond what she has already allowed herself; as well as beyond the new horizons she’s exploring and learning and choosing after Madam Faruzan’s helpful advice. There is a form of wanting that exists beyond both.

Collei has already known this but in a really vague way, a looming way. Not a lot of things in Collei’s life are vague in the way this form of want is.

Collei knew exactly how her death would come around. There were entire studies, books, diagrams, and classes about it that she could reference to mentally try and prepare herself for what she had to be on the look out for and all that stuff. Collei’s read through all the statistics, listen to a lot of the recorded lectures, and glanced at a lot of autopsy notes.

The only thing uncertain about how Eleazar would put a close on Collei’s life was when it would happen.

And in between that uncertain when and whatever present Collei was in, she was pretty sure about a lot of things. She knew her patrols. She knew all of her medical appointments. Collei knew when certain projects had to be finished and the timeline for others so she could work around them in the Forest Ranger’s shared labs or workrooms. 

Collei’s day wasn’t exactly scheduled down neatly because…well. Life as a Forest Ranger in the Avidya Forest, studying under one of the premier experts of the Withering and Eleazar, renown prodigy of the Amurta isn’t exactly the kind of life that allows for a neat schedule. Weird things happen a lot. 

Collei’s used to having to deal with plans and schedules being thrown out the window to deal with any kind of emergency ranging from a stampede of Sumpter Beasts in the direction of a Withering Zone to travelers unused to Sumeru’s ecology doing really, really, really foolish things with mushrooms just because the mushrooms looked interesting.

Master Tighnari’s always said that this was good practice for Collei learning how to improvise, adapt, and overcome and how to course-correct on the fly, all of which were things that she’d be needing if she was set on applying for the medical course.

Collei’s used to knowing the broader strokes of her day to day, her week to week, her month to month, her year to year, all of which would have ended up in a very, very distinct and defined way.

And when you know that you’ve got that kind of end waiting for you…all of the plans in the middle don’t matter so much. Not really. Which is a weird thing to say because Collei was also really focused on making sure everything counted.

It’s hard to explain. Collei doesn’t think she could if anyone asked.

But when you’ve got such a definite end, it gets hard to make long term plans. Solid long term plans. Especially ones that take up a lot of time to work up to. Your long term plans have to account for the fact that you’re looking at an end that won’t allow you to keep working towards any goals, and that as you get closer to that end, you’re going to lose more and more of your ability to do pretty much anything.

So your plans have to be reasonable. Grounded. And on a time limit for a deadline you know is going to hit, but not exactly when or at what definite speed.

Collei had long term plans. She wanted to try and get into the Akademiya as a formal scholar. She wanted to be a doctor and a Forest Watcher. And she was also working towards those plans.

And because she had a limited time to work on those plans and achieve those goals, Collei focused them down further. 

She wouldn’t take any specialty as a doctor, although there were different fields of medicine and research that did sound interesting. But she didn’t have the time to get into specialized research. Collei wanted to get the medical training and get back out into the field, back to Avidya Forest and get to work. She only needed general practitioner skills, and maybe some emergency training to accomplish what she needed.

Collei wanted to learn, practice, and master what she needed to fast so she could get to the actual work of being a Forest Ranger, of returning what was given to her while she had the chance in whatever capacity she could while she could.

The Forest Rangers have their own medical team, of course. But they’re always short staffed. They try to keep at least one medical officer in Gandharva Ville for any emergencies, but the emergencies usually have their medical teams scrambling to all reaches of the forest. 

And to be entirely honest, most of the medically trained professionals who choose to come to Gandharva Ville are trained in veterinary medicine. For whatever reason, most of the certified medical professionals who are trained in treating human bodies who get sent their way quit. 

Collei’s not sure if it’s because of the range unpredictable situations, Gandharva Ville being so much simpler with less of the resources the medical offices and labs in Sumeru City has, or maybe just the way things are handled out here.

And for reasons of competency and having a generally stellar reputation, Master Tighnari’s the one people always turn to for medical advice even though his specialty is ecology—even when the real (medical) doctor is directly in front of them!

It drives Master Tighnari crazy.

“You develop trials and experimental treatments for a disease once and suddenly you’re a medical expert on everything from malaria to rhinitis,” Master Tighnari’s complained while setting a broken bone or stitching up a cut in that brusque no-nonsense way that causes his patients to complain about lack of bedside manner. “You want bedside manner? Go to a certified doctor of medicine who’s taken the training for handling patients,” Master Tighnari’s snapped to the unwise few who’ve complained about his treatment before. “I’m a Forest Watcher. Has it struck anyone that I purposefully didn’t choose to go down the medicine route? No?”

Collei thinks she has his entire lecture on the difference between a medical doctor and a doctor of philosophy memorized so well that she could recite it word for word, complete with his pauses for breath, and his intonation by request. 

So when Collei was making her plans she set her goals realistically close and low. A medical degree does take a while, but if she wasn’t specializing it wouldn’t take that long. And she was sure that for residency and practical hours, she would work here in the Avidya Forest.

They had at least one officially certified medical professional who could oversee her. And aside from that doctor, they still had Master Tighnari here, whether he liked being acknowledged as an honorary medical professional or not. 

Who was going to say that Master Tighnari wasn’t fit to oversee Collei’s medical training when he’d been teaching field medicine and emergency procedures and all sorts of things that most medical professionals need to master anyway?

Anyway. Now that Collei is thinking about time, about want, about leaving a mark, and about what it all means to live without a certain deadline waiting for you…

Collei has been thinking more about plans. Long term plans.

She’s not rushing anymore, not really.

It’s entirely possible for her to choose to specialize in a field of medicine if she wants to. She has no idea what field that would be because Collei’s not been looking to deeply into any of them. There are so many, she knows, some she’s never even looked at closely. She could even go into pharmaceuticals or kinesiology.

Collei could even look into studying veterinary medicine and joining all the rest who’ve chosen to station themselves in the Avidya Forest. There’s never any shortage of experts in that field, either.

Whatever Collei chooses she knows that she’ll have her place here with the Forest Rangers, and that whatever she learns will be something she can use to add to their collective abilities to serve the forest and the things that live in it.

There are a few fields she has looked at, though, and already considered.

She knows two fields she doesn’t want to get into for sure, which takes two off of a long list. Oncology and terminal care, or hospice care, would make sense for her considering her background and all of the studying, the work, the skills she’s already acquired. But Collei doesn’t think she’d be able to handle that. Mentally, she means.

It’s too close to the heart. It’s too close to the things she was trying to brace herself for, for the things she had imagined for herself. That sounds selfish, because someday Collei’s going to grow old and die. But that’s, hopefully, far away. 

And by then Collei hopes that her life was lived well enough, full enough, that she’ll be able to face that end with grace. Facing that end on others right now though…it feels like too much for her.

(Recovery from Eleazar, Master Tighnari had told her, warned her, was not all about her joints, her skin, her lungs. It’s about the mind, too.)

She supposes going into pharmaceuticals would be another alright choice. Collei’s got Cyno to help with the chemistry part, and she’s developed her own fair share of understanding of medicine and how it’s made through Master Tighnari and her training as a Forest Ranger. 

But Collei wants something a little more hands on than developing medicine. It’s an important job, and one that the Forest Rangers would benefit from. But most Forest Rangers know a thing or two about whipping up balms or tinctures or powders anyway. It’s something all of them learn passively over time as they get exposed to different situations.

Being a Forest Ranger is something like being a jack of all trades. You need to be able to identify plants and animals and bugs. You need to know how to recognize weather patterns. You have to know bits of geology and chemistry. You have to know how to tie all sorts of knots and identify whole ranges of sounds. You need to know basic first aide, how to identify poisons versus toxins and what to do upon exposure…

Collei’s been thinking about studying infectious disease. It would be incredibly helpful considering how many travelers they get coming through the forest from every direction, and how fast certain diseases can mutate and spread in the forest’s environment. 

And Collei finds it pretty interesting. Eleazar was not an infectious disease, but the way the body responded to the disease and how Eleazar was studied was similar to some infectious diseases. And a lot of infectious diseases spread through fungus or parasites, things she’s studied a lot with the Forest Rangers.

Some of the most common infectious diseases target the respiratory system, which Collei has spent a lot of time studying on her own.

She’s sure there’s a lot of other things to learn in that field. But…the more unique the specialty, the longer the road towards mastery is.

Taking any of these specialties would mean leaving the Forest Rangers for a long time. It would mean being stuck in laboratory, studying for practical exams, and getting experience in various places that have developed procedures for study. 

It would mean a lot of time away, focusing just on studying without her working. 

Yes, she has the time. Her having this time is the entire reason why Collei is able to now consider alternate paths. But…is this the best use of her newly gained time? Does it make sense?

Is this the kind of wanting that she should pursue, even when it’s going to cost so much?

Collei knows what Master would say if she talked to him about this.

He’d say that she shouldn’t be thinking so hard about this. She should do what she wants to do. Has he, or anyone else, ever made her lock into this specific choice? Who’s forcing her to hold to it? Hasn’t everyone who’s ever helped her in her studies encouraged her to explore other paths?

The Forest Rangers, he’d assure her, would be fine while she works on her own path. They would, of course, be better with her. She is one of their senior members, and his reliable apprentice. But her choosing to do something different—be it for just a little while or forever—wouldn’t ruin them.

But Master really has taught her too well. Collei is too practical to turn towards this thought and accept it immediately without giving it a good, long, sometimes circular think.

After all—why does Collei have to change her plans? Just as there’s nothing that stops her from now investing her time in these longer, dedicated paths, there’s also nothing that should stop her from sticking to the one she had already vaguely plotted out for herself.

Collei could continue with her current plans of entering the Akademiya and going into a generalized study of internal medicine. 

She’d still be of use to the Forest Ranger’s ranks, and the time she’d be spending away from Avidya Forest would be a lot less than if she went to specialize. It’s not like not specializing is going to ruin them. They don’t need a pharmacist or an infectious disease specialist, or any of the other specialities that Collei has considered looking into. They’ve managed this fine without one, haven’t they?

The most important thing is for them to have someone around doing the work.

And not just any kind of medical work, but all the other things that Forest Rangers do: patrolling, monitoring recovering Withering Zone spots, maintaining records of animal migrations and territory patterns, maintaining footpaths and bridges, guiding travelers and researchers through the forest, doing their own research on the Avidya Forest’s ever changing and growing ecosystem…

Collei wouldn’t say she’s irreplaceable. Collei isn’t doing anything particularly unique, not like some of the Forest Watchers, like Master Tighnari. But Collei knows that in her own way, just by being here and helping to spread out the load of the work, she’s doing something important.

She could, she knows, be offering more to the pool of skills that the Forest Ranger’s ranks come together to build in order to serve the forest and all of its inhabitants. But…

Is it worth it?

What if Collei isn’t good at it? What if Collei spends all that time on it and she doesn’t like it, or she’s terrible at it, or…or something?

Collei is sitting on the edge of the wooden plank pathway outside of her cabin, legs dangling over the edge as she looks out at the rest of the village.

“Sunsettia for your thoughts?”

Collei turns just as Master Tighnari takes a seat next to her with a soft grunt. He sets a tall basket of fruit between them, sighing as he leans back on his hands, ears slightly drooped.

“Do you want some water, Master?” Collei asks, already in the middle of standing up to get him some. She’s in the habit of keeping a pitcher of water cooling in her cabin. And her mint plant is doing pretty alright, well on its way to needing to be transplanted.

But Master Tighnari shakes his head, gesturing for her to sit, pulling out his water skin and giving it a light shake. “I’m fine. Don’t mind me. I was on my way back from getting these and I must have gotten stopped three times. I got carried away talking during one of those times. Sometimes I wonder if I should just set up a table in the middle of the village and have everyone form a line and just talk all day. Nothing would actually get done, but at least I wouldn’t be caught off guard in the middle of doing something.” 

Collei starts rooting through the basket. Master Tighnari stretches his leg out to tap his boot against hers.

“And you? Do you need me to lend an ear? Or talk you into or out of something?” Master Tighnari asks. He’s clearly trying not to push on the subject, but Collei can hear his concern.

Collei is not very good at thinking a problem or a question over subtly. This is a mixture of both her own nature and the one nurtured by Master Tighnari and all of the other Forest Watchers who loudly discuss all of their problems, thoughts, ideas, and questions. Because here in the Avidya Forest if you see something you say something, and then you do something, otherwise nothing will ever happen.

Which is also a definite point to consider regarding Collei’s current not-problem-definite-question-to-consider.

“I have a lot of ear to lend,” Master Tighnari says, one of said ears flicking in Collei’s direction. “And we both know I can talk if I’ve got enough incentive.”

“Sometimes you don’t even need the incentive,” Collei says, earning another light tap of Master’s boot to her ankle. “This is why Sage Naphis is always asking if you’d consider hosting public lectures and promises you that it can be any topic you want. All people would have to do is sit down and they’d walk away smarter.”

“You’d think so, and yet here we are.” Master Tighnari gestures in the direction of the Forest Ranger’s medical center. “Here we are, treating people because they drank what should have been obvious as contaminated water. How would they know it was contaminated, they ask. Based on what proof, they ask. The basic knowledge that if water is brown, green, or any shade of color, it shouldn’t be drunk. There’s got to be a limit to the mindset of you’ve got to experience it and test it yourself to confirm if a theory is correct. What’s there to theorize in that situation?”

“See, Master? I barely said anything you and went off talking on your own.”

“That’s because of the company. I’m not like this all the time, you know. In some circles I’m considered a quiet and calm man.”

“The people in those circles haven’t given you a chance. Or you’re too busy thinking of something while you’re with them to educate them.”

Master Tighnari looks incredibly amused, eyes crinkling, tail lightly swishing behind him. He always looks like this when Collei manages to keep up with people’s banter. Then he reaches over and lightly taps the knuckles of his loosely curled fist to her shoulder as Collei takes out a Sunsettia, inspecting it for insect holes or scratches and pock-marks from birds. 

Master Tighnari usually picks the ones without, but sometimes a few sneak in here or there when his attention turns inwards instead of outwards. And sometimes he picks ones that are either over or under ripe because he has ideas.

Collei starts setting those ones behind them in a pile.

“I’ve been thinking a lot lately about things,” Collei admits to him.

Whenever they talk about things like this—things that involve feelings and thoughts that go deep, like a root reaching down into the ground to touch upon the reservoirs of water that stay cool in the dark—Collei always feels like she’s back to being the extra-prickly, awkward person she was when Cyno first brought her to Sumeru from Mondstadt. Sometimes she swears she can even feel the phantom sting at the back of her neck, the shiver and ache of her overworked muscles and joints. 

Collei feels abruptly shorter, smaller, and all around more clumsy and awkward than she usually gets nowadays.

Maybe that’s something that she’ll learn to work around someday, too. Along with the leaving of marks and of wanting things.

“You have a very busy and inquisitive mind, nothing wrong with that,” Master Tighnari says. “Would it help to share the thought? Give it extra room to run rather than keeping it all up inside of one head?”

Collei continues to stack the fruit in different piles under his watchful eye.

“Probably.”

“But?”

“But I think it’s something I need to start working on myself first, before it can become a collaborative study. If ever. Maybe I’ll only be able to talk about it after I reach my conclusion. I’m not sure. I’m still at the starting point of trying to understand if my question is really a question that needs to be asked.” Collei replies, now finished with sorting out the fruit. She tosses the ones that are probably edible if they cut them open to check how deep the damage goes back into the basket. The pile of ones that are either over or under ripe, or entirely unwise to bring anywhere close to a mouth, Collei leaves separate. 

“Well, you know what I would say to that, so I won’t say it.”

If you think of a question and it bothers you that much, then you should probably ask it. Yes, Collei knows. But she’s not ready to ask it just yet.

Collei won’t defend her silence on the topic by saying it’s a personal issue. It sort of is, but at the same time if she chooses to act on this it could effect how things are in Gandharva Ville. But before Collei launches everyone into a possible reshuffle, she has to be certain of her own internal set up and its own stability first.

“I want to take my time with it,” Collei say instead. She does not say now that I have the time, because Master Tighnari can fill that part in himself, just like how Collei could fill in his parts of the conversation. 

Master Tighnari nods, understanding and approving. “You’re wiser than most of your age and several older. If only sense and patience like that could be taught without the harsh lessons. What a vastly different world we’d live in. I’d probably be out of a job.”

Master Tighnari reaches into one of his deceptively deep pockets and pulls out, one at a time, three perfect Sunsettias, placing one in her hand, one in the basket, and scuffing the third on his shirt to start eating it.

“It’s not a question about my safety or anyone else’s,” Collei assures him, although he doesn’t need the reassuring. It just feels better for Collei to make sure that part is clear. 

“If it was, I don’t think we’d be eating here enjoying fruit so leisurely,” Master Tighnari agrees with a curt bob of the head. “And I’m sure that other signs of danger or…unwise actions would have been noticed by now. I trust you to know your limits, Collei. Not just with your physical health, but with what goes on in your head and your heart, too. Just like you trust me to be able to help you or get you the help you need once you sense that limit coming. But your thinking lately’s made you a little quiet.”

“I’m always quiet.”

“A little more quiet than usual. It’s gotten more than a few of your fellow Rangers worried. Especially some of the newer recruits, and some of the scholars and people you’ve taken under your care since they came to Gandharva Ville. They’re not used to their reliable Forest Ranger Collei being so quietly troubled by something.”

Collei really needs to get better at keeping her thoughts on the inside. Maybe she should take up the Flame-Mane’s offer to teach her how to gamble…

Collei turns and rolls her Sunsettia in the direction of her cabin door to save herself a response that one.

“Just remember—you don’t have to tell us what you’re thinking through if you aren’t ready. But we’re here. We’re a resource for you. That’s the point of having peers and seniors around you. Ask questions if it will help you work through what you need to. Use us as sounding boards. Even if we don’t know what you’re working towards, everyone here is more than willing to help you,” Master Tighnari says. “Although most of us would like to be let in on the final conclusion when you’re ready. And remember: don’t get too caught up in thinking your way through the problem. Thoughts are all well and good, but too many of them can get you into just as much trouble as an ill-thought-out action.”

Collei nods. Hopefully she isn’t stuck thinking on this one so long it falls into that problem Master Tighnari has just warned her about.

“I do have a question.”

“Shoot.”

“Why did you pick so many Sunsettias?” Collei shakes the basket between them. “Most of them you’d have to cut open to even check if they can be used and the rest aren’t good for eating. Master, if you were so worried about me you couldn’t focus on picking fruit, or you were so worried you thought you should test my observation and evaluation skills on fruit I think you’re the one doing too much thinking. I’m at that age of having deep thoughts and worries, you know?”

“Says who?”

“That’s what all of the books I’ve read said.”

“Why are you reading books on this?”

“Because you have them in your cabin and sometimes I get bored with some of the books you make me read so I get curious about the book you make yourself read, because I know I’ll probably have to read parts of them later.” Master Tighnari sputters. Collei continues, “Also it’s what Professor Cyrus says whenever he talks about how I am compared to how Cyno and Miss Lisa were at my age.”

Master Tighnari recovers instantly, expression sharpening as both his ears and tail go still and alert.

“You’ve got Professor Cyrus telling you about Cyno and Senior Minci’s early years?” Master Tighnari sweeps up all of the piles of fruit into the basket, undoing Collei’s sorting as he gets to his feet, gesturing her up and to follow him back to his cabin. “Now that’s the kind of thing you should be sharing sooner. Don’t keep that kind of information to yourself. It’s critical information for the wellbeing of the Forest Rangers.”

“Because it’s critical information to you and you’re our lead Forest Ranger?”

“Exactly. Come on. I was actually planning on giving these Sunsettia’s to some of the new recruits to teach them about food safety. But that can wait. This is actually important and more likely to save lives than teaching someone to cut open a fruit to make sure a worm hasn’t gotten all the way to the core.”

-

Collei continues to think over Master Tighnari’s advice for the next days, weeks, that fold over into months. He’s not the only one to give her the same words of support, although everyone who does give them to her offers them in different ways.

If advice is so good, then it makes sense to at least give it a try. Collei does do a little bit of asking around with some of the scholars who aren’t part of the Forest Rangers, but are stationed in Gandharva Ville due to their own personal reasons, because the Akademiya sent them for this or that research study, or various other reasons. Collei asks them about their work schedules, how long it took them to get to this point, how they picked their specialties, and their general experiences in Akademiya.

Collei gets a lot of different answers. And because most of the people she asked aren’t medical professionals, Collei’s not sure how much she can consider as common crossover between a regular scholar and one studying medicine. Although she’s pretty sure that the parts about stress, lack of sleep, and general upset at paperwork are universal across every darshan and profession, based on Collei’s own personal experience as well as listening to Master Tighnari, Cyno, and Professor Cyrus.

Collei borrows a few of the medical texts in Gandharva Ville, not the ones they use to help train the newer Forest Rangers. Aside from those ones, some of the veterinarians and the few actually medically trained professionals here have some advanced books on anatomy, medicine, and treatments. Master Tighnari has several himself that he gathered while he was researching Eleazar.

Collei knows that there’s a huge leap between the basic beginner books and these ones, but she just wants to look at them to get a preview of what’s going to come. Even if she doesn’t specialize she’s probably going to have to read stuff like this anyway. She wants to prepare her heart or something like that.

When Master Tighnari sends her to Sumeru City to run errands, or when Collei tags along with Master Tighnari or some of the other Forest Rangers to Sumeru City, Collei goes off on her own while they’re doing their own work. She goes to the Amurta’s general hall and browses through some of the program pamphlets stacked up in rows along the walls underneath large bulletin boards that have recruitment posters and various job postings. 

Collei even goes to the private Amurta libraries and records rooms to browse through some of the books and journals of the various medical fields that she’s been looking into, and then some of the ones she’d never even heard of or thought of for herself, like orthopedics and dermatology.

(Collei even briefly looks into pediatrics, which she thinks she has enough of her own experiences to understand the patient base more than most. But she’s not so sure if she can treat kids. It seems too stressful and a little too close to the heart in the same way hospice and cancer are.

Also, Collei has to admit to being a little awkward around kids sometimes.)

Weeks-to-months of this and Collei finds it hard to make a decision. Harder still to bring it up to Master Tighnari or Cyno or anyone to talk to about. Collei’s not normally this indecisive a person—not when it comes to things like this. Collei didn’t have the time to be indecisive about major life choices before.

What a really mixed bag of blessings having time is!

But she does have the time think. She isn’t on a deadline, not really. It’s still in the middle of the academic year, too. So it’s not like she can register right now once she’s made a decision. That’s months off from now.

Besides, Collei is still recovering from the lingering after effects of Eleazar, working through on rebuilding her stamina, strength, and dexterity. She’s not exactly in the condition to leap right into intermediate to high level studies. That range of academic courses knocks out even some of the healthiest of students. 

Collei knows her limits and that’s not an excuse for her taking her time on this, this is simply the truth. Better for her to take her time and make a choice she can actually act on rather than rush through and wind up having to drop out of the semester because she pushed herself way too hard. Collei can already imagine how disappointed and discouraged she’d be in herself if she did that. 

No, even if it takes a while, Collei needs to think this over.

Funnily enough, the main thing that holds her back is…well. Wondering if she really wants to do this or not.

Collei is pretty sure the fact that this is something she’s having such a hard time deciding means she does want to do it which means she should. But every time Collei thinks about closing the matter up and deciding on yes she thinks about time.

She might want to do this, but is it worth the time it would take to do this? 

Madam Faruzan taught Collei about regrets and how things are only a waste if you view them as such…but the scale is way different. What’s trying on a pair of shoes or a new hairstyle compared to dedicating years of your life to the training in an incredibly specific profession?

Collei doesn’t think that’s something you can spin or write-off so easily if it goes poorly.

Not in the same way you can say that you gave knitting a shot for a few months and it wasn’t for you, or that you tried eating at a new kind of fancy restaurant and it wasn’t to your taste.

It’s not moments or minutes taken here and there to pursue the odd stray thought accumulating, but years. Years.

Collei can’t help but wonder what if she sinks all that time into it and it turns out badly? What if Collei isn’t suited for that kind of studying? What if the specialty she chooses doesn’t turn out to be what she wanted from it? Then what? Would she switch back to generalized medicine or a different specialty? Would that put her back—and how far would it put her back?

What if Collei actually goes through with this and realizes she doesn’t want to be a doctor at all? What if she’s just not suited for it, even though she did want to do it?

Yes, at least she’d know but she’d only know after going through months or years of it. Not to mention the monetary costs! Sure, a lot of things in the Akademiya are free, but the deeper into it you get, the more costs and fees you gather.

Collei’s learned that as a common factor between all darshans, specialties, and professions.

Collei has money saved from her work as a Forest Ranger. And she knows that Master Tighnari and Cyno would definitely help her with funding her schooling. And there’s scholarships and special programs for various professions to boost enrollment and retention rates—Master Tighnari came up with a few of them herself.

But if Collei goes through all of this only to find herself in the middle or at the other end feeling like she’d chosen wrong, wouldn’t it have been such a waste for those resources to be used on her?

It’s the same argument Collei still struggles with when she buys new clothes and the like, except applied to something a lot more weighty.

Want and time and resources and taking and giving, all of it is tangled up together in ways Collei is still trying to balance. 

Isn’t that funny? Collei thinks that if she could explain this to someone they’d find it funny along with her.

Collei’s been gifted time, and she’s using that time to learn to change. But one of these changes involves her wanting something that would eat up her time again, and it’s all tipping her back into familiar worries from when she didn’t have time and had no reason to change.

-

The Forest Ranger’s main charge might be the Avidya Forest, but their reach extends far beyond the forest’s borders. 

Master Tighnari along with a few senior members of the Forest Watchers and their Rangers are facilitating the receipt of a shipment intended for the Amurta’s experimental agricultural studies department. Several Driyosh abroad in Inazuma have finally managed to get enough adequate samples going and have sent a specialized ship with their incredibly delicate cargo over to Port Ormos for their peers to receive and get to work studying and cultivating.

The Forest Rangers have been called in to make sure that what’s coming into Sumeru isn’t going to cause any problems, and to ensure that the delivery makes it all the way to the Akademiya safely without causing any issues of contamination to the environment or to the samples themselves. 

Normally the Amurta have their own specialized team for this, but Sage Naphis asked Master Tighnari to do this as a favor.

“With things the way that they are, it would be just the stroke of chance and probability that something went wrong just as we were confident all was in hand,” Sage Naphis said. “I’ll talk some of the researchers into letting you have a crack at some of the ganoderma that was harvested.”

No further words needed to exchanged after those.

So here’s Collei walking around Port Ormos while Master Tighnari and the other senior members of the Forest Rangers deal with that, and the junior members who came along are free to explore.

She doesn’t come down to this city often, she spends most of her time in the north of Sumeru—Sumeru City, Gandharva Ville, Pardis Dhyai. Coming down south to the sea is a different change of pace that Collei’s enjoying a lot.

There are a lot of different type of people here, more so than even in Sumeru City where people from all around Teyvat gather to try and enter the Akademiya. Collei likes watching the ships at the docks from the bridge at the top of the city.

It makes Collei think of home in Gandharva Ville, and watching the forest from the tops of the trees where the air is clearer, thinner, and the world seems so much smaller but fuller. But instead of a sea of leaves and green hills, it’s an actual sea spreading out into the horizon.

Collei’s been spending a lot of time at this bridge, actually. Here and at the walkway from the city towards the lighthouse. Port Ormos gets loud in ways not even Sumeru City can, and these places are good places to leave the noise behind for a bit of quiet.

She is not the only one, it seems, who enjoys these places for their quiet.

Collei runs into Master Kaveh on the bridge of Port Ormos on the last day of their business in the city. The afternoon sun is transforming the waters into a mixture of oil paints in fantastical colors that you wouldn’t normally imagine water to be. Collei really likes watching the sunset from the bridge. It makes everything seem like it came out of a story book.

Master Kaveh is leaning against one of the wooden support beams, arms crossed, looking out at the sunset. Mehrak sits quietly at his feet, display dark. Master Kaveh’s arms are crossed and his expression looks unusually solemn. He’s on the far side of the bridge, closer to the end than the middle, and partially obscured by the canopy of leaves from that side of the tree that Port Ormos is settled in the middle of.

Collei is surprised to see him, but even more surprised to see him looking so serious when he doesn’t have a pen or pencil in hand or an offense to correct. And Collei hardly thinks that the sunset is in need of correction or any nitpicking. And if it did, Master Kaveh is unlikely to be the one to be stepping up to do that correction—at least, she doesn’t think he would, after all of the times he’s talked about the importance of drawing inspiration from nature, “the world’s most reliable muse” and all.

Collei hesitates on the other side of the bridge, unsure if she should continue on or not. It looks like he’s in the middle of a very serious think and she wouldn’t want to disrupt him. Even if they didn’t talk to each other, sometimes having someone you know near you while you’re trying to think can be distracting. Collei knows that from experience.

The lighthouse is also a fairly good place to catch the sunset. Although it’s already started and it’ll take her a bit to go all the way down the tree and out towards the lighthouse, even with the elevator or the careful use of a wind glider.

But before Collei can turn to go, Master Kaveh’s eyes suddenly snap towards her with all the precision and accuracy of a tiger’s gleaming eyes in the night.

Collei stands at the other side of the bridge, awkwardly frozen in the middle of committing to a turn. She wonders if Master Kaveh is actually looking at her and seeing her, or if he just happened to glance in her direction.

Any doubt that Master Kaveh wasn’t looking at her is dispelled when Master Kaveh unfolds one arm from across his chest, pointing directly at her.

Collei still looks around anyway, before awkwardly waving at Master Kaveh. Master Kaveh nods and beckons her over with a crook of the fingers. Collei oddly feels like a junior ranger who’s been caught out doing something she’s not not supposed to do, but isn’t exactly meant to be doing, either.

“Peace be upon you, Master Kaveh. How did you spot me?” Collei asks as soon as she’s in talking distance of him. 

Master Kaveh’s expression shifts into one touched with amusement and fondness. “And peace be upon you, Collei. Your clothes do cause you to blend into a lot of Sumeru’s scenery, it’s true. But I have a sense for when I’m being watched.” Master Kaveh taps a finger to his temple. “And Collei you aren’t very good at hiding your expressions or your interest. It’s a good thing!”

Collei sighs, tugging at her bangs, ducking her head. “I should ask the Flame-Mane to teach me how to gamble. Or ask tips from Nilou about keeping a straight face.”

Master Kaveh laughs, “You’re not going to ask Cyno?”

“He wouldn’t be able to help me, we know each other too well.”

