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      i am going to throw them in a salad spinner and mash the button excessively i am so sane about them

    


    
    Kaveh’s dendro manifested long before he was actually granted a vision.

He’s always had an affinity for flora. To be fair, they’ve always had an affinity for him as well, leaning close when he walks by and perking up when he pauses near them, but to anyone else, this thought sounds ridiculous.

But it’s not. The flowers and the plants and the grasses and the large, overreaching trees with roots that bury deep within the ground, groaning and aching with the secrets of Teyvat pulsing through its flesh—Kaveh knows they like him because they tell him. Because Kaveh likes to talk to plants.

And they like to speak back.

Now, Kaveh knows just how absurd it sounds. The first time somebody notices, he’s at a park.

He’s seven years old, running barefoot in the grass because he insists that shoes are too clunky and they hurt the greenery, and the adults in his life have long given up on trying to shove his footgear back on. A large tree with rough bark and low-hanging branches beckons him over and asks him to climb it so it can have some company.

So he does, clambering up its thick trunk and situating itself on its branches while it tells him about the old couple that walks by every day in meandering circles, the gardeners who come by sometimes to trim the grass, and the parents with their nasty children that like to peel its bark. Kaveh isn’t like them, though. The tree can tell.

So when the tree is telling him about all the ants that travel up and down its body and how it tickles, how it would like to shake vigorously to scare them all off but are afraid of agitating all its leaves off of its branches, Kaveh laughs and asks it more questions. People speak of the trees, but they never speak  to the trees, and Kaveh knows just how much that can hurt.

Another boy runs up to him, a smirk on his face. “Are you talking to the plant?” he says, but it’s not out of curiosity. There’s a jeering lilt to his voice that Kaveh doesn’t quite like, and he clings a little tighter to the tree underneath him.

“No one cares about the trees,” he says defensively, and the boy snorts.

“Because they’re stupid,” says the boy, and just for good measure, he kicks the trunk of the tree too before running off laughing.

They’re childish words and childish actions. In retrospect, Kaveh shouldn’t have expected anything more from a boy who couldn’t have been older than himself at the time, but that day, holding onto the bark with all his might as if it can soothe the years-old pain of being disregarded, the sting of a bone-deep cut that cannot scab over, he vehemently swears with all of his seven-year-old might that as long as he is around, the plants will have a caretaker.

It’s a tall order for an entire nation of sprawling wilderness, especially given that he is only one man, but he does his best.

After that, though, Kaveh makes sure not to let it slip that around him plants become sentient. If they only reveal themselves to him, after all, then it would be wrong to uncover their secret.

As he grows, he starts to realize that they follow him around as well—sprouting up randomly under the door, flowers popping up in the folds of his clothing, even entwining with his hair during the night so he wakes up with a beautiful but unexplainable hairdo. They move incrementally, but noticeably.

The only reason he’s convinced that he’s not clinically insane is that mosses would attach to his shoes from the outside and grow up the legs of his desk as a schoolboy, and the teacher mentioned weedkiller in response to the pervasive growth. After that, he bade them to leave for their own safety, and they disappeared overnight.

His secret gets a little more difficult to keep when he eventually enrolls in the Akademiya.

For one, choosing to live in the dorms means Kaveh is assigned a random roommate; as a first year, he doesn’t have housing priority. Lucky enough for him, his roommate—some guy whose name he forgets within two seconds of introducing himself—lives as if he practically does not reside there. It’s for some reason or the other, a girlfriend or family business or he practically lives in the library, but the point is that Kaveh never sees him in the dorm, so he treats it as if it’s his own.

The plants, when given free rein, sneak into his room overnight. They climb the walls, blossom fruitfully in the bathroom, and hang from the ceiling in bursts of blooming flowers, a cacophony of colors and shapes. Across Kaveh’s ceiling, painting his sky in flowering shades of greens and yellows and oranges, there outlines a constellation no one else in Teyvat sees, burning bright into the tops of his eyelids.

Eventually, he buys a few pots to house some of the flora growing without abandon so he looks less like a psycho planting seeds straight into the floorboards of his dorm, but it does very little in terms of the explosion of foliage cascading around the room.

If he truly wanted to, Kaveh could ask them nicely to retreat, but he doesn’t have half the mind to do so because they’ve only ever been kind to him. And sometimes they band together and sing him lullabies, so there’s that.

So every time another student steals a peek inside Kaveh’s dorm, it seals his identity as the Weird Plant Guy, but at the very least, he is a weird plant guy who everybody likes because he always has a spare pencil and he smells like flowers all of the time. Everybody comes with obsessions. Kaveh’s just tends to be a little more… present than others.

The other thing threatening his secret is that Kaveh has taken to speaking with the plants. They talk more often than he responds, hundreds of them burbling around him at all times, mumbling sporadic sentences in their flowery plant language in so many numbers he could not reply to all of them.

But they like to be acknowledged, and when he can do so, he does, answering a stray thought or gliding gentle fingers across their leaves.

All in all, it’s not too bad. Kaveh tends to be an extrovert anyway, and a guy carrying a tiny potted plant around or sporting tiny star-shaped blossoms weaved into his hair is as much of a conversation starter as a group project. In the Akademiya’s identical robes, his plants are his best bet at standing out. If anything, he’s only a little strange, but so is everybody else who willingly enrolled in a grueling establishment like the Akademiya.

It also bags him a couple of friends: Tighnari, who first takes notice of Kaveh because of the numerous plants that like to climb into his bag and in his hair (he’s an Amurta scholar; it makes sense) who comes attached to the hip with Cyno (he’s either the comedic relief sidekick or Tighnari’s boyfriend—it’s hard to tell with how often Tighari sighs at his jokes and then holds his hand afterward).

With those two comes Nilou, who comes with Dehya, who comes with Candace, and with those three, it is even harder to tell if they are dating or friends with benefits or some weird situationship courting dance, but Kaveh once walks in on Nilou straddling Deyha’s lap and Candace pressed against her back, so he just salutes and leaves as quietly as he entered the room. Lesbians. He knows how they are.

Kaveh considers himself a pretty chill guy, so nobody outright asks or judges him for carrying plants around with him wherever he goes, and his professors could care less. As he said, eccentricity is not exactly uncommon around here.

So it’s funny (by which he means ridiculous) that the arguably most eccentric student in the entire Akademiya student body is the first person to question Kaveh about it.

