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Collei waved shyly at one of the kids from the infirmary as she sat down. They giggled by the doorway, then dashed off elsewhere. Probably to go catch crystalflies or bother Grandpa Keon or Granny Umm for more stories.

In the meantime, it was time for the Forest Rangers’ morning debrief. 

She… still had no idea what a debrief was, but it seemed like all the rangers and watchers did was report in to Tighnari before they passed on their duties to the others for the morning.

As she forced herself not to bounce her knee, Collei took a deep breath to calm her nerves.

She’d already been staying in Gandharva for almost a year, and she wouldn’t have even noticed if it weren’t for Miss Lisa pointing out in her last letter that Ludi Harpastum was swinging back around. Amber hadn’t pointed it out in her letter though, and neither did Sir Kaeya.

“It’s a hint,” Tighnari had told her as he put the letter down by her desk. “I think Miss Minci wants you to come visit.”

She eyed the letter on her desk as she pulled Cuilein-Anbar close to her. “How can you tell?”

“Well, sometimes people want you to reach certain conclusions yourself. So that they know that you understand it. If they point it out to you, how will you have learned it yourself, right?”

“Oh… Then why’d you tell me?”

Tighnari huffed out a breath, which, from Collei’s experience, was his version of a hearty laugh. He drew up her blanket for her. “Well, I guess you could say it’s something I’ve had some difficulty with myself. We all need to start somewhere, right? So now, you know what you need to catch next time.”

Right.

So, no, it wasn’t as if she hadn’t been doing anything since she’d last been to Mondstadt. 

The opposite, really! 

In the past year, she’d learned how to cook some dishes from Ashpazi, learned archery from Tighnari, and even learned how to sew from Granny Umm! On top of that, Tighnari had told her that her handwriting and spelling was getting a lot better, so it was only a matter of time before she could start reading and writing her own letters to Mondstadt.

It was all very exciting.

And today… 

Well, today was Collei’s first day as a Trainee Forest Ranger!

Um.

Well.

At least it was going to be her first day as a trainee. She just had to wait until the end of this meeting.

Soon enough, she’d be able to get to go on patrols and help the people of Sumeru however she could. That meant that, when Tighnari was called away from their study sessions, she’d be able to come with him to help instead of just falling asleep at her desk and waking up in her bed. That meant that she wouldn’t have to keep her head low and finally give back in her own way. 

She’d be able to finally say that she wasn’t just a burden to Gandharva Ville.

“… thank you for that, Rana,” Tighnari said, drawing Collei back from her senses. He was scribbling something down on his notepad. Then, he tore the page off and handed it over to Shirin. “Make sure to have Izad send the request for nutrients to Pardis Dhyai. Since it was still early into the Withering, we might be able to save the surrounding area before it spreads elsewhere. I’ve also put in an order for Nilotpala Lotus seedlings. Plant them somewhere easy to reach in case of emergency, yeah?”

“Yes, sir.”

Tighnari looked up from Shirin. “Anyone else?”

There was a resounding tired, “Nothing else,” from the rangers and watchers who looked worse for wear. They must have been up all night.

Tighnari snapped his notepad shut, looking her way. “Good. We have a new trainee. Collei, stand up.”

Several heads snapped up and swiveled towards her direction. Collei could have sworn her knees nearly buckled under the weight of their gazes. She raised a shaky hand and waved. “Hi. I-I’m Collei? Most of you already know me from the free courses and stuff. And from the fact that I mentor under Master Tighnari. Um… Anyway, I’m looking forward to working with you all!”

She glanced at Tighnari to check if that had been the right thing to say.

He gave her a nod. “Right. Since most of the watchers are going out today, Collei, you’re going to be shadowing Ashpazi with Iraj and Kamran. He’ll be making sure we have something ready by lunch and that it’s delivered to the other rangers within the area.
“Nasrin and I will take first patrol. I’ll be in the city for the rest of the day so before I return and before Shirin comes back from Pardis Dhyai, Ashpazi is in charge. All clear?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Good, move out. And stay safe, everyone.”


They did not have enough Rukkashava mushrooms in the kitchen, it seemed. Usually it was up to Farbod to collect them, but Farbod was stuck in the infirmary that morning, apparently from yet another case of mushroom poisoning. 

And from the way the heat stuck to her skin, it was just about to start pouring so going out to collect them themselves might just be too much effort.

“It’s only a matter of time before that man gets an earful,” Ashpazi muttered under his breath. “In the meantime, since the general isn’t going to be here ‘til late anyway, we can cook something with a little bit of spice to it.”