“Well, there’s nothing wrong with having an honest face.” Master Kaveh says wryly, “Sometimes it’s even better for you. If your face is honest, it helps keep you honest.”

Collei’s not sure what that’s supposed to mean, exactly. It sounds like it’s something that almost makes sense, but like she’s missing one single part required for understanding.

Master Kaveh definitely reads that on Collei’s honest face because he just shakes his head, sighing and looking out over the water again. No, not the water, he’s looking down, towards the docks and the pathway that leads towards the lighthouse.

“Ah, don’t mind me. I’m getting old is what it is, so I’m spouting off all sorts of nonsense while ruminating over past experiences,” Master Kaveh says, waving a hand in dismissal before going quiet and still once more.

She thinks that he’s not going to say anything, that they’re going to go back to the silence. 

Collei wonders if she should leave, or if she should stay. Which would be more awkward, if Master Kaveh doesn’t feel like talking? Collei tries to focus on the setting sun as she tries to figure what she’s supposed to do. But Master Kaveh’s unusual solemnity—At least, it’s unusual to her. It’s so different from how he normally is. Normally when Master Kaveh is upset or bothered by something he’s like Master Tighnari. He gets to work on it, complaining or commenting along the way. She’s not used to this heavy kind of quiet.—feels like a fourth presence here, when Collei remembers to count Mehrak at Master Kaveh’s feet.

“The design of this bridge was my first major solo project after graduation,” Master Kaveh says suddenly, just as Collei is slowly rocking her weight backwards to make a clumsy retreat. “No one else’s name on it but my own—which meant no one else to take credit or share blame if something went wrong. Now, thankfully, nothing went wrong although there were moments of touch and go.” Master Kaveh’s voice turns wistful, like he’s telling a story from decades ago instead of years. “When I look back at how stressed I was then, and the problems this bridge had, it seems very cute.”

“Cute?” Collei repeats incredulously. She doesn’t think that any problem regarding a bridge being built this high up, on top of a waterway, meant to carry loads of several tons even in high wind and severe wet conditions, as commissioned by probably either the city’s government or Sumeru’s, can be called cute.

No wonder Master Tighnari and Cyno keep saying that Master Kaveh can be strange and classifies entirely in a league and category of his own. When Collei thinks of cute she thinks of puppies and kittens, spring-drunk bumblebees, funnily shaped cell cultures or slide stains, polka-dot-patterns, and clusters of summer berries. Not bridges with problems.

“Yes, very cute. And charming.”

Collei takes a second glance at Master Kaveh. It’s easy to tell if he’s had alcohol. He goes all red in the face. But Master Kaveh doesn’t look any flushed or even rosy. He looks completely sincere.

Very strange, Master Kaveh. Very strange.

“You see, when I was just starting out, everything felt new and unknown and it was always the end of the world if something didn’t go exactly how I expected it to. I was facing unprecedented disaster every other breath, tearing out my hair thinking it would be the absolute end for me.” Master Kaveh gestures to himself and the bridge around them. “But inevitably I would figure out the way to overcome the disaster I thought would knock me off my feet, leaving it behind me. And I learned. The problems I remember panicking and catastrophizing about back then are nothing compared to what I deal with now—although I still run into some of those similar, reoccurring problems, I now know all of the solutions. I suppose, Collei, what I’m trying to say is that I got used to failure. And I learned from it.”

“That’s…a good thing?”

Master Kaveh laughs, a sharp and echoing sound. “In a way! The thing is, it seems that as I got used to all of those cute problems, the scale of difficulty increased. So now I’ve got a lot of not-cute problems that make me wish I had those cute ones as my only worries. The more I know, the less I know. Don’t worry Collei, that isn’t supposed to make sense to you just yet so you don’t have to fret about it. But I’m sure if you asked your master or our good general what I mean they’d know exactly. It’s a problem that comes with experience and years combined. The difficulty scales up as you go on. No matter how much you study, master, or prepare, the universe has a way of keeping you humble.”

“That sounds…disheartening? That makes it sound like there’s no point. That no matter what you’re going to fail.”

Master Kaveh nods. “Failure is inevitable. Sometimes it’s a small, easily fixable thing that only stings at the pride like a rock in the shoe. And sometimes it’s a monument that feels like the entire world is staring at, with a shadow you can’t outrun. And yet you do. You have to. Such is the nature of life. You outrun the shadow or you figure out a way to carry it with you. Or, well. I suppose you die.”

“Erm.” Collei doesn’t know if that’s supposed to be a joke at the tail end of it or not. She has a feeling, based on the way he said it and the way he looks right now, it’s not. “That sounds stressful.”

“It is. Incredibly.”

“And…probably thankless?” That part she’s guessing based on the complaints she’s heard him telling Master Tighnari and Cyno and Madam Faruzan.

“Almost always.”

Collei doesn’t know what to say from here. But Master Kaveh continues simply, “And I do it all anyway.”

“Why?” Collei asks. Of course she knows why, it’s part of his profession. She’s not sure why she asked that.

“The point of all of that is—the reason why anyone would go through that much is because…to put is simply, because I need to.” Master Kaveh’s fingers tap on his upper arms, which are still folded across his chest. He frowns down at the waterway below them, eyes narrowing and brows furrowing. “Because there are things I want to accomplish, goals I haven’t yet reached—ideas and dreams and theories that I have yet to grasp but I want to. The learning, you see, never truly ends. There’s always something new to be found, explored, known, and thoroughly digested into belly of the mind to nurture the body of the work.”

This Collei understands entirely. It’s something she sometimes struggles with because there’s just so much but Collei understands this. And recently she’s been learning to appreciate it for herself. 

“And sometimes those things I want to touch upon, to try, to prove, require a bit of give before I can take. They’re gambles, you see. Because I have no assurance that things will go well because I’ve never done the thing before, and even if someone else has I’m not that someone else. I’m not out to recreate someone’s work, I’m out to make my own. And when one strikes out on one’s own path, no matter what references they look through, what plans they come up with, or what sorts of statistics or probabilities they run based on prior research…well. Life isn’t some machine-molded thing where you can just follow a specific formula to get the exact same result every time. There’s going to be a wide variable of uncertainty at play.”

“It’s like a jump,” Collei says, mouth moving before she realizes it. As soon as the words are out of her mouth they feel right and pieces in Collei’s head snap together in understanding.

Master Kaveh snaps his fingers at her, too. “Exactly so. It’s like a jump. Maybe you have a Four-Leaf Sigil around. Maybe you’ve got good conditions for a wind glider. Maybe you’ve got some padding at the bottom. Or maybe you’re jumping straight down into a chute. But what you want is on the other end and there’s no other way to go but through. And if you fail—well. Wouldn’t you have also failed by not jumping at all?”

In the back of Collei’s mind, several things that were already sitting right next to each other start to join hands. Collei sees all of the pieces she had assembled but was not quite ready to piece together start to sew themselves into place, stitch by stitch with sure-threads as Master Kaveh continues to explains himself.

“The thing is, Collei, no matter how well you prepare for something, it’s never going to go to plan. You can never be certain of something—absolute certainty doesn’t exist and there are entire schools of the Vahumana, Rtawahist, and Haravatat who beat their heads against walls trying to discuss this one way or another and haven’t come up with anything yet. The thing is that there’s no way that you’ll ever not be wrong in your life. Even your master and Sage Naphis will confirm that. You just have to grit your teeth and bear it when those inevitable mistakes come afoul of you. There’s a dozen, a hundred, a thousand idioms about this in every language. Beauty is pain; give a little to gain a little; pain is progress; so on and such—it’s a real universal experience.”

Master Kaveh leans more against the support beam, eyes going out further over the port, the water, towards the lighthouse and his expression turns rueful; a twist of warmth and bitterness, something sour but also undeniably satisfied.

“Every now and again I find myself struck with how far I’ve come, and then struck immediately after that by how far I have yet to go. It makes me feel incredibly tired. But I continue on because this is not new, and it will never be the last time I feel this way. And when things line up just right between situation and mood, I find myself coming here to this spot on this bridge to have a moment to reflect on all of that. Cute problems and not-so-cute problems.”

By the end of that explanation Master Kaveh is smiling. It’s not one of his normal smiles, but Collei thinks that this is not a normal Master Kaveh. Even so—Collei thinks that this is a good smile. A sincere one, even if the emotions that make it aren’t entirely positive. 

There’s something in this strange smile that fits everything here: from the shadows to the dusk that’s getting into its full swing with the birds swirling around the air like they’re being directed by a conductor, and the transforming pattern of sounds below that signal a change in shifts as people clock in or out of work.

So Collei repeats what she’s so often heard about Master Kaveh, “But you like the challenge?”

Master Kaveh’s smile grows just that much more.

“I wouldn’t be here without those challenges; even if many of them are things that most others would call a waste, a self-made problem, a regret, a shame. They were all essential choices made to bring me to where I am today, to this stage of life where my problems aren’t cute at all. If I did not make those hard decisions, if I did not go through those hard times, I would not be the man who stands before you.”

Master Kaveh’s eyes turn slowly over the scenery before them. Collei looks down, too, watching the crowds move over the two sides of the river that flows below the bridge out to the sea.

“Are you facing another problem that isn’t cute?”

Master Kaveh dips his head. “Yup,” he answers, popping the word and ending it with a sharp click of the tongue. “And it’s got me feeling all nostalgic about when I did have cute problems. I should’ve appreciated it more when I could.”

“And you’re going to go through with the thing that’s going to be giving you the not-cute problem, anyway?”

“I usually do. I just need to brace myself, I suppose. Talk myself up and into it.” Master Kaveh gives a full body sigh, tipping his head back and pinching the bridge of his nose. His voice is slightly muffled by his hand when he continues. “It’s going to be an entire ordeal, Collei. I can feel it just from the preliminary project proposal—I didn’t even get to look into the current roster of others involved, or existing schematics, or tentative schedule or anything. It’s going to be exhausting and tedious.” He scrubs his hand over his face, pressing his hand to his eyes. “But sometimes that’s what you need to grow. Sometimes the soul needs the challenge. Something, something, back to whatever it was I said before. Yes. I’m going to act on it anyway. And I’ll grief and gripe my way through it, and inevitably come out the other end in some state of sorry or satisfied. We’ll be seeing.”

Master Kaveh exhales through his teeth, dropping his hand from his face. He stares up at the canopy and darkening sky above them for another beat before he turns to look at her. Master Kaveh grins, looking much more like the man she’s used to seeing.

By some unspoken signal, Mehrak’s display flickers on and she rises up into the air, giving Collei a greeting by displaying an image of a flower, beeping and chiming.

“Now aren’t you correct in saying you’re a very good listener? Normally it takes me staring out from the bridge like a maudlin fool and a drink or two to get me to this point of acceptance.”

“I might not have the ears or reputation, but I think I learned a thing or two from experts in listening,” Collei answers.

Master Kaveh offers to walk Collei back to where Master Tighnari and the other Forest Watchers and junior rangers are supposed to gather for dinner.

The two of them walk in silence down the layers of the city. Collei isn’t sure if it’s a comfortable silence. It seems that Master Kaveh’s still busy thinking—although not about the same cute problems he was earlier. It looks like he’s thinking in a direction, now. Which Collei now realizes is how he normally looks.

Collei, herself, feels the stirring of thoughts, all now inspired and eager to also get moving.

Neither Master Kaveh nor Collei try to speak into the silence, letting their thinking occupy them both with dusk at their backs and the seaside breeze pushing them forward.

Master Kaveh excuses himself before they get to the restaurant that serves as the meeting point and dinner venue.

“I’m going to have a few more thoughts to myself. And if I don’t have them out I’ll be poor company for such a crowd,” Master Kaveh says, waving her on. “The next time you and Tighnari are in Sumeru City, though, let’s meet up again.”

Collei waves and watches him go. She watches him disappear fully into the crowd before she turns around herself, facing forward to meet Master Tighnari.

-


  Step Three: Wanting things can hurt, but want them anyway.


Collei writes this into her notebook as soon as she gets back to Gandharva Ville. Wanting things beyond your means can hurt and cause a lot of trouble. But being ambitious can be good. This, too, is how you grow.

This, too, is how you learn.

This is a lesson Collei already knew, in the same way she knew so many of the others. It’s just a matter of scope, of scale.

Collei knows she wants to be some sort of medical professional. That’s been the larger goal. No question there.

Collei now knows that she wants to specialize further than just general practitioner. Infectious disease specialist looks pretty interesting right now and maybe that can be a possible goal—she thinks it’ll be alright to hold off on choosing for sure until she’s further into medical training. There’s tons of specialities she’s not even looked at, after all.

But Collei knows for sure she wants to specialize. And now, with this new Step Three inked and anchored down, Collei thinks she’s ready to actually take a step in that direction of making a thought into an action.

It’s going to be, Collei knows, a lot of hard work and study. A lot more than she can possibly imagine. A lot of hard work seems like too simple a way to say it. There should be bigger, grander words for it. Maybe she’ll even learn them when she enters the Akademiya formally.

Collei also knows that this means she’s going to have to put a pause on being a Forest Ranger, and the further goal of reaching the rank of Forest Watcher, for a while. There’s no way for her to split her time fairly between study and work and have things go well. Both need her full attention and energy—and Collei can admit with honesty that those are things she’ll still be working on getting back and focusing as she recovers from the Eleazar.

The next several years are going to be long, long hours on top of long hours.

Putting it really simply: it’s going to suck.

Is it weird that now that Collei’s committed to it though, that she feels weirdly excited about it? Even though she knows it’s going to be one long stretch of questions, problems, confusion, exhaustion, and all of the stuff she’s heard other scholars complaining about?

Collei had thought for years that she’d set her shoulders, grit her teeth, and get through it as part of the process of being the best Forest Ranger she could be as fast as possible. Now Collei’s looking forward to actually feeling the experience.

Weird.

Collei goes to the Akademiya and starts making firmer inquires about the different medical programs, and how the specializations work. Collei sits with different guidance counselors and talks with different program directors. 

Collei is definitely taking advantage of her own reputation as Master Tighnari’s apprentice, who’s Sage Naphis’ apprentice, to get some of these meetings. But if there ever was a time, surely this would be a good one for it, right?

She even goes to the Halls of Records and Admissions to talk with the clerks and managers there to understand where she stands right now with all of her formal and informal courses that Scribe Al-Haitham has managed to wrangle into official documentation. 

Collei spends a lot of time browsing through course catalogs and coming up with hypothetical plans—if she takes this course and gets these credits in this year, what would she do in this one, stuff like that.

Sage Naphis definitely hears about it from some of the program directors and advisors Collei books meetings with. And of course Cyno hears about it, too, because he’s the General Mahamatra.

Sage Naphis has dropped some pretty obvious hints about internship openings in the Bimarstan’s administrative and clerical staff that Collei might be interested in to work her way up or get some familiarity with things whenever they’ve talked with each other. She might actually look into those, too. She’s sure that the paperwork and administration of the Bimarstan clinics is vastly different from how things are run in Gandharva Ville.

Cyno has been very pointedly leaving out medical journals in the front room whenever she visits, and has made it a point to talk about various medical incidents that were handled very well by the Matra’s medical staff. Even the new-hires.

(Collei supposes that’s one way that Cyno can win the weird competition going on between literally everyone older than her to get her working with them or on a parallel track to them.)

Layla sort of knows about it, but not the specifics, because Collei was asking her about life on campus and talked with her about course registration processes and fees and how she manages it. 

Collei doesn’t think Madam Faruzan knows yet. Layla wouldn’t have told her about it, not that Collei is really trying to keep it a secret. But Collei isn’t going around and making announcements, either. If Madam Faruzan knows, Collei thinks there would definitely be an announcement of some kind.

And even if Collei’s making all of these inquiries and working on all of this research in Sumeru City, that doesn’t mean Master Tighnari doesn’t know about it. Even if Collei still hasn’t said anything to him directly.

She’s sure that he’s spotted some of the program booklets and course guides that she’s marked up with bookmarks, folded page corners, and all, in her cabin when he’s come over.

And Collei has been kind of feeling out some of the other Forest Rangers to see who would be best suited, and most willing, to possibly taking over her job duties when she leaves. She’s got to make sure things are taken care of here first before she can go off, after all. It would be irresponsible otherwise.

But for all that Collei is sure that so many people know, Master Tighnari waits and gives her time to approach him about it herself. 

Collei is pretty sure that if she waited until the very last moment, as in right before her first class of the semester, Master Tighnari would’ve let her put it off that long. He wouldn’t have been happy about it. But he would’ve let her do it that way. And then lectured her about it afterwards.

Collei doesn’t wait that long to tell him though. Collei’s still a while off from actually signing up.

She’s got things to wrap up here, and more progress to make with her physical recovery, before she can start dedicating her all to what’s going to be a really steep and long uphill climb towards a dream she can just barely see the outline of.

Collei does wait a little bit though. It’s sometimes hard to find the right moment. Especially with how unpredictable their lives and schedules are. Collei doesn’t want to spring it on him when he’s got his head busy with other things, or when they’re both exhausted, after all.

This is something that deserves its own rightful amount of attention, energy, and care—with room for discussion. She doesn’t want this to be something hurriedly squeezed in with the both of them short on time or energy to speak and listen.

The right moment comes, in the same way a trained bird will eventually find its way back to you although it may sometimes take a wandering path with a few breaks in between.

Collei finishes wiping down Master Tighnari’s table after dinner. The past week has been pretty quiet—for a Forest Ranger, that is. 

There’s only been three cases of accidental exposures to harmful substances of a non-lethal sort. That’s got to be a whole record! Collei doesn’t think they’ve ever gotten close to that in all of her years living here. 

And on top of that, Master Tighnari only had to scold and lecture five visitors to the Avidya Forest. And the worst offender there was caught trying to pet one of the monkeys that sometimes come close to Gandharva Ville to pick up scraps and the like.

This is practically a slow week for them.

Collei had actually thought about bringing this up during her morning report, but the morning report is for business. Well. Collei guesses that this is also business because she also wants to talk about rearranging shifts and her duties, and her plan for how to phase her out of the active roster.

But the topic feels like it’s a better fit for their more relaxed after-dinner catching up talks.

Sure enough, Master Tighnari shakes water off of his hands after he finishes with arranging the dishes to dry a little before he wipes them to put them away. And then he sits back at the table with a long, relieved sigh as he starts stretching his fingers and wrists. His tail sways lazily, contentedly behind him, ears at ease. 

Master Tighnari starts telling Collei about how now that things have slowed down he’s had time to actually read through some of the studies that Sage Naphis sent his way instead of just tossing them into a pile on his desk. 

As a result, he’s now firmly convinced that Sage Naphis sent them to him as a joke to cheer him up. And there’s no way that these are going to make it to official publication let alone any form of review.

He’ll lend to her a few of the ones he thought she’d find particularly entertaining after he gets them back. He lent some of them out to some of the other Forest Rangers in the specialties the studies referenced and they’re having a great time with it. The combination of fun reading material and a pretty relaxing week has group morale is at an unusual high to be savored.

Collei nods, sitting across from him as she thinks up how she’s going to bring up the topic she’s kind of been dancing around for months now, the one that he already knows about, that only needs to be said plainly to really get everything out in the clear open.

The thing is that Collei actually rehearsed this part. Practice makes perfect and all. She wrote down different things to bring up, different ways to bring it up. She sat and read them back to herself with different tones, tried out different phrasing. Collei didn’t want to stumble or lose her words or start back-tracking or bailing out right in the middle of it if things got awkward.

Collei wanted to sit in front of Master Tighnari, or stand, and lay it all out clearly in a way that would make him proud, in a way that would make her feel proud.

So she came up with an entire list of logical, pretty well worded, reason for why she should make this move. She came up with a chart of benefits she’d be bringing to the Forest Rangers  depending on what specialty she considered. 

Collei even came up with a list of reasons why her own personal experiences could make her a benefit to whatever field she ends up choosing. She came up with an entire part where she talks about the imbalance in numbers and resources between theory-based researchers in the medical field and actual practicing physicians, especially those who specialize in the fields that Collei was looking into.

Collei even came up with a diagram for how to split up her duties among the rest of the Forest Rangers and why the people she’d highlighted were perfectly suited for the tasks.

And she’d even started working on a preliminary budget for how she’d manage buying supplies and stuff while she wasn’t working! That part she was going to ask him for more help on, Collei’s not used to this kind of really long-term budgeting. 

And Collei kind of understands some of the things that students are responsible for buying, but that’s mostly because of what she’s asked Layla and some of the more recent graduates to come to Gandharva Ville. And none of them are medical students, so the demands are probably different.

But when Collei sits across from Master Tighnari Collei doesn’t lead with any of that. She doesn’t say any of the things she came up with after writing down different conversation starters and practicing them to herself. Collei doesn’t even mention any of the charts or diagrams that she worked so hard on.

Ultimately, as Collei looks at Master Tighnari from across the table, as Master Tighnari falls silent—picking up on her wanting to say something—Collei finds herself telling him, really simply and plainly: “I’m going to start the enrollment process for the medical course in the Akademiya, I’m aiming to be approved to start the year after this one.”

And then, right on the heels of that, skipping over everything she’d prepared for this conversation, she says: “I want to see myself through this.”

And Master Tighnari smiles at her, leaning forward with his arms crossed on the table, ears tipped forward, with the biggest, proudest grin on his face.

“I want to see you see yourself through this,” he says back to her. “And for what it’s worth, I think you’re going to be an excellent doctor. You’ve already got the bedside manner down way better than I ever have.”

Then Master Tighnari leans back, stretching his arms above his head with a great big exaggerated sigh.

“Ah, that’s a relief off of my shoulders. Imagine that, having someone around who actually did train with medical professionals to treat humanoid bodies using verified and recognized health procedures with actual tools of the job. What a dream come true all around for everyone in Gandharva Ville. Especially me. Collei, you don’t know how much I’m looking forward to the day when I can point someone in your direction when they come up to me citing a health concern.”

“That day is a few years out, still, Master. I have to finish basic medical training first, too.”

“It’s all about making sure you have things to look forward to, to keep yourself going, Collei. It’s about hoping that there’s a light at the end of the tunnel. Like when Cyno counts down the days to new Genius Invokation booster pack releases to keep himself from snapping and doing everyone’s job himself when he’s getting impatient.”

  



4. Lesson Four: Take the long way around

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I understand that,” Collei says, thinking back to the things she’s been slowly learning and trying to accept in the wake of an after she never thought she would have. “It’s just that—well. I know you know this, but admissions is very hectic. And I really do have deadlines I’ve got to meet no matter what coming up. I have all of these things I have to get ready before hand and…”

It’s as though some kind of tap gets turned on inside of her head causing all of her worries to flow right out of her mouth. She doesn’t know what turned it on, but once Collei starts talking she can’t seem to stop. And she does try!

She has no idea why she’s saying all of this to Scribe Al-Haitham in the first place, but for some reason it seems to all just spill out of her in a way she can’t quite imagine happening with Master Tighnari or Cyno.

          


    
    For all that there’s a lot of time between now and Collei actually starting her formal medical training, there’s tons of stuff she has to get done before then.

Like. A ton.

Collei thought she’d done a lot of research into preparing herself for what she’d need to do to get ready to even enroll. And that she’d done even more research into understanding what this program would be asking of her in terms of time and energy and resources. Collei really thought she’d had it figured out—if not exactly then at least as a general estimate somewhere in the right range.

Well, just to make sure Collei’s really taking the lessons in living to heart, she’s been proven wrong about that very, very quickly—and now she’s got to pick up the pace and figure out how to swim with this current instead of letting it wash her away.

The thing is that Collei has no idea if she’s being so overwhelmed when she thought she’d done so much preparation because it’s legitimately this much harder and more demanding than the people she’d talked to and sources she’d looked up made it seem, or because…

This is probably totally unfounded on her part, and maybe a little of a the nature she picked up from Professor Cyrus and Cyno, but she thinks that maybe Sage Naphis and Master Tighnari are being a little…extra in preparing her for formal enrollment. 

It’s not an issue with her records of off-site and unofficial lessons. Master Tighnari and Cyno were very confident in Scribe Al-Haitham’s ability to wrangle those into course credits. Collei even checked those herself with the registrar and got a copy of her records when she was planning all of this out. All of that is squared away. Mostly.

Once Collei takes the general admission test, then takes a few more placement tests for the medical course, Collei’s pretty much confirmed to be able to start taking intermediate level classes right away with basically no general education requirements needed.

(The few general education requirements Collei hasn’t already met Master Tighnari has Scribe Al-Haitham working on getting knocked out. She’s not sure how Master Tighnari has Scribe Al-Haitham working so hard on this, and she doesn’t know how Scribe Al-Haitham is going to do it, but the general consensus seems to be that if Scribe Al-Haitham is set at something it’ll happen one way or another and it’s best not to ask too many questions about it.)

The trouble there is going to be filling the practical hours requirement, which Collei has in spades but she needs practical hours in lab and also doing course-pertinent work. To make up for it, Collei’s going to be interning at the Akademiya’s apothecary and on-campus medicinal green house.

Cyno and Madam Faruzan have both assured her that there’s nothing for her to worry about with the general admission test. Technically she could be exempted but Collei didn’t want anyone pulling strings for her with it. She already had a lot of people bending rules for her as it is.

Collei’s more worried about the medical course admission test and the following placement tests. Which is also what seems to have Master Tighnari, Sage Naphis, and most of the Forest Rangers worried. 

Collei just can’t tell if any of their worries are legitimate or if they’re making mountains out of pebbles. 

Master Tighnari and Sage Naphis are practical people who don’t make a big fuss unless necessary, but seeing as it’s Collei…

It sounds a little silly but she thinks that they’re possibly making a bigger deal out of this than necessary because they’re definitely fussing right now.

It’s like how Professor Cyrus will suddenly start pulling out his entire kitchen if he hears Collei’s stomach grumble. Or how Madam Faruzan once spent two months researching organic sleep aides for Layla and Master Kaveh, while kicking up a fuss and threatening the Bimarstan for writing off a poor health trend amongst scholars.

Sometimes, even if you know better, when it comes to the people you love and care for, you can lose your head.

In this case, it means that even though everyone swears up and down that Collei would definitely pass if she sat down and took any of the exams now, they’re still talking amongst each other like a kicked hornet’s nest while trying to come up with the best study strategies for her. Just in case.

In case of what? Who knows.

Collei did ask and she got everything from in case of the proctor being extra cranky, the test-writers writing the exam for the year while sleep-deprived and feeling euphorically creative because of it, to in case answers got leaked and she has to take it over again under incredibly different circumstances. 

Collei didn’t realize how much of a rich imagination some of her fellow Forest Rangers had until she started asking those questions.

Some of them missed a calling as novelists or play writers.

“The tests change every year,” Sage Naphis said while pacing his office in one direction with Master Tighnari pacing it in the other. “I normally let the med department do what they need to do…should I actually look into it this year? Not to get the exact details of course. But maybe to just…feel around. Check the figurative temperature of how that department is feeling. Sometimes they make it easier if their admissions from the previous year dropped too low. But then if their admissions get too high and they get several poorly performing students they swing the other way. Which stage of the pendulum swing do you think they’re at?”

“But they already know Collei is applying. If you start poking your nose in they might actually make it harder on purpose regardless of the rest of the admission rates,” Master Tighnari protested. “Everyone’s so sensitive to any hints of nepotism, favoritism, or impartiality because of the whole mess with—“ Master Tighnari gestured around them. “All of that. Which is unfair to Collei because she would definitely get in on merit alone.”

“What if it wasn’t me asking but someone else? I could ask—“

“If anyone they know that you know or I know starts asking they’ll know it’s about Collei!”

“And what if they’re already set on making harder than it should be because they already know Collei is applying and she’s been trained by you, me, the General Mahamatra, Madam Faruzan, and handfuls of other prominent figures—retired and not?”

Sage Naphis and Master Tighnari paused to shudder and agree that it was a very good thing Collei didn’t decide on studying pharmaceuticals directly. Then it would have been a combined Spantamad-Amurta exam and course-load and she really would be having it tough.

Collei, privately, wondered if maybe if she did choose the medical-oriented Spantamad track instead of direct Amurta medical track she’d have an easier time of it. She couldn’t imagine Cyno fussing like this. 

And the Spantamad are probably too afraid of that entire family—even with Miss Lisa being at the other end of Teyvat—to be giving Collei grief.

Anyway—everyone got together and had a study program prepared for her, as well as a lot of practice tests. They’ve even managed to get her study guides and past exam examples. Collei’s been working through them every chance she gets. And as Collei’s working through them, they’re making more of them. The difficulty and scope of subjects changes with every single round.

Collei’s starting to wonder what the point of her going to the Akademiya is if she’s getting so much thrown at her now.

If this is all the stuff Collei absolutely needs to know to enter the Akademiya then she was way behind and every resource she ever used to gauge her progress was being too nice. And if this isn’t stuff she needs to know to enter the Akademiya…well. Maybe they’ll let her skip straight into advanced classes. She’s already skipped to intermediate ones.

Collei has note cards cards on a ring that she keeps in her pocket. Sometimes during slow patrols Collei pulls them out and starts quizzing herself. Some of the other Forest Watchers and various scholars working out of Gandharva Ville have also taken to giving her pop quizzes. Collei doesn’t know if it’s stressing her out or if she’s grateful for it because some of their questions are really making her think about what she thinks she knows and what she does know.

She’s also been getting told a lot of horror stories about admissions placements and the shock of the first year, even though Collei’s entering as an intermediate level student.

Collei’s still just as excited as she was when she first formalized her decision and said it out loud, turning it from a thought into reality. But now she’s also so nervous that sometimes she has trouble sleeping and Collei is one big yawn away from Master Tighnari making her take mandatory naps like he used to when she was a kid.

Layla says she used to chew on coffee beans to stay awake, but Collei is pretty sure that’s just going to put her in a worse position than if she just took the nap.

In between the studying for the placement testing, Collei’s also busy with other things that seem never ending and with deadlines that are running directly at Collei like a stampede of angry Sumpter Beasts.

For all that Collei’s actual admission is almost a whole year away from now, and her actual joining and starting of classes and internships and stuff is even further out, it sure feels like she’s running out of time fast.

Why is it that Collei’s problems are always messing with time?

A year suddenly seems too short for all of the things she has to get done. Every time Collei finishes one thing another pops right up and it’s just as important and critical to get done right now then all the rest. And if it isn’t—well. Best to get it done now right?

When Collei isn’t studying her flash cards or doing practice exams or reading through study guides, Collei’s working on training the junior or pretty-much-fresh Forest Rangers so that when Collei leaves and disperses her work among her same-ranked fellows they have the proper support they need from their juniors and the overall workload is dispersed with the least amount of disruption. 