Al-Haitham’s peculiarity is something Kaveh has taken particular attention to. For one, the man is unbelievably jacked despite the fact that Kaveh has never seen him pick up anything heavier than a book—a stack of books, if he’s feeling risky. For another, he seems to avoid social interaction as if it is the plague, citing plain boredom; except for when it comes to Kaveh. When it comes to Kaveh, and only Kaveh, then he will engage in discourse that is so long and strenuous it leaves him seething by the end of it. It is maddening. At some point, it had gotten personal.

The strangest part is that despite his propensity for isolation and carefully curated personality to scare anyone off from interacting with him, sometimes it seems as if he specifically seeks Kaveh out. They had unofficially met due to a squabble over a certain table in the House of Daena (Kaveh thinks it is more significant than a mere  squabble,  but Al-Haitham deems it entirely inconsequential), and then he kept coming back. So he puts up with it.

The third time they both make it to the library and end up sharing the table because they are both too stubborn to concede, Al-Haitham gives a very obvious and pointed look to the flowers in Kaveh’s hair. Today, they’re pink and lovely, with slightly ruffled edges and a peach interior that smooths out to a more vibrant cherry.

“What,” Kaveh says, already defensive. This may only be the third time he’s met Al-Haitham, but they’ve talked enough for him to know that whatever it is he will say, he’s not going to like it.

“The plants,” Al-Haitham says, “you always have some with you. Is it to draw attention to the fact that you are an allogene? I assure you that it is blatant enough.”

What is that supposed to mean?

Kaveh splutters. “Of course  you would assume I’m the kind of pretentious prick who thinks that being a vision-holder means I’m better than others. Have you no faith?”

“Hm.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

Al-Haitham is staring at the blooms in his hair. His fingers curl slightly against where they are perched on the table. After a moment of silence, he says, “I think they look pretty—”

“Pretty what?” Kaveh says, immediately offended. “Pretty ridiculous? Pretty absurd? It’s always some kind of insult, with you.”

At this, Al-Haitham rolls his eyes in the most dramatic show of emotion Kaveh has seen from him yet. “You come to so many unfounded conclusions that it is unscholarly of you. Have you learned nothing in all of your years here, senior?”

Kaveh’s heart is beating fast. “Well, if you think it’s too feminine or whatever and that men shouldn’t put flowers in your hair, then I hope it bothers you every time you see me.”

“Ridiculous,” Al-Haitham says, frowning. “I’m not sure what you think of me, but I am not prejudiced.”

Oh. That’s a relief. Kaveh’s muscles relax at the words, but there’s still a part of him that is inexplicably disappointed. He thinks that maybe part of him wanted Al-Haitham to say something else about the flowers other than whatever it was he was trying to insinuate before Kaveh cut him off. Something along the lines of a compliment, maybe.

It would only be an ego boost, of course. Kaveh doesn’t need  Al-Haitham  to find him attractive any more than he appreciates random compliments thrown at him in the halls. Moreover, further attention from Al-Haitham would be unwanted, even if Kaveh himself will begrudgingly admit that he finds Al-Haitham attractive with the line of his throat and the confident way he sets his shoulders and the blue-orange of his scrutinous eyes.

What ever.  He should know at this point not to seek any kind of validation from Al-Haitham when he could easily get it from his adoring juniors. Al-Haitham is the exact sort of disrespectful junior he shouldn’t be associating with. For the sake of his reputation and the health of his psyche or something.

Kaveh comes back to himself and realizes he’s grinding his teeth in his internal debate. Al-Haitham is looking at him a little strangely—as if he has room to judge—and a sprout with little heart-shaped leaves that sneaked its way into his sleeve is subtly trying to soothe him by patting his wrist lightly.

“Well,” Kaveh says. It’s much too loud for a library, and he winces. It doesn’t stop him. “I just realized I have to cut this study session short.”

“You’ve been here for approximately five minutes,” says Al-Haitham.

“I have an early morning lecture to attend.”

“It’s already past lunchtime.”

“Celestia, you need to be right all of the time, don’t you,” Kaveh sneers, perfectly aware that none of his excuses make sense. “Hope I don’t see you later.”

Sweeping his things together and making his exit, trying not to betray how flustered he’s become, he turns to look at Al-Haitham only once. He’s looking at Kaveh like he regrets approaching him in the first place, which is honestly impressive that he manages to convey the sentiment given how deadpan his expression and body language is.

“Damn Haravatat,” Kaveh says under his breath, trying to dismiss the thoughts in his mind about Al-Haitham calling him pretty and reaching up to adjust the flowers in his hair, tender fingers and gentle touch. The blossoms braided in his locks mirror his embarrassment, turning their faces inward. Figures. If Kaveh himself managed to hide the thoughts that he tends to show on his sleeve, then he can always count on his plants to betray him fully.









“He was making fun of me,” Kaveh later relays to Tighnari, gesturing at the flowers in his hair. “Surely you will appreciate them for what they are.”

Tighnari pauses. “They are a rather beautiful breed, a distant relative to the more common Sumeru rose, but are you sure he wasn’t… hitting on you? At least, that’s what it sounds like to me.”

Kaveh splutters. “Al-Haitham? Absolutely not. He wouldn’t know charisma if it hit him in the face.”

Despite his soft demeanor, Tighnari has always been a bit of a bully. “I don’t know, Kaveh, it sounds more to me like you were the one missing the point even though it smacked you fully across the face.”

Kaveh turns his nose up. “I am not stupid.”

“You’re not stupid, and we both know it. But you are dense.”

A dramatic gasp. “I know what I want.”

“For Al-Haitham to call you pretty?” Tighnari says dryly. “Is that why you came to me asking if you’re beautiful? Now, do you want the answer you want to hear or what I’m really thinking—”

“You, shush,” Kaveh says, holding out one finger. “Surely, if I go to Cyno about this then he’ll be far kinder than you.”

“Oh, no, don’t do that,” Tighnari says, shuddering. “He’s on some fish joke kick. He finds them hilarious.”

“And I’m guessing you find them less so. Well, at least one of you thinks I’m a catch.”

“Spare me,” Tighnari says.









After that, Al-Haitham wisely stops commenting on Kaveh’s accessories, though he catches him looking at the decorations in his hair and on his robes more than once. It doesn’t take much more than a fierce glare to throw him off, however.

To Kaveh’s utter dismay, Tighnari uses the confidential information he shared with him and forcibly adopts Al-Haitham into their friend group. He’s probably only doing it because he thinks it’s funny. Psychological warfare.