“Yes!” hissed Iraj. Collei couldn’t help but laugh.

“Any suggestions, crew? Something easy but filling. Trainee Iraj?”

“Steaks!”

“Mm, we do have a lot of meat we need to burn through before it goes bad, but we just had steaks last week and we will be serving these to the infirmary as well so… maybe something a little easier to chew through. Trainee Kamran?”

“Curry?”

Iraj groaned. “I’m sick to death of curry.”

“Hey, I’m not the one who’s been doing patrols with Rana.”

Ashpazi shook his head. “We don’t have enough shrimp for that either way.”

Collei raised her hand.

“Trainee Collei?”

“Um, what about pita pockets? We could do different fillings for people who don’t want meat in them.” 

Well. That and it was one of the only recipes Tighnari was willing to test with her after the first time Ashpazi taught her how to make them. (Big deal! It’s not like she knew he was sensitive to spice!) And, as someone who had her days of hating the idea of having to work through chewing just to not go to bed hungry, it was probably high up on her list of foods she could stomach.

Ashpazi nodded. “It’ll take a lot to make from scratch, but since we haven’t bought any rice from the city yet, that might just be the key. Alright. Everyone wash up and grab as many ingredients as you can. Aprons are by the washing station. Meet me back here.”

“Yes, sir!”

Collei flexed her fingers and shook out her hands as she waited by the fountain with Iraj.

Don’t cramp up, don’t cramp up, don’t cramp up. It’d been a while since her last bad day, but she wanted this one to be good. Just this once, she hoped her body would cooperate.

“You good, kiddo?”

She gave him a shaky smile. “Yeah. Just… kinda nervous.”

Iraj waved a hand, “Don’t be! ‘Sides, you know everyone here already. Just think of it as just another day with us.”

Collei nodded, then tried to think of ways to keep the conversation going so she wouldn’t get even more nervous. “How long have you been a trainee? I-if you don’t mind me asking.”

Iraj faced forward as Kamran finished up by the fountain. “Oh, it’s coming up to about two years in a few weeks. Kamran and I joined around the same season, I think, ain’t that right, partner?”

Kamran didn’t pay him any mind, but that seemed normal because Iraj just kept talking as he washed his hands. “Anyway, it’s a two-year training course. Unless you have a Vision. I hear the General Watchleader was made a ranger within a few months of becoming a trainee. And that was when he was only a few years older than you!”

“Whoa…” Collei didn’t know that. The General Mahamatra had been a little stingy with the details about Tighnari before they came to Gandharva, and she didn’t want to pry into Tighnari’s life needlessly when she was already hogging all of his time. “That’s lucky!”

Iraj shook out the water from his hands. Collei stepped up to scrub off some of the dirt from hers. He continued, “Nah, it’s pure skill with that guy. It’s like he was made for this job. And that’s saying something. Izad told me the General used to be some big wig scholar before this.”

“I say it is lucky,” said Kamran gruffly. “No one without a Vision would ever graduate these courses that fast.”

“You’re just jealous. ‘Sides, wouldn’t that mean the opposite? The General Watchleader is so good at what he does, even the Dendro Archon was impressed. Collei, you’re his student, right?”

Collei wiped her hand off with the apron Iraj had handed over to her, walking with him as she put it on. “Yeah?”

“Did he ever say when he got his Vision?”

“Um… I never thought to ask. Anyway, I just thought he was lucky because, uh… Trainee Kamran is right. If the General Watchleader then was half as strict as Master is now, when he was still trainee, he’d still get the two-year course because they wouldn’t think Trainee Forest Ranger Tighnari was ready to face the forest yet.”

“You three done chatting?” Ashpazi scolded. “These pita pockets aren’t gonna make themselves, y’know.”

Collei nearly jumped out of her skin. “S-sorry, sir!”


She didn’t drop anything! 

Sure, she did a lot less work than she thought she could have. Compared to Iraj and Kamran, she made half as many pita pockets. Ashpazi was just nice enough not to point it out. 

But the few she got to make, she made with all her effort. And Tighnari always said that was all that mattered anyway.

“Deliver these,” Ashpazi said, handing over some bagged up pita pockets to all three of them. “Iraj, you deliver those to the other rangers by the Statue. Kamran, help Collei on the way to the infirmary. And Iraj, check on those lights on the way back.”

“Yes, sir!”

Did Ashpazi know?

Did it matter if he knew?

Collei couldn’t help but ponder that as she walked behind Kamran all the way up to the main building.

