
And Thursday is Tahchin night


    
    The General Mahamatra dies on a Wednesday.

 

Wednesdays are Mora Meat days. Cyno makes the same joke about “wanting some-ora” every week.

 

It’s never funny. Master never laughs. Collei doesn’t think she’s ever seen her master laugh at any of his jokes.

 

She’s also never seen her master turn away and say nothing in response to her asking if he’s ready to eat.

 

Tighnari goes to bed on Wednesday, Mora Meat day, having not rolled any of the dough or prepared any of the meat. Collei does not talk to him. The kitchen is silent. 

 

Collei does not remember what Cyno sounds like when he’s holding back a snicker at his own puns.

 

+++

 

And the funeral happens that Friday. And it bothers her for the rest of the day that his quirks are already becoming foreign to her.

 

It’s Pita Pocket day today.

 

Well, technically every day is Pita Pocket day, but dinner is when Collei makes her own special version.

 

She tries to think of the fire in Amber’s eyes and the bright smile she wields like a weapon as she cooks. Keeping a positive outlook, fighting your demons with a grin and a salute.

 

Master walked back into his hut after the funeral. Drew the leaves. Didn’t say a word.

 

Collei tries for a smile. What would Amber say right now? 

 

 Keep going!  

 

And she does. She cooks the meat. She chops the vegetables. She cuts her finger while slicing a tomato.

 

Red, like Amber’s headband.

 

Red, like the Harra fruit smoothies Cyno made for them.

 

“General Cyno! Can you grab me a bandage?”

 

No response. Silence.

 

Red, like the sun setting over Gandharva Ville. Cyno should be back by now. What’s taking so long—

 

Ah. Right.

 

Red, like the desert blooms thrown over his grave.

 

Right. Right. Collei forgot.

 

+++

 

And it’s Sunday now. And Collei keeps forgetting.

 

First it was his laughter, and now it’s his stories.

 

He had an abundance of them. He was always in the desert, tracking down criminals and fighting monsters.

 

Master had scoffed. Told him to be more careful. Scolded him when he came back and wasn’t careful enough. Asked him if he had a death wish.

 

Master got the answer to his question. Collei hasn’t seen him since Wednesday. She wonders if Master Tighnari has a death wish, too.

 

It’s Sabz Meat Stew day today.

 

Collei is trying to get the stew right. She keeps reigniting the flames, but they don’t stay high for long. She fans them, to no avail. 

 

Cyno told her an anecdote about having to make a fire from wet leaves and napkins. She can’t remember it. If she did, she could keep this damn fire going. 

 

She blows, and fans, and channels dendro energy to keep the flames high. It isn’t until she burns her fingers that she remembers Cyno’s explanation on how volatile dendro and pyro reactions are.

 

Ah. Right. He was a Spantamad scholar. He knew the intricacies of elemental reactions.

 

Collei lets the flame die. 

 

Cyno would’ve cooked this dish without making a single mistake.

 

And he wouldn’t have let her fall to the floor and sob, either. He would’ve rubbed circles into her back, told her to get up and keep going.

 

 Keep going! Amber says. Cyno echoes.

 

And Collei looks at Master Tighnari’s hut. Wonders if he hears Cyno’s plea to not give up. Wonders if he’s also starting to forget what his voice sounds like.

 

+++

 

If he remembered what it sounded like, surely he would’ve come out by now, Monday, Mushroom Hodgepodge day.

 

His favorite. 

 

Master always frets over the dish. It has to be perfect. 

 

He spends hours hunting for the best mushrooms. He asks Cyno to come along with him. He politely tells Collei with his eyes to look the other way as his fingers intertwine with Cyno’s.

 

Collei winks and salutes. She promises to stay oblivious. She proceeds to do the exact opposite, to not look away as Master’s tail swishes rapidly and they walk out the door.

 

Collei looks to the hut. Keeps searching for Tighnari. 

 

She promises, now more than ever, to continue to disobey him. To never, ever look away when he needs it most.

 

+++

 

The Rangers are antsy. 