Kaveh discovers this fun fact on an innocuous Friday night when they and all the rest of the younger students pile into the taverns to unwind after a long week. Their table is upstairs, as it always is, and today Kaveh is late so he doesn’t expect Al-Haitham until he is there.

He trudges up the stairs and throws himself into the remaining empty seat, immediately setting his forehead down on the sticky tabletop and groaning. “You guys would not believe the week I have had. I need a drink. I have been running on a whopping three hours of sleep every day and coffee, not to mention that my  table  in the House of Daena has been  stolen—” 

Someone clears their throat. He thinks it’s Candace. The silence is a little awkward, so Kaveh lifts his head, turns to his left, and sees gray hair and blue-orange eyes.

Kaveh points at him, then turns to his friends in disbelief. “Is it me, or is the table thief right here next to me? Is it the sleep deprivation? Please tell me it’s the sleep deprivation.”

“Hello, senior,” Al-Haitham says, and Kaveh drops his head right back down in complete defeat.

“Noooo,” he mutters weakly into his arms. Somewhere above him, Dehya laughs. “Who invited him?”

“I did,” Tighnari says, and Kaveh sends him his most evil and malicious thoughts. “Stop doing that. I know what you’re thinking.”

On the table leg, a small vine that had carried itself in on Kaveh’s boot twines itself around the spindle of wood and flaps its leaves angrily in Tighnari’s direction. At least something here has his back.

“If the table is in a public space, then it cannot be taken from you since it does not legally belong to you,” Al-Haitham says. “Poor word choice.”

“It’s the principal of the matter,” Kaveh hisses, turning his face to the side so he can glare at Al-Haitham. “It is mine in every other aspect besides name.”

“Is not.”

“Is too.”

“Is not.”

“Is—”

“Before you continue quarreling like children, why don’t we get some drinks, yeah?” Dehya says, interrupting. “Kaveh, haven’t you ever heard that sharing is caring?”

“I have been sharing,” Kaveh says mutinously, “because a certain someone won’t leave. Even though it is incredibly troublesome for me.”

“Good for you, good for you,” Dehya says, clearly not listening. “So. Drinks?”

“I’ll go with you,” Nilou says, and then suddenly everyone around Kaveh besides Al-Haitham is standing as well. “It’s been a while since I’ve spoken with Lambad.”

“Speaking of bartenders,” Cyno says suddenly, and Tighnari groans. It doesn’t stop him. “I have a joke about that.”

Tighnari grabs his arm in desperation. “Cyno, no—”

“A fish walks into a bar,” Cyno says. “The bartender asks, ‘What can I get you?’”

Kaveh stares up at him in exasperation. After a moment, Cyno continues, “The fish says, ‘Water! I need water!’”

Silence. Cyno frowns. “Do you get it? It’s because aquatic animals cannot theoretically walk above land, so—”

“Yes, we get it,” Tighnari says. “Alcohol sounds good right about now. Kaveh? Are you coming?”

For all of his earlier words, Kaveh no longer wants to drink, especially given that Al-Haitham is here now. He’s never quite been able to hold his liquor and he wouldn’t want to give his desk rival an edge in whatever it is that they’re competing over.

Besides, his friends have told him that he gets blushy when he drinks wine, and the plants get talkative when Kaveh is inebriated. It’s harder to resist responding to them in public, and that would open up even more questions he doesn’t want to answer because as much as he swears he dislikes Al-Haitham, he cannot deny that he’s one of the smartest students he’s met in all his years of schooling.

“I’ll skip for tonight,” Kaveh says.

Dehya shrugs. “Al-Haitham?”

“I’ll pass as well.”

Kaveh is stricken with the realization that he’ll be all alone with Al-Haitham. All of his previous reasons to abstain dissolve. He rockets back up to sitting, turning in his chair and almost stumbling in his haste. “Wait, actually I’ll go with you—”

Nilou gently pushes him back down by the shoulders. “Actually, Kaveh, it would probably be good for your liver if you skip on drinks for one night. We wouldn’t want you to go into early alcoholism.”

“You’re supposed to be the nice one.”

“She is being nice,” Candace jumps in, “by caring for your liver, which the rest of us do not have the patience to do. Sit. Entertain Al-Haitham.”

With that, his friends leave, and Kaveh melts back into his chair and contemplates the benefits of burying his face into his arms again and pretending that Al-Haitham isn’t next to him—a difficult job, considering just how much space and presence he has.

He decides against it because Al-Haitham looks a tad bit uncomfortable and it hits Kaveh that for all his unfriendly aura, it probably stacks up to the fact that Al-Haitham isn’t fond of socializing and didn’t know how to turn down Tighnari. Just this once, he’ll play nice.

He turns to Al-Haitham, opening his mouth, but the other beats him to it.

“The flowers. They’re red.”

Kaveh tilts his head to the side. “Yes?”

He’d woken up with deep carmine rosebuds this morning, braided into his hair like a crown along the back of his head. They’re cute, and a lot more intricate than normal as if they have someone in mind they’d like to impress. Bullshit. Just because Al-Haitham commented on them once doesn’t mean he’ll do it again.

But he did. “They bring out your eyes,” Al-Haitham says simply, less like it’s a compliment and more like it is an objective observation. 

Kaveh blinks. “Thank you?”

Al-Haitham hums, and then they descend into silence once again. It’s palpably awkward. Was that a compliment? He said it in a very Al-Haitham way. Matter of fact. It’s so difficult to tell, with Al-Haitham.

And if it was a compliment, is he supposed to say something along the same lines in return? Would he even recognize it for flattery? What is he supposed to say anyway—I like your muscles, will you let me squeeze them? 

No. Better to stay quiet. This is the very same person who finds amusement in picking on Kaveh, making fun of his floral affection, and worst of all is a thief.

But it is so incredibly awkward just sitting next to Al-Haitham in the crowded tavern, saying nothing. In an academic setting, Al-Haitham wouldn’t hesitate to find something to provoke Kaveh over or vice versa. This is just… unpleasant.

Kaveh claps his hands together suddenly, and Al-Haitham startles. “So! Entertainment, huh? Archons, the only thing I could talk about that could possibly interest you would probably be some niche discussion about the historical influences and social nuances that went into the, I don’t fucking know, first cupola ever built. Is that interesting to you?”

“Are your only interests ever architecture and plants?” Al-Haitham says, and when Kaveh narrows his eyes at him, he shrugs. “I mean. Sure. Go ahead.”