If Tighnari had told all the forest watchers about her Eleazar before letting her join the rangers… Well, that was only fair, wasn’t it? That would explain why Ashpazi was so patient with her anyway. It was just him looking out for her, in case she… Well, in case her Eleazar acted up while he wasn’t looking.

Then… why did she feel—

Kamran sent her a look as he opened the doors for them.

Collei shook herself out of it and stepped through with all the confidence she didn’t have. She couldn’t afford to go down that downward spiral, not when she was still doing her training. 

She’ll ask Tighnari when he gets back.

Above them, as they both stepped inside the infirmary, the sound of raindrops pitter-pattering on the roof was loud.

“You got in just in time,” Shirin said, looking out the window. She turned, eyeing her and Kamran. “What’s for lunch?”

“Pita pockets,” she answered. “Trainee Iraj is gonna take a while before he gets back from the Statue.”

“Unless he runs,” Shirin said, grabbing a packet from their bags as she walked past them, heading for the door. “Alright, you two. Hand those out to the patients and meet me in the conference room just down the hall for the training seminar.”

It was then, as the door closed behind Shirin, that a big weight dropped on her boot. Collei looked down at her feet to see the bag, then felt dread creep up her numb arms.

Oh no…

Not now.

“Oh, haha,” she intoned, feeling panic rise up her throat as the pain rose up her fingertips. “Sorry. Uh… Kamran, could you…?”

Kamran gave her another look, this one both confused and annoyed.

Collei could feel her face heating up. Whether it was from embarrassment or the pain, she didn’t know.

Despite his irritation, Kamran picked up the bag for her and set it down on a chair nearby.

Just then, the door behind them swung open. That was how a very damp Iraj entered the infirmary.

“Where’s the doc?”

“In the conference room. Um, I need to use the bathroom real quick.”

“Oh, sure! I’ll hand these out for you.”

Before the door swung behind her, she swore she heard Kamran say, “She’s ditching.”

She had no idea where the bathroom was in the main building. Instead, she found an empty room, leaned against the first wall her back met, and prayed that the episode wouldn’t last too long.

“Trainee Collei, right?”

She opened her eyes and hoped her tears wouldn’t fall. “D-Doctor Shirin?”

“Are you alright? What happened?”

“Um…” Tighnari told her never to lie about her pain. Especially not to trained professionals. “M-my hands hurt.”

“Did you do anything?”

“I-it’s the Eleazar.”

The silence was deafening.

Collei forced her eyes open again— she hadn’t even noticed when it closed. 

The rain was so loud, but her ears were ringing. 

The room reeked of incense. 

She hated it here. 

She needed to leave.

She felt heat by her lips and unbidden, blinking but unseeing, she drank. She drank until there was nothing left to drink…

…

..

.

And by the time she came to, the pain was gone.

How much time had passed?

It was still raining outside. It was still loud.

As if summoned, thunder shook through the building, down to the very marrow of her bones.

She was laying down.

She did not remember laying down.

“Thank heavens you’re awake.”

That was Iraj.

Standing by her bedside was Iraj. 

She was in the infirmary, on the bed closest to the exit. 

“Is the training over?” She croaked out, looking around. There were other patients, paralyzed on the beds around them.

“No,” Iraj said softly. It was the softest, most uncertain she’d ever heard him be since they met that morning. She didn’t like the sound of it. “You’ve only been out a couple minutes, thankfully. You should have told us! You’re lucky you were just across the hall and the doc had some pain meds on hand.”

Collei turned her head away. 

She’d been hoping it would never have acted up at all. 

Now she was bound to be ordered to get some bedrest until the next morning.

“Here’s some water. If you’re feeling better, meet us at the conference room, alright?”

She blinked at that, then turned to look at Iraj as he handed her the cup. “You mean… I can still join you?”

Iraj pushed the cup into her hands. 

She wrapped her fingers around it, felt the smoothness of the gloss on the wood beneath her fingertips.

“Hey, it’s your choice. We’ll be waiting for you when you’re ready.”

Collei nodded as he left at that.

Her choice.

Putting one hand on the bed, holding the cup out to balance herself, she chose to get up.


She stood by the board, carefully sketching the samples Shirin had set out for them. 

Iraj and Kamran had long left for their patrol orders from Amir, but Collei knew after what had happened, she wasn’t going to be given any patrols at all.

Tighnari had warned her this might happen. Not collapsing, but not getting sent out if she was too weak to go. She didn’t feel too tired, at all, personally. But after that display, there was no way Doctor Shirin was going to let her.

Better to stay here, better to gather the strength she could to tell Tighnari when he got back from the city.

“Collei.”

That was Doctor Shirin, no doubt about to scold her.