And if she’s not working on that, she’s working on preparing for the hand-off that’ll be coming around in a year’s time. 

Then when Collei isn’t doing either of those things, Collei is writing up reports, putting together data tables, and cleaning up documents from her personal notes to leave behind with the Forest Rangers as references and guides for future use. Collei’s fairly sure they don’t need this but apparently her notes are super helpful and easy to understand for a beginner and fill in a lot of the basic information needed to understand some of the more advanced guides.

And if she’s not doing reports for that she’s working on practicing essays for the admissions and placement tests. And she’s working on formal reports to submit with her actual application to the medical course or the medical course’s internships and programs.

At this point, all of those reports and application are a formality considering her…entire situation. But if Collei is putting her name to it she has to make sure it actually represents her best-present-ability, right? She should this part of the applications properly since there’s so much she didn’t do properly to start with.

Collei’s learning to write all sorts of things now. She’s learning how to fill out applications, write resumes and cover letters, and formal responses to official academic inquiries. 

And it feels like everyone has a different style or way of writing these things. Especially the resumes and cover letters. If she gets one finished to one person’s standards and advice, the next person she shows it to has a bunch of different corrections that contradict what the first person told her.

Master Tighnari said that he could teach her and then literally everyone else said to not do what Master Tighnari does because he gets away with a lot of things because he’s…well. Himself. And even if Collei is Master Tighnari’s apprentice, it would be more likely to hurt her than to help her to copy his uniquely frank style of answering all official correspondences.

That’s pretty much the only universally agreed upon advice Collei has gotten for writing those types of things.

Although, when Collei complained about it to Cyno—thoroughly fed up and anxious about how she’s feeling so fed up and she’s only writing out applications—Cyno went quiet for a moment or so, brow furrowed in thought.

“Borrow Madam Faruzan for that,” Cyno advised her once he was done thinking. “For all that she can sometimes get distracted and long-winded when speaking, her written correspondences are the ideal balance of tone, length, and depth.”

Madam Faruzan, upon Collei asking her for tips and possible examples and general guidelines, nodded simply. She was unexpectedly calm about it compared to all the other times Collei asked her for help and she responded with enthusiasm that made Collei preemptively tired.

“There used to be a basic course on this,” Madam Faruzan said with an uncharacteristically indifferent shrug of her shoulders. “Everyone from every darshan had to take it their first year. It’s a shame that got cut. I memorized the course notes. I’ll make you a copy.” She paused. “I’ll make you a copy but run it through that Al-Haitham first. The Haravatat kept all the course records even after the class was removed from the course catalog in the darshan’s archival vaults. I don’t doubt that he’s read them at least once while exploring in there. He should be able to fill in any parts I don’t use and add in any parts that got updated when I was…away.”

That got Collei an entire guidebook complete with pictures. It’s almost as thick as Collei’s basic Forest Ranger’s manual.

Collei’s head feels like it’s filled with so many things going on all at once. And she’s not even enrolled yet. This is all just pre-admission stuff. This is crazy!

No wonder all of the scholars she’s ever met are…like that. What’s that going to make Collei by the time she’s done with all of this?

She’s going to be going through years of this before they even let her do her own practical rotations. Collei’s wondering if she’s even going to make it through at this rate. She’s getting beaten by paperwork and she hasn’t even started actually doing anything.

No wonder Master Tighnari left the Akademiya as soon as he got his diploma…

Collei’s even signed herself up and been signed up for various workshops and one-off lectures being held around Sumeru City and Pardis Dhyai to work on adding as many credits and get hours done to keep adding to her records prior to admission. And it’s also helping to round out some of her studies and refresh her on old lessons she’s not had to use.

Between the lectures, the practice exams, her regular duties, the trainings for herself and for others, the writing, and all of the things she’s forgetting to mention in between, Collei feels weirdly like she’s a novice.

Which is really strange considering that she knows she’s studying pretty advanced stuff and that the course she’s applying for requires you to already be an intermediate to upper-level student. But Collei feels like a complete beginner, like she’s at square one of some long road all over again—learning the rules and the ropes and all of that stuff.

It’s extra strange considering how much preparation and studying she put into this beforehand and how she was already told and warned about this path by guidance counselors and program administrators and her own fellows.

Collei feels like she’s just figured out how to tread water and she’s got to learn to start swimming fast. But every time it feels like she’s figured out how to stay stable a wave hits her that has her fighting back to break the surface.

She’s starting to get what Master Kaveh was talking about now. Yeah. The Collei of last year who was busy trying figure out how to learn basic machine coding had problems and troubles that the Collei of now who’s trying to simultaneously apply for a specific internship group under a broader internship program that has three different recruitment application tracks and also require her to somewhat know her class schedule when she isn’t even admitted yet would love to go back to.

Collei looks back at those simple machine coding confusions and she really does think cute.

Look at what the Akademiya has already done to her. Collei knows she was strange before formal enrollment, she was strange before she even came to Gandharva Ville and the Forest Rangers. But now she’s an extra layer of stranger. An Akademiya scholar level of strange.

The only thing worse is an Akademiya master scholar level of strange and Collei thinks she’s a long while off from that.

But in the present, Collei has other problems that aren’t about being strange.

Like being busy. Collei doesn’t think she knew what it meant to be busy until now. Collei is so busy that it feels like she barely has time to breathe, to think.

When Collei is in Sumeru City she has no time for anything except whatever she was sent there to do—which is usually more related to her pre-test, pre-admission preparations than any official Forest Ranger business or errands she’s running on behalf of Master Tighnari or any of the other Forest Rangers.

Before Collei would do whatever it was she was sent to do, check in on some of her friends, and then come back. And more recently, Collei would take a moment or two to explore the city before returning to Gandharva Ville. 

(Unless it was an urgent matter of business, of course! Then Collei always went back straightaway.)

But now Collei doesn’t have the time for any of that. She’s been putting off hanging out or meeting up with her friends. She’s run across Layla in the library and that’s pretty much the only time they see each other. Neither of them talk very much because they’re in the library and working, although Layla’s asked Collei if she wants to hang out in her dorm room or get meals at one of the various Akademiya canteens together. Collei’s had to decline each time.

Collei’s run into Nilou once or twice while running around Sumeru City. Nilou’s asked her if she’s going to be going to any of the crafts seminars or demonstrations but the last thing on Collei’s mind right now is drying flowers or taking photographs. Those sort of things are going to be on hold for…years, pretty much.

Madam Faruzan’s been asking after her, apparently. Aside from asking Madam Faruzan about how to write some of these letters and applications Collei hasn’t talked to her much.

Collei hasn’t even had time to go out to Pardis Dhyai very often to check on Karkata, which she feels really bad about, knowing the machine’s history and all. But Collei’s got way too much to do as it is and she’d feel bad if she went all the way there to stay with Karkata and all she did was look at flash cards.

Master Kaveh has been trying to catch her, too. That one’s an unusual switch-around for them. Normally it’s Master Kaveh who’s here, there, everywhere and everyone’s trying to figure out where he is. She thinks that he’s trying to get her for a snack or for dinner to make up for skipping out when they met in Port Ormos. 

Or maybe he’s trying to offer her advice or congratulations for taking her first steps towards being a formally recognized Akademiya scholar? She’s not sure. She’d actually have to meet up with him to find out.

But Collei doesn’t have the time for any of that. She really doesn’t. 

Cyno even mentions that the aunties and sisters at the market were asking after her, accusing him of hiding her away. She should show her face to prove his innocence. Collei would love to but she’s busy showing her face at what feels like every single Akademiya office and conference hall when she’s in Sumeru City.

Whenever she runs into someone she actually knows and would like to talk to she finds herself having to run right back out of the potential interaction because she’s on her way towards something else, and she can’t be late because being late is the worst first impression probably. And Collei’s already an unusual case for the Akademiya, she doesn’t need to stand out even more.

On the rare occasions when Collei is in Sumeru City and not running around the city, holed up in the House of Daena, or taking as many notes as she can while observing a demonstration, or this-that-and-another-thing, Collei’s holed up inside of her room at her desk which is seeing more use in these past few months than it has in the literal years it’s been in this room.

Even when Collei is home in Gandharva Ville, she barely has time for anything that isn’t directly work related.

She’s started taking her meals inside of her cabin instead of in any of the common eating areas. It’s easier for her to stay close to her study materials as much as possible. She hasn’t even been having her normal dinners with Master Tighnari. The Forest Rangers and Master Tighnari have taken to leaving snacks and meals and things like that outside of her cabin. Some of the junior Forest Rangers even volunteered to help her with laundry or doing some of her minor chores and errands.

Collei feels guilty about taking them up on that sometimes, but Collei’s head most days and nights feels like it’s so full it’s going to explode.

At least there isn’t that much to clean up and tidy after. Collei’s put away a lot of her stuff to make room for her study materials and all of the things she’s gathering in preparation for entering the Akademiya.

Those things might be a little presumptuous of her. She might not get in, after all. But it’s better to have them ready and then have to wait another year to apply rather than to get in and scramble to get them, right?

As days flip over into weeks and into months, all the time that Collei thought she had slips past her in a haze of studying, exams, flash cards, note cards, lectures, diagrams, letters, and enough numbers that Collei sometimes can’t figure out language. Time has never slipped past her so fast before. 

Not even when she had Eleazar.

Sometimes Collei wonders how she would have done this with Eleazar, if she would have been able to handle the pressure of what she’s doing now with the added press of that looming fate. Without thinking about specialties or any of that, if Collei was just looking at being a generic scholar, would Collei have been able to do it with the Eleazar and the pressure of time? Finite time?

Sometimes Collei thinks that she would have. Maybe she would have gone slower at it—she wouldn’t have aimed so high, after all. But other times Collei thinks no. She’s only just studying for the basic medical courses right now, she hasn’t even touched specializing, and she’s already feeling this kind of chaos. 

And she’s doing all of this while recovering from Eleazar, when her physical condition is only on the up-and-up instead of barely managing to maintain itself and slow down the inevitable decline.

There are some days when Collei returns to whichever home she’s at and all she does is sleep. She walks into her room, drops her bag onto the floor, and flops face-first onto the bed. She doesn’t even bother changing clothes. The next thing she knows after flopping down is her body jolting awake and it being early morning, but not early enough for her to get everything she wanted done and she’s scrambling up to dive head-first back into everything.

Then to balance out those days, there are nights where Collei stays awake studying or working through one of her projects just to get one more thing finished on that ever-growing list of to-do’s.

Forest Ranger work aside, Collei finds herself struggling with some of the study materials and exam prep questions. The practice exams, too, are hard.

It’s not that Collei doesn’t know the answers. Because when she goes over everything she got wrong and talks it out with others, she did know the answer. It’s just that the way the questions are worded get her all turned around. She starts doubting if she understands what’s being asked and if she’s even answering right.

Words aren’t Collei’s strong suit. Especially not when a single multiple choice question takes up half the page, with the answers of the multiple choice question taking up the other half with the only difference between the four or five options being the order of the words in the answer or even just the spelling of a single one.

Collei has a timer for making sure she’s answering the questions within the allotted time and Collei will use up half that timer just trying to figure out the difference between the answers in a single question. It’s stressful and confusing and makes Collei want to tear her hair out.

But she’s already slow at essays and written-questions. She has to at least get faster on the multiple-choice ones so that she can make sure she has time for the other portions of the exams.

The people writing and grading these exams aren’t like Master Tighnari or Madam Faruzan. They’re not going to be like Professor Cyrus and Cyno, or Scribe Al-Haitham and Master Kaveh, or any of the people who’ve helped Collei study and taught her the things she knows to bring her to this point.

They aren’t going to alter or tailor the exams in a way that’s easier for her to understand. They aren’t going to sit with her and talk through the answers and questions with her if she doesn’t understand a specific phrasing and finds it unclear. They’re not going to give her more time if she can’t answer in the allotted number of minutes or hours just because she’s a slow reader.

It won’t matter if Collei knows the answer and just can’t write it down very well or very quickly.

And in the future, when Collei is taking official classes and exams, it won’t be the same as it is with her current teachers either. They’re not going to slow down to match her pace, they’re not going to adjust the lesson plans or exams. They’re not going to give her a break because she couldn’t handle the pace or she misunderstood the wording on a question.

Collei has no excuses. Collei has to learn. And it’s not enough to just learn. Collei has to get better. 

In fact, she has to get ahead. Not perfectly. There’d be no point in going to the Akademiya if she just self-studied and advanced on her own. Collei just needs to be prepared as much as possible for as long as possible for what’s to come. 

And that means reading ahead and shoring up what she does know with as much as she can so she can start puzzling her way through things and getting ready for what she’s going to have to work on.

She already knows she’s already a slow learner. She needs every advantage she can get to keep up with what she knows is going to come.

Cyno and Master Tighnari worry about her. Collei knows it. They’re not subtle about it and Collei’s had years of learning how they worry quietly. 

Collei wouldn’t say that she’s given them nothing to worry about. But Collei knows she can handle this. She is handling it.

This is what Collei chose to sign up for. This is what Collei’s spent weeks and months beforehand already studying and preparing herself for. This is the choice she’s committed to herself to with her sudden extension of life. And she’s going to prove that she can do this.

Collei is a Forest-Watcher-to-be, a proud Forest Ranger, ward to the General Mahamatra, and apprentice to Master Tighnari, who is in turn the apprentice of the Amurta Sage Naphis. She’s been tutored by Master Faruzan of the Haravatat, assisted by the Grand Scribe of the Akademiya, Al-Haitham, and one of the most well-respected graduates of the Akademiya in centuries, Lisa Minci of the Knights of Favonius. 

With all of these people and more standing behind her to push her forward, how could Collei possibly ever do anything but give her all in response? She owes it to both them and herself to throw everything she’s got at this path that she’s chosen.

Collei doesn’t want special treatment or excuses or anything like that. Collei’s had enough of that for a lifetime.

She wants to work on this and succeed—not exactly on her own, she knows she’s getting a lot of help and she needs it. But she wants to do as much as she can the same way or as close to the same way all of the other students do. She doesn’t want to just keep getting through because of “unique circumstances”.  

Collei wants to prove that she can do the work, too. Same as anyone else. There’s such a thing as being too different.

Everyone keeps trying to encourage her to take breaks. Collei understands where they’re coming from. She would love to take a break.

Sometimes it feels like her eyes are closed before they hit the pillow and then they hit the pillow and she’s wide awake because it’s morning. Where does the sleep go? She misses the times when she could tell herself “five more minutes” or that she’d take a nap later in the afternoon. 

As much as she’d like those extra five minutes or that nap, Collei can’t excuse herself doing those things when there’s so much to be done and so many better ways for her to be using that time. She’d feel guilty if she did indulge herself in a nap or a break.

It’s not like she needs a break, either. Collei’s taking care of herself. Sure, she’s tired. But she’s not that tired. And sure she’s stressed but this isn’t worse than when she was in the middle of her worst Eleazar flare-ups and she was wishing to be anywhere else but inside of her own body.

The Eleazar might be gone, but the things she learned about how to take care of herself and know her own limits when she had it are things she won’t ever be forgetting. Collei is entirely aware of her own physical condition and her limits.

She’s been taking care of herself. Her body is her greatest ally if she treats it well, after all. And Collei has had an entire lifetime of having to view her body as an unwilling enemy. She never wants to have to go back to being resentful of her body and its limits again. And she won’t if she treats it well.

Collei has already talked it over with the nutritionist in the Bimarstan and reviewed her own notes and Master Tighnari’s notes on her medical chart to add in new vitamin supplements, teas, and other healthy tonics and things that Professor Cyrus swears are going to help her immune system and boost her energy to make sure that they aren’t going to interfere with any of the other medications and supplements she’s still on.

She’s still doing her physical therapy exercises—even while studying! In fact Collei’s developed a very clever set up for doing floor exercises and stretches while still having notes where she can read them. 

She’s marked the exact spots on walls and furniture where she should lean or tape certain items or papers where she can read them while exercising and stretching. And she’s even figured out how to modify an old Cuilein-Anbar to follow the direction of her head with a book strapped to its body so she can keep reading with her hands free.

Cyno and Master Tighnari have walked in on her doing these exercises with her work-arounds more times than she can count. She’s not even embarrassed to be caught out in funny positions while reciting chemical processes to herself anymore.

In fact, the two of them have even helped quiz her or move her study materials while she’s doing some of her physical therapy exercises that need a partner to help spot her and hold positions.

And it’s not like Collei is not sleeping ever. Collei does her best to get at least six hours of sleep a night whenever she can. And the good thing is that she’s usually so exhausted from the day she falls asleep right away! Collei never has to worry about being kept away by being worried—not like when she had Eleazar and the pain and the frustration would keep her awake even when she was bone-tired.

So Collei is sleeping. She’s definitely eating (And now she’s really starting to understand what people mean when they say they need something salty or crunchy or sour and stuff like that when they’re stressed. Having something between the teeth really does help.) and staying hydrated (Sucrose even sent Collei some kind of…energy-boosting something. Collei’s saving that for an emergency.). She’s loaded up on vitamins and supplements. She’s doing all of her physical therapy and she’s remembering to rest her eyes, stretch her wrists and joints, and to change positions while studying.

Actually. Now that Collei thinks about it, she thinks she’s being more diligent and proactive about stretching and exercising and all of this sort of stuff now than she was when she had Eleazar. 

So if anything, her being better about this, eating more, sleeping more, exercising more, and also being actually cured of Eleazar puts her way above fine.

What was there to worry about again?

-

For once Collei thinks that it’s alright to walk instead of briskly jog her way through Sumeru City.

Collei had spent the better part of the morning reading and taking notes in the House of Daena. She went home for a quick lunch and to review her study guides, when she saw a note for her in the mail which sent the rest of her day going off-kilter.

There was a mix-up at the registrar regarding some documents that Madame Faruzan had sent over to the admissions clerks as proof of further independent training she’d given Collei that would have knocked out a few more lower level general courses from Collei’s required class requirements. Collei needs those requirements pre-filled in order for her to move onto the intermediate classes that should have nice overlap with her medical course focused classes for her first year.

This is all assuming Collei passes the exam first. 

Collei’s hoping that none of them are putting the cart before the horse in how they’re all already trying to figure out Collei’s most optimized class, internship, and practical hours schedule for her first year. 

Master Tighnari and Cyno have both somehow managed to get Scribe Al-Haitham to look ahead at potential future course schedules and use all of the knowledge he has of the acting professors, inter-darshan politics, and a dozen other factors that flew right over her head in order to make various tables of possibilities and class combinations for her to look over.

The resulting list of diagrams, charts, and explanations is five volumes long and Master Tighnari and Cyno are still having Scribe Al-Haitham go back and edit it according to their requirements.

(“Don’t worry, he’s being compensated for it all. That’s the only reason we got him to do this on paper,” Master Tighnari said when Collei worried about the trouble she was probably causing.

“Otherwise we’d have had to extract it from him one potential route at a time,” Cyno continued. “He already has it all figured out in his head anyway. It was only a matter of convincing him to take the time to put it to paper and explaining his reasoning for some of the combinations in a way the rest of us can understand.” Cyno almost smirked, arms crossing as he remembered something that was probably only funny to people of a very, very unique and differently-cultivated sense of humor. “It’s not as though he has anything better to do when he’s being forced to sit in on meetings he’s not responsible for taking minutes for.”

“Don’t ask,” Master Tighnari said instantly, pinching the bridge of his nose. Under his breath, Collei heard him thank god for Cyno’s sense of humor not transferring over to Collei.)

Master Tighnari and Sage Naphis are still arguing on whether or not Sage Naphis should at least even talk to the people in charge of the medical course placement exams.

(“If she fails we know that they did something on purpose anyway! And then I’ll personally be taking that straight to Lord Kusanali,” Master Tighnari argued at his own master. “How could Collei possibly fail? If Collei fails then no one’s getting in this year! And with the amount of medical professionals and researchers needed to deal with post-Akasha withdrawal symptoms and Eleazar recovery? Ha! Go ahead, let the entire department shoot themselves right in the foot.”

“And then they’ll go running to you to fix that foot,” Sage Naphis said dryly. “Look, it couldn’t hurt for me to just…I wouldn’t be asking to look at the potential exam questions. I’d just be getting a feel for—“

“For what, Master? For what?”)

Collei is confident that she’s going to pass the general admissions exam. And also the medical course admission—although she’s really uncertain about the range of where she might land in final placement. For general admissions everyone’s sure she’ll be shot right into the intermediate levels. 

But for the medical course the question is if she’s got enough combined credits, hours, and how well she’s going to do on this exam, and if that combination of factors is going to be able to push her through to upper-intermediate courses like everyone thinks she should be, or if she’s going to land in the late-stage beginner side of things which everyone has agreed might be the worst-case scenario.

In Collei’s mind as long as she gets in they’re not in a worst-case scenario.

But Collei really does want these general courses out of the way no matter where she ends up in the placement so she can get to doing what she got this entire boulder rolling to do, so Collei’s spent the wrest of the day wrangling paper with the admission clerks and then an admissions manager and trying not to get a headache or give up and decide to come around a different day.

Collei had meant to spend the afternoon reviewing before completing a practice exam. She’s hoping to get her time on multiple choice questions down to two minutes per question. That should give her enough time to be able to go back and review any questions she really had trouble with.

This practice exam is supposed to be four hours long which would mimic the real thing, based on previous years exams, and Collei’s both apprehensive for trying it and also excited to see how she really measures up.

Collei doesn’t think she’s ever done anything for four hours straight except sleep. She doesn’t even patrol for that long.

It looks like the practice exam is going to push itself into evening. She’ll be missing dinner with Cyno, probably. She’ll eat after she does the exam and then go back to review it and see what she got wrong and study up on those questions. 

Ah, and she thought she might be able to sleep at a more reasonable time tonight…

As Collei is briskly walking through Sumeru City on her way back to Cyno’s house and this practice exam that’s going to be taking up a good portion of her evening, Collei spots a glimpse of bright color through a gap in some ornamental shrubs that block off the various gardens, walkways, and rest areas that spring out of Sumeru’s winding pathways.

Collei pauses, heel skidding across the stone paving as she doubles back, and then finds herself walking towards the entrance of the closed off rest area because she could have sworn—

“Look, I’m just saying that you’re from here and already known to be weird. If you go around doing suspicious shit I don’t think anyone’s going to look twice at you,” the Flame-Mane is saying, head tipped towards Scribe Al-Haitham’s as she speaks.

Their backs are to Collei, both of their heads angled down. The Flame-Mane is leaning her elbow on Scribe Al-Haitham’s shoulder as the two of them study something that Collei can’t see around or between them.

“You’re also well known in these parts, and generally on better terms with the general public than I am,” Scribe Al-Haitham points out. “Are you not the ever honorable, fair, and reliable Flame-Mane compared to the Akademiya’s Lunatic? And very easily recognizable as such.”

“Cute, former Acting Grand Sage.”

“Exactly. Former Acting Grand Sage, and very few people would recognize me on sight as either that or the Akademiya’s Grand Scribe or any other title. I was also previously suspected of corruption and unsavory self-serving motivations—as charged by the General Mahamatra himself.”

“Don’t sound so proud of it. It has got to be killing our poor General Mahamatra every time you bring that up as an excuse to get out of work he actually wants you to be doing.”

“I don’t see why it should. He had due cause with the limited scope of information he had. He was only doing his due diligence and following a reasonable path of deduction. I have no hard feelings about it. After all—most would agree that the charge of being self-serving is true. Myself included. Besides, who among the living can say that they’ve had such a remarkable turn-around in the General Mahamatra’s graces such as the one I’ve experienced?”

“I am not touching any of that. Lord Kusanali could not pay me to untangle it is whatever the two of you have going on. Absolute weirdos.” The Flame-Mane says this very fondly though. “Anyway. Fine. Since you’re the unrecognizable one between us you should be the one doing the weird thing anyway. If I’m doing it then more people will notice. Besides, what do you care if someone sees you doing something weird anyway?”

“It seems troublesome.”

“Don’t you want to get down to the bottom of this or what? Where’d your scholar’s curiosity go? Are you feeling sick? What do you think, Collei?”

Collei nearly jumps right out of her skin when both Scribe Al-Haitham and the Flame-Mane turns at the exact same time to look right at her. The Flame-Mane grins, snaggletooth poking out from her lip as Scribe Al-Haitham simply nods in her direction.

Caught out, Collei steps into the quieter resting area, the sounds of the city muffled and dampened by the thick wall of ornamental shrubs, the burble of a thin trickling brook that cuts through the enclosed area, feeds into a small pond before flowing out and away into some other part of the city.

And while she’s at it, Collei takes a look around, trying to see if she can spot what it is the two of them are puzzling over. It must be something very interesting if it has both the Flame-Mane and Scribe Al-Haitham caught up in it. 

It’s not something in the water. None of the plants here are unusual for the city. Collei doesn’t even see any Crystal Flies hanging around the area. And she doubts that the two of them are just lingering to linger. They’re not really the type to just stand and stare at bushes just because.

As Collei approaches Dehya and Scribe Al-Haitham turn to face her fully, Dehya’s arm falling away from Scribe Al-Haitham’s shoulders.

“Long time no see, kid,” the Flame-Mane says, “Peace upon you—you sure look like you need it. On top of the news that you’re formally applying for the Akademiya I heard you’re also learning to learn to gamble. I’m surprised Tighnari and Cyno haven’t passed on that skill to you yet. I imagine it pretty hard to get away with anything under their watch.”

“Congratulations,” Scribe Al-Haitham says. “You’ve thrown the entire Amurta into a frenzy. Even retired members. They should have been prepared for this long ago, considering that you always had plans to enroll eventually. Unfortunately, eventually came much sooner than they anticipated. Your decisiveness caught them unaware.” Understood, but unspoken, is that Scribe Al-Haitham is finding this very entertaining. 

Collei decides not to apologize for any extra trouble she’s inadvertently caused because of this.

“Peace upon you both,” Collei says instead, attempting to look around them at what they were talking about earlier. 

Dehya points at the shrub the two of them are standing in front of, gesturing Collei closer to come look.

“It’s my first time back in Sumeru City in a while, and I’m meant to be going back out traveling soon,” Dehya explains. “So I’m trying to catch my scholars to catch up when I can before our only communications go back to them sending me letters trying to be subtle about asking for me to bring them back stuff. I caught our scribe and we were on our way for dinner and drink when we spotted this thing.”

This thing is a tiny, but beautifully and cleverly built and half-hidden diorama of what looks to be some sort of researcher’s laboratory. Collei can see that there’s tracks on the diorama for the little figure of the tiny researcher to move. Scribe Al-Haitham reaches over her shoulder and touches some sort of mechanism half-hidden by the leaves of the bush that the diorama has been hidden in, and the three of them watch the tiny scholar make a strange path through the scene, pausing next to different items where Collei presumes the tiny scholar is meant to be inferred as interacting with objects. 

Once the tiny scholar is done, the scene resets with the tiny scholar at one side of the room.

“It’s a mystery,” Scribe Al-Haitham says.

Apparently, there’s a tiny little door that can be spotted from the other side of the hedges, towards the ground. The two of them spotted it and being who they are, they opened the little door and peered inside. There they saw the first portion of a strange little play or puzzle that led them inside the rest area.

The two of them have found a few more in this area. Dehya points them out to Collei and they go over to activate them and watch the little scenes play out.

The scenes, from what Collei can tell, are supposed to be depicting a story. But they haven’t found all of the scenes yet.

“We’re missing at least two,” Dehya says. “And we aren’t leaving until we find them. I’m not being bested by some eccentric artist-scholar. I’m going to finish this story.”

Collei turns to Scribe Al-Haitham who shrugs. “Dinner and drinks aren’t going anywhere. Although this installation might as I am unsure if proper permits were applied for to install this in a public space. As it is, it’s entirely possible that the other two scenes we’re missing—“

“Or more.”

“—were already removed, damaged, or otherwise taken out of the equation by unknown circumstances. The chances of either Dehya or myself returning here at a later date to resume solving this puzzle with everything intact as it is now are slim.”

“In short, might as well do it now because neither of us is sure it’ll be around next time I manage to get back to the city to pick it up again.” Dehya stretches her neck, palming the back of it, muffling the sound of popping. “I mean, what’s the point in me working so hard if I don’t get a chance to enjoy something on the other end of it, yeah?”

Scribe Al-Haitham nods, eyes and attention slowly drifting back towards looking over the rest area again to try and spot the missing scenes.

“Do you have the time to help us find the last two?” Dehya asks.

“It would be useful to have a fresh set of eyes who hasn’t already looked over the scene,” Scribe Al-Haitham says. “And the observational skills of a Forest Ranger would be helpful.”

“I was going to say it looks less suspicious if a kid is the one climbing trees or getting down to look under bushes.”

Scribe Al-Haitham nods again. “Doubly so if the kid climbing the trees or looking under bushes is a well known Forest Ranger.”

Collei is about to refuse. Her mouth opens to tell them that she doesn’t have the time—she’s on her way back home to work on a practice exam.

As Collei opens her mouth with the answer ready she can see something in their faces. It’s not exactly disappointment. Or at least, it isn’t just disappointment.

It’s the kind of face a person makes when they’ve asked a question they know the answer to isn’t the one they’re hoping for, but they ask anyway because it rarely hurts to ask. And they’re getting that un-hoped-for answer.

Dehya’s already arranging her face into a reassuring smile, probably already thinking about assuring Collei that they can always meet up next time. 

Matching disappointment flares in Collei’s stomach, sour and sharp.

It really is rare that Collei gets to talk with Dehya. Master Tighnari speaks so highly of her and is one of those scholars who writes to Dehya about bringing him back interesting samples from her travels. Cyno counts her as a friend and ally. And the few times Collei has been able to talk to her have all been very fun and interesting—Dehya’s a very good story teller.

The Flame-Mane rarely comes to the Avidya Forest, and Collei almost never goes out to the Great Red Sands. Their schedules happening to bring them to this moment, this crossing of paths, here in Sumeru City without any prior planning on either of their parts is actually some kind of statistical anomaly that would skew a graph and have someone saying “That shouldn’t have been counted”.

And with how Collei’s next several months—years—are looking…for all that Collei will be in Sumeru City more, her hours are going to be spent in labs and lecture halls and greenhouses in the Akademiya.

“Alright,” Dehya says before Collei speaks her refusal. Dehya turns towards Scribe Al-Haitham, giving him a tap on the shoulder with the back of her gauntlet. “Hands and knees, scribe. Guess we’re going to have to be doing this ourselves—looking weird and suspicious and all. You check that weird tiny cave we saw behind those bushes that might have a venomous spider living in it. I’ll take another look at those branches that got covered in half-dead vines. Us oldies are going to have to be figuring this puzzle out for ourselves.” Dehya flashes Collei half a grin. “We’ll see you when we see you, Collei. Hopefully we’ll figure this out and have an interesting story to tell you. Or one of us is going to get bitten by something venomous and we’ll still have something interesting to tell you. Hey—maybe I’ll even be seeing you faster to tell you that story once you’re working in the Bimarstan officially.”