“You sound so sincere all of the time,” Kaveh says. “It’s a talent.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t sound so earnest when you say that, it wasn’t a compliment—”

“Kaveh!” Nilou comes up behind him, carrying a glass of something. “I was sent to make sure you two haven’t killed each other yet. I got you some zaytun peach juice.”

“Do you think I’m a kid or something,” he mutters darkly, staring into his glass, but he drinks it anyway because it is from Nilou and it is very sweet that she thought of him. Nilou only beams at him in response, which should be more insulting than it actually is.

“I wasn’t too sure what you would like,” Nilou says to Al-Haitham. Kaveh drains the liquid from his glass, and from the corner of his eye, he can see Al-Haitham looking at him. “Otherwise, I would have gotten you something. Is there anything you would like?”

“I’m fine.”

“You’d probably get him alcohol if he only asked and not me, huh, Nilou?” Kaveh says, swiveling around in his seat. When he looks at her, he pleads with his eyes for her not to leave the two of them alone again, hoping it translates.

Nilou bites her lip. “Speaking of alcohol, I still need to grab my drink…”

“Dehya can get it for you!” Kaveh says desperately. “Or Candace, whatever. One of the two. Don’t you want to talk to me? To Al-Haitham? Actually, I don’t see why you would want that.”

“I think the same thing when you open your mouth, senior,” Al-Haitham says, and Kaveh turns on him with fury in his eyes.

“You’re one to talk.”

“Goodbye,” Nilou says, and then she vanishes back into the crowd.

Kaveh turns in despair. “Nilou, no, Nilou please—”

“Is talking to me that detestable?” Al-Haitham asks, studying him carefully.

Kaveh rolls his eyes. “Maybe if you learned to be civil, it wouldn’t be. And moreover, don’t think I forget what you get up to during the day. Thief.” He reaches out, intending to poke Al-Haitham in the chest to accentuate his point before he realizes what he’s doing. Withdrawing, he kicks the chair leg instead.

“A ridiculous thing to get hung up over.”

“Maybe to you.” Focused now, Kaveh aims another strike at Al-Haitham’s chair.

Al-Haitham frowns. “Stop that.” And then he places one large hand on Kaveh’s thigh, presumably to stop his movements, and instead, it makes Kaveh’s mind go embarrassingly blank.  What the fuck. His mouth goes dry, and he can’t move, not even to shake Al-Haitham’s hand off.

On the table, a cluster of flowers in a glass vase picks up on his flusteredness, vibrating at a frequency such that it begins to shake on the table.  Hand on thigh,  they’re saying, mirroring his thoughts.  Hand on thigh. Hand. On. Thigh. 

The rattling noise makes Al-Haitham turn his head, which makes him lift his hand off of Kaveh’s leg, which means he can finally breathe again. He’s a little lightheaded from it. He has to blink stars out of his vision.

Utterly unaware of what he had wrought on Kaveh’s mental stability, Al-Haitham looks back at him when the flowers stop shaking. Kaveh blinks at him once and then decides that he must get out of this environment. He stands up.

“I’m going to return this,” he mutters, but in his distraction, he doesn’t realize that the toe of his shoe is still wrapped around his chair, and when he tries to move he topples over, right onto Al-Haitham.

With a surprised exhale that brushes past Kaveh’s ear, Al-Haitham catches him readily. His arms instinctively wrap around his back. Kaveh’s face is nestled in his neck. He smells nice, like coffee and something earthy and man.

Kaveh wishes that humans could spontaneously combust.

“Kaveh?” Al-Haitham says.

“Holy fuck,” says Kaveh in return, then tries to scramble out of Al-Haitham’s hold, who isn’t expecting the squirming, so he falls right back against Al-Haitham’s torso, face buried into his shoulder.

“Kaveh? Al-Haitham?” Someone that sounds suspiciously like Tighnari and is a little too amused calls out, and Kaveh closes his eyes tightly in embarrassment.

“No,” he says, then slaps Al-Haitham’s arm forcefully and frantically. Well. At least he got to touch his muscles. “Let me go, you big brute!”

“You’re the one who fell into me,” Al-Haitham counters, but all that matters is Kaveh picking himself back up to standing, brushing off his clothes and inspecting the fabric carefully so that he doesn’t have to look up and show his burning face to the world.

“I’m so glad that you’ve bonded,” Tighnari says, delighted.

“No,” is all Kaveh says again, giving up and burying his face into his hands. He might cry. “Shut up. Do you ever stop talking?”

“I’ve barely said anything,” Tighnari says in an aggrieved manner, then takes his seat again, leaning over the table. “Cyno, won’t you back me up?”

“Kaveh’s face is red,” Cyno notes when Kaveh finally lifts his face up. “Why did the fish blush?”

“No, thank you,” Dehya says.

“Because it saw the ocean’s bottom.”

“Very nice, Cyno, thank you,” Kaveh says sarcastically. “Way to draw attention to my embarrassment like the bully you are.”

“Well,” Cyno says, blinking, “your face is flushed enough already. It’s not as if the rest of them don’t already know.”

“What even happened?” Nilou asks. “We came back up and you were in Al-Haitham’s arms.”

“I tripped, is what happened,” Kaveh says, pointing a finger out accusingly. “Don’t you dare try to make it anything else.”

“Well, I just think it’s so nice that you two have managed to get past your differences,” she says. Kaveh groans and accepts his defeat, settling back into his chair. In the meantime, he pays careful attention to make sure he doesn’t cross eyes with Al-Haitham, whose presence is so big and consuming and  there  that its existence is pissing him off.

Turns out that when he’s not drinking as if his life depends on it (and sometimes it does), the lack of sleep starts to catch up to him. With his head in his arms, the warm light of the tavern going fuzzy around his peripheral vision, and the comforting noise of his friends chatting mindlessly about inconsequential things, Kaveh finds his eyelids heavier and heavier to keep up.

He keeps catching Al-Haitham glancing at him from time to time. At least his friends keep trying to draw Al-Haitham into the conversation. He responds in kind, a little awkward and stiff. He seems softer with them. More blunted. Rounded edges. With Kaveh, he is sharp and cutting.

But in this muted amber light, he looks more approachable. With sleep pinpricking its way across Kaveh’s vision, Al-Haitham has gone mild. The sharp lines of his body are fuzzier, shaped and molded by his slackening mind. Come morning time, he will be rebuilt again, distinctive shapes and needlelike words.

It’s the lack of sleep. It is making him sentimental.