It was hard not to be embittered when at any moment, her body could stop working and the scales would start burning beneath her skin. It was hard not to snap at sympathy, no matter if it was earned or deserved.

Collei didn’t want sympathy or pity or honeyed words saying she was doing her best. 

Collei had lived through having the remains of dead gods injected in her, having it rage in her as the Eleazar took the backseat.

Collei just wanted a life to live.

A hand settled by her elbow and she stepped away from it. Not flinching, but not gently either.

“Were you going to tell us?”

Tell them what? 

What was the use?

Collei spoke around the bitterness, putting her notes down. “I didn’t know it would get worse.”

“That wasn’t what I was asking.”

She took a deep breath. “… No. Not if I didn’t have to. I’m sorry for lying to you, Doctor, but I was kind of hoping on not having to tell anyone at all today.”

“That’s not very realistic, Collei.”

“I don’t care,” she gritted out, hating that it sounded so childish. 

It was childish. 

It was stupid of her to think she could hide this. It was a wonder the secret had lasted that long anyway. 

How didn’t Shirin know that the kid the General Mahamatra dragged here had been sick this whole time?

“… You still want to be a forest ranger.”

It took all of Collei not to glare at her. “Yes.” 

But what use was she if she was going to be dying and useless—

The door swung open so fast it hit the wall.

A woman, drenched in rainwater and foreign silks, stumbled through. Despair was written all over her face, an emotion inside Collei’s heart personified. She’d have mistaken her for a hallucination if Shirin hadn’t looked at her too.

She seemed familiar.

“My daughter,” the woman gasped. “She— We didn’t notice. She ran off.”

Shirin approached her, towel in hand. “Slow down, miss. What’s the matter?”

“Please, you have to help her. We’ve never been to the forest.”

Right, that was why she was familiar. 

Their caravan had passed just yesterday, and had received a sternly-worded warning from Tighnari himself about the dangers of the forest.

Outside, the rain roared on the roof and bounced over countless leaves and rocks, like hundreds of waterfalls just outside her window.

“Go get Amir,” Shirin ordered.

Collei pocketed her notes and ran for the door.

Amir was under the shade by Tighnari’s quarters, seemingly in the middle of a class with Iraj and Kamran.

All three looked up at her approach. “Shirin asked for you,” she gasped out. “A lady from yesterday’s caravan said her daughter ran off into the forest.”

Amir broke the formation and walked, fast, through the rain. Collei could barely catch up.

The woman was shivering in her wet clothes when they got back into the building. “… We were near the river valley the last I saw her,” the woman said, her voice shaking with her shoulders. 

Shirin looked past Collei and up at Amir, beckoning him close. 

Collei didn’t stay in the training hall with them. 

She backed out of the room, then turned for the exit.

In the hallway were Kamran and Iraj. She didn’t notice them following Amir.

“There’s no way the dogs can make it in this weather,” Kamran muttered to himself. “Looks like they’ll have to wait. Man, what a waste of everyone’s energy.”

Collei was surprised Kamran had the heart to even think that. “That’s insensitive. There’s a kid out there who needs help. She’s lost! She could be scared out of her mind!”

Kamran gave her a withering glance. “Well, she should have thought of that before fooling around the forests of a foreign nation. If that’s insensitive then fine, I’m a trampling, raging sumpterbeast startled in the wilds. Call me whatever you want but fact of the matter is, when we find that little girl after all the trouble she put the rangers through, people are gonna start thinking it’s our job to protect random idiots dumb enough to traipse into danger because someone’s got their backs. It’s irresponsible. I mean just look at you, kid.”

Collei felt heat rise up her chest, but it wasn’t pain this time. 

It was anger. 

The back of her neck pinched and, for a startling moment, she could almost feel flames licking up her throat.

“You’re a dick, Kamran,” muttered Iraj.

“Hey, I said what I said. At least that foreign kid’s gonna be a one-off tourist. If we get more trainees with Eleazar, you know who started the trend.”

Collei swallowed the flames, gave Kamran one final glare before stepping around him and braving the rain.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

“What’s it to you, jerk!”

Someone was going to have to save that kid.


“Help! Anyone, please! Mama! Papa!”

Collei slid down the cliff face, grabbing vines and tree branches, anything to push through every step of pain. Relief flooded her chest through her ragged breaths. “I can hear you! Keep shouting!”

“I-I’m in this little house! There are so many monsters, Miss! I don’t know if I can hold the door!”

She squinted through the downpour and the dim light. The sun had set in what felt like hours ago. Her legs were sore and so were her arms. She could feel the start of more aches and pains in her bones, against the scales sticking to wet fabric on her skin.