Dehya is obviously saying that last part as a joke, but something about that knocks the disappointment out of Collei and replaces it with such a great big wave of sadness that it has her quiet.

The idea that the only way someone might be able to see her and talk to her being at work—through some sort of official role—and the implication that they have to be hurt or in need or something for it to happen—

That’s terrible, Collei thinks. The thought pierces through all of the other thoughts in her head, right to the front of her mind as searing as one of Master Tighnari’s Wreath Arrows.

And that sharp thought, that piercing thought, transforms in her still open mouth to push aside her deferral and her excuse to say, “I’ll help. Please don’t investigate possible dens for venomous spiders without proper training and supplies. Scribe Al-Haitham, please show me the…cave? Burrow? I can take a look. I have some spare generic antidotes and toxin extractors just in case. But it would be better if I used them on me. They’re…um. They’re from Master Tighnari’s personal stash and I’m used to the side-effects.”

The Flame-Mane and Scribe Al-Haitham both look surprised. Collei also feels a little surprised by what she just said—part of her is already panicking. She’s got so much to do still back at home. And who knows how long this is going to take? But she can’t just take it back after she said that.

Besides, what if there really is a venomous spider? It seems like a poor way to repay the man who’s been playing a pretty key role in getting Collei even signed up for the admissions test—not to mention all of the other things he’s been helping her Master and her various teachers with—by letting him get bitten by a spider.

The three of them set to looking around the area once more for the last two—hopefully only two—scenes that would complete the strange little puzzle of a story that’s been scattered around the area. Scribe Al-Haitham shows Collei the tiny little hole in the trunk and roots of the tree that takes up a large part of the area, where he and Dehya had thought one scene might be hiding. Collei goes to investigate. 

There’s no diorama there, but thankfully there’s also no spider. 

The three of them spend a while there, talking through their theories on what the diorama’s story is meant to really be and who designed it and put it here.

Collei swings between fully enjoying herself and feeling guilty about it.

Dehya and Scribe Al-Haitham truly are incredible people to listen to—there’s just so much that they know and they’re so good at telling it. Collei really could just sit and listen to them go on, especially when they start going back and forth with each other. 

And then Collei will remember the mountains of work she’s got to get through back home and feel guilty about enjoying herself. And then she gets guilty about feeling guilty, because why should she feel bad about spending time with people she cares for, people who care for her just as much in return?

Dehya and Scribe Al-Haitham are very observant people, for all that they’re looking to borrow Collei’s own skills as a Forest Ranger to help them finish this puzzle. They definitely are noticing her swinging between enjoying the moment and feeling guilty over it.

They’re nice enough not to bring it up directly though.

While Dehya goes to check the outside of the shrubs and fence for a hint or another tiny door that was missed, Scribe Al-Haitham helps boost Collei up so she can climb into the tree and do a more thorough search and also get a better vantage point to observe the area.

As he’s boosting her up into the tree, Scribe Al-Haitham says very suddenly, “While it is true that the ultimate result is often the most immediately understood and referenced part of any venture, the process is no less important. Especially when it comes to a venture that is intended to occur over a prolonged period of time.”

Collei looks down, confused. Scribe Al-Haitham looks back up at her evenly. Scribe Al-Haitham is said to be very hard to read (unless you’re Master Kaveh and Mehrak) and Collei would agree fully. She has no idea where what he just said came from or where it’s meant to lead. But Collei has a pretty good idea that it’s some sort of…lesson that he’s trying to impart.

Collei’s pretty good at picking up when someone’s trying to pass one of those onto her. She has a lot of teachers and she’s got a lot of experience being taught.

So Collei waits to see how this lesson will unfold. If it’s Scribe Al-Haitham giving it, Collei is sure that it’s going to be eye-opening in some way.

“Aside from Tighnari and Senior Faruzan, as well as Cyno, having a hand in your education and the plans for it, are you aware of Sage Naphis and Professor Cyrus also having input in the arrangements of your schedules and the like?”

Collei shakes her head. 

Well. She knew that those two were asking about her progress from Master Tighnari and Cyno, and they often talk to her about how she’s feeling about her studies and her progress and if there’s anything she needs help on. She just didn’t know that they were also going to Scribe Al-Haitham about it.

“And you are aware of how often all of these parties come to ask me questions about your education as though I were an admissions specialist or career counselor?”

Collei turns to hit her forehead against the trunk of the tree, embarrassment creeping up the back of her neck like moss. “Sorry…”

“I did not ask you to have you apologize. Why would you apologize for something you didn’t do? That’s a poor habit that you should consider breaking yourself of before you enroll. It’s only going to cause you more problems than it solves. The actual people who should be apologizing certainly are not sorry about their actions. Besides, they are paying me for it and the work is not overly strenuous or time-consuming. I don’t mind it,” Scribe Al-Haitham says. “Frankly, it’s more interesting work than some of the things the rest of the Sages and darshan administrators attempt to put on my desk. It keeps my occupied during meetings.”

(A voice that sounds like Cyno’s sighs in the back of Collei’s head, “Of course it does.”)

“I am curious to know, Collei, if you know what the most commonly asked question I get regarding your education is.”

“Uh.” Collei, in the middle of stretching up to try and reach a branch so she can actually get into the crown of the tree, pauses to think. “Am I getting one?”

Obviously Collei is, but based on the arguments being thrown around, the focus of her education and the methods of her education are topics of constant debate and consideration and re-consideration and re-re-reconsideration.

Scribe Al-Haitham lifts her up further, a small burst of dendro in his hand giving Collei the final push she needs to get onto the tree completely.

“Your various mentors and the mentors of your mentors often ask me about your interest in what they are each guiding you in and the subjects you’ve covered, or expressed interest in covering. They ask about your progress in fields beyond their own expertise, and how well the lesson plans they have in mind for you support those other fields or conflict with them.”

Collei nods as she tests and navigates her way through the tree’s branches, looking around to see if someone really did put a diorama up here or leave behind some sort of clue. She spots the remnants of a faded kite further up, as well as a few abandoned birds nests, but no diorama.

That makes sense. It’s become something of a running joke between pretty much everyone who knows her and of her goals to become an Akademiya scholar that they’re all competing to see which darshan she’ll choose. Although they all know she’s definitely going to be Amurta, they’re all hopeful she’ll take some additional courses from other fields.

Sometimes Master Tighnari and Sage Naphis will sit across from Cyno and Professor Cyrus and go back and forth for ages “discussing” Collei’s study tracks and unofficial course outlines.  That doesn’t even account for the letters that Miss Lisa has sent all of them from Mondstadt that Cyno is duty-bound to read out-loud without any form of editing that cause Professor Cyrus to look simultaneously proud and like he’s going to laugh himself sick while Sage Naphis curses Professor Cyrus and his entire line under his breath.

And sometimes Madam Faruzan has been known to attempt to sway Collei towards considering more Haravatat courses, but inadvertently uses a lot of examples that would probably have Collei turning more towards the Kshahrewar instead.

Collei can only chalk all of this up to the weird competition people have all over Sumeru about darshan recruitment. 

But, as though Scribe Al-Haitham is reading her mind he says, “No.”

“No?” Collei repeats back to him, looking down at where he’s standing, arms crossed and head tipped up to watch her progress. 

He gestures for her to keep going, nonplussed as he repeats after her, after him, “No.”

Collei returns to the search, torn between the puzzle of the dioramas and the puzzle of why Scribe Al-Haitham is putting her through this line of questioning.

“Your mentors and everyone else genuinely want to know if there’s anything else that they can offer you outside of what they are already teaching you. The reason they are constantly hounding me about you is because they think that I might notice something they haven’t because I have a fuller picture of things than they do.”

And here Collei thought that they were all just being particular and fussy.

Proving that Scribe Al-Haitham is not a man to ever be underestimated, he says exactly what she was thinking. “There is also the questionably healthy spirit of inter-darshan rivalry fueling competitive natures. In any case, they ask me about you because they believe that from my point of view—which is different and removed from the situation in ways none of theirs can be—I might see something they have not that would give a greater clue as to where your interests and talents lie. Much like you in that tree looking at this area that both Dehya and I have looked over several times to no further results.”

Collei looks down at him, and at the area around them. She can even see over the ornamental shrubs. It looks like Dehya’s been caught up into talking with a group of uncles at the craft supply shop across the way. She’s gesturing back towards the little door on the outside of the shrubs that started the whole thing—probably asking the uncles if they remember anything or have seen anything that might be a hint.

“How come they don’t just ask me directly?” Collei asks, turning back to look at the tree’s corona of branches and leaves again.

“If they had asked you directly, you would have been polite about it which is unhelpful. Or you would have found a way to demur on the subject because you think it might have hurt someone’s feelings.” That’s true. “Is there anything on the other side of the tree?”

Collei carefully half-crawls along the thicker branches, over the trunk to peer down the other side of the thick tree’s trunk. She dodges several cobwebs and apologizes to a very confused looking lizard who scurries off on the way. 

Upon looking down the other side of the tree’s trunk she sees that it faces a quieter path than the main street that the entrance to the rest area opens from, but nothing else. The path here runs in front of a little book shop with a few rolling carts outside for people to browse.

There’s a little bit of a grassy area down near the roots that’s neatly bordered by the paving, but Collei doesn’t spot any dioramas or clues.

“Nothing here,” Collei calls out. And then she starts moving in a different direction to see if she can follow the thin stream that feeds into the rest area and back out again. “But why are they so curious to know about what I might be interested in? I mean, academics-wise.”

In Collei’s experience, not being very interested in learning how to calculate surface area or probability hasn’t stopped Cyno or Master Tighnari from sitting her down and making her memorize formulas or learn to multiply fractions. And nearly falling asleep while Madam Faruzan was teaching Collei about the history and development of binary code didn’t stop Madam Faruzan from assigning her an essay about it.

“As I said, the final-goal, while important and often the most referenced part of the venture, is not always as important as the methods utilized to reach that goal. While your mentors are trying to make sure you get a balanced education that brings you to the goal you’ve set for yourself, they all understand that it is equally important that this education serves you as more than just a series of check-boxes to be ticked off of a list of requirements and prerequisites. They do not want you to fall into the trap that so many other students and scholars fall into of pure memorization and consumption of information in order to meet standardized checks. They want you to truly learn and understand what is being taught so that it stays with you and becomes a useful tool that you can continue to utilize even after the essays and exams are over.”

Collei sighs, sitting in the middle of the crown of branches and leaves, looking around for more clues and finding none.

She turns back in the direction of the rest area, pulling out her notebook as she draws out the directions of the dioramas. It’s always more helpful to put things down in writing to understand what you already know and have already done, and what you don’t know and what you need to do to know it.

“If I need to know something I need to learn it though. I don’t think my interest or whether I’m good at it or not matters,” Collei says, scratching her head with her pencil as she tries to figure out where the other two scenes might be. She can see that Dehya’s gone to the shop next to the one the uncles are at and is now asking the shop keeper inside of that one. Scribe Al-Haitham has moved to re-examine the diorama in the shrub that they first showed her. “It’s like how you need to eat vegetables even if they don’t taste good.”

“But wouldn’t you want to eat them more if they were palatable?” Scribe Al-Haitham points out. “Your mentors ask what your interests are, or potential interests are, because they are attempting to tailor their lesson plans to provide both what you need and what you want. That’s why they keep rearranging their lesson plans and are constantly in so much contest with each other. And why I also find myself in the unenviable role of mediator between so many overexcited parties. Are you coming down?”

Collei nods, putting her notebook away. Thankfully climbing down is a lot easier than climbing up. Once she’s down she offers her notebook to Scribe Al-Haitham, showing him what it looked like from above. Scribe Al-Haitham hums, bringing a hand up to his mouth, pressing his knuckles to his lip. “Ah, I see.”

Collei looks between him and the notebook. What’s there to see?

“Well done. We’ll wait for Dehya for the conclusion,” Scribe Al-Haitham decides, handing the notebook back to her. “I assume she hasn’t left us entirely. You saw her from the tree?”

“Yes. She was asking the shops across the way about the puzzle.” Or at least, Collei hopes Dehya was talking about the puzzle. 

Scribe Al-Haitham nods again before continuing with the lesson that Collei’s not quite sure she’s getting. 

“What is your end goal?”

“Becoming a Forest Ranger and a doctor,” Collei answers immediately. She’s pretty sure everyone knows this, she’s not sure why Scribe Al-Haitham is asking. But much like with everything else said in this strange lesson-not-lesson, Collei is sure that at the end of it, she’ll find out.

“And your mentors and masters have been diligent in tailoring their lessons for you in order to give you the foundation needed for this end goal. You do not disagree with this.”

“No.”

“But would you say that everything that they’ve included in their lessons is obviously linked towards this end goal?”

Here Collei has to pause. There are some lessons that they’ve taught her, that at first, didn’t seem like they have to do with anything needed to be a Forest Watcher or a doctor—for all that being a Forest Watcher covers a lot of subjects and specialty trainings.

Some of it she knows is to fill mandatory general education requirements. Some of it has come around as useful later on—although the ways they’ve become useful probably aren’t how they were intended to be useful.

But there are some lessons that Collei’s learned but not really used. Although she still remembers them.

“No,” Collei answers, uncertain as she tries to feel her way through the routes this conversation can take.

“Example.”

“Um. Professor Cyrus once took me out to the farm of a friend and they taught me how to sheer sheep.” There are no sheep in the Avidya Forest. Forest Rangers do not generally deal with sheep. There are some rams near the cliffs on the border with Liyue, but they’re wild and don’t need sheering. 

It was fun, though. Apparently there are sheep sheering competitions. Collei got to hold some of the wool after—it comes off as a whole sheet if the sheerer is good at the job. And it is so heavy. The final sheet that Collei got to hold was taller than she is.

“And they showed me how the wool gets processed and spun.” At the time Collei still had Eleazar and her dexterity was not very good. She couldn’t handle the distaff very well and kept snapping the thread. But she had fun watching.

“But you’ve not used any of the skills or things you’ve been told since.”

“No.”

“Would you say, Collei, that Professor Cyrus and his friends on that farm, wasted your time, then?”

“No!” Collei replies immediately, shocked into raising her voice. “I had a lot of fun. It wasn’t a waste at all.”

“Even though the experience had nothing to do with any of your studies that would further your goal towards being a Forest Ranger or a doctor? And that the sheering of sheep has nothing to do with your other interests such as sewing or machine-works?” 

“Even so, that doesn’t mean it’s a waste. Not everything has to be—Oh.”

Scribe Al-Haitham nods, point made very neatly. “To your mentors it is important that you are given a range of experiences to try. Just because you have a goal ahead of you does not necessarily mean you are limited or prevented from changing your mind to explore other pursuits in the meantime, or pausing progress on that goal in order to explore a more spontaneous venture.” He meets her eyes evenly, calmly. “To put it simply: no one is trying to rush you.”

Scribe Al-Haitham pauses, seeming to think something over to himself before he says, much more simply, “There’s no reason why you couldn’t take a detour and find something interesting along the way in the pursuit of your final goal. Progress, especially in fields such as the one you’re taking up, is not dictated by any singular linear path. There is no harm in going back in order to go forward or taking a longer way around. This is something that I believe you’re familiar with, but have not yet realized can be applied to academics.”

“I understand that,” Collei says, thinking back to the things she’s been slowly learning and trying to accept in the wake of an after she never thought she would have. “It’s just that—well. I know you know this, but admissions is very hectic. And I really do have deadlines I’ve got to meet no matter what coming up. I have all of these things I have to get ready before hand and…”

It’s as though some kind of tap gets turned on inside of her head causing all of her worries to flow right out of her mouth. She doesn’t know what turned it on, but once Collei starts talking she can’t seem to stop. And she does try!

She has no idea why she’s saying all of this to Scribe Al-Haitham in the first place, but for some reason it seems to all just spill out of her in a way she can’t quite imagine happening with Master Tighnari or Cyno.

Collei talks about her fear of falling behind, her worries about not being able to keep up. She talks about how she knows that she has to work harder than most because of her unconventional background and the fact that she’s not been formally trained before. She talks to him about her concerns about her adjustment to standardized Akademiya life and how big of a shift it will be from her life as a Forest Ranger. 

She tells him about her worries about the Avidya Forest that she’s going to have to leave behind and how she also worries about how she’s going to catch up to it again years later.

Collei talks about the small problems and the big problems and the feeling of having to get everything right the first time because she doesn’t want to fall behind and she doesn’t want to let anyone down. She doesn’t want to let herself down.

Maybe it’s because Scribe Al-Haitham, like he said, has found himself in the middle of it all as a kind of detached third-party manager. Or maybe it’s because Scribe Al-Haitham has a very distinct way of listening that encourages you to keep talking until there’s nothing left to say.

This is probably why he’s so good at his job. And this is also why the Sages were so disappointed when he went back to that job posting instead of sticking around to keep managing things in the upper levels of the Akademiya.

By the time Collei’s done she feels light-headed, out of breath, and weirdly like she needs to sit down like she’s been zipping through the Avidya Forest using Four-Leaf Signals and bouncy mushrooms. And somehow this feels good.

This is possibly what some of the other Forest Rangers call “runner’s high” or something. Without the running. Does running your mouth count for runner’s high? Is there a paper on this she can reference? Like a really basic one? Surely there is.

“Sit down. Stop thinking.”

Collei sits right on the grass, tipping her head back to stare up at the darkening sky beyond the tree’s canopy, watching as it does that strange thing at dusk where day and night colors mix up to become a weird yellow-brown that should look strange but looks perfectly peaceful. It reminds Collei of a Sunsettia. Or the pith of a peach.

“You have valid points. Your self-awareness of your problems and how you’ve chosen to address them proactively is admirable. You do your masters and mentors proud with that kind of practicality,” Scribe Al-Haitham continues once Collei’s head feels a little bit more securely fastened to the rest of her body. “But there’s such a thing as worrying too much and anticipating things too far ahead, creating an illusory situation of pressure and high stakes. You’re focusing too closely on the goal.”

Collei had no idea there was such a thing.

“The point of general requirements is to round out a scholar,” Scribe Al-Haitham says. “Guidance counselors often encourage even the highest ranking of students closest to graduation or moving up in ranks to take extra general requirements from outside of their darshan to pad out their schedules or to create breaks in between advanced or strenuous courses. Most students ignore the advice. When students are focused so hard on the goal, like those students close to graduation and you, they often find themselves in a rather detrimental mindset. The focus is draining, especially at high levels. The drain on focus creates undue stress, where the student often piles on more pressure onto themselves with a goal just in reach, eventually leading into burn-out. Does this sound at all familiar?”

“Yes, but—“

“And the treatment for burnout?”

“Taking breaks, relaxing, and generally doing things that aren’t involved in the situation that causes the burn out. But—“

Collei opens her mouth to say that she doesn’t have burn out and even if she did that doesn’t change the things she still has to do. But Scribe Al-Haitham cuts in—

“You are more than prepared for the general admissions exam. As to the course placement exam, it’s merely a placement exam. Even if you somehow—after all of this preparation and practical experience—managed to score poorly it would not mean you are not allowed to take part in the medical course. Frankly, the Amurta don’t have the resources to be turning students away from that track considering how much trained personnel in that sector are needed. Your general exam is over a quarter of the year away and you’ve already submitted all of your paperwork to get your prerequisites excused. You have your accommodations settled for your entire academic career and the matter of funding is one that’s unlikely to be one that will be effecting you so soon. Or are you so lacking in confidence towards not only the skills given to you by your mentors, their ability to take care of you, and also my ability to make paperwork make sense?”

Collei shuts her mouth immediately.

“What were you planning to do today that you were in a rush for?”

“Studying and a four hour long official practice exam for the medical course placement based on last year’s exam.”

“Is the practice exam going anywhere?”

“No?”

“And is it not based on things you’ve already studied and done in practice over several years?”

“It is?”

“In comparison, if you did go ahead with rushing home to take that practice exam that isn’t going anywhere what would you have missed out on?”

Collei looks around herself. “Figuring out the mystery of the dioramas?”

“And?”

Collei looks up at him.

“You already know the answer to this. You did not stay solely because of the dioramas.”

No, Collei didn’t. Collei stayed because she saw the disappointment in Dehya’s face that echoed a disappointment that was sitting at the bottom of Collei’s stomach and instinct had her doing what she could to avoid it.

Collei stayed because if she didn’t stay she would have missed out on time with the Flame-Mane and Scribe Al-Haitham—time she could probably make up later, but not like this. Never again in this exact same configuration made by the strange circumstances that have formed this meeting.

Scribe Al-Haitham doesn’t say anything more after that. He’s made his point.

Instead they fall into silence as they both listen to the world around them changing in sound with the changing of the light. Collei sits with this lesson-not-lesson, turning it over and around in her head as they wait for Dehya to return.

There is not much to turn over and re-examine though. Collei thinks she understands what he means. It’s just that she’s having a hard time accepting it.

How can Collei have burn out when she hasn’t even started the term yet? She hasn’t even been accepted!

But the symptoms and the situation do fit…

Dehya returns a few moments later, sticking her head into the entrance and gesturing for them to follow her.

“I’ve figured it out while you two were sitting in good silence,” Dehya declares, leading them first to the crafts shop where she explains that in order to boost sales, they’ve been running classes on wood working and design using their products and hosting little gallery displays.

Then Dehya leads them around the street, pointing out the things she’s found out while talking to the people there. A shop a few doors down specializes in clockwork and other such machinery, partnered with Fontaine. There’s a tiny little door just underneath their display window that opens to reveal one of the two missing scenes.

A few more shops down is a little chai place, quaint and tiny, but there’s an uncle who hangs in front of the place all afternoon and is good friends with the chai shop’s owner. He’s been lending out his gramophone to the shop owner and the two uncles been playing recordings of books, mystery novels mostly. They like to argue over who the real criminal is, and talk with the other shop patrons who come by about what they think of whatever mystery is currently playing.

(“As an aside, for the one currently playing right now, I didn’t put in a guess because I already heard the ending from Lady Dunyarzad and I didn’t want to spoil it,” Dehya says, waving at the uncles inside the shop.)

And if you go a few more shop fronts down, you’ll find the book store that Collei saw from the top of the tree. The auntie of the shop has been lending the uncles from the chai places the recordings of books in exchange for the uncles over there delivering her food and snacks because she’s short on helpers and doesn’t have time to take a proper break to eat.

“And that’s where it all finishes,” Dehya says. 

“But I looked down at this place from the top of the tree earlier and I didn’t see any diorama,” Collei says, puzzled even as Dehya takes her by the shoulders and turns her around to point at a tiny little door that’s partially hidden by the grass and a strange dip-curve of the trunk by the roots.

“That’s on purpose. You’d have to come out here and take the long way around to see it,” Dehya says, squeezing Collei’s shoulders. “Clever, right?”

While Scribe Al-Haitham goes inside the shop to browse, Dehya and Collei go over to kneel down on the grass, opening the tiny set of doors causing some mechanism to activate and a little light turn on in the now-revealed scene. Several simply carved and shaped figures inside the diorama’s scene appear to be celebrating a birthday party. Or some kind of party. Collei wishes she had her kamera with her. It looks really cute.

“So, you and Al-Haitham had a talk and get the troubles out of your head? He’s good for listening to that kind of thing, you know. Then he makes you feel a little dumb by reducing your problems into the simplest statements, but at least you’re all sorted out after he puts it the right-way around.”

Collei looks up at Dehya, mouth opening in surprise.

Dehya laughs, “Oh, that’s why you wanted me to teach you to gamble. The dots are connecting. Look, kid. No one told me anything. I don’t think anyone needed to. You’re looking stressed like you’ve been on some kind of back-to-back marathon of misadventures. Something’s been on your mind, shoulders, and plate that really shouldn’t have been there. Did he help you at all? Because you look a lot less stressed than you did earlier. So either he did or you’re in some kind of shock and I’ve got to make sure you’re okay before you go home and get the General Mahamatra up in arms.”

“We talked,” Collei confirms. “I suppose I’m just surprised that uh. He was so direct about it?”

Dehya shrugs. “That’s Al-Haitham for you. It’s not a bad thing. He wasn’t rude to you, right? And he didn’t say anything that you didn’t need to hear, probably. Besides—if he wasn’t upfront with you about it, how would it ever get addressed? I bet Tighnari and Cyno are up to their ears worrying about you, but haven’t figured out how to tell it to you straight because you’re already so worried yourself and they didn’t want to make it worse.”

“Are we so obvious to everyone?” Collei asks, taking Dehya’s offered hand as they stand up. 

“The ways mentors fuss over their kids is obvious to anyone who’s ever been fussed over before,” Dehya says. “So yeah. Pretty much.” Dehya ruffles Collei’s hair. “Anyway, you feel better now, right?”

Collei nods.

“Then that’s all that matters. Do good, be good, feel good, something, something, something.” Dehya waves her hand. “I’m sure that there’s a fancier way to say it and Al-Haitham already said it. Now let’s go fish him out of the second-hand bargain bin. I talked my way down the entire street it feels like, and I’m hungry about it.”

Scribe Al-Haitham does not buy anything from the shop, but as they walk towards Lambad’s for dinner he reveals what he further found out and concluded in order to close up the mystery of the dioramas and tiny doors.

The dioramas are an informal attempt at promoting the shops involved—the craft shop and its informal classes, the machinery shop, and the bookstore.

A pair of students from the Haravatat and the Vahumana had taken the first classes in the crafts shop, and spend a decent amount of time listening to the mysteries and novel recordings at the chai place. After hearing of the struggles of the shops on the street, they came up with this little mystery that would hopefully attract people into hanging around the area or possibly asking the shop-keepers about the little doors and dioramas, slowing down foot-traffic enough that people might take an interest in the shops themselves.

The students did consult with the store owners before doing their installations, so the shop owners are aware but they’re disinclined into revealing the mystery to anyone who asks.

(“The kids worked so hard on it after all.”)

As to the final arrangement and story of the diorama—physically the arrangement of the scenes matches the fictional layout of the the story they’re pulled from. If someone were clever enough as to intuit what story the scenes were borrowed from by looking at them.

“It is a poor attempt at story telling, but an interesting attempt at marketing,” Scribe Al-Haitham concluded. “And work above the what you’d think for beginners at the craft. There could be a thesis behind this, if either student thought to refine this into a full experiment with active data gathering.”

“But they probably wont,” Dehya says even as Scribe Al-Haitham nods in agreement.

“They won’t?”

“They did it for fun and to help the people here,” Dehya says. “Not for a stuffy thesis.”

The three of them arrive at Lambad’s just in time to meet a very surprised Nilou and Madam Faruzan, who were also just going to be seated. They all combine into a larger table, with Nilou and Madam Faruzan being particularly enthusiastic to get Collei sitting next to them while Dehya and Al-Haitham start placing an order the proves just how hungry they’d gotten.

Collei finds herself surprised at their surprise, and also their enthusiasm to see her.

The two of them ask her about how she’s doing and what she’s doing and how she’s feeling because neither of them had really had a chance to talk to her in months—

Months? Collei thinks, that can’t be right. But as she flips back through her memory she discovers it is. It has been months since she’s talked to either of them for longer than a quick hello. Even with Madam Faruzan, aside from the few lessons they still have and when Collei is asking for help with formalizing the submission of this or that document, they’ve not really talked at all. No wonder they’re so excited and surprised to see her, here with Scribe Al-Haitham and the Flame-Mane Dehya of all people!

—and apparently Master Tighnari and Cyno are terrible at passing along any kind of useful information.

(“I ask the man, how is Collei? And what does he answer?” Madam Faruzan huffs, “He answers, She’s eating three balanced meals at roughly the same times a day and she sleeps very soundly without interruption. Is that what I asked? What kind of ridiculous answer—“

And that’s…probably because that’s all Master Tighnari and Cyno can say about Collei with confidence right now. Collei can’t remember the last time she talked to either of them about something that wasn’t about scheduling or work. That earlier feeling that hollows out the gut returns to Collei like her boomerang, smacking right into her.)

Every time Collei manages to tell them about this or that, the two of them react with surprise, as though it’s entirely new information to them. Nilou and Madam Faruzan drink in Collei’s updates like starved plants.

Collei talks with them about all of the snags and the frustrations she’s had. She tells them about the things she’s been doing—how she’s managed to arrange her notes so she can still read them while stretching and how the other Forest Rangers are helping her with study guides and flash cards and pop quizzes.

As she tells them about this, Collei feels all of those worries shrinking. Shrinking and shrinking and shrinking, until they feel so silly to be worried about. Even sillier than when she told some of them Scribe Al-Haitham. Maybe it’s because Madam Faruzan is nodding like she knows exactly what Collei is feeling or maybe it’s because Nilou’s offering comfort and reassurance.

Maybe it’s because this is the first time Collei’s been out or has spent a meal actually talking with people in ages.

Collei feels so much better. She feels lighter and lighter, and she eats a lot more than she thought she would eat—she had no idea she was so hungry.

And then Collei and Dehya, with the occasional correction or added detail from Scribe Al-Haitham, tell the two about the dioramas and the tiny doors and the whole mystery of the afternoon.

As Collei falls quiet to listen to Dehya take over as the lead story teller, much to the entire table’s delight, Collei meets Scribe Al-Haitham’s eyes and feels her mind touch against the lesson-not-lesson that he had turned her towards earlier.

And here, now, when faced with it and talking to it directly, Collei thinks she finally understands. now that the lesson has faces, voices, questions, and concerns that they’re laying out to her so clearly.

In the process of moving forward, of looking towards the distant and not-so-distant horizon, it is important to turn back, to look around, and to revisit the other steps taken along the way. It is important to sit and look back at those steps and absorb them, to take breaks with them, and catch your breath with them, in order to keep going forward.

The horizon isn’t going anywhere. The goal is the goal and one way or another, eventually Collei will reach it. What was Collei worrying about? 

It’s Collei who’s the one moving. It’s Collei that’s the one who changes and moves the goal, not the other way around.

It’s Collei’s life to live and enjoy. And she should definitely take the time to actually enjoy it with the people who matter in it.

-

Collei goes home feeling clearer headed than she’s felt in months and all the more energetic for it, even though it’s late in the evening and she’s spent the past several hours hanging around more people than she has in those exact same amount of months since she last felt clear headed.

Cyno is already home and as soon as Collei opens the door he’s right there, frowning—probably because he had no idea where she was because Collei’s spent the past several months either at home or at the Akademiya with no in between.