 

Tuesday is Charcoal-Baked Ajilenakh Cake day.

 

The Ajilenakh nuts needed are not here. Neither is the letter that’s supposed to arrive every week at ten AM Tuesday.

 

The Rangers are anxious. They’re pacing outside Master’s abode. The leaves are drawn shut. There’s no light coming from within, because he’s not reading the letter that’s supposed to be here today. 

 

There was a letter last Wednesday.

 

It confused him. Cyno never sends letters on Wednesday, and he already sent one the day before. The letter was not from Cyno. It didn’t have any more Ajilenakh nuts. It didn’t have any more jokes. 

 

It was signed by the Matra.

 

It contained condolences.

 

It was not his letter.

 

It did not have any Ajilenakh nuts. And they can’t make the cake.

 

+++

 

Shirin is angry.

 

“He’s going to kill himself!”

 

Ashpazi and Nasrin nod along while she paces.

 

Collei did not sleep last night. She wonders if anyone did.

 

She couldn’t stop staring at the leaves over Master’s hut. It’s all she thinks about anymore. It’s all anyone talks about anymore.

 

“What are we doing just sitting here? We have to—we have to do  something !”

 

“I already  tried. ” Ashpazi sounds irritated.

 

“You called out to him twice!” Shirin rounds on him. “That’s not enough!”

 

“And what else are we supposed to do?” Ashpazi stands up and flings the chair backwards. “We can’t make him do anything! We can’t turn back time and fix this! All we can do is wait and see what happens!”

 

“Fuck you!”

 

All of them stop. Collei almost lets out a startled laugh. Because if Master were here, Shirin would be in for the scolding of a lifetime.

 

Master Tighnari has a rule. 

 

“No swearing in front of Collei.”

 

Cyno broke that rule one time. Not in front of Tighnari, but while he was on patrol. While waiting, they played a game of Genius Invokation TCG. Collei tricked him into using up all the time he had to make a move, and he swore. Then, he looked horrified.

 

“Do not tell Nari I said that.”

 

The General Mahamatra. The scary, General Mahamatra. The one who takes down 300 criminals all by himself. He was scared of Tighnari’s reaction.

 

And Collei laughs. And she laughs and she laughs until she sobs and hiccups. And she keeps laughing and sobbing and her ribs ache and her heart squeezes and her mouth hurts and her Master is not okay and she’s not okay and none of this is okay. None of this is okay.

 

“This is so fucked up.”

 

All three of the Rangers stare at her. Their pupils are blown wide.

 

It goes back to silence.

 

Collei awkwardly clears her throat. “Um, does anyone remember what we’re having for dinner tonight?”

 

+++

 

She learns they were supposed to have Mora Meat last night.

 

A full week since the last Mora Meat night. A full week of Master’s hut covered with leaves.

 

She makes Duel Soul tonight.

 

It’s complex. It takes Collei three minutes and two broken pyramids to stack the rice just so. It makes her question her Master’s taste in men at least once.

 

And she realizes something. The iconic eye is neatly drawn in the middle of the rice, and she remembers.

 

Cyno’s mind. How creative he had to have been to come up with this dish. His drive. How determined he was to do right by them both. His strength. How much he fought so he could come back to them at the end of each day. To share meals with them.

 

She doesn’t cry again. She smiles seeing the dish. 

 

He is here. He exists in the TCG cards stacked neatly on the table. He permeates the house through the sand Master was always telling him to clean out of the carpet. 

 

And his permanence is etched into this dish. 

 

How they can make it over and over, so long as they have the ingredients. Even if the cards are lost. Even if the sand blows away. Cyno’s ideas will never fade. They can be made tangible. They can be shared with others.

 

Food is the one thing they can always have.

 

Come to think of it, Collei seems to recall Thursday’s dish being Tahchin.

 

+++

 

“Master? It’s me! I’m coming in.”

 

It’s dark inside.

 

As expected, of course, but it’s still eerie. Master hates having the lights off. He’s a man who never takes a rest. His lanterns remain lit at all times, whether it’s because he’s writing, or reading, or playing TCG late into the night with Cyno.