But despite everything, despite her doubts, despite Shirin, despite Kamran, Collei found the girl. 

And the house.

It’s said to be the dwelling of forest spirits, said the Cyno in her memories. This had been a year ago, on their way to Gandharva. They’re mostly abandoned now.


Why?



No one knows. Maybe they all left when Greater Lord Rukkhadevata passed. Maybe they all died with her.


The “house” was shaped like a ball, or like a very big potato, windows and leaves strung together for a roof. 

Surrounding it were a group of angry fungi and a few gators.

“I’m here! Don’t run out until I say so!”

Grabbing an arrow she took aim at the biggest target, the Winged Dendroshroom peering through the dwelling’s tiny window. She ignored the pain shooting up her arm and let go. 

Quickly, she grabbed another arrow, stabbing it into the somewhat loose soil of the cliff-face beside her.

The monsters all turned to her, and flew, swam, floated their way across the river. 

Collei climbed as fast as she could, crying as she got farther and farther from the ground. 

She got to the cliff-face and threw a boomerang blindly. It hit a flying Hydro shroom and plopped down into the river.

“All clear!” She shouted out, feeling her throat close in a little against the strain. But she had to let the girl know her plan. “I’m going to glide down to you, okay? Then we’re gonna make a run for it!”

“O-okay!”

Collei hoped her glider could withstand the rain.

She waited as the Dendroshroom threw a volley of vines at her, followed by attacks from the Anemo ones. She dodged behind a tree, then made a running jump.

Her glider unfurled and, thankfully, didn’t give out under the rain. She landed by the house.

The little girl, dressed in silks similar to her mother, looked up at her. She was bruised in some places, her clothes torn by the knees. She was bleeding and shivering, soaked through and scared.

Collei held her hand out. “We’re going to grapple away. It’s gonna make you dizzy, but when we land, I’m gonna need you to hold on tight, okay?”

“A-are you okay?”

She gave her best smile. “Never better. C’mon! I’ll ensure your safety!”

The girl nodded, then latched onto her, tight. 

She grappled them to the first four-leaf sigil she could see, which was taking them away from Gandharva. Then, another, further up the hills. Then another.

They could double-back, she thought. They could make it up Gandha Hill and trek through the mud back to Gandharva if they had to.

She could hold out.

She had to hold out.

The spinocrocodiles were persistent where the fungi’s attention was a little limited due to the rain.

As she corralled the girl past the crawling roots of Sumeru City’s Great Tree and helped her up the steady cliff, she turned around and shot back a quick arrow.

It bounced off the hard scales.

Collei took aim again, and shot it right in the eye.

Its splashing alerted a few others of its kind closer to them.

Collei bit her lip, then pushed the girl away from the drop, beneath the canopy of the tree above them. 

It wasn’t dry but at least they had something blocking the downpour.

“We’re gonna have to wait out the rain and the gators,” she muttered.

Collei crouched down to the girl’s eye level, something she’d seen adults do but never understood. She just knew that she liked it when they did that.

Then, she said the words she hoped someone would have told her a long time ago. “I’m Collei. Your mom sent me to help. I’m gonna get you out of here, alright?”

The girl’s eyes widened, then filled with tears. Relief was evident in her face, until it drained out of her. 

Collei caught her before she hit her head against the cliff.

Beneath the raging of the gators below and the slow trickling of the rain and forest life, Collei heard the distant bellow of the fungi again.

They’d noticed, and they’d followed.

She took a deep breath and tried to drown out her panic.

If you get lost, light a fire. That’s what Tighnari had told her. Smoke is the first thing the rangers will look for.

But the ground was wet. 

Everything was. 

Nothing could catch flame in this state.

These flames don’t need starters, the thing inside her whispered. 


Let us out, let us out, let us out, let us out—


She laid the girl down properly, taking her trainee cloak off to wrap it around the girl. 

There was no dressing her wounds in the state they were both in. Instead, she started digging a pit around a relatively dry area by the cliff, under the leaves of the great bowing tree above them.

There weren’t any dry rocks around. 

She could hear the beating of the shroom’s wings. 

Or was it just her imagination? 

She didn’t have time to panic.

Collei grabbed a few arrows from her quiver and broke them over her knee. She snapped off the arrowheads, pocketing all but one reuse.

Firestarter and kindling down, but that wasn’t nearly enough to start a fire.

As she peered over the cliff, she found the fungi, who all have not spotted her yet. 

The spinocrocodiles seemed to have lost interest, nowhere in sight, but that was optimism speaking. Collei knew without searching the shoreline and reeds that they were hidden just beneath the surface of the water.