When Kaveh wakes up—which of course he does, because apparently, he had fallen asleep—almost everybody has already gone. Only Al-Haitham, Tighnari, and Cyno are left.

“You’ll make sure he gets back to his dorm, right?” Tighnari is saying, slinging Cyno’s arm over his shoulder. Al-Haitham nods.

“What,” Kaveh says, his voice breaking in the middle of the word. “I’ve just woken up. You can’t take advantage of my delirium just because you don’t want to walk to the Kshahrewar dorms.”

“I can and I will,” Tighnari says, though he looks actually sympathetic for once. “Cyno is drunk out of his mind, though, and I don’t know if he’ll make the long way around.”

“I’ll forgive you just this once.” Kaveh rubs sleep out of his eyes. He feels like the personification of a smeared canvas, the haze of smoke emitting from the wick of a candle, but he drags himself up and out of his chair anyway. The flowers in his hair, limp and droopy in their shared exhaustion, send half-hearted pleas into his ears. “How late is it? Is it dark outside?”

“Pretty sure, yeah,” Tighnari says. “Drinks went on for a while when you were passed out. The sun set a while ago.”

“What kind of fish comes out only at night?” Cyno says suddenly, apparently retaining the mental clarity to return to his jokes. He doesn’t wait for an answer. “A starfish.” Then he flops right back into Tighari’s embrace, who sighs with the heaviness of a man bereaved.

“We’ll be going, then,” he says, and then it is just Kaveh and Al-Haitham.

Kaveh looks at Al-Haitham, who looks at Kaveh, and they stare at each other for a little bit before Kaveh rolls his eyes and gestures for him to move. “Since our Darshan dorms are next to each other, I suppose I will suffer through your company on the way back.”

“Very generous of you, senior,” Al-Haitham says because he is quite genuinely a little prick, but he has kind of become Kaveh’s junior, so he will tolerate it for the time being.

“Whatever.”

Even though the walk back is quiet, it is not nearly as awkward as it had been when they first sat at the tavern together. It’s a little bit nice. Not that he’d ever admit it, even under duress. Sumeru has always been beautiful in the moonlight, and Al-Haitham on the side is a pleasant addition to the landscape.

He did not just think that. Nope.

Soon enough, they arrive at the Akademiya. Whatever genius put the Haravatat and Kshahrewar dorms next to each other probably did it out of spite. It’s as if the architect of the building projected years into the future and thought it would be funny to pair them up, knowing how Kaveh and Al-Haitham’s relationship would turn out. Betrayed by Kaveh’s own kind.

Because the Kshahrewar houses come up first, they stop at Kaveh’s door first. He’s not sure how alarmed he should be that Al-Haitham now knows his exact room and how to get there, side-eyeing him suspiciously, but it’s unlikely that he’d try anything unsavory to steal Kaveh’s table away from him, so he doesn’t tell him to leave.

When he opens the door, though, he forgets how his room looks to newcomers, and especially to someone like Al-Haitham who had explicitly pointed out his fondness of flora.

But he opens the door. The plants are all slumped over a little because it is late and Kaveh is tired so therefore they have less energy, though some of the nearby ones brighten a little at his presence.

When he looks at Al-Haitham, the other has one eyebrow raised. “I see that the obsession goes a little further than flowers in your hair and on the collar of your robes,” he says, and Kaveh waves a dismissive hand in his direction, lips pressed together in embarrassment.

“At least it makes me interesting,” Kaveh says, “Mr. I-Would-Eat-Books-If-They-Provided-Nutritional-Sustenance.”

Al-Haitham rolls his eyes. “Ridiculous.”

There’s no more reason for Al-Haitham to stick around. Kaveh knows this. He should be glad about this, actually, since it means he doesn’t have to spend extended time with him.

And yet there is a part of Kaveh that says,  won’t you stay, won’t you stay a while, I have only known you for five days but I will learn you for far more. 

A flower blooming along the insides of his door frame in large bunches turns a lovesick pinkish orange, all peach hues and blossoming sunshine undertones.

This is sickening. Al-Haitham must leave immediately.

“Okay, bye,” Kaveh says abruptly, inching behind his door and starting to close it. “Be a good junior and get some sleep.”

Al-Haitham furrows his eyebrows in confusion, thrown off by the sudden change, but he does not move or say anything.

Kaveh throws on a pained smile. Right as he’s about to close the door, a flower with delicate blue-washed petals and a stamen the color of an egg yolk bursts up frantically like an offering. It wants to go with Al-Haitham.

 Really,  Kaveh wants to say,  him?  But he doesn’t because that would be awkward and bring up more questions than the matter is worth, so instead, he grabs the flower (carefully, because he’s not a brute) and shoves it into Al-Haitham’s hands.

“Here,” he says, strangled, “for you.” And then he shuts the door for good, Al-Haitham’s stunned expression the last thing he sees.

Kaveh slumps to the floor in utter despair. Archons, he hates this. Al-Haitham should have stayed in the little table-stealing recesses where he belongs along with the other first years who practice respect born from fear.

A crawling vine pats Kaveh on the knee in consolation, and all the plants in the room bow their heads in solidarity. “This is why I like you guys best,” he says to the foliage nodding in agreement. “You guys are not half as complicated as humans are.”

The chirping starts up—affection from his words and sounds of agreement all around, and Kaveh knows that even if he hadn’t fallen asleep at the tavern and completely messed up his sleep cycle he wouldn’t be able to drift off anyway, so he turns to his desk instead of his bed. Nothing like muting the voices in his head with grueling academic work.

It’s there that he ends up falling asleep anyway, passed out over his blueprints and pencil between slack fingers. When he sleeps, he does not dream, but pressed against his eyelids in the fading light is the silhouette of something that does not want to be named.









After that day Al-Haitham (rather unfortunately) goes back to pointing out the flowers in Kaveh’s hair, though at this point he doesn’t know if it is some extended bit or an attempt at conversation. There are only so many ways he can objectively say anything about the tiny blossoms without it being either a compliment or an insult or outright saying, “There are flowers in your hair. I can see them.”

Somehow, Al-Haitham manages.

When Kaveh slides into his seat at the table the next day beside Al-Haitham (his lecture ran late and archons forbid he steal another table the way Al-Haitham had appropriated his own), he’s met with a brief stare.

“They don’t match your robes,” is all he says, which makes Kaveh puff up in anger and contemplate throwing one of Al-Haitham’s stupid books across the library. But it’s not quite an insult, so he refrains from doing so.