 

It’s dark. It’s sad. It’s not him.

 

He hasn’t been him. Whoever this is, this imposter in Master’s body that’s making him give up, it’s scaring everyone.

 

“Master Tighnari?”

 

Collei looks at the terrarium. The plants are withered. Brown. Devoid of life.

 

Master’s desk is not any better. There are crumpled pieces of paper everywhere. The trashcan is overflowing with pages of frenzied scribbles and broken quills.

 

Collei swallows. And looks to the bed.

 

The first thing she does is let out a heavy sigh. Of relief, luckily. Because his chest is still rising and falling. Albeit slowly, but he’s still here. Still tangible.

 

She hasn’t lost him too.

 

“Master? Please wake up and eat.”

 

Tighnari does not stir. Collei sighs again.

 

The Duel Soul is set down on the desk. Collei sets herself on the bed.

 

It’s dark. But even Collei can tell her Master is in a terrible state.

 

His tail is full of tangles. The nilotpala lotus smell is gone. Master hasn’t gone out and gathered fresh lotsuses in days. He’s been wearing the same clothes. They don’t have the smell of Mora Meat, because he never made Mora Meat. He never rolled the dough. He never prepped the meat.

 

He didn’t see a point. Not when the General wouldn’t be there to ask for “some-ora.”

 

“Master. It’s time to wake up.”

 

Collei gently touches Tighnari’s shoulder.

 

The form next to her shifts. Collei persists, shaking his shoulder until she hears grumbling.

 

“Mm, who?”

 

Master Tighnari’s eyes are dull. There’s no light. But he’s still here. It’s a start.

 

“It’s Collei, Master.” 

 

A few hundred granules of sand slide slowly into the bottom of an hourglass in the time it takes Tighnari’s eyes to open. 

 

“C–collei?”

 

His voice is rough and cracked. Two simple syllables that sound like they were coated in granite. It occurs to Collei he probably hasn’t had water in days.

 

“H–hold on, I’m getting you something to drink.”

 

“Why—”

 

“Please don’t talk right now, drink something first.”

 

Tighnari mumbles something else, but Collei leaves before she can hear it. When she comes back, her Master’s ears are drooped over his head. It’s silent again.

 

Collei’s had just about enough silence for one week.

 

“Here you go.”

 

Tighnari’s eyes meet hers. Dual toned, colored like the forest, but without the vibrance of the lush jungle. He continues to say nothing, looks on passively. He’s no more a person than Karkata is a real crab.

 

“Master Tighnari, you can’t give up. Please just do what I say. If you leave too, I’ll…”

 

And isn’t it funny, how Collei’s supposed to be the one bringing her master back while she herself struggles to stay afloat?

 

It’s so funny, it makes her cry.

 

None of this is okay. She’s been alone. Her grief has lived in the darkness of her Master’s hut. She’s been alone. The leaves at the entrance have become a staple in her sadness. She’s been alone. 

 

Tighnari is here. He’s alive.

 

And he’s listening. He’s taking the water from her. He’s listening. He’s drinking it down with trembling hands. He’s listening. He’s giving it back. He’s listening.

 

He’s heard her plea.

 

“I’m sorry, Collei.”

 

Tighnari is promising to stay.

 

“Master?”

 

“Collei, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, for what I did. It must’ve been lonely. I’m sorry for leaving you alone.”

 

Instant regret washes over Collei. She’s been selfish. Tighnari has been grieving, and she’s taken his attention away to focus on her.

 

“It’s okay—”

 

“It’s not okay. None of this is okay.”

 

Yeah, he can say that again.

 

But instead, he says nothing. They do not descend into the silence Collei dreads. There is crying. Sobbing, wailing, from both of them.

 

And there is life. So, so much life, in this room. There’s an opportunity to heal.

 

Collei clutches onto Tighnari’s shirt, taking huge, gasping breaths. Her Master leaves her secure in his warm embrace. She can hear his heart pound weakly. Life. He’s still alive.