The sound of a volley of vines hitting water made her freeze.

Then, she grabbed her quiver, her bow, and her scarf from the girl, leaving her cape.

Collei whispered, “Hang in there. I’ll be right back.”

She stood, wrapping her scarf around her hand, then slid down the cliff.

“Hey!”

The shrooms turned towards her, then let out a beastly shriek. Collei tried to keep her nerves hidden as she notched an arrow.

The Hydro and Anemo shrooms attacked, but they were easy enough to dodge even with the pain running up her knees in protest.

The spinocrocodiles finally emerged from the surface. Collei huffed out, “Oh, come on!”

Finally, the Dendroshroom let out another loud shriek and started throwing a volley at her. Collei caught two in her hand, feeling it burn through her glove. Whatever she didn’t catch dropped to her feet, producing a seed by her boots. She bit down the inside of her cheek so hard it started bleeding into her mouth, jogging out of reach as the core exploded.

Their dry kindling in hand, she unspooled her scarf from her hand and wrapped it around her body, clenching and unclenching her hand. 

“My turn,” she whispered, then notched an arrow, blinking through her tears.

As the Dendroshroom flew towards her, Collei let the arrow go. 

She missed, hitting the Hydro shroom beside it.

Collei jumped to the side as the Dendroshroom tried to barrel into her. 

She couldn’t see the four-leaf sigil from this angle so she started climbing the cliff-face and…

… slipped.

She screamed, tearing skin as she skidded down the side. 

The Dendroshroom turned to her again. 

The spinocrocodiles trotted ashore next to her.

Not knowing what else to do, she grabbed her scarf of kindling, thinking back to the Dendro cores it had spawned by the water, and threw it down the damp ground between them.

Collei had no idea how to explain what happened next. If she had the time to think of a word, she’d probably land on miracle.

As she’d been expecting, Dendro cores bloomed by her feet, over and over and over. 

The cores popped, spraying her knees with acid, but… it didn’t burn. It hurt a bit, yeah, but not as much as it seemed to be hurting the gators and shrooms.

Collei watched as the shrooms dropped, and the gators stopped moving. When she looked, it seemed even the Hydro and Anemo fungi had been taken out by the volley of Dendro and Dendro cores.

“What?” she whispered, confusion mounting her stress.

But the coast was clear. 

The rain had stopped, and the only thing Collei had to worry about now was starting a fire.

The danger had passed.

She felt her knees go weak. She caught herself at the last moment, stubbornly leaning against the cliff-face and pushing herself to stand.

She grabbed her discarded scarf, ground zero to a miracle of Dendro, and trotted around the corpses for a clear shot of the four-leaf sigil.

She snapped off a bit of dead bark from the huge root hiding them, and grabbed one of the arrow sticks from her measly pile of twigs. 

Then, she unwrapped her scarf and…

A glowing green gemstone looked back at her, emblazoned with the mark of Dendro. 

A Vision.

Her Vision.

So, it was a miracle after all.


A rustle.

She startled so hard, her neck ached. 

She blinked her eyes open and squinted past the moonlight on her face to see Tighnari, barely lit by the dimming campfire, jogging up to her.

Collei’s shoulders protested as she tensed up, gesturing wildly with one hand for him to stop making so much noise.

The girl beside her stirred, but did not wake. She must have been tired, so tired and scared. Collei had had a difficult time cleaning and dressing her wounds to the best of her abilities.

Tighnari reached her and crouched before her, like she had with the girl. He had that look. That look when he was…

Tighnari was doing that thing he usually did with the General Mahamatra, where he’d try to guess where the hurt was coming from without touching or asking. Usually Collei would just ask for him before he took too long, but when his attention was pointed at Collei, no one was there to play doctor’s assistant for him.

It was a little hard to do that when Collei was fully dressed too, unlike with Cyno, but she appreciated the lack of touching. 

Because the answer was everywhere. 

It hurt everywhere and she honestly didn’t think she could get up to trudge all the way back to Gandharva.

Perhaps it was evident on her face, because Tighnari stopped looking for the hurts and gave her this look of… she couldn’t call it fear. 

Precaution, maybe. 

Wariness. 

And wow, yeah, that was another hurt on the list. 

What did she do to have given him that look? 

How could she fix it?

“Collei… did you…?”

Did she what?

Tighnari gestured for the ground below the cliff.

Oh, he must have seen what had happened. Or… what was left of it.

Did she what, though?

She blinked, then, caught the hint. 