“Much too intricate,” he says next.

“And you’re probably grateful that we’re required to wear these robes every day so that you don’t have to reveal your probably horrible sense of fashion,” Kaveh mutters in return.

“I appreciate it, yes,” Al-Haitham says. “I don’t have to waste time thinking about it. Either way, it does not distract from the fact that your hair is too elaborate for a normal school day.”

So in return, Kaveh—

“You’ve made your point,” Al-Haitham says, staring at the ostentatious crown of flowers perched on top of Kaveh’s head, so large it almost looks like a bird’s nest.

Kaveh winces. He hadn’t purposefully made them quite so flamboyant on purpose, but the plants have minds of their own.

“Whatever,” he says, dropping down into his seat and removing the crown from his head. He’d had to forgo the Akademiya cap for this one. It is a little on the nose. “Happy now?”

Al-Haitham looks at him critically, and then apparently finding something lacking, reaches over to the garland and teases out a singular flower. Then he tucks it behind Kaveh’s ear, smoothing part of his hair as he goes, and the surprisingly gentle feel of his fingers makes his heart beat double time.

“Minimalist,” Al-Haitham says, satisfied, and Kaveh wants to burst.

“Since when were you aware of aesthetics?” he asks, turning away and fiddling with a stray lock of his own hair to distract from the fact that if he dwells on the last minute for a second longer he will turn suddenly and violently red.

Al-Haitham hums, picking up his book again and ignoring Kaveh. See! This is why every neutral thing Al-Haitham does is immediately canceled out by however he decides to negate it immediately afterward.









After that, though, the flowers do tone it down, returning to their usual classy and flattering form. The comments, on the other hand, do not stop, but Kaveh counts himself lucky that Al-Haitham isn’t more annoying about it and moves on. For a while, at least, nothing else happens that could potentially incriminate Kaveh for his less-than-welcome (but slight, very slight) feelings.

At first, Kaveh figures he should be more worried that Al-Haitham knows exactly where he lives. The apprehension dissipates after a few days pass and nothing comes out of it, however. The plants, echoing his feelings, creep over the door as if with their bodies alone they could prevent unwelcome intruders.

In the end, he’s the one who invites Al-Haitham back to his dorm.

“Huh?” He peers at the notice taped onto the House of Daena doors.  Closed for Maintenance, it says. The House of Daena is never closed.

“Are you going to keep staring at the locked doors, senior?” a voice says behind him.

Kaveh turns around, glaring at full force. Of course it’s Al-Haitham. “Forgive me for taking my time,” he says sarcastically. “The lighting is terrible in this hallway.”

Al-Haitham peeks around Kaveh’s body to look at the notice. “I suppose neither of us will get the table, then,” he says.

Kaveh looks back at the library and then to the books in his arms that are starting to strain his muscles and back to Al-Haitham. He sighs. “Look, let’s just go back to my dorm.”

Al-Haitham raises one eyebrow, but he follows Kaveh all the same.

“Ah,” Kaveh says once they reach the door, the belongings in his hands preventing him from unlocking the door. He doesn’t usually bring this much to the library but he has an important exam scheduled later that week. “Hold on, let me just—”

“I can get it,” Al-Haitham says. “Where is your key?”

Kaveh gapes at him. “Well, it’s in my pocket—it’s okay, you really don’t have to—”

Instead of answering, Al-Haitham reaches into the pocket of Kaveh’s robe, which is large on him so his hand doesn’t brush any compromising part of his body. It doesn’t stop him from imagining the warmth of his hand, though.

Al-Haitham fishes for the key and pauses. “What is…”

“It’s a Kshahrewar charm,” Kaveh says defensively. Al-Haitham’s hand is still in his pocket. “There is indeed a key attached to it. Do not slander it, I can see you want to in your eyes. It’s cute.” A pause. “Will you open the door? My arms are about to fall out of their sockets.”  And I am turning so violently red that you will think I am coming down with a fever. 

Al-Haitham hums, extracts his hand, and unlocks the door, and unable to provide an explanation for why he would be blushing, Kaveh goes ahead and rushes through, dropping his books onto the bed and mindlessly sorting through them.

“No roommate?” Al-Haitham asks.

“Gone all the time. Lucky for me.”

Al-Haitham looks around, glancing at the various varieties of foliage all across his walls and draped over the furniture. Kaveh catches sight of a potted plant with large fan-like leaves leaning toward Al-Haitham, curious for he rarely brings visitors back, and shakes his head at it so that it retreats again.

“Whatever you’re thinking, stop thinking it,” Kaveh grumbles. “I like them. They’re pretty.”

“They are,” Al-Haitham says, which surprises him since he never agrees with anything Kaveh says, on principle. It seems that way, anyhow.

It pleases the plants if their high-pitched warbling is any indication of it. As the only other person besides Tighnari to enter Kaveh’s dorm, who he had brought back to show him the biodiversity he’d inadvertently cultivated in his room, all of Kaveh’s little friends immediately have their interest piqued.

“I’m sure they’d like to hear it,” Kaveh says fondly. “Don’t just stand there dithering in the middle of the room, Al-Haitham. Look, you can sit on the bed. I guess.” He makes room for him on the bed, and with some hesitancy, Al-Haitham gingerly takes a seat.

If anything, at least Al-Haitham makes a decent study partner. He doesn’t talk much, if at all, and his attentiveness makes Kaveh feel as if he must be on task the entire time as well, as if it is some kind of competition.

The constant burbling of the plants in the background is soothing. Too soothing, which is why Kaveh tries to avoid working in his room, so it’s no surprise when his eyes start to feel heavy. It’s also later in the night, which is why he’d been somewhat shocked that Al-Haitham had shown up at the library at the same time as him.

If Kaveh were alone, then falling asleep in the middle of his studies wouldn’t be an issue. In fact, it’d probably be a good idea, given how little sleep he normally gets. His friends would encourage it, even.

But he is not alone, so it is rather unfortunate that his vision keeps shaking and his eyelids feel as if weights have been attached to them. Leaning his head back against the wall, he closes his eyes for one second only —

It is not one second. He doesn’t know how long it is, but the plants decorating his walls are now arranged in a different formation than how they had been when he’d last looked at them, as they are prone to moving around discreetly. It’s for socializing purposes or something or the other.

His vision is also sideways, which is strange because Kaveh had fallen asleep sitting up against the wall. The pillow under his cheek is warm.