 

“Collei?”

 

She pulls back and looks at him. Her sobs have turned to sniffles. “Yes?”

 

Tighnari’s ears wilt fully, and he looks away. “Have you ever loved someone so much that—that you couldn’t imagine what a bad end would even look like?

 

Collei’s breath catches in her throat.

 

“I knew the nature of Cyno’s job. I’m not an idiot. I knew it was dangerous. But Collei, he…”

 

Master takes a shuddering breath. The dried tear tracks are reinvigorated once more.

 

“He promised. When the lotuses bloomed again, he promised to take me somewhere we could be alone. Fuck. I was going to ask Dehya for help on choosing a ring.”

 

Collei doesn’t suppress the whimper that comes from her mouth. “I’m sorry, Master. I’m so sorry.”

 

“I know, Collei.”

 

Tighnari leans forward again. Takes her back into his embrace.

 

“But he was important to you too, wasn’t he?”

 

There were a couple years where the answer to that question wasn’t a simple yes or no. For Collei, Cyno did not mean comfort. He did not mean security. He did what he had to in order to save her, and she repaid that effort with nightmares.

 

Time changed, and healed all wounds, as it does. Collei wonders if she should’ve told him that all the good he did for her changed who Collei is. Molded her into someone better, more capable of living for herself.

 

“Yes, Master. He was one of the most important people I’ve ever known.”

 

Tighnari pulls away. Smiles. “Well that makes two of us.”

 

Then,

 

“I’m sorry, Collei. For making you grieve alone. And for making you worry about me. It’s my job to protect you, and I failed.”

 

“You didn’t fail! Don’t say that!

 

Tighnari looks startled. It’s probably the first time since their roles were reversed—Tighnari the anxious being, and Collei the confidence that keeps him going.

 

“Master, you’re hurting, too. And it’s okay to not be yourself while you’re hurting. You said that to me once, remember?”

 

Tighnari nods. “Yeah, I… I guess I did.”

 

“And,” Collei chokes back a sob. “Cyno told me something, too. That people don’t ever really die when you have stuff to remember them by.”

 

“That’s true too.” Master is smiling again. 

 

And neither of them say it. They recognize it, they do not speak it aloud. But what is a universal truth within this tiny hut is that Cyno has connected them. It was a happenstance, and now they exist together because Cyno decided to take a chance on trust.

 

Collei remembers one of the first things they all did together was cook a meal. The foundation of all that is them was built upon ingredients. Washing the vegetables, making small talk, learning about each other over the open flame of a sizzling pan. 

 

That is how Collei and Tighnari will relearn to live, too.

 

“Collei, is that…”

 

Master’s voice dies in his throat. 

 

Right. The Tahchin. Cyno’s personal touch. Lovingly crafted by her own hands, guided by Cyno in spirit.

 

“It’s um, n-not as good as he makes it, but I wanted him to—to be there. With me.

 

Her voice lowers to a whisper:

 

“And I think you need him here with you, too.”

 

Silence.

 

Master stares at the dish. Looks right into the eye. There are memories of late nights under the moonlight hidden in the scent the Duel Soul emits. Collei is sure of it.

 

“You’re right, Collei. Thank you. Thank you for bringing him to me.”

 

And Thursday is Tahchin night. 

 

When Cyno comes over, and takes Collei’s hands, and helps her stir the yogurt. When he wraps his arms around Master’s waist as he’s washing the rice, and subsequently gets smacked by his tail for doing it. When they play TCG and laugh as Cyno is too busy enjoying his favorite dish to call them out for trying to cheat.

 

Thursday has always been Collei’s favorite night, because Cyno is always relaxed. Happy.

 

Ah. Right. She remembers what he looks like when he smiles. She remembers what he sounds like when he’s proud of a pun.

 

She and Master take a bite of the Tahchin.

 

She remembers what Cyno was like as a man full of life.

  
Notes for the Chapter:heyyy so like. sorry about killing cyno… but this was cathartic for me to write, even tho he had to suffer. hope you guys liked it despite the Agonies