The only way Collei could have caused all that damage was if she… He must have thought Collei broke the seal.

Oh, thank goodness it wasn’t actually something she did.

She shook her head, smiling, then opened her clenched fist, showing him her prize.

Tighnari gawked— actually, gawked, that was the first time Collei had seen him so flustered since, um… sincesheaccidentallycalledhimBhaeethatonetime— at the Vision in her hand.

“I won’t let anyone’s efforts go to waste,” she whispered. Not Amber’s, not Cyno’s, and definitely not Tighnari’s.

Relief sang through her veins, overpowering the whispers in her head. Tighnari was here, she was safe, the girl was safe. 

It was all over.

She pulled it close to her chest and closed her eyes again because her eyelids felt so heavy. Her arms too. 

But they weren’t numb, just tired. 

Sore. Like after a whole day of archery lessons.

The danger had passed.

It was all over.

“From now on, I’ll protect… everyone…”

.

..

…

And when she opened her eyes, she was in her room.

She stared up at the lamp above her quarters, recalling all that had happened.

…

She wished it was all just a nightmare.

She might not have done something to scare Tighnari, but she did do something that worried him. And to Collei, that may as well have been worse, because that meant he was going to hover and she had no one to blame but herself. And good grief, everything hurt but not in the Eleazar way, in the too much has happened fatigued way and she had no one to blame but herself.

…

If given a choice though, she’d do it all over again.

The curtain by her doorway parted, light flooding the room momentarily. 

Collei closed her eyes.

Footsteps padded across her room and stopped by her bedside.

“You’re awake.”

Collei opened her eyes, and caught the General Mahamatra’s unassuming gaze. 

“Here,” he said, handing her a cup of water. “Can you sit up?”

She could.

She did.

As she drank the water, Cyno took a seat by her desk. 

“How are things here?”

Collei paused at that, then looked at Cyno.

Cyno looked back. “What.”

“You’re… not going to ask about what happened?”

“What did you think I was here for?”

Collei huffed. “I dunno, I thought you were here because Master was upset about what I did, so he sent you to give me the whole lecture instead.”

Cyno nodded at that. “That does not sound like something Tighnari would do.”

Collei took a moment to think about that. “You’re right. Master wouldn’t pass up the opportunity to lecture anyone.”

Cyno’s face took on a weird expression before smoothing out. “Definitely not. So, what made you think he was upset?”

She sighed. “Well, I did storm into the forest while it was… storming even though I’m just a Trainee Forest Ranger with okay combat skills. I didn’t tell anyone where I was going because I was mad, and I did it after having already passed out from a really bad Eleazar attack. I’d say that’s a lot to be upset about already.”

“Why were you mad?”

Collei bit her lip, trying to think of ways to exclude all the people who had been involved in the incident that led up to her storming off into the forest. “It was just… Lord Cyno, has anyone ever told you that you couldn’t do anything and you knew they were right but you wanted to do it anyway?”

“Sure. Plenty of times.”

Collei raised her brows in surprise. “Really? You.”

Cyno took his headdress off, running his fingers through his hair. “Yes, me. You know, people from the desert are more tolerated than accepted within the Akademiya. I had intended on joining the Matra from the moment I enrolled, but every time I met the standards they set out for joining, they moved the goal just a little further from reach.”

“Why?”

Cyno shook his head. “People often disregard things they do not understand. They were not open to the idea of me joining because they saw no reason for someone from the desert to want to join the Matra.”

“Oh… Oh! I get it! So, K— I mean, they didn’t want me to join the rangers because they don’t know why I want to!”

Cyno’s face hardened at her statement, which made her wish he wouldn’t do anything rash in her stead. Instead of asking after whoever it was, Cyno said, “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

Collei picked at her blanket. “They… they weren’t wrong. There isn’t really a reason for me to join. Since coming back to Sumeru, I’ve been getting attacks every few months, so it’s a little risky to give someone so sickly so many responsibilities… Especially if it’s over people just as, if not more sick than me.

“But… Do I need a reason? Can’t I just join because I want to help keep the forest safe and healthy for everyone? That was why Master Tighnari joined. Why can’t that be my reason?”

Cyno put his hand on hers, stopping her from her fidgeting. “Close-minded people like them are always wrong, and their attempts at moving the goal post ahead of you deter a lot of people like you from getting to the finish line. If you don’t see this to the end, you’ll never know what good would have come of it, and you’ll regret it.”

“… Even if I can’t be a Forest Ranger for very long?”

Cyno opened his mouth, then closed it.