Before Cyno can say anything Collei steps forward and pulls him into a hug. Cyno immediately puts his arms around her although his surprise and growing confusion are as plain as his white hair. He pats her back in that cautious and unsure way he used to when she was younger and the both of them were more awkward about each other—like he’s looking off to the side and around for clues or hints at what he’s supposed to be doing next.

Collei gives him a good squeeze, which knocks him out of the past and into the present. Cyno squeezes back, giving her a real proper hug just like how Professor Cyrus taught them both.

He smells like cloves, like sandalwood, and a little like the oil he uses to maintain his matra gear. Collei breathes in deep, sucking in this version of home into her lungs to hold there. She didn’t realize she missed him so much.

“Are you alright?” Cyno asks, using one hand to carefully pat up and down her back and shoulders like he’s checking for bruises or broken bones.

When Collei lets him go he takes her by the shoulders and gives her a very obvious once-twice-thrice over, eyes narrowing when he doesn’t see anything obviously wrong. Collei can pretty much literally see him going through a checklist in his head, the General Mahamatra getting to work at solving the mystery.

“Is there someone I should be talking to right about now?”

Collei shakes her head. “Just me, if you feel a need to talk to someone. I just missed seeing you is all.”

Cyno’s expression immediately softens. Although the concern still lingers. Cyno raises his hand to lightly ruffle her hair—careful to avoid her hair clips and pins.

“Have you eaten?”

“I did. I ate out with some friends. I have to tell you all about it! And I’m good. Honest. I really am. You don’t need to look so worried.”

“I missed you too,” Cyno says. “And I’m glad that you’re well.”

The two of them sit in the front room as Collei tells Cyno about her eventful day that started off so stressful and ended up so peaceful. She skips broad strokes of the middle part though—the part with the revelations and lessons. Cyno doesn’t need to know about those. 

Cyno nods along as he listens and surprises her at the end by asking if she knows which book the dioramas were based on.

“I forgot to ask,” Collei says. She was to tangled up in the events happening and the things that both the Flame-Mane and Scribe Al-Haitham said, and then later on the mix of the three of them and Nilou and Madam Faruzan that Collei forgot about the actual story the dioramas were trying to tell.

“Next time,” Cyno says, “Or perhaps I’ll investigate it myself. Or send Professor Cyrus after it. The man needs to do something that isn’t in his garden or kitchen.”

Collei goes to her room, the energy that’s gathered in her over the evening still going strong. She stands in the doorway of her room, looking at it and what it’s become. 

It looks like some kind of library exploded in here. Books and study guides and notes and flash cards everywhere. And she’s sure it’s even worse back in her cabin in Gandharva Ville! 

Collei finds herself frowning. This isn’t how this place is supposed to look. This room isn’t meant to look so…taken over by work. It’s not a work room. It’s not a study. This isn’t a lab.

This is the room that’s supposed to be a home for Layla’s embroidery hoop and Collei’s photographs. This is the room that Cyno made for her and the room that only just recently Collei made into her own.

Collei gets to work, sweeping up swaths of paper and study materials into her arms to uncover that room once more. How did all of this take over so thoroughly?

It’s just an exam, Collei reminds herself. It’s not a lifestyle.

Collei sets aside all of those study materials to organize and put in proper places that aren’t everywhere tomorrow.

From the bottom of Collei’s travel bag, Collei unearths her neglected notebook. She’s been carrying it around everywhere but not working on it—which caused it to drift down to the very bottom of her bag.

The travel and handling has causing the edges and corners to fold and get a little soft. But that’s just another sign of the living. It seems like those signs match the contents of the notebook, so Collei can’t say it’s a bad thing. 

(Collei keeps the notebook with her rather than leaving it in one of her homes because even though Master Tighnari and Cyno would never actively go through her things, she worries that they might see it by accident. And it would break their hearts to see any single part of this notebook of living. And hasn’t Collei already given the both of their hearts a workout over the past several years? In Professor Cyrus’ words, it would be very unfilial.)

Collei sits on her bed, angling the light so she can read through it. She used to write a few notes on different parts of it every so often, but Collei can literally see the exact moment she stopped. It was a clear and decisive sudden stop right when she submitted her formal application for the Akademiya entrance exam and she started all of that prep work. 

Collei flips through the pages, running her fingers over the softened folds that have become part of the pages from when they’ve accidentally gotten closed up on each other without being straightened out, and the dog-ears that she worried until the corners were about to tear right off. Collei reads through her writing, following along with the Collei of months and months ago as she puzzled through balancing out wanting and needing, trying and wasting, curiosity and sense.

Collei runs her thumb underneath the question on that front page, and she looks down the steps she had started writing to answer that question.

And they really are just like steps, Collei realizes. The steps of living, that is. They’re like a ladder, maybe. You can go up and down them, but you have to go through each one every time. You can’t just skip one to arrive at the other side of the ladder.

You have to keep at it—you have to keep leaving the marks. You have to keep following what you want. You have to keep after all of those other lessons that built off of each other and got all intertwined with each other. You’ve got to circle back to them—or maybe you have to carry them with you.

As Collei reads through her notebook, Collei realizes that she already knew that before. 

Collei knew the value of spending time with others, of cherishing moments and breaks and letting plans be derailed by the present because the present only comes around the one time. But somewhere between then and now, Collei got ahead of herself. 

And she let her head get so full of things that she forgot that important lesson, even though she had carried it with her in her heart along with the Eleazar and the thoughts of after as though all three were part of the blood.

Somehow, in the process of moving forward, Collei ended up moving backwards.

Collei groans, flopping backwards, starfishing out as she holds her notebook above herself, staring at it and all of the things she’d thought she’d understood or was at least on her way to understanding.

All of that studying for what? She’s feeling pretty stupid right now.

Knowing how to value time with others in comparison to time being used practically is something she learned ages ago, with the Eleazar. And didn’t the lessons in this book reinforce the point? That waste is only a matter of perspective and priorities?

Why was Collei rushing and pushing herself so hard that her priorities got knocked around?

Yes, she wants to be a Forest Ranger and a doctor. But that’s because those are steps in the greater goal of helping people. And who was Collei helping running around like an agitated Shroom Boar these past few months?

If Collei really was so underprepared someone would’ve told her flat out. Master isn’t the type to coddle when it comes to things like that. Collei knows that.

“I’d rather someone’s feelings or pride get a little hurt than their bodies getting hurt when launching into something they aren’t ready for,” he’s said time and time again. 

And Collei isn’t on a time limit anymore. Collei’s health is going to stay good if she takes care of herself. She’s not facing her body shutting down little by little. She’s not facing a terminal sentence. Collei has time to go through the things she needs to go through.

No matter what Collei does to prepare, she’d still be spending roughly the same amount of years in training. The mandatory work and practical hours for certification to sit the final licensing exam aren’t going to decrease just because she places high in placement. Shouldn’t Collei be pacing herself for that?

Scholarship is a marathon, not a race, she’s been told time and time again. So who was she trying to race?

And doesn’t Collei—with her new release from her terminal diagnosis and her ever expanding world—have pretty much infinite paths forward and ways to reach her goal? If Collei fails or falls short, she has the time to try again. Aren’t there scholars who spend literal decades of their lives following a single theory only to find that their hypothesis was wrong at the very end? 

But Collei only has the one shot at living her one life. These moments with her friends and family only ever pass once. Collei knew that before, and she lived that lesson every day with care. How did she forget it?

What is the point of working so hard to be someone who can help people, who can return the good that was given, if the people she wants to help and the people she wants to return the goodness to can’t even see her and miss her so much that they joke about only seeing her at the doctor’s office?

What is the point in all of this work, like Dehya said, if Collei isn’t going to enjoy any part of it?

Collei rolls over, reaching for her night stand drawer and pulling out the pen she keeps there for any sudden late-night questions and thoughts she’s got to write down before falling asleep. 

And underneath those other steps that Collei had forgotten in her haste, she writes—


  Step Four: Take the long way around. And enjoy it!


-

As Collei takes Step Four to heart while also refreshing herself on all of the steps she took leading up to it, Collei realizes and truly feels how worried everyone was about her. And how much they missed her.

It feels like now that she’s been reminded of this important—crucial and critical, even—part of living like some kind of bubble she didn’t knew existed has popped. Sounds, colors, smells…all of it returns to Collei in a rush of color that sits in the heart and fills her lungs, her eyes, her mouth, her ears in a dazzling array that makes something inside of her sting a little.

Look how much she missed with her head down, staring at flash cards and with her nose buried in study guides.

Collei had even fallen behind on her written correspondences.

Collei sets aside an entire afternoon to carefully read through all the letters from her friends that she had only briefly skimmed or hadn’t even opened—pushing it off for later, later, later. 

Guilt swells in her as she reads through those letters that paint the days of her friends and family in places she can’t see them. The letters from all the corners of Teyvat are stitched together with the common theme of well wishes for her exams—good luck wishes, reassurances about how she’s definitely going to pass, test-taking tips, and the reassurance that Collei can take all the time she needs to respond because they all know she must be so busy right now. 

How really, really incredibly lucky Collei is to have lived a life with so many amazing people in it. These are the people she wants to return that good to, these are the people who’s example she wants to follow in living and giving.

So Collei pushes all that guilt away as she takes up paper and pen and starts to write her own responses. And she takes her time with it too, pausing to think over what she wants to say and how she wants to say it. She encloses dried flowers and little sketches she’s been doing during her patrol breaks and to relax and unwind. She writes slowly, carefully—making sure all of her letters are as neat as they can be and that she’s saying exactly what she wants to say the best that she can.

When Collei is in Sumeru City, she admires Layla’s embroidery hoop and turns towards the project that had been pushed by the wayside while she was prepping for her exams and getting all of her admissions paperwork in order.

Collei goes down to the market to talk with Sister Safiyah—who gives Collei an entire earful about how the General Mahamatra is very poor at relaying other people’s business.

“He is called the Judicator of Secrets sometimes,” Collei says in Cyno’s defense.

Sister Safiyah, in the middle of upending a giant basket of fabric she’s been faithfully keeping for Collei, rolls her eyes and tosses her hands up. “And what’s the state secret about whether or not you’re still alive, huh? What’s the mystery for? Now—what’s your current project and what are we looking for?”

“It’s actually an old one, very overdue,” Collei answers, pulling out the quilt she had started for Layla and spreading it out for Sister Safiyah and some of the other familiar customers of Sister Safiyah’s shop to gather around and start thinking and puzzling over.

Collei and Sister Safiyah and all of those other familiar faces spend the entire afternoon going through Sister Safiyah’s stock of fabric, holding up bits and pieces, considering patterns and backings and padding. They talk about threads and they talk about each other. Collei learns some new stitches that she practices on some scraps that not even Sister Safiyah can sell and Collei gets directions to a shop for a new set of needles that are better for quilting and punching through layers of fabric.

On another day when Collei is in Sumeru City, Collei and Nilou go to one of the arts and crafts classes that Nilou’s florist hosts. And then in the afternoon, Collei brings Nilou to the craft class that the little shop next to the chai and gear shops hosts. They don’t make anything nearly as complex as a diorama, but they have a lot of fun making paper puppets that Nilou takes to bring to the theater for the kids to play with.

Collei spends two full days in her room in Sumeru City refreshing it, tidying it up, reorganizing it, and making it fully her own again after letting it fall apart into a strange mess of study guides and financial planning and scheduling.

Back in Gandharva Ville Collei spends a solid week doing the same to her own cabin. She reorganizes all of her sewing supplies, she checks over her plants which were a little bit neglected but rally pretty well after she apologizes and carefully starts the work of undoing months of neglect with a few days worth of pruning, repotting, and re-arranging for optimal light and wind.

Collei sews with her legs dangling over the edge of the wooden walkway in front of her house, and she brings her sewing to Master Tighnari’s to work on after dinner while they’re catching up on this and that.

It takes Collei a lot less time to finish Layla’s quilt than she thought. And when Collei meets up with Layla to give it to her, Layla nearly cries. At first Collei thought it was because Layla was in the middle of going through one of her particularly stressful cycles of academic struggles. And then she thought it was because maybe she really has been a poor friend these past few months.

Then Layla said, “A lot of things are going on right now but you showing up and giving this to me made all of that look like nothing at all. Now my brain is confused about whether I’m happy or sad, stressed or not-stressed, or some brand new axis of emotions.”

And Collei knew that everything was going to be fine so she tossed the quilt around Layla’s head and shoulders.

(“I can’t cry on this,” Layla sniffles, determined as she stares up at the sky to try and stop the tears from falling. “I’d have to wash it after and I want to use it right now. Do you know how long it takes to do laundry in the dorms?”

Collei pats Layla’s back and tries to think of a distraction that won’t have Layla crying. “You could ask to borrow someone else’s laundry room. I don’t think Madam Faruzan or Nilou would mind. I could even take it for you.”

“The idea of you taking my laundry to wash at the General Mahamatra’s house does something in my brain,” Layla replies. But at least she isn’t on the verge of tears anymore.)

While running an errand for Sage Naphis to deliver something to Professor Cyrus (she has a feeling she’s unknowingly taking part in a prank war between the two of them, although neither of them would call it that or admit to her being part of it), Collei runs into Scribe Al-Haitham who appears to be waiting for Master Kaveh to stop arguing with the butcher. 

Or maybe he’s just watching the two going back and forth over the best bones for making stock and having a good time watching.

Collei stands next to him, watching Master Kaveh and the butcher going at it, before she speaks.

“Thank you for your advice, Scribe Al-Haitham.” 

It’s a long overdue thanks, but Collei doesn’t think Scribe Al-Haitham is the type of person to mind that one way or another. Unless he’s being difficult on purpose but Collei doesn’t think she’s given him any reason to be difficult. 

True to Collei’s guess, Scribe Al-Haitham shrugs a shoulder. “While I am glad that you listened, no thanks is needed. I was only reminding you of something you already knew. And it was something you would have eventually confronted on your own, one way or another.”

“But you pointing it out then saved me a lot of time and a lot of grief, so I’ll be thankful for you anyway,” Collei says, looking up at him. “And I’m curious.”

“You are your master’s apprentice. Go on.”

“Why did you help me back then?”

“It seemed unlikely that anyone else was going to speak up about the issue considering the sensitivity of the subject and the parties involved. However, that kind of situation is the sort that you have to address sooner rather than later. Much like your habit of apologizing for things that aren’t yours to apologize for. And the more bluntly the issue is addressed, the better.”

Collei can’t think of very many people who are consistently as head-on direct and blunt as Scribe Al-Haitham can be. Talk about the right tool for the right job.

“There was a problem at hand that had the potential to become a larger problem for several people I know and work with regularly, so I addressed the part of it that I could.” Scribe Al-Haitham waves a hand dismissively. “You’re the one who did the actual work of fixing it. Think less on whatever role you think I had in it. I would wager that there are much more important things for you to spend your effort on. Like what’s about to happen to you right now.”

Master Kaveh and the butcher both spot Collei before she can ask what that’s supposed to mean. 

Collei finds out exactly what Scribe Al-Haitham means. She’s immediately drawn into a discussion about bone broth that she really has no qualifications to be taking part in. So Collei just repeats something she heard Professor Cyrus saying once and that has both the butcher and Master Kaveh going quiet and looking at her in sympathy.

“You grew up eating food made by a chemist,” Master Kaveh sighs. “A chemist on one side and a mycologist on the other.”

The butcher reaches over the counter to give Collei a giant container. “Here. Real broth made the right and proper way without the stuff that academics like to toss at it. Drink this. Get big. Be strong.”

Back in Gandharva Ville, Collei starts hanging around Master Tighnari a lot. Even when she’s off shift and while he’s on his or while he’s in the middle of doing his research. She follows around, handing him this or that tool or piece of paper. After years of doing this, Collei knows exactly what to get him before he’s even reaching out for it or thinking of asking for it.

“It’s not that I don’t appreciate the extra help or the extra hands.”

“But?”

Master Tighnari pauses, setting down the vials he was comparing the viscosity of to give her a funny look. 

“I’m having really vivid flashbacks right now to when you were a kid and following me around everywhere, with your little notebook and pencil trying to take notes on everything I was doing. It was really cute and now I’m feeling really old and sentimental. Even though I’m not old. Where’d that little kid go and where did this extremely observant and helpful lab assistant who’s correcting me on what batch I’m on and pre-filling out my labels come from? Remember when you’d try to be sneaky about figuring how to spell things or getting me to explain what words mean without directly asking?”

Collei very pointedly slips her current notebook off the table and into her waist pouch. The tip of Master Tighnari’s tail flicks like a laugh.

“I never did that. And I wasn’t that little. I was malnourished is all.”

“Mhm. Sure, sure. Remember when you’d learn new words and write them over and over in a notebook to make sure you didn’t forget the spelling and had me quiz you—”

“I never did that! Go back to your experiment, haven’t you been waiting to examine the results of this batch all morning already?”

Master Tighnari turns back to his experiments in a way that means he’s indulging her, but he keeps glancing over at her every so often when his work gives him the freedom not to be looking directly at what’s in his hands.

“What? Is something on my face? My hair?” Collei had tried braiding part of her hair the way that Madam Faruzan showed her ages ago, but her fingers aren’t very good at it yet and things might have gotten turned around as Collei was working her way from the front to the back. 

She wasn’t too worried about how it looked because her only plans for the day had been to help Master Tighnari with his work. Her main concern was that her hair was secure and out of her face because lab safety is essential. 

(Now there’s a lesson that Collei’s got engrained into her bones, the back of her eyelids, and in her sleep if she were the type to sleep talk. She’s never forgetting it. If reincarnation is real Collei thinks she’ll come around again with both Master Tighnari and Cyno’s lab safety rules still with her.)

“I’m going to be blunt about it. Collei you’ve been…otherwise occupied with a lot of other things lately. Understandably so. Aside from your morning check-in before patrol and when you had mandatory work with me I barely saw you. The only times we talked outside of Forest Watcher related duties were for you to ask me questions about things in your study guides and for help filing out forms. Now you’re spending your entire day hanging out with me while I do personal experiments? What’s going on here? Not that I don’t want you around, I always do—but the sudden switch has me worried. Is everything alright? Did something happen in Sumeru City? Did someone tell you something strange? Was there a problem with the admissions office?”

Guilt punches up in Collei’s stomach.

“Does something have to be wrong?” She asks, meeting Master Tighnari’s gaze head on. “It’s just like you said, Master. I’ve barely seen you outside of mandatory check-ins and me asking you questions about the exam. I missed you. I missed talking to you. Yes. Something happened when I was in Sumeru City.”

When Collei said that she missed him, Master Tighnari looked very sad. But the second that Collei says that second part Master Tighnari’s ears and tail go stiff and his brow begins to furrow, like he’s about to pull out his bow, take aim, and shoot someone all the way from Gandharva Ville.

It’s Master Tighnari, so it might work. But Collei would rather leave that experiment for another day. Ideally when she has more medical training and also Cyno on hand to help make sure Master Tighnari doesn’t get arrested. 

Master Tighnari could probably talk himself out of being arrested, actually. Or maybe he’d talk himself into being arrested. Again, this is an experiment for another Collei, one who’s got a lot more experience and confidence under the belt. And isn’t about to enter medical school.

“When I was in Sumeru City, I realized just how much I was going to be missing you,” Collei says. 

Her personal revelations can stay personal. Although she thinks that Master Tighnari would appreciate Scribe Al-Haitham and the Flame-Mane giving Collei a nudge along the way, Collei would rather keep the details of that encounter to herself. At least the details not related to the puzzle of the dioramas and the shops along the street. 

“Master, you don’t know how many times I wished you were there with me to complain out-loud about how all the sense has flown away like birds at dusk. Sometimes I’d find myself looking around and wondering if I had somehow walked into a comedy sketch because the situations I found myself in were unreal. But no one else was saying anything, they were acting like what they hadn’t just said or done wasn’t completely weird. I kept thinking some of the people I was talking to would go ‘just kidding!’ but they never did.”

Master Tighnari relaxes entirely, a laugh pulling at the corner of his mouth.

“Yeah, you’re going to have to get used to that feeling,” he says. “Or. You know. Just tell them that they’re being ridiculous and backwards, and how to proceed with sense.”

“I’m not you. I don’t think it would go over nearly as well if it’s me doing that.”

“Only one way to find out.”

Collei spends her days in Gandharva Ville relaxing while she can. It feels like she’s trying to commit this place to memory and she is. She’s going to be leaving it for a very long time. She’ll try to visit and if she can she wants to try and get her working hours out here. But she has a feeling that it won’t be nearly enough or the same.

She admires her plants, she only had them for a short while. But she’s found people to take them in so she doesn’t have to put them back in one of the communal greenhouses or get rid of them entirely. Master Tighnari’s promised to take care of a lot of them, although she’s hoping that this won’t involve him using experimental fertilizer.

Sometimes Collei sits on the wooden walkway outside of her house and sketches the things she sees. Her drawings aren’t very good, but she thinks they’re getting better. These sketches are broken up by drawings of possible Cuilein-Anbar’s that she won’t be having the time to make. But it’s always been fun to think up new designs.

She patches up a few minor tears and holes on her current Cuilein-Anbar, and finishes up some of the sewing projects she’d left neglected.

Collei presses flowers and dries interesting looking plants. She experiments with arranging them together and then pressing them, or pressing them and then mixing them up like pieces of puzzles.

Sometimes she slips the flowers and plants between the pages of her notebook on life. She thinks that it’s pretty fitting to have them there. When Collei goes back to review that singular question and its simple but careful answers, she touches her fingers to the flowers and the leaves, the little bits of life she’s placed between pages as examples and reminders. The pages borrow some of the sweet, powdery smell that some of the flowers have, and the smell of it—the feel of it in the nose—draws Collei in.

Collei spends time playing with the dogs, feeding them and helping Amir with some of the training exercises like hiding things for them to sniff out or setting up obstacle courses. She visits the messenger birds and feeds them berries and nuts, and listens to the chatter some of the Dusk Birds have learned, dotting the softer cooing of the pigeons.

When she can she has lunch in one of the common eating areas with the other Forest Rangers. She makes a point to have dinner with Master Tighnari, even if she’s bringing one of her papers or notecard sets with her. She helps him cook and listens to him complain about this or that because she knows she’s going to miss this.

No one complains like Master Tighnari does. Collei feels smarter after listening to Master complain.

Collei takes the time to really feel her physical therapy stretches and exercises, rather than trying to rush through them or multi-task while doing them.

When Collei is in Sumeru City she goes to visit Professor Cyrus on her own, helping him in his garden and attempting to eat all of the food that he keeps giving her. He tells her stories about Cyno and Sister Lisa and Collei tries to give him some of her own, although she doesn’t have nearly as many. 

She doesn’t have the time to keep going to the market as often as she used to, but Collei tries to stop in at least once a week even if it’s just to say hello to Sister Safiyah. 

It’s amazing the things that Collei sees and notices when she doesn’t have her head down, mind focused somewhere else, with a ring of notecards or a notebook in front of her nose.

The thing is that Collei hasn’t stopped studying or practicing or prepping for what’s about to come next. Collei can’t do that in good conscience. 

Because Collei is still too slow at reading and answering multiple choice questions. She still has a hard time with the essay portions and interpreting what’s being asked of her correctly, consistently. Collei still gets the spelling for a lot of the technical words wrong in ways that turn them into other words which make her entire answer inexcusably wrong.

These are things Collei still has to work on. The difficulties she has with this kind of academic scholarship aren’t going to go away unless she works on overcoming them.

And Collei knows that no matter how she gets placed after the exam, she’ll still be somewhat behind and also weirdly ahead of all of her peers because of her unconventional education. There will be things that they’re already used to that she’s just starting to get familiar with, and the chances of Collei’s own practical experience coming in useful probably won’t happen until way later in training.

Collei also knows that once she formally starts her studies and enters the Akademiya her entire way of life is going to be turned upside down and it’s probably going to have her feeling unsettled for a long while, until she can get used to things again. And that’s definitely going to make it harder on her, on top of everything else.

So yes, Collei still has to study. She still has to do the practice exams. Collei still keeps the ring of notecards or flash card packs in her bag to pull out during quieter moments. Collei is still going through study guides and going through old copies of exams.

It’s just that Collei is no longer letting any of those worries, those fears, push and shove her into that small little path with her head down and mind floating away anymore.

She is no longer letting those worries and fears become her life, blocking out all the other parts of it.

Collei gives it a time. She gives it a place. She doesn’t let it swallow her up again. She gives it the attention it needs, no more and no less. Just like she does for everything else in her life.

She’s not sure if it’s because they’ve noticed her change in attitude or if someone gave them a separate talking to, but the other Forest Rangers aren’t quizzing her as much anymore when they see her. Instead they’re telling her about things she’s missed while she was away—fun stories and anecdotes, or pulling her over to show her the latest development in an experiment or something she might not have noticed with her reduced patrol schedule.

It’s the same when Collei is in Sumeru City. Sometimes when Collei is walking through the Akademiya one of the matra will stop her and ask her how she’s doing and let her know about this or that interesting public seminar she missed while away or something weird going on with Cyno that they think she should know about. 

The matra have been approaching her more now that she’s been spending more time in Sumeru City. It startled her at first. The matra generally stay clear of her unless they have official business.  

She’s wondering if Cyno gave his matra a talking to or if this is them picking things up on their own. Considering that this is the matra and that they’ve got eyes and ears everywhere and how they work, she wouldn’t be surprised if they decided to start talking to her and looping her in on their gossip on their own.

It’s kind of like how some of the other Forest Rangers—and some of the Forest Watchers too—are used to coming to Collei to tell her if Master Tighnari’s in an especially distracted mood or to give her little heads-up warnings about things. It’s a lot like it, actually. 

She supposes that she’s got the next several years to learn more and get used to it. And she’s starting by learning some of their names.

Things are feeling…well. Not easier. Collei doesn’t think it’s going to get easier until things get harder and she looks back and, like Master Kaveh once said, starts thinking that the things she’d left behind are cute in comparison to the things ahead of her.

Things don’t get easier.

Collei still has moments where she’s so stressed and anxious she can’t fall asleep or she finds herself scratching the pock-marks where her body couldn’t fully recover from the Eleazar. Sometimes Collei gets so anxious that she has to crouch down with her head in her hands and breathe deep, or sit near someone like Master Tighnari or Cyno or one of her friends among the Forest Rangers, or even go find Amir and his dogs to help clear her head until the anxiety is back to manageable.

These moments come up even more as Collei’s general exam date gets closer and closer. Somehow time is moving both horribly slow and also scarily fast.

But Collei would say that she feels better. Physically and mentally she feels better. 

The weight of the future isn’t so heavy. It’s not as overwhelming. Now that it isn’t everything she’s doing at all hours of the day, it’s not nearly as overwhelming and daunting as it seemed to  be.

With other things to think and focus on—like Layla getting ready to go back to her home village and trying to figure out how many luggage’s she’s going to end up coming back with and the odds of her family making her bring back a literal cart full of fruits and vegetables for her friends in Sumeru City, or Madam Faruzan and Master Kaveh having an academic disagreement over a single line of code that keeps coming up every time the two of them are in the same room, or Scribe Al-Haitham and Cyno getting a sudden interest in board games of all things but only examining rule books for them—Collei finds it easier to walk away from the problems that seemed to loom over her like mountains or rotted trees. 

And when she can’t walk away from a problem she still finds it easier to bear and go through—the mountain becomes a steep but climbable hill, and the rotting tree is really just an overgrown shrub in need of a couple of whacks with a machete or some dedicated time with a clipper.

There is relief and reassurance to be found in taking refuge in the different paths and pockets of life.

Collei returns from one of those pockets now, much later than she thought she would be.

In Collei’s defense, Master Kaveh and Madam Faruzan had almost come to an agreement that would have put a nice punctuation on the imporomptu meeting. Except they both turned to Scribe Al-Haitham and he must have brought up something that neither of them had considered when they were considering their agreement. Because as soon as he said what he said—and Collei has no idea what they’re talking about, this is some level of machine coding way beyond what she’s learned and practiced with Karkata—both Master Kaveh and Madam Faruzan looked like they’d been made to drink one of Master Tighnari’s extra-special vitamin boosters.

(Collei’s only had to drink one of those once and that was enough for her to learn her lesson on why a balanced diet and appropriately prescribed vitamin supplements should be followed on a consistent basis. Master Tighnari might make the booster to help the body, but he also makes it to teach the mind an unforgettable lesson.)

Collei thought she was going to be stuck there listening to the three of them going back and  forth about coding for the rest of the night. Thankfully Nilou came in and helped Collei make an opportunity to escape, switching places with her at the table.

As Collei fled Lambad’s and the ongoing argument, Nilou gave her a wink and a thumbs up and Collei mentally vowed to make something nice for Nilou as her next project. Maybe a bag for Nilou to put her stage accessories? 

Collei returns home to find Cyno and Master Tighnari sitting together in the front room, in the middle of discussing something very intently. Whether this is something about their work, something about their mentors, something about Collei, or something entirely different she doesn’t know.

But when Collei comes into the house the two of them look over to her, smiling and relaxing—giving their welcome to her in their own ways.

“An hour longer and I would’ve set Cyno after you,” Master Tighnari says. “I hope you’ve eaten.”

“I did. Sort of,” Collei says, telling them about her dinner plans that ran over, the tangle that is two Haravatat scholars and a Kshahrewar discussing machine coding, and Nilou’s clutch rescue. And she tells them about all the events that led up to that, too.

Collei had been studying for most of the morning. 

But she’d also made a promise with Layla that they’d spend part of the day together doing commissions. Layla’s saving up money before she goes home to buy some gifts for her family. And she’s had her eye on a new scroll carrier for some of her prized star-charts. Collei could also probably stock up on the pocket-money since she won’t be working for a while.

Collei had a lot of fun. The commissions were all pretty easy, and they even caught Brother Sethos while he was out. He offered them some tips and pointed them in the direction of some ripening fruits, then he treated them all to late lunch while they caught up on things. Brother Sethos had a lot of questions about the enrolling process in the Akademiya, although he insisted that he was more curious about the process than actually going through it himself. 

Afterwards he took Layla to go look at leather because she’d mentioned the scroll case and he said he could probably make one just as good but cheaper if they just went and bought some materials. That got Layla’s eyes sparkling and Collei waved them goodbye. She’d meant to go home but that’s when Scribe Al-Haitham caught her on his way to late-afternoon tea and coffee meeting with Madam Faruzan and Master Kaveh.

She’s not quite sure how it happened, but one thing led to another and then she was in a three-way discussion as an observer. 

“That’s the experience when it comes to the Haravatat,” Cyno agreed.