Upon further reflection, there shouldn’t be an object to fall asleep on if he were sitting up.

“Are you awake yet?” Al-Haitham says, his voice coming from somewhere up above Kaveh’s head, and Kaveh bolts up immediately at the sound. He hits the bottom of Al-Haitham’s chin with his skull on his way up, which makes him wince and the other grunt.

“What the fuck—I’m so sorry,” Kaveh wails, scrambling away and hiding his head in his hands. “Why didn’t you just—why didn’t you just wake me up or shove me off?”

“I was stuck,” Al-Haitham says stiffly. “You didn’t wake up for an hour or so.”

“An hour?” Kaveh shoves his head into the blankets. “And you didn’t even attempt to gently move me off of you?”

When he peeks one eye out of his sheets, he sees Al-Haitham turn his head almost petulantly. “I didn’t want to give you another chance to call me your rude junior. You do it enough as is.”

“Somehow, you make everything you do self-motivated.”

“That is exactly what I mean.”

“I just—ugh!” Kaveh contemplates his existence. Twice now he’s fallen asleep in Al-Haitham’s presence. That’s two times too many if he considers it.

Silence. When Kaveh turns his cheek so that he can look back at Al-Haitham, he finds that the other is already staring at him.

“So,” Al-Haitham says, “are you going back to sleep?”

Kaveh processes this. “Are you—are you offering your shoulder again?” he all but shrieks, bunching the blanket in his hands. Reflecting his hysteria, all the plants in the room shift around in their roots, creating quiet sliding noises as they wave their leaves without wind.

“I don’t know,” Al-Haitham says, looking supremely awkward at this point. “I hardly ever see you sleep, so I figured if it was necessary, then I would.”

That’s a little bit sweet. That’s a little bit  endearing, as much as Kaveh hates to admit it. “Such a filial little junior,” he says instead. His head is spinning. He thinks he’s avoiding the question. “What time is it?”

“It’s early morning,” says Al-Haitham.

Kaveh gasps and sits back up. “What are you doing here talking to me about poor sleeping habits? Go back to your dorm!”

“I would have if I could’ve,” Al-Haitham says pointedly, and Kaveh rolls his eyes.

“Yes, yes, I get it. From now on you have permission to wake me up for whatever you wish. Now go, shoo. You have an early lecture tomorrow.”

“Right,” Al-Haitham says, now amused, but he gathers up his things and listens to Kaveh without any more complaint. If Kaveh looks closely, he’s soft around the eyes, which means he must be as tired as Kaveh had been. And he hadn’t been able to leave because he’d been effectively trapped.

If Kaveh had been asleep for any longer, then maybe Al-Haitham would have drifted off too, and as the body craves the touch of another, he would have dozed off onto Kaveh’s head so they would lean against each other, two interlocking puzzle pieces, and then Kaveh would have had to—he would have had to—

Set Al-Haitham on fire. That is the only correct answer. 

“Go back to your dorm,” Kaveh says sternly, now less out of concern for Al-Haitham’s sleep schedule but more for the sake of his own extreme embarrassment.

“I don’t enjoy your company any more than you do mine,” Al-Haitham says, but it’s underscored by the way he is obviously fighting a yawn. Kaveh stifles a smile at the thought.

“Sleep,” Kaveh says when Al-Haitham is exiting the room. “And you can’t blame me when you inevitably crash tomorrow, because it’s your own fault for not waking me up sooner.”

Standing at the door and seeing Al-Haitham off like this, Kaveh is reminded of the first time they’d completed this song and dance and of the flower he had gifted him that night. Eyeing a purple bud with folded petals and streaks of pale cream, he plucks it off the wall despite his better judgment and thrusts it into Al-Haitham’s arms, avoiding eye contact.

“For you.”

This time, Kaveh doesn’t immediately shut the door, so he can see the way Al-Haitham’s eyes widen slightly at the offering and the gentle way in which he accepts the gift. For all his talk about Kaveh’s flowers, he handles it with more care than he would have expected, and it makes Kaveh’s heart constrict very slightly.

It is very late and the hallway lighting is dim and they are both softened by sleep, but Kaveh doesn’t think he’s imagining the affection on Al-Haitham’s face when he looks up again.

“Thank you. Have a good night, senior,” says Al-Haitham, and it is so abruptly sincere and earnest and heartwrenching that Kaveh feels his chest expand with a breath he did not take.

“You too,” he manages, somehow finding a way to close the door in a normal manner and stumble all the way back to his bed where he screams into his pillows and tries not to think about the spot of warmth left on his bed from Al-Haitham’s body.









“Did you know that it was actually extremely rude of you to invite Al-Haitham to the tavern with us without informing me that one night?” Kaveh says to Tighnari. He and Tighnari and Cyno are sitting at a cafe on a rare day off. It’s the first time they’ve spent time together outside of school and without Al-Haitham, so even though it has been months, Kaveh has been waiting to get revenge on Tighnari for it.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Tighnari says, dutifully ignoring his gaze. “Do you, Cyno?”

“No,” Cyno says because he is loyal to one person only and that person is not Kaveh.

“You guys suck,” Kaveh complains, kicking at their feet under the table. “You  knew  he was my archnemesis and you  still  brought him around.”

“That’s why I did, actually,” Tighnari says. “And you’re still on that whole table nonsense? Don’t you have better things to worry about?”

“Of course I do.”

“Then why would you bring him up first thing on the one day we aren’t with him?”

“Listen,” Kaveh says, ready to defend himself but not quite sure what he is supposed to be arguing against. Throwing up his hands in his animation, he knocks over his cutlery and winces at the loud sound it makes. “Hold on, give me a second—”

When he gets out of his chair and leans over to retrieve it, he’s surprised to already see a hand grabbing it. It’s partially gloved.

“Oh! Thank you…” When Kaveh looks up, hoping that the other is a waiter but fearing the worst, his heart falls to the pit of his stomach when he sees that it’s Al-Haitham.

“You should be more careful,” is all Al-Haitham says.

Kaveh huffs. “I’m taking back my thank you.”

“How generous of you, senior.”

They are still much too close to each other. For all his words, Kaveh still hasn’t stood up, nor has he taken his cutlery from Al-Haitham.

After a few moments, Al-Haitham shakes it at him, and Kaveh realizes that he’d been staring for a few awkward seconds, so he snatches it out of his hand and stands up too quickly, the blood rushing to his head dizzying. “What are you even doing here, anyway?”

“I’m getting takeout,” Al-Haitham says, his gaze flicking over to the counter.