Collei shook her head, “S-sorry. You’re trying to comfort me, I know. It’s just…” She shook her head, trying and failing to shake off her sadness. “No. I have a Vision now. I can change things…” 

Cyno squeezed her hand gently. She could feel the calluses around the pads of his fingers, skin scarred by years of hardship she’d never get to have.

When she died, would Cyno remember her?

Would Tighnari?

Would Kamran get to have the final word in their argument?

“You’re allowed to mourn that, Collei,” he said. “But do not let it sway you from your dreams. Do things that you will regret never having done.”

Collei smiled. “… And live every day like it’s my last?”

Cyno nodded.

“Okay. Thank you.”

A comfortable silence passed between them. The rough back and forth of Cyno’s thumb on the back of her hand was soothing.

“… are you staying in Gandharva for a bit, Lord Cyno?”

Cyno hummed. “Tighnari invited me over for dinner tonight. We’ll see how long he can take letting me room with him for a few nights.”










The silence was getting a little too tense. From where Collei was sitting, even Cyno seemed uncomfortable as he passed out portions of their meal to Tighnari’s part of the leaf.

It seemed broaching what had happened yesterday was going to have to fall on Collei’s shoulders.

“I—”

“I just want to ask one thing.”

Collei blinked.

When she looked over to Cyno, Cyno widened his eyes, then glanced at Tighnari before glancing back, as if to say Well? Why are you looking at me?

“Y-yes, Master Tighnari?”

“Did Shirin and Amir not tell you they were going to get on it?”

Collei shook her head. “Uh… I kind of ran ahead of them so… I didn’t get to check in. By then I’d already made up my mind that I was going to do it myself.”

Tighnari nodded. “I see.”

“Um… I just wanted to say sorry. For that whole mess.”

“No, you’re not.”

Collei paused.

“Tighnari…”

He put a hand up. “No, no, don’t start with me. She’ll do it again if she could. I’ve been with her for over a year now. I know when her stubborn streak starts and ends. So, what was it. Did someone tell you that they’d handle it?”

Collei bit the inside of her cheek. 

Cyno looked upwards, as if sending his prayers to some random god.

“The opposite actually. Um. Someone told me that they would handle it, but that it was a waste of effort. And that made me mad ‘cause— Well, because there was a kid out there, lost and cold and scared, and he kept going on about how it was stupid that the little girl thought to run off and that the rangers would have to deal with it and that if everyone figured that looking for lost tourists was going to be normal for Forest Rangers, they’d start getting used to it and never learn how to. To…”

“How to traverse the forest themselves,” Tighnari tacked on. “Yes, and?”

Collei blinked. “And?”

“Why’d you get angry?”

“Oh.”

Tighnari put his hand down on the table, a simple yet commanding motion that made Collei feel small. “Don’t protect him, Collei. Whoever it was who got you mad is getting me mad right now. And it’s going to be very apparent the next time I interact with any of the trainees which one of them you’ve got bad blood with. So just spit it out so we can eat dinner in peace.”

So, Collei spat it out. 

Tighnari’s knee hit the table, almost knocking over their water. Collei kneeled up to try and save some of it.

“What was that for?” Tighnari near-yelled, fangs bared as he rubbed at his bare elbow, glaring at Cyno.

“Sorry,” Cyno mumbled. “I should’ve taken my Vision off before dinner.”

Collei hunched in on herself. “Oh. Now you’re both mad.”

“It’s a little hard not to be,” Cyno said, portioning out some rice for her as well. “You were right to be mad.”

“But you weren’t right to walk into danger just because you were,” Tighnari added. “I know you’ve already walked yourself through everything you thought I’d tell you. Just please, next time, Collei. Don’t run off after an Eleazar attack.”

Collei made a face at that. “No, definitely not. There are muscles in my body that ache that I didn’t even know would ever hurt. I am not doing that again. But I don’t regret it.”

Tighnari inclined his head at her, then said to Cyno, “We’re both terrible influences.”

Cyno grunted in agreement.


Notes for the Chapter:If I’m not wrong, Bhaee is the Hindi word for big brother. I thought it’d be cute.

anyway, kamran IS a real NPC in Gandharva Ville, he IS an ableist prick, you can see him right in front of Tighnari’s quarters and when you talk to him pre-Sumeru Archon Quest, what he says is a bit more vile than what he says after. all the characters apart from the ones tagged are NPCs but i just had a bone to pick with Kamran

if you’re wondering why I didn’t have a scene of cynonari beating the shit out of him its bc thats genuinely not something collei would want and also she can defend herself yo, let her handle it.

anyway, comments are appreciated! and if you want to send me anything else, i have a tumblr!
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