“The Haravatat in general or just Al-Haitham?” Master asked, causing Cyno to raise his hand flat, turning his wrist. A little of this, a little of that.

“Well, in any case, welcome home. You’ve had one exciting day. Any room in you for dinner? Or are you full up on the back-and-forth and all the tea you probably drank to avoid having to say anything that would get you directly into the trouble of being in the cross-hairs of two Haravatat and a Kshahrewar?”

“It wasn’t just tea. I also had some pastry.” A lot of pastry. Madam Faruzan just kept ordering and ordering and ordering in between arguing…

“Sage Naphis invited Professor Cyrus and some of their old colleagues out for diner tonight,” Cyno explains. 

“Naturally, that means Cyno and I are invited. And if you want to…”

Master Tighnari and Cyno exchange one of those looks of theirs, that speaks a lot of things without actually saying anything at all. 

Collei has had years growing with this look, the two of them are like siblings or a tree and a vine with how they grew together. Although Collei can’t catch everything that these looks can mean or say or get across, she’s fairly good at getting parts of it.

And the part that Collei gets from this look is apprehension. The two of them are nervous about inviting her out, guilty, too.

It’s that look that Collei remembers from weeks and weeks ago, when Dehya and Scribe Al-Haitham were asking Collei if she had the time to explore the mystery of the dioramas with them, and fully expected her to say no.

Collei’s own guilt returns to her like her own boomerang, but Collei catches it before it can hurt. She doesn’t let it hit her.

After all, Collei can still choose. Collei can still say—

“Yes!” Collei jumps to her feet, over-balancing and swaying a little. Both Master and Cyno reach out to steady her at the same time. “Let me just change into fresher clothes and wash my face. I stink.”

As Collei hurries down the hallway to do just that she remembers to turn around and call back to them, “And I’m home!”

  



5. Lesson Five: Keep Going!

Summary for the Chapter:
            There’s a faint prickling sensation on her eyes and at the back of her neck, right over her seal. There’s a feeling of lightness in all of her limbs, an absence of heaviness that sometimes she forgets she’s supposed to be getting used to by now—this many months after the cure and through physical therapy. She presses her fingertips into the wood, feeling the worn wood grain and the chips and rounded edges.

There’s a sharp pain in Collei’s chest that has her sinking her teeth into her bottom lip before she draws in a big, deep breath that seems to fill her all the way down to her toes in her good leather shoes.

 


  You’re going to live. And you’re going to learn.


 

And Collei promises that sharp-faced child from years ago, the person that the Collei of now grew out from, I’m going to take care of you.

          


    
    For all of that preparation taking the exams was nothing. It was over in the blink of an eye, it feels like.

Collei kind of feels disappointed. All of that hard work, anxiety, and prepping for that?

The general exam was only six hours and Collei didn’t get a perfect score, but it was still a passing one. And for the placement exam Collei managed to answer all of the questions without running out of time, and she placed right around where everyone thought she’d place. No surprises involved in any part of it, which is exactly how Collei was hoping it was going to be.

Collei pretty much takes the exams then immediately gets to packing and moving most of her things to Sumeru City to fill up all of those still-empty spaces in Cyno’s house.

She officially starts handing off her duties to the other Forest Rangers, tying up and coming to closes on her personal projects and distributes her plants to the people who’d volunteered to look after them for her. 

Collei signs up for all of her classes. The only trouble was that Collei decided to push in a low level general course from the Vahumana on philosophy.

“But you completed all your general requirements already,” Master Tighnari had said, puzzled when she’d started looking through entry-level general requirement courses that shouldn’t be too much trouble.

“I know,” Collei said as she circled possible courses to sign up for, remembering Scribe Al-Haitham’s advice to her from weeks and months ago. “It wouldn’t hurt, though. It’ll be nice to have something to think about that isn’t related to my courses. And my first semester course load isn’t so bad. It’s more lectures than actual practical rotations, and I’ve got the internship at the pharmaceutical greenhouse.”

That one is apparently going to be a paid internship, which was a change that happened very last-minute. She’s nearly entirely sure that’s got to do with something Master Tighnari mentioned off-hand to Sage Naphis after Professor Cyrus said something along the lines of how all the Spantamad interns working in the material handling sections get paid. 

(“That was a lie, Professor,” Cyno had said when Master Tighnari left to use the washroom. He did not sound particularly upset about the lie.

“Obviously. Who pays interns if they’re only working material storage and maintenance? Tighnari knows that,” Professor Cyrus said, finishing peeling a mango and handing it to Collei as though she hadn’t already eaten one on top of everything else he’d given her for lunch. “But he’s going to be using it to give Naphis a nudge, anyway. And Naphis knows that, too, but he’s not going to let the chance to attempt to show up the other darshans go. I’m improving the quality of life for all of the interns. Imagine how your case-load is going to go down now that those poor suckers are getting paid to be miserable.”

“Does that mean I would have been a poor sucker?” Collei asks.

“No, because now you’re going to be paid.”)

Master gave her one of those looks he does when she’s done something he didn’t expect her to do, and it’s making him feel a whole hive of buzzing things right in the chest. He’s been giving her that look a lot in the past few months.

Once she finished circling all of the low-level general courses she thought she might be able to handle, Master reached over and took it, making his own marks on the page before he gave it that same look he gave Collei. Then he sighed, rueful, corner of his mouth pulling up into a lop-sided grin.

“I guess I need to go ask another job from Al-Haitham.”

But Scribe Al-Haitham, true to form, had already thought ahead and had already made a list of all the possible course combinations Collei could take including general courses that would balance with Collei’s workload and the other classes she had intended on taking.

“And you wonder why people never leave you alone to get things done for them,” Master Tighnari said, flipping through the pages upon pages of possible combinations and summaries for things to expect, course-load average, and materials needed per semester. “Do you actually do any work during your meetings or do you just do things like this?”

“It’s more productive than paying attention during the meetings,” Scribe Al-Haitham answered. “Sometimes I solve puzzles. They’re usually much more stimulating than the contents of the meetings and require more of my attention.”

“You’re going to make Nahida and Cyno cry. Spare their feelings by putting in the pretense of paying attention, at least.”

“And they can’t spare my feelings by letting me do my normal duties without roping me into meetings that don’t involve me or require my presence at all?”

“The three of you are one special…something.”

So Collei looked through the course guide that Scribe Al-Haitham had done up for her and she signed up for a class combination that he’d measured as somewhat difficult to manage time-wise, but was easy on daily homework, had fewer exams overall, and focused more on larger long-term projects for grading.

Collei’s classes are all signed up for. She has her list of materials and her syllabus for each class. She’s gotten all of her textbooks and all of the required materials for each class. 

Collei’s walked the Akademiya to figure out the best route to get from class to class, as well as how to get from there to the labs, the House of Daena, and the greenhouse where she’ll be doing her (now paid) internship. 

She’s even gotten her official Akademiya uniform and everything.

It feels like literally everyone in Gandharva Ville got a picture of themselves posing with her in that new uniform. One of the Forest Rangers who volunteered to take on some of Collei’s plants while she’s away even stitched up a version of Cuilein-Anbar with an Akademiya uniform of its own. 

It’s non-functional, of course, and some of the proportions and details are off. But Collei couldn’t help but burst into laughter when she saw it, holding it up and to herself. It wasn’t laughter because it was funny. It was just—happy.

Collei was just happy.

“I think you wear the uniform better,” Master Tighnari said, ruffling her hair while Collei kept on laughing. 

That Cuilein-Anbar came with Collei to Sumeru City and now sits on one of her shelves with pride. Collei moved Layla’s embroidery hoop to sit in its lap. The two look like an excellent pair.

When Collei finishes moving her things to Sumeru City, Master Tighnari comes along too.

That’s a weird way of phrasing it. Master Tighnari is not part of Collei’s move. No, wait. He is. But not like that—he’s not part of the things moving to Sumeru City.

Master Tighnari’s been helping her move this entire time, carrying boxes and reminding Collei of this or that to bring over, making lists of what they should buy in the city rather than bring over from Gandharva Ville, and helping Collei go through all of the stuff she’s somehow gathered over the course of living. 

It reminds Collei a lot of when she was helping Layla move, almost a whole year ago. Collei doesn’t have nearly as much stuff, and she already has a decent amount of things in Cyno’s house since she’s been spending so much time here. But there’s a lot that needs to be brought over anyway.

The room, which was once so spare that it was basically a guest room for all that it was Collei’s, is utterly transformed. Collei kind of wishes she thought to take before and after pictures. But back when this room was bare, Collei was a different person with an entire different set of thoughts and perspectives. 

That Collei never would have imagined that she would later have a life so full to bursting with things, or that she would be staying in Sumeru City so long for a goal that had been so far off, now at the fingertips.

Master Tighnari’s helping of her move extends beyond Collei’s room, which Collei and Cyno both think is very funny.

Whenever Collei brings another box or bag of things from Gandharva Ville to Sumeru City, with Master Tighnari following after, Master Tighnari turns to nitpicking at the rest of Cyno’s house. As though Master Tighnari had never been there before and now needed to do a full review and inspection every single time he’s there to make absolute sure that it’s meeting his standards.

And it’s not like Master Tighnari doesn’t come to Sumeru City on his own, without Collei. It’s not as though Collei’s the only reason he ever comes to Sumeru City. Master Tighnari’s had as much of a home in Cyno’s home as Collei has for years—longer than Collei, even.

He stays in Cyno’s house and has plenty of his own stuff here. He has a couple of mugs, his favorite teas, and even gets some of his mail delivered here. Usually it’s mail from people he doesn’t like so he can put off reading whatever it is. Or if it’s something incredibly important in terms of its physical…self, and he doesn’t trust a courier to handle it all the way to Gandharva Ville so he’d rather the parcel just sit in Cyno’s confident care until Master has the time to get it or send Collei to bring it back to him.

Cyno bears with Tighnari’s sudden burst of nagging, criticism, and critiques patiently, dutifully, and silently.

While Master Tighnari is rearranging everything in Cyno’s cupboards—Cyno and Collei will rearrange it when he leaves back to how Cyno had it to start with—Cyno takes Collei by the elbow. He gently pulls her out of range of her master’s tail and arms, the two of them sharing a commiserating look as Master Tighnari starts complaining about why Cyno has so many glass beakers in his kitchen cabinets and how Spantamad really are impossible.

“This is a big move for your master, Collei,” Cyno says, sounding very reasonable as he says it which means he’s about to be very impossible just as Master Tighnari was complaining about. Even as he’s speaking Master’s tail is bristling in apprehension of what Cyno’s going to say next. “We have to be very patient with him during these trying times. He’s in a period of adjustment.”

Collei nods solemnly. “It’s a very big change for him.”

“He’s going to have to get used to a lot of changes in his lifestyle. He’s going to have changes to routines he’s maintained for years. It’s an upset and and upsetting event. We have to empathize with this change and give him time to adjust.”

“Poor Master Tighnari.”

Cyno also nods. “Poor Tighnari.”

“Hey,” Tighnari levels them both an unimpressed look while shaking a Claisen Flask at them. “You two keep laughing it up over there. I’m not the one storing lab equipment where food is handled.”

Cyno and Collei exchange a look, the both of them mentally recalling all the times when they’d caught Master Tighnari using…alternative means during some of his experiments that would not necessarily pass safety inspection.

“See what happens when you two get poisoned by accident because you were too tired or busy to keep track of what’s what. If my apprentice gets some kind of gastrointestinal damage because of you…”

Here, Cyno normally would say something about how he’s devout to lab-safety rules, which Collei and a more-rational Master Tighnari know to be true. Whatever beakers or equipment Tighnari is finding in the kitchen cupboards probably haven’t been actively used in years and are just in there because Cyno was recycling the glass for other things.

Sometimes Cyno puts cut flowers in different flasks he doesn’t use anymore around the house. Or he uses the flasks to store extra juice or coffee he hasn’t finished yet. And Cyno is always very clear in labeling what’s in those flasks. He has a roll of peelable tape on the kitchen counter for marking all of the containers in the kitchen.

There are some labs in the Akademiya that don’t label things as clearly as Cyno does.

Cyno can recite lab safety rules in his sleep. He can even say all the lab safety rules for the Knights of Favonius.

Cyno could also say here that he would never do anything to put Collei in danger, let alone in his own home. In fact, he would take great offense to such an implication or accusation. 

But given the situation, Cyno turns to Collei and says, “Did I ever tell you how angry your master was with me when I first left you with him? He told me that he had no idea what to do with kids and it was very irresponsible of me to be leaving you with him. Now look at him lecturing me about him leaving you here with me. What a reversal of situations. Although it seems unfair that I get lectured either way.”

Master Tighnari’s tail bristles out entirely, ears going flat.

“Shut it. It was irresponsible of you to bring Collei over and have your plan be ‘Tighnari will figure this out’. Aren’t you so lucky that I’m adaptable and Collei’s so good-natured?” Tighnari points a finger at Cyno. “And you’re extra-lucky that she’s such a great student. Remember, you’re getting her after I taught her. So you’re welcome.”

Collei covers her mouth, although it won’t matter much with Master’s hearing, “Is that part supposed to make sense?”

Cyno shakes his head solemnly, “No, but let him have this one. He’s losing his favorite apprentice to the Akademiya for the next several years.”

“What do you mean favorite? She’s my only apprentice. And I’m not losing her. I’m lending her to the Akademiya for a few years. She’s coming back.” 

That part he says with his eyes turned to Collei, expectant. Collei and Cyno exchange another fond, exasperated look. Collei sighs, nodding as she reassures her master again, “Yes, Master. I’m coming back.”

And again, Master Tighnari nods to himself, temporarily pleased and appeased. “Of course you are. You’re my only apprentice. And didn’t I say you were good-natured? Cyno, why do you have an entire box of pipettes in here? Why is the box labeled samples?”

-

One week before the start of the new academic term, before Collei begins her first formal semester at the Akademiya, Master Tighnari bullies the vast group of people they know into filling all of Lambad’s, from front door to the back-table on the second floor for an entire evening.

Layla comes back to Sumeru City the morning of, and Collei grabs Nilou and the three of them spend the day cleaning Layla’s dorm and talking about how Layla spent her very, very brief summer holiday. Layla had spent part of it working and doing extra classes, and another part of it doing research in the Great Red Sands with Madam Faruzan, and the slimmest and tail-end of it back with her family in the countryside.

“I can’t eat a vegetable again,” Layla complains as they wipe down the floorboards of her dorm that hadn’t seen her since almost two months ago, and probably hadn’t had a good clean any time since Layla and Collei cleaned it last year when Layla moved in for the first time. “Do you know how many vegetables we had to go through? I wake up, I’m handed a cucumber to eat. I finish breakfast and I’m given another cucumber to finish it off. I’m in the middle of helping clean out the chicken coop and suddenly there’s a tomato in my hand. I’m helping water the field and suddenly I’ve got a platter of salted vegetables and vegetable juice at the other end of the field. Days of this. Days! We didn’t go through them enough. I think I started dreaming of them. I had to escape before dawn to make sure they didn’t have me take an oxcart full of them to bring back to Sumeru City. What if someone saw me and though I did so badly at my summer classes I flunked out and had to become a grocer?”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a grocer,” Nilou says, jiggling Layla’s stuck window to try and get fresh air in. She looks like she’s moments away from using her Vision or summoning her sword to try and pry the window open by force. “Although, I confess Layla, I’m not sure you’d be a very good one seeing as you’re complaining about vegetables. I think you’d have a good go at it if you decided to become a scribe though. You should ask Brother Al-Haitham about it. You’ve got lovely writing. And the speed, too!”

“I’m surprised your family didn’t try and sneak vegetables into your luggage,” Collei says as she works on fixing Layla’s door. Apparently something’s gone strange with the hinges and the handle and the lock. Collei’s pretty sure she can figure it out herself. It’s like a big puzzle.

That’s what Master Tighnari and the other Forest Rangers keep doing with her. When she made the latest trip back to Sumeru City Collei did think her bag was sitting strangely on her back. It didn’t seem that much heavier, but Collei attributed that to her bringing over a bunch of extra parts for Cuilein-Anbar that she decided to bring over last minute. 

But when she upended her bag onto her bed she found a bunch of little things she definitely didn’t pack. A new pair of socks, a brand new container of wood wax, a set of colored pencils in a metal tin, and a glass bottle filled with honeyed ginger candies. 

Also an entire packet of anti-venom pills, which—depending on how they get mixed with water or combined with other common chemicals and extracts, can actually be poisonous. That last one is Master Tighnari. Collei’s not sure if she should have said something to him about it or not.

Layla stops in the middle of scrubbing the floors with a coconut husk, head raising to stare blankly ahead. Collei and Nilou exchange a look over Layla even as Layla suddenly jumps to her feet and dives towards her bags which she’d set in a corner of the room.

Collei and Nilou go to join Layla, quickly moving the things Layla’s pulling out of her bags out of the way as Layla starts digging through her luggage.

It doesn’t take Layla long to find the first of what’s definitely going to be a lot of vegetables and other such things.

Layla raises a bunch of qulqas leaves that had been carefully folded up and tied together by twine.

“No!” Layla groans, flopping forward over her luggage, the bundle of leaves falling out of her hand onto the floor. “I don’t even have a kitchen! They know that. What am I supposed to do with these?”

“Oh, I’ll take them,” Nilou says, leaning over Collei to grab at the bundle of leaves, leaning her weight on Collei’s back as she looks them over and makes approving noises. “What else do you have? Do you want me to pay you for them?”

Layla’s answer is muffled because she’s face-down in her own luggage.

Collei and Nilou take that as license to start digging around on their own. Collei finds three small but ripe mangosteens distributed between Layla’s bags that she puts into her own pockets. Nilou finds two cucumbers and a bunch of wild garlic.

“You should wash that bag,” Collei says, “But garlic is a natural deterrent to pests and you did say that you had a hole in your mosquito netting that you hadn’t fixed yet.” And then Collei reaches into her pouch, “Actually, I think I have enough thread on me…if you want I can fix it for you after I fix your door handle.”

“Can you fix my family being weird?” Layla asks, barely moving her head enough that she can be audible.

“They’re worried about you,” Nilou says, calmly hooking Layla under the arms and dragging her up and away so Collei can climb up on Layla’s bed to find the holes in the netting. 

“They just want to get rid of all the extra produce. It’s not about me, it’s about making room for fall harvest!”

“Well, isn’t it a good thing your family has so many things they farm then? It could be worse. What if you were stuck with an entire farm of just…peanuts? There’s a lot you can do with peanuts, but there’s even more you can do with mangosteen, cucumber, garlic, and qulqas. Do you think they put any qulqas roots in your bags? If you want I can finish unpacking for you while you finish cleaning the floor. I think you’re going to need to call the dorm manager about your window. Unless…”

Collei turns to see Layla and Nilou looking up at her. Collei holds her hands up.

“Sorry, I think your window needs more than I can do. It’s glass, after all. I don’t want to mess up with glass…”

They manage to mostly clean up Layla’s room, and Nilou convinces Layla to bring some of the extra produce her family snuck into her luggage down to the dorm aunty’s office. 

Someone, surely, Nilou reasons as she pats Layla’s exhausted shoulders, would find want for it there. In the land of academics, scholars, and dendro, you can always count on someone being in want of some kind of thing that grew out of the ground for any reason.

Layla and Nilou wave Collei off, promising to see her again later at Lambad’s for dinner.

That got Layla grinning, raising her hands up in excited fists close to her chest, “It’s your big debut in the Akademiya! How could I miss it? We’re officially peers! Sort of! I mean…you’re entering as an intermediate student on the medical course and I’m going to be here forever working on getting my Master’s rank. We could be colleagues.”

“I might become your attending physician,” Collei jokes, but Layla looks very awed by this, stars seeming to form in her eyes as Nilou turns her around and starts guiding her back towards the dorm offices, turning to give Collei another wave and a promise to see her later today.

Collei goes on her own way. There’s still a few more hours to go before everyone is supposed to meet up at Lambad’s.

Collei takes the cool, shaded paths that wind through Sumeru City to walk by her favorite shops and explore all of the pathways she’s learned and discovered and made familiar over the past year of learning, growing, changing, and exploring. 

The shoe maker at the leather shop waves at her as he’s washing the display window, glancing down to see the shoes that Madam Faruzan once bought Collei on her feet.

“The leather shaped well,” he observes and then smiles. “You should come around, we can get you set up with a new pair that goes well with your uniform. Extra padding for all the long hours standing, too, Doctor.”

Collei feels heat spread up the back of her neck. “I’m just a student, I’m not there yet. I’m not even going to do clinic hours.”

“Then you can wear them in now just in time for them to be soft and perfect for clinic!”

“I’ll think about it,” Collei says, waving and wondering how he knew that she was entering the Akademiya. 

Then she realizes that knowing the astounding circle of people that she knows, and how she knows first-hand how Madam Faruzan can be, there’s probably very few people in the entire city who don’t know something or another about a brand new student to the Amurta being celebrated a little bit more loudly and grandly than most others.

Collei walks around, weaving through stall fronts and shop displays that spill out of open doors onto sidewalks and the edges of streets, greeting the startling amount of people who call out to her with congratulations and well wishes and questions about how this-or-that is doing. 

Collei ends up managing to—barely—refuse several gifts of discounted fruits, vegetables, and various other things being pushed onto her. 

Making her way through Sumeru City is an excellent way to get lost in time, what with so many people calling out with so many things to say and so many things to see and be shown.

Collei stops to linger in front of some open shop windows that she hasn’t had a chance to really look at closely yet. For as long as Collei has been in Sumeru City, there are still new things everywhere.

Sumeru City, Collei has learned, isn’t just a city. For all that its paths and buildings and overall walls are set in stone and root, the people and things who occupy those paths and buildings and walls flutter and change like petals and leaves. Day by day, week by week, the city grows and changes and becomes a new version of itself in various ways.

Collei thinks she remembers Master Kaveh talking about this during a drunken rant once, a long, long time ago. It was back in Gandharva Ville, when the Akasha was still in use, when there were no dreams in the land of dendro, and when Eleazar meant there wasn’t much point in having dreams. Not for Collei, at least.

“Is it not fitting in the land of dendro, that ours is a city that is ever shedding its leaves and regrowing them in thousands of small permutations and changes?” He had said, eyes-half closed. 

The long shadows of the night took Master Kaveh’s already curious eyes and deepened them, transforming them into a dark garnet that almost seemed to glow on their own. 

Collei remembers he laughed, eyes closing as though he were going to sleep. But he sounded way too awake for that even though he’d been red all over from the home-made mead that Master Tighnari had brought out for the occasion.

“Is it not,” Master Kaveh said, “hopelessly inspiring? Exhaustingly tenacious?” Master Kaveh scrubbed a hand over his face, pressing his fingers to the inner corner of his eyes. “What a difficult city for an architect to keep up with.”

“And you do love it,” Master Tighnari said, head nodding down, more than a little drunk himself. “You damned romantic.”

“Damned to love it,” Master Kaveh laughed, reaching over to give Master Tighnari a clumsy shove, earning one back in return as they fell into clumsily cursing at each other while laughing.

Collei remembers that and she remembers not understanding what was happening at all, not sure if she should break them up or if this was just normal.

Collei turns back to that memory now and finds that, now, years later—dozens of hundred of those small changes in her own self later—she understands.

How beautiful, this land of theirs, this home of hers. How beautiful it is, in how it seems to never change, but is always in the middle of living the moment and growing into the next one.

As Collei thinks this, she finds that her feet with their good dependable leather shoes have brought her to that street of puzzles and mysteries and lessons from months ago. She’s visited it a few more times since, sometimes with friends and sometimes alone. This street, too, is an example of all those little changes that grow a place.

Collei walks into the craft shop, walking up to the board on the wall close to the shop door to look through the list of classes and workshops for the month. Collei certainly won’t have any time for any herself with her own official Akademiya classes starting in a week. But she hopes she’ll manage to make time during the semester to at least drop in and see what’s hit the shelves.

Collei skims through the list, exchanging greetings with the shop clerk who suggests a few interesting workshops to her and for her friends that she comes with. There’s one towards the end of the month about making simple music boxes. The fee for that one is a little higher than the normal classes are, but considering that they’ll be making music boxes, the fee isn’t as high as it could be. Collei doesn’t even know what goes into making those, but she thinks that much should be fair and obvious.

She makes a mental note to tell Nilou about it, maybe Nilou can take Lady Dunyarzad and Dehya. Candace, too, if she’s in on one of her incredibly rare holidays.

Collei goes through the craft shop and picks up a couple of coils of metal wire. She’s not sure what she’ll be needing them for, but she’s sure she’ll find use for them. If not her, then Cyno. He’s got all sorts of unusual things in his personal lab that’s also sometimes Master Tighnari’s personal lab when he needs the really expensive and rare equipment.

Collei ends up a few doors down at the chai place, helping the uncles at the shop fixing the gramophone. It had broken down just as they got to the good part of the recording.

“No spoilers, please,” Collei says as she manages to get the machine working again. She refuses an offer of tea and snacks. “I’ve got a big party to go to later,” Collei explains causing the two of them to nod in understanding before attempting to fix her up a cup of tea to prepare her stomach for a lot of digesting.

That almost had Collei giving in because that does sound sensible. Instead she asks them if they could sell her some of the leaves and that got them sitting around and telling her all about tea blends and the good sellers at the market and what to look for and all sorts of interesting things.

Collei thought she sort of knew enough about brewing medicinal teas given her history, but here she is being proven that there’s always much more to know in this great big and ever growing, ever changing world.

Collei ends up giving the uncles two of the three mangosteens in her pocket in exchange for a small paper bag of the digestive tea, which they had wanted to give her for free.

“I am too thankful to take it for free,” she’d said. “I’d get indigestion from the digestive tea if I drank it without knowing I thanked you well enough.”

The uncle behind the counter clicked his tongue. The uncle sitting next to the gramophone sucked his teeth. The two of them shared a look that could have only grown after years of growing together.

“Yallah,” the uncle at the gramophone said, slapping his thigh with a great roll of his eyes. “Kids talk too much and too well these days, eh?”

And the uncle behind the counter winked at Collei, “That’s why they’re all going to the Akademiya, brother. So that they can talk at each other so we can listen to mystery novels in peace. Off with you now. We’ve got a mystery to finish and a bet to settle.”

The two men made shoo-ing motions at her as they turned back to the gramophone and the mystery while Collei made a quick retreat to check in on the book shop.

The auntie at the shop beckons Collei over to her immediately.

“There you are,” she says like Collei’s late for an appointment. “Come here and take a look at these.”

These are several books from various genres and countries across Teyvat that the shop auntie thinks “the handsome man from the first time, the one with good taste in literature” might be interested in.

“Bring him back next time,” the shop auntie says, giving Collei’s upper arm a squeeze. “I’ll give him a bulk discount. And I’ll give you a student discount. Yes?”

And because Collei’s learned a thing or two about business and running a shop from her time learning about the people and places in Sumeru City, Collei clarifies, “Bring him around your peak hours?”

The shop auntie’s eyes glitter like a dancing river. “Now isn’t that a practical head on your shoulders? Yes. And if you have any more handsome men who can stand still long enough to be seen holding a book, have them linger outside. Not the General Mahamatra. What were you thinking sending me the General Mahamatra? Send him off duty. He’s more of a looker without the helm, although I suppose there might be an appeal for a man in…uniform. Is that a uniform?”

“Aren’t the student’s dioramas enough to bring in business? Do you need models for advertising, too?” Collei laughs, embarrassed already but knowing she’ll still be passing the message onto Scribe Al-Haitham and probably Master Kaveh. Collei’s been trained too well. She can’t, in good conscience, not pass on the message even if it’s probably mostly a joke and incredibly silly.

She’ll tell Master Tighnari about the part about Cyno. Master Tighnari could use something fun to poke fun at the General with, considering how stressed and fussy he’s been the past few weeks.

“It’s only good advertising for scholars and students,” the shop auntie huffs, “but those are poor clients. Their eyes are bigger than their purses. I’m happy to let them sit here and read but  this isn’t a lending library. I need someone with pockets to make a purchase to keep the lights on and doors open! That means purchases by the less scholarly inclined.”

“I’ll let them know, Aunt,” Collei promises, turning to look out the door towards the wall of shrubs that blocks the rest area from view. The dioramas from the first time are gone. But new ones crop up here and there, now and again. Collei’s heard about them from Cyno and Nilou. Collei hasn’t seen any new ones herself.

Collei leaves to take a break in the rest area, exploring it for any new secrets. There’s plenty of time for her to do so while waiting for the time she’s supposed to be at Lambad’s. And she should probably show up a little later.

Knowing her Master and the circle of people being invited, she should give them all time to sort out any problems, arguments, or disagreements beforehand while she isn’t there. She can already hear Madam Faruzan, Master Tighnari, and Professor Cyrus in a three-way argument about the order of dishes that should be coming out and in what quantities.

“I already had this sorted out,” Master Tighnari would argue, trying to get Madam Faruzan and Professor Cyrus to sit down and make peace. “Of course there’s going to be enough food. I know who I invited. I know what kind of pits I’m trying to fill here. And how picky some of them are. Can you just relax and enjoy the party?”

But Madam Faruzan and Professor Cyrus would start arguing about the order the food comes out and if they should add anything else extra anyway and maybe they should have one of Lambad’s staff run out to get more ingredients. They definitely have money to pay for it, don’t they? And having too much food is always going to be better than not having enough.

She can even imagine Cyno going behind their backs to talk to Lambad about the menu already discussed beforehand and getting the food out in time for people to start eating sometime that night while Scribe Al-Haitham has already put in a separate order on his own.

The burrow that might have once been home for a spider (venomous or not) has been filled in with a new tiny little moving scene. Collei lays on her belly, the grass cool through her clothes as she watches tiny little figures moving about while she holds down a switch. The quality and complexity of these little scenes are really advancing. Collei’s impressed. Some part of her that sounds a lot like Madam Faruzan and Master Kaveh wants to take it apart to see how it works.

She wonders if maybe they got a Kshahrewar student involved or if either of them took some low-level Kshahrewar classes for these. Or if it’s being done entirely based on what they learned from the crafts shop. Either way seems nice. If they got another student involved it’s the more the merrier—probably. And if it’s still just the original two students then they’ve got a whole new set of skills that they’re developing very well.

Collei rolls up into a sitting position, looking around for more little scenes and clues. She makes a note to tell Dehya and Madam Faruzan later. The two of them would enjoy this mystery.

As Collei explores the rest area she eats the last of the mangosteens. There’s the remnants of a bird’s nest underneath one of the ornamental shrubs. There’s the corner of another diorama peeking out from the main trunk, but Collei isn’t going to climb up to look today. Someone has hung a wind chime made of hollowed out reeds from one of the branches, the sound the wood makes as the wind nudges it matches the sound of the burbling water that cuts through the rest area.

From the other side of the wall of shrubs and plants, she can hear the faint sounds of the chai shop uncle’s gramophone. With distance and the barrier of living foliage, the sounds that are words without being words. Collei wonders which of the two figured out the mystery—or at least, who was closest to it.

As Collei enjoys her mangosteen, the sound of chimes and the sound of sound, watching the day roll out as the night rolls in and she gets one day closer to the start of a whole new path of life, she thinks to herself two things.

First: this is the kind of moment she’ll miss when it’s over. This is the kind of moment you wish would stretch out and out and out. These are the moments that, when Collei had Eleazar, wanted to hold onto with both hands and take into her body to turn into stone with the rest of her flesh and bones.

This is also the kind of moment that she should still be holding onto with that kind of care now, even without the Eleazar.

Secondly: this is the kind of moment that will lead into another moment, and another and another—an ongoing chain of breaths and moments growing outwards and onwards. And Collei is excited for what will grow out of this one.

So building upon Collei’s lessons, one step at a time, Collei holds those two thoughts and lets them flow through each other.

Here is a moment to cherish as it unfolds, while it unfolds. And ahead of it as it ends, another one already beginning to form to look forward to.

The mangosteen right now is delicious. She likes the sound of these wind chimes. She’s looking forward to dinner tonight. There’s going to be a lot of fun stories to listen to.

There are going to be a lot of stories to make. There are going to be a lot of stories to tell.

-

As the sun balances on the edge of the horizon, slowly going down like a kid dragging their feet to go to bed, or one of Amir’s dogs when they’re told to go off and play with the other dogs but all they want to do is lay their head on your knee and drool, Collei walks up to Lambad’s.

She’s not late, but she’s not early, either. The entire building is lit up like its own sun or a festival lantern, the windows and doors thrown open to let the body of sounds spill out onto the streets. Collei can smell the fat sizzling and taste the smoke of the cook-fires at the back of her throat. As she approaches she can pick out turmeric, coffee, coal, and lamb.

Collei enters, and feels a fizzle of satisfaction in knowing that her earlier guess was right.

Master Tighnari, Madam Faruzan, and Professor Cyrus seem to be fun the middle of making peace over a final agreement, nodding and shaking hands with each other in the way that means that they’re definitely going to be remembering this moment when another disagreement comes up later. 

Past them, as Collei enters—squinting a little as her eyes finish adjusting to the indoor lighting—she can see Lambad’s staff hard at work in the kitchen. Lambad tears off a piece of paper from a notebook handing it to one of one of his runners while he hands a second one a pouch of mora. The two immediately take off through the kitchens to the tucked away back door to run the errand they’ve just been assigned. In the process they just barely manage to avoid running into a different staff member who slides a dish of pani puri onto the counter where Scribe Al-Haitham takes it up and starts making his way towards the stairs that go up to the second floor of Lambad’s.

As Collei’s eyes settle, so do her ears. She begins to pick out individual voices and strands of conversations going on around her. Collei turns and waves at a few of the Forest Rangers taking up one of the larger tables, and then gets called over towards a few of Sage Naphis and Master Tighnari’s friends from the Amurta and Bimarstan that Collei’s been getting to know.

As she walks through the first floor of Lambad’s, attempting to accept all the congratulations and well wishes and advice being given to her with some kind of grace that she’s still got to learn, Collei finds herself surprised with just how many people showed up. How many people did Master Tighnari invite?

Does Collei even know this many people? Do this many people really want to congratulate her and wish her well?

Apparently so! Because Collei can name all of the matra who shake her hand and make her promise to come around again so they can give her a few more tips and tricks for navigating the Akademiya and things to look out for in other students or professors. 

This is entirely Cyno’s doing, she knows, but Sister Safiyah is there! Along with several of the other people Collei is used to talking to and asking after whenever she goes through the market. Collei feels like the combined perfume of them all sticks to her hair and skin like another layer by the time she’s done talking with them with another promise to come back and talk more later, during or after food’s been had.

There’s an entire table with gifts that people are leaving all sorts of things on from bottles of ink, pencils, paper, to bolts of cloth and arrangements of flowers. A few people even try to give Collei little bags of mora and it takes every trick Collei’s learned and seen to escape those. Although she’s sure that they’re all going to find Master Tighnari or Cyno or someone later to pass the mora onto them to give to Collei.

Collei, herself, feels a little like she’s being passed around the room. Every time she manages to somewhat step out of one conversation she’s flagged down by five other groups of people. It’s unending! And dazzling!

Who knew you could come to know so many people so well in such a short amount of time? Collei is sure that if a party like this was held for her a year before now, they would not have needed all of Lambad’s to host it. But here’s the place full and fuller and filling up even more with names and people that Collei knows—and is known by in return.

As food and drink begin to flow out of the kitchen, Collei catches a moment to breathe, sitting on the second floor and watching the stream of people still coming in.

“It’s really lucky that everyone happened to be in Sumeru City at once,” Collei says. It has to be some kind of mathematical miracle, considering the wide differences in the people gathered here.

Master Kaveh, also leaning over the edge of the railing to watch (but mostly because he’s watching Scribe Al-Haitham and Cyno to make absolute sure that they do exactly what he told them to do when he sent them down for more food) laughs, a sharp sound that pierces through the clamor of the rest of the building for a brief moment before the flood of sounds come back down like a blanket over them.

“Lucky!” Master Kaveh’s eyes gleam in the lights of the tavern as he turns towards Collei. “That’s one way of putting it. That would be your master making the luck for you, I think. Aren’t you fortunate to have him?”

Collie wouldn’t argue with that. She really is very lucky that Master Tighnari is her master, but she’s not quite sure what that has to do with this party other than that he’s the one who planned it for her.

Dehya leans on Collei’s shoulder, a line of heat like stone as she also laughs, ruffling Collei’s hair. “Not that anyone here would have missed it, but Tighnari really gave us all a warning kick in the ass to make sure that we showed up on time, and that we made the time to show up. It was less of an invite to the party and more of a summons.”

Dehya leans forward onto the table, catching Master Kaveh’s eye. “Do you think that Tighnari and Al-Haitham have figured out that if they keep doing shit like this it only makes the Akademiya want their asses in Sage’s seats more? They’re already practically in charge.”

“And what are they supposed to do? Act against their character?” Master Kaveh rolls his eyes. “And they don’t want to be in charge. They just want people to stay in their own figurative, and occasionally literal, lanes so they can get their own priorities worked on without everyone else’s paths crossing theirs in the most unfortunate of ways.”

“You’re both lucky that the room is very loud and Tighnari looks otherwise occupied, and thus can’t hear you talking about him like this,” Nilou says, walking up to them with the platters of food that Master Kaveh had told Cyno and Scribe Al-Haitham to get them. “Cyno’s calling you down, Collei. And Brother Al-Haitham got side-tracked—

“Of course he did. What was it now?”

“Madam Faruzan and Brother Sethos—” is about as far as Nilou gets before Master Kaveh and Dehya are both standing up and rushing to rescue someone from that trio of quick-tongued, inquisitive minds.

Nilou and Collei laugh, watching the two go.

“I guess I’ll be going after them,” Collei says, quickly taking a few more bites of kebab before wiping her hands and standing up to do just that.

“Good luck,” Nilou says, taking Dehya’s empty seat as she rearranges the plates. “I think I saw Layla down there. If you see her, send her up, would you? I grabbed a plate for her, too.”

Collei goes down and sees Layla caught up talking with several of Cyno’s matra. She doesn’t look too nervous though. 

Layla’s got a large canvas bag and the matra are going through pulling out vegetables and fruits. Layla spots Collei and gives her a wide grin—the kind of proud grin you get when you’ve finally found a solution to an unexpected problem. Collei waves, giving her a thumbs up. Maybe by the time tonight is over Layla will be entirely unburdened of the surprise produce her family put on her. And maybe she’ll have made new friends who aren’t scholars.

That can only ever be a good thing, Collei’s learned.

Collei gives a table that seems to be swarmed by people a wide berth—she hears Madam Faruzan and Master Kaveh’s voices from that direction, but she can only see Dehya, and that’s enough for her to know that’s something she’ll have to keep away from if she means to actually get what she came down for done.

Cyno is by the table overflowing with flowers and other gifts with Professor Cyrus. The two beckon her over and with the their attention on her, no one else tries to pull Collei aside as she makes her way over.

Once she’s close enough, Cyno gestures to a small pile of brown-wrapped parcels and thick envelopes taking up a corner of the table to themselves.

“Lisa and the rest of your friends in Mondstadt sent congratulations,” Cyno says. Collei’s eyebrows fly up her forehead. Really? How did Miss Lisa send that all over without— 

“That Lisa’s been using me as her personal mailroom,” Professor Cyrus grouses, looking incredibly fond. “And that kid! She even sent me instructions for how to arrange all the presents, and what order you should open them in, and errands I should run beforehand. She had me picking up flower orders for her, too. And she’s got Cyno here making sure I do it exactly how she said.”

“She suggested you do things the way she wrote. She did say if it was too troublesome that you didn’t have to.”

Professor Cyrus puts a hand on Cyno’s shoulder. “Boy, if you think she was sincere about calling those suggestions I’m really wondering how you’ve managed to get this far. Then again, if you think you can trick me into not doing what Lisa suggested to see what she’d do to me afterwards, you’ve been spending too much time with Naphis and Tighnari.”

Collei lets the two go back and forth as she turns towards the table. Cyno gestures for her to read the note next to a large bouquet of arranged flowers.

The flowers are obviously a mixture of blooms common to most areas of Teyvat and Mondstadt specifically. There’s a note sent with it from Sucrose. Collei opens that one first.

Apparently the flower arrangement is from Captain Eula and Sucrose combined, a very unusual combination! Sucrose writes that she’s been studying the language and symbolism of flowers in her spare time, with a lot of input from Captain Eula, herself.

Sucrose, with Captain Eula’s help, has put together this arrangement. Captain Eula sends her own regards, and the both of them hope that the flowers arrive and are received well.

Sucrose sent potted Windwheel Asters and dandelions she cultivated herself in a special container that Captain Kaeya, Captain Albedo, and Miss Lisa helped her make. Miss Lisa sent the instructions for Professor Cyrus to cut and arrange them along with other flowers that Captain Eula had ordered from a local florist in Sumeru City through Miss Lisa and Professor Cyrus combined.

Sucrose writes that they hope that this arrangement conveys all of their wishes better than any letter that Sucrose or Captain Eula can write. 

Captain Eula’s takes over finishing the rest note there, briefly and succinctly writing out the meanings of the flowers sent.

The bouquet is meant to convey their well wishes—their hope for her life remaining free without border, and that her journey forward flows smoothly and without fetters, and other feelings of encouragement and faith in Collei’s ability to overcome challenges.

Amber has sent Collei a beautiful photograph of the sea at dusk from Starsnatch Cliff, along with a very long letter. Collei can’t finish the letter. Amber writes about how they met years ago, and what they were both like back then. Collei can’t finish reading or read too much, though. She has to skim and then fold the letter back up and tuck it away.

Miss Lisa and Captain Kaeya have also sent letters—as have a few others from Mondstadt—, but Collei puts those aside for the same reason she doesn’t finish Amber’s letter. 

For Collei’s own sake, she decides that she’s got save these to read them at home, probably in her room with the door closed and a blanket around her shoulders and some tissues handy. She’s definitely going to cry a lot and she doesn’t want to do that right here in the middle of Lambad’s.

For one thing, Collei know’s she’ll be teased. For another—this isn’t the place for crying. Even if they’re happy tears.

Collei instead turns her mind towards thinking about how to preserve these flowers. She can press some and dry others. 

Cyno and Professor Cyrus continue to bicker and back and forth about Miss Lisa’s guiding hand all the way from Mondstadt while they politely look away from Collei working on composing herself, blinking back tears and trying not to sniffle.

—

The night moves in cycles, in waves. Collei is like a boat drifting on them. She moves one from group to the next, passed from one side of the room to the other, and one floor to the other, only to find herself exactly where she started all over again except with different combinations of people. Collei is not the only one riding the waves of the night.

All around her, every time she takes another look around Lambad’s everyone’s faces and voices are in new collections, new places, onto new topics, although certain ones come around again and again.

Congratulations, well wishes, and advice being the main ones that circle just like Collei does—following after her like ducks. 

Collei doesn’t mind it, even when some of the advice gets repetitive. Especially as the night gets longer and deeper and so do people’s cups, and they start to forget that they’ve already given her their very important, very helpful advice twice before. And if they’re reminded by someone else that they’ve already said that then what’s the harm in giving the advice a third time to make sure it sticks?

Three’s are an excellent group of numbers.

Collei escapes Layla, and an odd group of matra, Forest Rangers, and Professor Cyrus as they launch themselves into a discussion on the stability of the number three in comparison to the number four and the number two.

Her escape lands her at the same table as Madam Faruzan and Scribe Al-Haitham, who both nod at her and offer her congratulations again.

Well, Madam Faruzan does. Scribe Al-Haitham has congratulated her exactly once and doesn’t seem as keen as everyone else does in repeating himself tonight. 

Proving that point, now that Collei has come around again Madam Faruzan gives him a very meaningful nudge and side-eye after offering her own pointed congratulations. 

But Scribe Al-Haitham just says, “It seems like a foregone conclusion that we’re congratulating you over, over and over again. However the world is full of strange possibilities, and thus, even if it was a large possibility—especially one who’s chances increased with hard work, and strategic planning—its success still deserves some form of acknowledgement.”

It takes Collei a minute to parse through that, and once she does she has to wonder if he actually is congratulating her after all.

That’s about when Collei realizes that Scribe Al-Haitham might have drunk more than anyone had thought, although he’s not showing it. She looks around for Master Kaveh, the only one in Sumeru qualified to handle both Madam Faruzan and Scribe Al-Haitham at the same time, although probably not willing.

Madam Faruzan, who’s drunk just as much as the glow of her face would suggest, seems to preen. “Exactly so! There are no guarantees in life, but young Collei worked very hard in order to get as close to one as you could possibly engineer. And now here she is! And weren’t her odds incredibly tricky to calculate around?” Madam Faruzan reaches over and gives Scribe Al-Haitham’s arm a shake, or rather, he allows her to give him a shake before he switches his arm for a refilled cup. “Ah, and isn’t this also our success too? Your guidebooks were incredibly well written. Quit your job and become a teacher. We could do joint classes. If you like I’ll let you start off as my teaching assistant.”

“No,” Scribe Al-Haitham says. “The pay is lacking, the hours leave much to be desired, and the overall drain on time and energy can’t be compensated for. Also—”

Before Scribe Al-haitham and Madam Faruzan can get into a discussion—an argument—about the subjective rewards of being a teacher or teaching assistant, Collei interjects to inform Scribe Al-Haitham about the message from the auntie who runs the book shop. And she tells Madam Faruzan that there’s a new set of dioramas out there. Collei hadn’t seen them all but she’d thought that the mechanism for the one she’d seen had developed pretty well. Maybe the two of them should go investigate. 

Madam Faruzan and Scribe Al-Haitham are both immediately distracted from their disagreement. Collei attributes that easy distraction to the alcohol. The two of them look openly curious. 

In fact, the two of them look so curious that they’re both somewhat unsteadily rising to their feet and turning to look in the direction of the door.

Thankfully, before Collei has to figure out what to do about that, Dehya joins them at the table, slinging an arm around Madam Faruzan and Scribe Al-Haitham and sitting them back down with her. And this is why everyone wants Dehya to quit her job and work for them, or with them. Not even Master Kaveh could have gotten these two to sit back down so easily with such a simple move.

“And now where are you two going looking like trouble?” Dehya asks.

“New books,” Scribe Al-Haitham answers, turning to look at Dehya like she should understand him perfectly and should also come with him to help him with this.

“New puzzles,” Madam Faruzan says, also looking at Dehya like Dehya should understand the need for them to get going right that second. 

“Ah, off to make trouble then. Well. Save that for another day when we aren’t celebrating Collei. The mystery of books and puzzles can wait one day. Trust,” Dehya teases, handing each of them a meat skewer from a half-empty platter on the table. The two start eating, suspiciously and also funnily obedient in the face of meat. More proof that the Flame-Mane is one of the best in the business of business. “In fact, all three of us can look together.” Dehya gives Collei a wink and tips her head, encouraging Collei to make an escape while she still can.

Collei grins, nodding and making her way through the crowd once more. One table has set up a game of dice, and the other a game of cards, and a third a Genius Invokation Tournament. She’s surprised that Cyno isn’t at that table, but considering the guest list he’s probably got other, probably more volatile and pressing battles to win. 

She lets herself play a few rounds of dice, passes on the Genius Invokation (she doesn’t have her deck and she can’t do the General Mahamatra’s teachings justice without her deck), and watches enough rounds of cards to know she’d lose pretty badly if she got dealt in. Collei returns to wandering about, being pulled in and out of conversations as she goes.

Normally she’d be exhausted long before this point. But something about tonight is keeping her going. The atmosphere or the occasion or something.

Collei hasn’t drunk anything tonight—she doesn’t think she’ll ever understand why people drink alcohol, it just tastes like alcohol, what’s this about smoky flavor or rich flavor or oaky flavor?—but she thinks she feels drunk anyway.

Is the feeling of being drunk like the feeling of being sleepy or itchy? Like when you see someone yawn so you yawn, or you see some bugs crawling along and you start feeling them crawling on you? Can being surrounded by an entire building full of people having fun, drinking, laughing, and running down imaginary rabbit-holes together make you also feel the same?

Or maybe this is that runner’s high again. The night is so full, and when Collei catches a moment to herself she can feel the fullness rising up and filling her from within like she’s a balloon.

As Collei pauses near the railing to look over the crowd and try to figure out where Master Tighnari or Cyno are, she can’t help but be awed by how full the building is. And how happy everyone here is. And then she remembers that they’re all happy and here for her and it makes her feel like she’s got to sit down for a minute.

And if Collei did crouch down then stand up again, when Collei stands up again she would be at the top of the world. The highest peak.

That’s what Collei feels like right now. She’s standing at the highest point where the air is thin and the entire world is spread out all around like an ocean.

Collei feels like she’s at the top of the world, and if she looks down she’ll see all of the paths she’s taken to now, all of the roads and trails, like a tangled up string, flowing through that ocean of the world to where she is.

And as Collei looks over the crowd from this high place, she traces the ways that this string comes back to her after winding around and through all of those people she’s met, learned from, grown with, and can’t help but feel amazing. 

Look how far she came. Look how full her life has become. How did she do that? When did she do that?

Collei remembers where she started, years and years ago. She remembers how small her world was, how miserable, how dark and painful, and how awful a world it was. It was such a small world. A limited world. 

Collei remembers the pain and the anger and the hate, the feeling of bitterness that touched everything. Collei remembers it so vividly, even though she sometimes can barely believe she held so much pain inside of her—that she used that pain inside of her so well, to carry her so far. 

On one hand she’s proud of herself for managing the escape and getting so far, and on the other hand she’s so sorry for her former self.

She shouldn’t have had to do that.

How did she do that, too? She was so small then. And so young. And she was alone.

Master Tighnari and Cyno have all of two pictures from when Collei first came to Sumeru. One is the official picture taken for her original Akasha profile. The other is one that Master Tighnari took. 

Collei has caught glimpses of those pictures now and again over the past several years, and she can hardly believe that the person she is now grew out of the one in that photograph. The person in that photograph seems so much smaller, so much sharper—fragile in the sharp way that broken glass or obsidian can be fragile. 

It’s hard to imagine that the sharp person in that photograph becomes Collei. Collei doesn’t think she’s sharp like that anymore. Her rough and jagged outward edges got filed down, smoothened over. But she wouldn’t say she’s been made entirely soft, either.

There are other kinds of strength that she’s learned to use in her own defense, after all. And being that sharp all the time, Collei remembers, was so draining. Especially because she didn’t have anyone around to give her a break from having to be sharp.

The world of that sharp-Collei was so small and so bleak. And lonely. 

If Collei met that kid from years ago, Collei doesn’t even know what she could possibly say to that person with the small, angry world to explain how large, how amazing, how beautiful life can get. Will get.

She doesn’t know how to tell that person that it’s not hate and pain that’s going to carry her through it all and out the other side to safety, to a future. It’s going to be love. It’s going to be pride. And it won’t necessarily be just her own. It’s going to be that of others—countless others in the big, vast world. It’s going to be hundreds of outstretched hands, helping her move one step forward into the world at a time.

There will be others.

You get cured of Eleazar, Collei would make sure to tell that younger version of herself. And you will be out of the Doctor’s hands. Forever. Those are the two big things she knows her younger self would need to understand in order to comprehend how Collei might possibly become anything like who Collei becomes.

And then, Collei would say, because she’s not sure if her younger self would understand what any of that means—


  You can run now. Really properly run as fast as your legs can carry you and it’s only going to hurt in the way that exercise normally hurts. You’re going to feel the ground under your feet, going all the way up your knees and your hips. You’re going to feel it in your chest.



  But you don’t have to run anywhere.



  You’ll regain the feeling in your toes and your fingertips. You’ll be able to breathe so deep that your lungs press fully against your ribs and air fills your body like you’re a balloon. But you aren’t going to want to float away like one. You’ll be happy, tied down exactly where you are. You’re going to be exactly where you want to be.



  You’re going to be able to use that body to fight. You’ll be able to keep up with warriors, with rangers, with knights. But you’ll learn different ways to fight. You’ll learn how to be clever in a group, as part of a plan that’s yours.You’re going to become the hero you used to dream of, back when you believed in dreams. That’s another thing—you’re going to believe in dreams again too. You’re going to make dreams.


Collei can imagine her younger self giving her a disbelieving look, full of suspicion and doubt and probably a lot of scorn for being so optimistic and buying into what sounds a lot like a fairy tale. After all, didn’t the Collei of back then already know that if you wanted something done, you could only rely on yourself to do it? You couldn’t expect other people to help you. And if they did help you, they probably wanted something from you or they’d end up getting hurt and regretting it. It was best not to get other people involved.

But the Collei of back then would never have been able to do, let alone imagine, any of the things the Collei of now would want to tell herself about, no matter how hard she tried, how much she hated, and how much she persevered. 

There are some things, after all, you need help to figure out how to do. And you can’t imagine something out of nothing. And who would have helped that Collei know that these things were possible to do, to imagine, to hope and dream of?

Collei’s eyes move over the sea of people and pick out Cyno’s pale hair as he and Sethos nod along while Sage Naphis and Professor Cyrus look to be in the middle of recounting a story. Or arguing about the recounting of a story. Maybe a bit of both.

The man who seals the jinni in you, Collei would tell her younger self, becomes one of the people closest to your heart. And there’s pretty much no one else in the entire world you’d trust more with it. He teaches you about duty and responsibility. He teaches you about power and fate and what it means to hold them in your hands. He’s going to teach you through actions about weight, and how to carry it responsibly. He teaches you how to protect yourself and others. You’re going to learn a lot from his example. You’re still learning a lot from his example.

Across the room, near the counter, talking with Lambad while trying to stop a visibly red-faced Madam Faruzan from ordering more food with Master Kaveh’s help is Master Tighnari. His tail isn’t fluffed out and he’s also a little red from a distance, so she thinks he’s doing fine. Fine-ish.


  And there is another man who’s going to teach you even more ways to protect others. How to fight. How to heal. He’s going to show you what it means to stand up and speak and argue and accept and then go right around again. He’s going to teach you what it means to really heal and help. He’s going to inspire you to take that title of Doctor and turn it into something good, something real. You’re going to undo all of the harm that specific word and title used to bring you. It’s going to be yours, and you’re going to learn to understand hurt and all of the languages it comes in and how to answer them in kindness.


Directly underneath Collei, barely visible, Layla and Nilou both wave up at her, grinning as they gesture for her to wait there, they’re coming up to her. It looks like they’ve grabbed an entire platter of desserts right out of the kitchens. Collei waves back and nods.

There are going to be so many people who come to you, who stay with you. Who want you, Collei would say to herself. And it’s alright if you don’t believe that now. Sometimes I can’t believe it either, and I’m the one living it. But you’ll see. You’ll understand.

Collei braces her hands on the bannister railing, eyes closing as she tips her head up, the overhead lights turning into little spots on the back of her eyelids. 

She can feel the weight of Amber’s thick and earnest letter tucked into her pocket and she can feel the night wind coming in through the open windows, stirring her hair. The wood floor underneath her feet creaks and groans as the sea of people moves around her. Her ears fill with the sound of sizzling fat, of bubbling pots, the faint chime of the chains incense censers hung up at the rafters being moved by the night, and familiar voices blending into streams.

There’s a faint prickling sensation on her eyes and at the back of her neck, right over her seal. There’s a feeling of lightness in all of her limbs, an absence of heaviness that sometimes she forgets she’s supposed to be getting used to by now—this many months after the cure and through physical therapy. She presses her fingertips into the wood, feeling the worn wood grain and the chips and rounded edges.

There’s a sharp pain in Collei’s chest that has her sinking her teeth into her bottom lip before she draws in a big, deep breath that seems to fill her all the way down to her toes in her good leather shoes. 


  You’re going to live. And you’re going to learn.


And Collei promises that sharp-faced child from years ago, the person that the Collei of now grew out from, I’m going to take care of you.

-

Time really does have a way of flying, even when you don’t realize it is.

One more night until her first day of at the Akademiya. And even though the first day is traditionally just going over the syllabus or the introduction chapters in the assigned textbooks, Collei wakes up and finds herself buzzing with nerves.

She wakes up just a little before her normal time, even though last night it felt like she was a live, exposed wire, ready to jump and spark. If that was the night before the night before the first day of class, Collei has no idea what to expect later. She doesn’t remember falling asleep, but she’s glad she somehow managed it.

Cyno had even offered to make something to encourage her to fall asleep, which got both him and Master Tighnari going back and forth about early onset dependency. But that was mostly because Master Tighnari’s nerves were up too and he also needed something to whittle away the night on. Collei fell asleep listening to the faint sounds of them carrying on from down the hallway, lulled by the familiarity even as the shadow of her uniform hanging on a hook by the tall mirror cast a long, stranger, dark silhouette in the night.

As Collei comes fully awake now—stretching her arms and legs, wiggling her toes and fingers to encourage the blood going just a little faster—her eyes immediately go to that uniform hanging there. 

It hangs, perfectly neat and tidy, tailored and adjusted for Collei perfectly. Collei has already sewn in extra pockets with Cyno and Master Tighnari’s guidance on the best places for where to put them. There’s not a single wrinkle on the uniform and she has a brand new satchel that Master Kaveh gave her as a gift filled with all of the things she’ll need for her first day tomorrow.

Layla gave Collei a beautiful set of high quality ink: one black, one navy blue, and another in a deep brown-almost-black that Collei’s mentally dedicating for using in her personal journals only. The three bottles are lined up neatly on Collei’s desk, but Collei’s thinking of taking the black one with her in her bag.

Professor Cyrus gave her a fountain pen that he’s had since he was a student, which is apparently a tradition as Cyno and Miss Lisa also have one each. 

(“I’ve got one pen left,” Professor Cyrus whispered to himself as he handed the pen over to her with a gleam in his eye that meant that Miss Lisa would be getting a very long letter soon. And that maybe Collei should consider writing a letter to her, too, to read to Razor.)

She has copies of all of her class syllabi, her notebooks, sunscreen, and two pairs of work-gloves just in case. She has a sturdy and compact length of braided rope that can be unraveled from its braid to triple in length. She also has a small knife, a very small set of lock picks, and a miniature kit of basic screwdrivers and pliers. She also has headache medicine, stomach medicine, bandaids, and burn cream. Also just in case.

Collei might be over-preparing, but based on the stories she’s heard and some of the things she’s seen she thinks she’s packing light, honestly. 

She’d considered bringing along her poison identifying kit, some basic anti-toxins, some common acid neutralizers, some special elemental-energy coated lenses, and a sewing kit. That’s just standard carry for a Forest Ranger. She doesn’t see why any of it wouldn’t be useful to a student…

And based on the many pockets in the satchel Master Kaveh gave her, he’d also think she was packing light. Maybe Collei will add those things back into her bag later and just take them out as she gets her bearings in the Akademiya.

Collei sits up, continuing her small stretches to help wake her body up and get it less stiff as she stares at her uniform. She hears the faint pops and cracks of her joints as she moves, stretching her arms over her head and then out to her sides. 

She stretches to try and touch her toes, feeling smooth and healing skin along her calves and shins—palms and fingers skimming over the sunken, almost silky looking scar tissue and rougher pock-marks left behind by the Eleazar and on their way towards recovery. They already look much better than they did a year ago. And they feel better too—as in they actually have feeling and there’s no residual scarring underneath the skin.

Her muscles stretch in a way that she’s come to understand as pleasant because it’s proof of growth and adaptation. Collei holds the position just like she’s been taught as part of the exercises as she focuses ahead of herself to look at her desk.

Her cap with the green crest of the Amurta is next to her satchel on the top of her desk. 

She’s not sure if she’s a hat-person. Her head looks weird with it on, but Master Tighnari assured her it didn’t look any weirder than when he wore it and wearing the cap with ears like his was such a pain. 

According to Professor Cyrus, Sage Naphis looked even weirder than Collei might ever imagine herself looking with or without a hat on. Even though he’s got human ears, because his glasses were already that huge back when he was a student, when they was added to hat and his “dorky haircut” the overall combination made him look like the ideal target for bullying. 

The very definition of someone who gets bullied, in fact. If you opened a standard matra manual for identifying targets it would’ve been Sage Naphis’ face printed right there as the stereotypical model.

Collei could not imagine Sage Naphis ever being bullied.

“He only looked it. Not even Lord Kusanali in all of her benevolence could help anyone stupid enough to try something,” Professor Cyrus reassured her before turning to Master Tighnari to reassure him in turn, “On him it’s a dorky haircut. It looks fine on you. I keep telling him it’s the glasses…”

(Cyno showed Collei his old Akademiya cap when she asked and he helped her practice how to pin it in place so it would slide around or anything. Master Tighnari’s parents kept his, apparently, even though he wanted to throw it away.)

As Collei wakes up and feels the rest of herself waking up, she can also feel her stomach doing flip-flops and somersaults like a Liyue acrobat, or an aggravated Anemo Shroom-kin. She immediately wonders how she fell asleep at all.

She also hears the same muffled sounds of Cyno and Master Tighnari’s voice from down the hall.

Collei rises, going to the wash room to quickly tidy herself up before following her nose and ears to the smell and sounds of breakfast.

Master Tighnari is in the middle of cooking, and just as Collei enters, Cyno sets down Collei’s cup of morning tea at the table. Steam visibly floats up from the cup. She’s sure if she leaned in close to the kettle she would hear some bubbles going inside.

“Shouldn’t at least one of you be at work? Or getting ready for it?” Collei asks even as Cyno herds her out of the kitchen again, into the front room and starts pulling out the equipment for Collei’s morning physical therapy exercises.

It may be the last day of a weekend, but Master Tighnari would typically be going over correspondence and weekly reports to send back today for the Forest Watchers to review and disperse to the rest of the Forest Rangers tomorrow. 

And Cyno’s hours as the General Mahamatra are always strange, especially at the Akademiya’s important dates like tomorrow’s first day of class. He’d spent the past week that Collei was counting days down running around Sumeru City handling several cases that had cropped up in response to a new semester and a whole new set of problems in new combinations.

“What’s the point in being so highly paid if you can’t get time off approved? Or approve your own time off?” Master Tighnari calls out over the sound of breakfast. “Or do you not want us around to distract you from your last day of freedom before you’re stuck with the Akademiya for the next several years?”

“There are more positive ways of phrasing that,” Cyno says even as he and Collei fall into their morning stretches with each other, and then the three of them fall into their usual back and forth of the morning.

Master Tighnari and Cyno disagree on the best way to brew a cup of morning coffee, but just like always, Master Tighnari does it the same way Cyno does it in the end. And then she and Cyno take turns listing ingredients of things to mix with eggs that aren’t mushrooms.

Collei’s going to miss this when Master Tighnari goes back to Gandharva Ville.

By the time Cyno and Collei are done with their stretching, breakfast is done and Collei’s tea is no longer hot enough to burn the tongue.

The plan for the day, apparently, is to go around Sumeru City with Master Tighnari and Cyno. There are a few more things they’ve got to show her that will come in useful to her academic life, apparently.

“Have you been holding out on me?”

“It’s a surprise,” Cyno says.

“That’s the positive way of phrasing it,” Master Tighnari says, nodding in agreement with Collei. “We’ve definitely been holding out on you. It’s about pacing, remember?”

After breakfast Cyno and Master Tighnari shoo her off to get dressed while they clean up.

“Enjoy relaxing while you can, you won’t have much of that to spare after tomorrow. And I’ve told Cyno not to be soft on you and let you get away with doing no chores around the house at all,” Master Tighnari warns her, even as Cyno takes all of the dishes from Master Tighnari’s hands to take care of himself.

Collei goes back to her room, changing and getting out her brand new pair of leather shoes. 

The shoe maker managed to talk her into buying a new pair after all. It’s all because everyone Collei talked to at the party last week, and the few people she’s talked to in-between, told her it really is important to have a good pair of broken in shoes. It’s an absolute must-have for medical students because of the long hours on rotation, at lab, or even running around campus from one lecture site to the other.

The sooner Collei got those practical shoes broken in and good to go, the better, she’d been told.

So there was a done deal on that sale.

When Collei went to go buy them, even Master Tighnari had nodded along, encouraging her to do so when he asked her where she was going.

“Splurge on it,” he’d advised, already reaching into his waist pouch for his coin purse to hand her even more mora, as though Collei didn’t have a sizable amount of savings that prior to this year she’d never even glanced at. But Collei has long learned better than to argue with her own master about things like being given mora, so she accepted the coin without any protest. “Even if it seems like a lot of money, if the quality is fine and the fit is good, they should last you for a few years. Consider it an investment. If the shop does custom work, even better. Ask them to make you some customized lasts. Make sure to test the shoes out if they’re off-the-shelf. Your recovery has been fine and you’re balance is improved, but it’s definitely shifted from where it was before. I want you to make sure that even if there’s a hint of discomfort you have the shoe altered or look at a different design.”

Collei nodded along, patiently bearing with Master Tighnari’s advice, lecture, and series of reminders. 

She’d not run into any issues with her balance or any discomfort with the material or shape on the other pair of shoes she’d bought from this shop. But that might have been more luck than anything, especially considering the fact that she’d barely tried them on before Madam Faruzan had bought them right then and there for her.

It actually is astronomically lucky that the shoes contoured to her feet and matched her gait so well…

“What shop are you going to?”

Upon telling him, and telling him that they were the same place she got her other pair of leather shoes from Master Tighnari nodded with even more approval.

“I’ve heard that shop is good,” he says. “The leather quality is excellent and responsibly sourced. Or so Kaveh tells me. And if it’s Kaveh doing the telling, what choice do I have but to believe it? He knows the businesses of Sumeru City, especially the ones involving crafts and material goods better than most anyone except maybe the Lord Sangemah Bay.”

Collei puts on these new leather shoes now. She’s been wearing them for the past few days to break them in. The shoe maker assured her that if she had any troubles she could bring them back and they’d work on altering them. And she did have lasts made, much to the shop’s delight.

With her new leather shoes on, Collei meets her mentors at the door and they lead her out into the city.

Through the day, the two of them take Collei down little used streets and pathways that really aren’t pathways. By which, Collei means that Master Tighnari and Cyno show her all the best places to parkour or use various tricks to climb up the sides of buildings, trees, or the Divine Tree itself in order to make short-cuts from one area of the city to the other.

Cyno even tells Collei about the spots to watch out for matra or Corps of Thirty patrols so she doesn’t get caught while taking those alternative paths.

“But if you’re caught by a matra, I doubt they’d actually say anything,” Master Tighnari muses even as he and Collei watch Cyno revealing some well-hidden hand-holds along the side of a wall that goes up against the Divine Tree, that would bring them to a different level of Sumeru City’s many layers. 

“I think the General Mahamatra would be disappointed if he found out I was being given special treatment in the sense that they were letting me break rules because of him,” Collei says.

“Oh no, they’d definitely say something to Cyno one way or another. Probably to compliment you on your freehand parkour, if anything. But they’re not actually going to say anything to you,” Master Tighnari laughs, gesturing for Collei to follow while he spots her. “They’d be too nervous to bring it up to you directly. They’d want to run it by Cyno first.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because before you’re his ward you’re my apprentice,” Master Tighnari answers, sounding incredibly pleased about that.

“Akademiya politics,” Cyno explains without actually explaining anything with an indulgent roll of his eyes. He offers Collei a hand up as Master Tighnari follows up behind her. “Don’t think too much on it just yet. Give it one or two years before you start to focus on that.”

Master Tighnari hums, “We might have to pay Al-Haitham to make you a chart of some kind for that when that time comes.”

“Or ask Kaveh to do it for free.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to ask them both,” Collei says and immediately wants to take it back because she can just imagine Master Kaveh and Scribe Al-Haitham starting their own charts and then ripping each other’s apart, disagreeing over every single point or—somehow worse—agreeing and then creating an entire encyclopedia of everything they know about everyone in the Akademiya which would contain enough history to test the mind of any Vahumana student.

Collei thinks her head might explode if both were asked and they actually managed to work together on it in order to produce one, unified, final product.

Master Tighnari and Cyno both grimace, as though they’re both imagining the same thing. And they probably are.

The three of them mutually decide to let that topic drop as something to be dealt with by their future selves.

Master Tighnari points out various areas of the city where interesting plants can be “encouraged” to grow and would be mostly left alone in a semi-natural environment without nosy people coming along to poke and prod at them.

“It’s excellent for a control group that actually reflects normal growing conditions,” Master Tighnari says conspiratorially, looking particularly enthused and like he wants to go show her exactly how it’s done right now.

Cyno pointedly looks the other way as this happens, and then informs Collei of all of the places to avoid because notoriously annoying students and faculty members happen to like gathering there. 

At this point Master Tighnari looks very pointedly at Cyno, muttering, “I see who the favorite is now. You never give me these kind of warnings.”

To which Cyno says, “I don’t have favorites.”

“Yeah, well I do. Come on, Collei. There’s a cafe over here that doesn’t really have anything good in terms of food or drinks. But it’s quiet and a lot of Bimarstan employees come here because it’s secluded and there’s a shortcut between the cafe and the teaching-facility. Also, the shop attendants have a history of letting Bimarstan employees use the back room as a nap-room if you build a good enough rapport with them. By which I mean, come around, look alive, and order something.”

As they move through the city, Master Tighnari and Cyno point out the little details she wouldn’t know about, or bring attention to things she had never really considered before.

“That door is functional although it looks painted over,” Master Tighnari says, gesturing towards a small, narrow, wooden door on the side of a plain building. “It leads into one of the underground tunnels and will put you out at the spice market. The smaller one that’s attached to the main underground space beneath the Divine Tree.”

“The smaller spice market next to the lumber yard,” Cyno specifies. “Try not to take that entrance unless you really need to. It’s narrow and essentially one way. If you catch someone coming out through it at the same time you’re going down you’ll have to hope that you both somehow manage to fit through. It’s a tight squeeze.”

“But it’s a good way to make a shortcut and most people don’t use the passage anyway.”

Here and there Master Tighnari or Cyno will point a place out and tell her about some strange story they heard from their own time in the Akademiya, or a story that’s less a story and more a memory.

“That building used to be a pottery studio that catered specifically towards Spantamad students,” Cyno tells her, touching her arm to guide her gaze towards what now looks to be a bakery. “It closed when I was a student. Professor Cyrus showed up on the last day to complain at the owner. Apparently it was a family business, and Professor Cyrus had been going there since he was a student, too.”

“What happened to make them close?”

“The family got sick of Akademiya students,” Cyno says. “It’s still a family business. They just moved into baking.” Cyno pauses, ushering her and Master Tighnari away. “I wouldn’t suggest eating there though. Everyone who still remembers them from when they were still running a kiln swears that they never did any kind of renovation or even any kind of cleaning to meet a food handling or safety standard. And I don’t think even Lord Kusanali could say what kind of chemicals or reagents they were testing with for the past few centuries before they became a bakery.”

Master Tighnari gestures to one of the sweeping ramps that connect the different levels of the city that steadily climb and crawl their way up the Divine Tree. 

“I chipped a tooth practicing wind gliding on that ramp,” Master Tighnari says. “Every time I pass that ramp I run my tongue over my front teeth.”

“You can’t wind glide in the city without a permit,” Cyno frowns. “What do you mean you chipped your tooth practicing?”

Master Tighnari sighs like he’s a hundred years old, ignoring Cyno’s question to pretend he’s Madam Faruzan. “And back in our day you had to pass an exam and get it officially recognized as part of your Akasha profile for it to count. And that was after your Akasha logged sufficient practice hours with an authorized watcher. And you had to keep renewing the damn thing every year or two.” Master Tighnari glances at Cyno. “How did Professor Cyrus get you out of the Four-Leaf Sigil habit? I kept refusing to use my glider because I couldn’t find any sigils to link to and it made me nervous. My mom got fed up with it and shoved me off the top of a building with my dad waiting below.”

Cyno sighs, raising a hand to his temple and pressing down like he’s trying to bury the memory. “Professor Cyrus didn’t bother. He just had Senior Lisa teach me and gave her extra credit for it. Not that she needed it. He figured that because she’s originally from Mondstadt she’d be a better teacher than anyone else in Sumeru City.”

“And how’d Lisa get you to of the habit of looking for Sigils?” 

Cyno stares into the middle distance before saying, “She gave me other priorities to look for first.”

Master Tighnari and Collei both decide not to think too hard on what that could possibly mean. 

Instead, Master Tighnari turns to Collei. “You learned wind gliding in Mondstadt and only just started to get good at it here. Most people who grow up here and learn to wind glide are already too used to using the Four-Leaf Sigils and other things. It becomes a habit for them to think along those lines and look for those landing and launching spots rather than just…opening their gliders.”

Collei nods in understanding, remembering some of the junior Forest Rangers trying to practice wind gliding in preparation for their own certifications while more senior Forest Watchers would get annoyed with them for huddling up and crowding walkways.

And for all that Collei did first learn how to wind glide in the city of wind itself, there are still times where her mind doesn’t easily transition between the mindset needed to use the various dendro aligned mechanisms and creatures of Sumeru and the one needed to work a wind-glider. Mixing the two can sometimes be tricky, especially if you’ve been going around for a while and stamina is low.

Both methods of travel are unsurprisingly demanding on the arms, after all. Back when Collei had Eleazar she had a max number of minutes she could be up in the air before it became a problem for her throughout the rest of the day. 

Even now Collei’s still working on gaining stamina on that front. Her arms just get so sore sometimes…

“I never noticed you have a chipped tooth,” Collei says.

“It wasn’t that big of a chip. I had it fixed,” Master Tighnari says with a shrug. “But word of advice? The wind flow there can get really strange in the summer. Maybe Layla would be able to tell you more about it, I think wind currents are a mandatory course for Rtawahists no matter their speciality.”

Cyno points out to Collei where Miss Lisa would take him when she picked him up after her last class of the day and they’d spend a few hours having tea and snacks while he snooped through her notes and she worked on her assignments.

“I learned more from her notes than I did in most official classes.”

“That’s Lisa Minci for you.”

Master Tighnari points out his old primary school to Collei, which is still running but is now mostly a daycare. They have a hutch for chickens and a separate one from rabbits.

They show her a bunch of shortcuts and tell her about the best places for student discounts, and all the things to avoid. They argue over some of those points, but just as often agree. There are some universal experiences across darshans and specialties, apparently. And they’re duty-bound to pass their hard-earned knowledge onto the next generation, if if said generation doesn’t always listen and needs a first-hand encounter to figure it out themselves.

“Back before I knew Cyno as Cyno and only as the really intimidating matra officer who was on his way to becoming the next General Mahamatra, he nearly gave me a heart attack over at that blind corner,” Master Tighnari says, causing Cyno to sigh and roll his eyes skyward. Master Tighnari’s tail swishes from side to side before going still again, amusement partially contained but entirely visible. “No, I’m not going to let it go. It was when he was investigating me for possible academic misconduct. Naturally the investigation didn’t get very far. But he felt as though he had some kind of duty to talk to me directly about the matter and that the best way to do that would be at night at a blind corner in the rain by stepping out of the shadows with his hood up and spear ready like some sort of cliche.”

“The one and only time I’ve ever managed to sneak up on your Master,” Cyno says to Collei. “And I’ve never been able to replicate it since.”

“I learn the first time around.”

On and on and on, throughout the day they wind their way through Sumeru City, giving it a new layer of history and color with their stories that has Collei laughing and baffled in turns. Some of the stories are too ridiculous. Some of them are too embarrassing. And all of them are entirely them that now that she knows they happened her mind can’t help but go “Of course that happened to them.”

But there are just as many neat little pieces of advice, shortcuts, and various other little things that they tell her that Collei feels like she should’ve learned on her own by now and yet somehow hasn’t. Or that they should’ve told her way sooner.

Master Tighnari laughs when she complains about this. “Don’t count Cyno and me out just yet, just because you’ve been going around the city for the past few months. We both still have things to teach you. We’re just rationing it out a little.”

There are moments through the day where they suddenly fall quiet, one after another like a series of elemental totems that got out of synch, or triggered in the wrong order or by accident.

Collei can’t say for certain what causes these moments of quiet for the other two, but she knows what causes hers. And based on the cause of hers she thinks it’d be a pretty fair thing to assume that they’re all sharing the same root for silence.

Sometimes Collei will be listening to one or both of them work on telling a story and she’ll feel something in her chest start to squeeze, like a giant lump of undigested food burning and squeezing its way up her throat even as she tries to squeeze it back down—like a really strange version of tug-of-war. Except instead of pulling they’re both pushing, Collei and this unnamable force.

She simultaneously wants to cry and laugh and yell all at once. It makes her want to curl over and press her face into her knees and it makes her want to throw her head back and stare into the bright blue sky.

It feels a lot like she got kicked in the chest, or she’s gotten knocked out of the sky in the middle of zipping between Four-Leaf Sigils. All of her momentum stops and Collei gets a single clear view of things before she’s hurtling down and away.

As Master Tighnari and Cyno talk about the future, about the things she’ll see and experience, it hits Collei again and again that yes. She is going to get to do all of those things. The future is here and it’s hers.

Collei is living her future. And there is a future beyond this future. In fact, it’s going to keep on going and going and going. Collei is going to keep going.

Collei realizes this over and over and it strikes her silent, overwhelming like a wave or a wind that came without any kind of warning.

Master Tighnari and Cyno falter in the middle of their storytelling when this wave-wind hits them, too. Like it’s striking them just now—this realization of tomorrow’s and tomorrow’s that are going to continue not just for years but decades. Whole scores even.

Collei had thought that Eleazar and the death it would give her were set in stone (That’s a joke she’s probably never going to tell anyone, definitely not these two. Huh. Maybe she did get some of Cyno’s humor after all…).

But it wasn’t. And now that her time flows freely without that solid stone stopper on one end—

There’s time! There’s time! Collei wants to laugh and scream and sob this out loud.

Whenever they fall quiet into these moments of realization of time and its ongoing flow she wants to grab one or both of them by the shoulders, shaking them—shouting at them, I have time. We have time.

And so time flows, between stories and silence. They make their way from one side of the city to the other. They burrow beneath the roots of the Divine Tree in the crowded markets in the tunnels and chambers. They traverse the sprawl around the walls of the city and the edges of the corona’s shade. And they ascend to the very top of the Divine Tree, beyond even the Sanctuary of Surasthana to where the branches are almost thin enough to look like the normal main branches of a regular-sized tree.

The three of them sit in a row on one of those branches, watching the setting sun get caught by the horizon. This high up the city below them that they had spent the entire day learning and re-learning looks so small. The world stretches out, vast and shadowed, painted in unusual colors from the sunset.

Master Tighnari and Cyno have moved on from telling her stories about their own time in Akademiya—how Cyno got recruited to the matra, how Master Tighnari got picked as Sage Naphis’ apprentice, how Cyno almost joined the Haravatat and gave both Miss Lisa and Professor Cyrus a crisis, how Master Tighnari nearly failed one of his early Vahumana courses because he disagreed with the Professor—to bickering with each other about Collei’s future specialty.

It had started off semi-serious, because Cyno was giving Collei advice on the things he’d heard about various Professors at the Bimarstan and how they treated their residents and interns. Master Tighnari nodded along adding his own comments or rebuttals here and there, the two of them dipping into what Master Tighnari would openly admit as gossiping at times.

And then Cyno started to turn away from the Bimarstan towards various bits he knew about the Professors and people working in the apothecary, and with the master tactics of the General Mahamatra he managed to take them down a path that led straight towards him telling her about the different Spantamad courses and how they relate to the medical field and the Professors and classes she should avoid or take if she finds herself interested.

This, of course, had Master Tighnari warning him off, and the two fell into light-heartedly bickering about all the specialties Collei could possibly choose, of which there were a whole lot that Collei still hadn’t even heard of, but some of them did sound pretty neat.

“You’re being unusually insecure,” Cyno teases Master Tighnari, reaching around Collei to curl a finger into one of Master Tighnari’s accessories, giving it a brief tug. “What’s the harm in just talking about these things? Isn’t it better for Collei to hear about them to know what her options are?”

“I’m not insecure. Of course there’s going to be people trying to recruit and steal her from the Forest Rangers and the Amurta. Anyone would be a fool to not try and recruit her,” Master Tighnari snaps. “And no, it’s not better for Collei to hear about them. She’s already gotten her main picks in order. There’s such a thing as being spoiled for choice.”

“Infectious diseases definitely crosses over with Spantamad chemical component analysis,” Cyno says to Collei causing Master to roll his eyes hard, reaching around Collei to tug at the ends of Cyno’s hair.

“And now you’re really reaching. Don’t think I don’t know what this is about. Stop trying to poach my apprentice. You’re the one who left her in my care to start with. How can any of you be surprised that she’d take after me instead of you? It’s not my fault that Professor Cyrus is nagging you to carry on the family tradition. Even Lisa has her own apprentice, now.”

Cyno and Collei exchange bemused glances at the mention of Miss Lisa’s student.

As much as the two of them like the young boy that Miss Lisa’s taken under her wing, it’s a very different mentor-teacher relationship than the one that Professor Cyrus and Miss Lisa had, or that Master Tighnari and Collei have. 

As much as Miss Lisa and Razor are close and that Razor is very diligent in doing his best to master everything that Miss Lisa teaches him, it’s pretty obvious that Miss Lisa is focusing on giving Razor a general education rather than a Spantamad one. And that while Razor is eager to learn and even more eager to make his teacher happy, a life of scholarship is probably not in his future.

“Tighnari, I doubt that Razor is going to be making any contributions to the Spantamad.”

“Yes, but at least Professor Cyrus gets to fuss over making lesson plans and the like with Lisa. Go find your own student and stop trying to distract mine. Collei’s taken.”

Cyno gives Master Tighnari a very indulgent look. “Fine. I’ll let you have Collei as an Amurta because Sage Naphis has had a rather rough time of things. Bad enough he his previous apprentice, your mother, to your father’s research by the Wall of Samiel, and then you to your own research in the Avidya Forest. But there’s no reason why Collei and I can’t discuss the potential for Collei to get involved in the research labs shared by both the Amurta and Spantamad. I doubt that Sage Naphis would see that as much of a loss as losing your mother and you to ongoing fieldwork. At least Collei would be in Sumeru City.” Cyno’s expression turns sly. “There’s time for Collei’s interests and focuses to change, especially as she gets exposed to different fields and new skills. She has four years of residency here in Sumeru City even after she finishes her training, after all. That’s a lot of growing and changing. Anything can happen in that time. Who knows? We might even have a future Kshahrewar on our hands, considering how adept she’s become with creating and repairing various mechanisms.”

It’s probably best that she doesn’t say this, but Collei had been looking at a few Kshahrewar classes. 

The field of prosthetics engineering is a very interesting one. The Kshahrewar-Amurta combination isn’t entirely off the table for her. She’s thinking of trying a few of the classes out next year once she’s got more of her Amurta courses settled and once she’s gotten into the feel of the Akademiya.

“Don’t say that out loud!” Master Tighnari hisses, ears going flat as he takes an apprehensive look around. “What if my master hears you? Then he’s going to start picking fights with the Kshahrewar.”

“What if he hears me from the top of the Divine Tree? You’re the one with the ears, Tighnari. Those you didn’t inherit from your master. And I think your parents would find it funny if Collei went on a completely different path of scholarship than either of us.”

Collei leans back onto her palms, legs swaying as she listens to Master Tighnari and Cyno going back and forth while the sun and the shadows stretch and sprawl out before her. She traces the lines of color, of light, and imagines she’s tracing backwards.

Cyno to Miss Lisa to Professor Cyrus to whoever came before him. Master Tighnari to his mother to Sage Naphis and whoever came before him. All of those lines of scholars, of masters and apprentices, of teachers and students, passing down all that they know from one mind to another—all of that accumulated years of experience being given and grown into a series of tomorrow’s and new hands to use that knowledge.

All of that knowledge, coming down to Collei, resting in her hands, ready to grow into and with her tomorrow.

Isn’t this kind of like it’s own divine tree? Growing upwards and outwards, building and growing and spreading? With its city of people thriving underneath, and all of those blends of life feeding and building onto it all in a great big ever-shifting, ever-learning arrangement?

Collei’s toes curl in her new dependable shoes and her fingers catch over the texture of the bark as she leans back even further, letting her eyes fall closed.

And what will she do with her tomorrows? How will she grow this knowledge? What tree will sprout out of her to add to the forest, what branch to add to the tree?

Through her, what kind of shelter might be found in the same way she’s found her own with Master Tighnari and Cyno and all of those who came before them and with them?

Collei imagines it. She imagines one day teaching someone as she has been taught. 

She imagines herself kneeling in the damp underbrush and pointing out to someone else how to distinguish the types of tracks the Shroom-kin that don’t float make, and how to tell the stage of their development. Collei imagines herself taking someone’s hand and guiding them into a balanced position and teaching them how to fall with the least amount of hurt possible, remembering to protect the head and neck. She imagines standing at the top of a high cliff or tree with her wind glider ready as she takes the jump with someone else, promising to be with them every step of the way for their first time in the air.

Collei imagines sitting with someone and guiding them through a wordy passage, not giving them the answers exactly, but offering them help for where they might look to understand how to find those answers.

She imagines arranging metal wires and circuits and soldering equipment on a table and watching someone else carefully connecting electronics for the first time, double-checking that they’ve got the right wire to the right circuit and that they don’t have any electric current flowing before they start the process of connecting everything.

Collei imagines laying back on the day-warmed sand even as she bundles up against night winds, and pointing out the constellations that will guide a person towards water, towards shelter, towards home—not just pointing and telling, but also giving the stories passed down as old as the sands about those ancient stars.

Collei imagines one day being a teacher like the ones in her lives. And she doesn’t mean just Master Tighnari, but everyone in her life who’s ever given her advice, skills, knowledge, or care. 

When Collei imagines it she feels bright. Excited. Giddy, even.

Because by the time she gets there—won’t that mean that Collei’s learned so much more on her own, too? Enough to pass onto someone else?

And aren’t there things that only Collei would be able to teach? Aren’t there things that she’d have learned from all those teachers and then come up with herself, or built into something different with her own understanding? Won’t she have own lessons to teach built from other lessons she’d already learned?

Someday Collei will walk with someone through these streets, over these paths. She’ll show them all the handholds for climbing up the trees and buildings, and where to look out for Corps of Thirty or matra. She’ll point out the strange wind current that caused her Master to chip a tooth. She’ll take them down the street to look at dioramas and have chai while listening to the gramophone play and pick up second-hand books.

Collei will make balms for bruises and sore joints and teach that person how to get the best ones and how to store the them for the safest long-term storage based on her own experience. She’ll teach them about the best way to stuff a pita pocket so it won’t get soggy later. 

Collei will tell them about a disease called Eleazar, and a disaster called the Withering, and how the world is still recovering from it and all the things that were learned through them both—and through the recovery.

Collei will tell them her own horror stories from medical school and residency, and her own stranger stories from being a Forest Ranger. Collei will tell them about the shoes she’s broken in and the flowers she’s dried, the places she’s traveled and the people she’s met to learn from.

Collei will tell them about Cuilein-Anbar, and the person who inspired her to make it, and all the people who helped her make it and improve upon it over time. She will tell that person about a domain of water and carnival games.

She will have stories of Windblumes and more Inter-Darshan Competitions, anniversaries and celebrations, graduations and birthdays, midterms and final exams and licensing certifications. Collei will have stories about seas of sand and oceans of green—windy waves, and still plains.

Whether she goes straight Amurta or brings in sub-specialties from the Kshahrewar or Spantamad or any other darshan, Collei will have so much to share.

Collei imagines that she’ll probably have a lot of the same worries and concerns that Master Tighnari and Cyno and everyone else who’s had a hand in teaching her do.

Maybe she’ll also worry about her future student choosing a path so different and branching away from her own. Maybe she’ll worry about their exams and their presentations, and try and snoop in on that student’s other professors to see how they’re doing. 

Maybe Collei will end up being just as embarrassing as her own teachers can sometimes be, doing the exact same things they do.

And she’s sure—just as how Master Tighnari and Cyno are often surprised by her even though she doesn’t think she’s done anything surprising—she’ll also be surprised by what is shared with her in return.

How great her body of knowledge might be by then. How great her own body might be—healthy and strong and well-learned.

And how much further it can go, still!

Collei opens her eyes to the setting sun and the vast sea of stars that’s starting to shine through.

Step Five, Collei thinks to herself as she loops an arm through Master Tighnari on one side and Cyno on the other, pointedly clearing her throat. 

She imagines going home later tonight and sitting at her desk. She pictures herself moving aside her bag for tomorrow and her cap and pulling out one of her journals from the desk drawer.

(The journal, really.) 

She pictures herself flipping to the first page with that big question of life and the series of steps she’s come up with written out underneath it. She can hear Master Tighnari and Cyno puttering around the house through the walls—the creaking of floorboards, the turning of doorknobs and the click of window latches. Maybe the two of them will end the night with a shared bottle of wine and some cards. Or maybe they’ll drift off in comfortable silence.

Collei can smell the oils and creams that she’ll put on after her bath to help with the healing marks on her skin and lingering dry patches. She can smell the faint traces of the dried flowers she’s hung around her room, and she can even hear the sound of the night-creatures outside of her window. Collei can see the way that the shadows will cast themselves on the page.

She can feel the weight of her new-old fountain pen, and the strokes of that pen in her hand as she writes.

Here’s another step to add to that ever growing list. Here is the the moment she’s going to write down later in that journal using the new ink that Layla got her. 

Collei feels her mouth and cheeks pulling up, coloring, as she grins wide to herself in anticipation.

On either side of her, Master Tighnari and Cyno fall silent, giving each other suspicious looks before turning the same suspicion onto Collei.

“Master, Cyno, hasn’t all of this arguing made you hungry? I’ll race you both to the bottom of the tree. The winner gets to pay for dinner!”

And with that Collei slips her arms from both of theirs and slides right off the tree branch, folding her arms and legs exactly as she was taught by the two men scrambling and yelling after her—

“It’s supposed to be the loser pays for dinner!”

“Wait until you’re getting a paycheck before stealing the check to pay!”

As Collei clears the last of the more troublesome branches she spreads her arms, shifts her center of gravity, and deploys her wind-glider, whooping as she feels the wind catch her. 

For a moment she’s suspended without falling, the rise of the wind counteracting gravity and puzzling all of that kinetic energy about where it’s supposed to go. Facts and figures and diagrams about the behaviors of gas under pressure fly through her head as she looks out and around her.

For the briefest moment Collei is looking down at Mondstadt with its rolling hills and strolling streams, and the shadow of different gliders touches upon hers. In the distance she can see the imagine the statue of Barbatos. 

And then she’s crossing through Liyue, over the ridge of the Chasm to see the great sprawl of Sumeru’s jungles and valleys, with the faint pale dot of the Sanctuary of Surasthana like a guiding star in the distance.

Collei imagines the child she was before—scarred in so many ways, small, and still growing, looking out at this view for the first time and being unable to comprehend it, in all of its vast wonder. 

And here she is, no longer that child. Still scarred—although in different ways—, not nearly as small, and definitely still growing.

This isn’t the first time she’s seen this view. It’s not going to be her last. And even now, all these years and views later, Collei still finds a dozen new things that take her breath away, all new and all wonderful—the world somehow all the bigger for all the things she’s already seen, done, and learned.

And isn’t that, Collei thinks as she hears the sound of her family catching up behind her, calling out taunts and challenges, still a wonderful thing? To have come so far and still have so many things waiting for her up ahead?

Isn’t it amazing to have more to look forward to? Isn’t it great that there’s still much more that she can do?


  Step Five: Keep going!


  