“Why don’t you sit with us, Al-Haitham?” Tighnari asks, smiling much too broadly. Kaveh aims a kick at his foot and misses, stubbing his toe on the table leg and bringing tears to his eyes. In pain and in embarrassment, the two of which are basically the same, he doubles over onto the table and closes his eyes to the world.

“I was planning on taking this to my dorm,” he hears Al-Haitham say somewhere above him. Kaveh screws his mouth up. Ungrateful little junior.

“Ah, no worries then,” Tighnari says, and then there is a moment of silence in which Kaveh imagines that his table mates (minus Kaveh) and Al-Haitham are waving their awkward goodbyes, and then he waits a couple extra minutes longer to make sure that the coast is clear before he makes an appearance again.

“There’s no way you’re actually still blushing,” says Tighnari, sounding way too delighted about it.

Kaveh slaps a hand to his cheek in mortification. “I’m not! What would I be embarrassed about?”

“You just became the embodiment of a basic romance novel trope. You’re  flustered.  You just got troped.”

Kaveh groans and wishes he dared to get up and walk out of the cafe, but alas, his unpaid tab would haunt him both morally and financially. “To be part of a romance novel I would have to be in love.”

“Well, I think your crush on Al-Haitham is enough to put you in the category,” Tighnari says simply.

Kaveh’s mouth falls open. On the table, a little potted plant mirrors his movements, sprawling leaves opening wide in shock. “What makes you think I have a crush on Al-Haitham?” he asks a little incredulously.

Tighnari opens his mouth and closes it, and then opens it again. “Oh dear,” he says.

“What do you mean ‘oh dear,’” Kaveh says a little hysterically. “I don’t appreciate these baseless rumors.”

“Baseless,” Tighnari repeats, actually laughing at him. “Look, I know what I saw that first Saturday night at the tavern—”

“So you do remember it,” Kaveh accuses, pointing a finger at him across the table. “And it was a Friday, not a Saturday.”

“Same thing—”

“Not  really—” 

“What is a fish’s least favorite day of the week?” Cyno asks abruptly. “Fryday.”

Silence.

“Do you get it? It is pronounced the same way as the day of the week, but in the context of the joke, it refers to ‘frying,’ which is a form of cooking—”

“I get it, I get it,” Kaveh says frantically, near tears. “Oh, sweet archon that gifted me this vision, please give me new friends. If anybody has the divine power, it must be you.”

“I’m sorry for all the fish puns,” Cyno says, “I feel so gill-ty.”

Kaveh searches his person for his wallet, pulls out a sum of mora that’s probably more than what his meal actually cost, slams it onto the table, and finally summons the courage to walk out of the damn cafe.









“Maybe I should retreat to the forest and become one with nature as all of us creatures are meant to be,” Kaveh says, lying flat on his back in his bed and staring at the ceiling. All the plants around him rustle in excitement and agreement. Yes, yes yes!  they say like the nasty little enablers they are.  Bring us back to the trees, Mother! 

“Excuse me?” Kaveh says, bolting up to sitting and squinting at his floral friends in confusion. “Mother? Why aren’t I Father?”

At this, the plants quiet a little, retreating back from where they had once reached out in excitement. One of them, a large yellow flower with fronds that point out like stars, speaks up.  Isn’t that man you brought to your room Father? 

Kaveh is going to start crying. “No,” he says brokenly, “that would require marriage, or at the very least, a more-than-platonic relationship. Which we don’t have. Because I don’t even like Al-Haitham.”

The plants are very conspicuously silent.









The next time Al-Haitham ends up in Kaveh’s room, it’s—well, it’s Kaveh’s fault again.

In Kaveh’s defense, however, what else is Al-Haitham expecting by running around with a completely full mug of coffee in his hands? He’s only inviting trouble. (But he’s probably not inviting trouble in the form of a certain blond Kshahrewar scholar barreling into him in the halls.)

Well. It happens. Shit happens.

“I’m so sorry,” Kaveh nearly shrieks, hands fluttering uselessly while he tries to figure out what he can do to remedy the situation. Al-Haitham, looking extremely done, holds his robes away from his chest so that the liquid doesn’t touch his chest.

Kaveh, because he is evidently full of great ideas, decides that the best course of action is to try to help Al-Haitham with his clothes, which means that he gets a fistful of chest, a whole deal more shame, and Al-Haitham gently pushing his hands away, wincing and saying, “Senior… please…” which is probably the first time Kaveh has ever heard him say  please  in his life.

“Celestia above,” Kaveh says, fighting the urge to bury his face into his now coffee-scented hands. “My dorm is across the hall. Let me just give you new robes.”

So Al-Haitham is back in Kaveh’s room, and the plants are now extremely curious and a little suspicious of the fact that Kaveh has brought a stranger back not once but three times at this point.

“Here,” Kaveh says. He rifles through his closet, trying to find the largest set of robes he owns. “Look, as my junior, this should probably…”

He turns around and immediately trails off when he sees that Al-Haitham has already started to rid himself of his clothes. Fortunately for Kaveh and his sanity, only the shoulder is off, but that is already too much for his poor soul, so he whirls right back around but not before throwing the robes somewhere in Al-Haitham’s direction.

“Have some decency,” he mutters, to which Al-Haitham responds, “We’re both adults, are we not?”

Kaveh crosses his arms and huffs to prove his point, but he doesn’t turn around again in part for consideration and part because he can tell that his face has gone warm. A vine on the wall across from him makes fun of him, its leaves turning red-green in mockery of his expression, and Kaveh sticks his tongue out at it.

Eventually, the rustling does stop, and then Al-Haitham tells him he can turn around again. When he does, Kaveh is a little stunned. He could have sworn that Al-Haitham was a tiny junior when they had first met, but in Kaveh’s clothes, he’s almost bursting at the seams. He had never quite realized how much the other had grown until he saw the direct comparison. Somehow, he had even grown taller.

“Sorry for spilling your coffee on you or whatever,” Kaveh says, plucking Al-Haitham’s robes out of his arms. “I’ll wash these in repentance.”

“It’s fine,” says Al-Haitham. Something small shifts in his expression. “You will just have to owe me another coffee.”

With that wording, it almost sounds as if he is asking Kaveh on a date, but he knows that is absolutely not the truth. Al-Haitham, for all his straightforwardness and disregard for socializing much outside of the necessities, most likely has no thought for romance or entertaining the idea. Moreover, if there were anyone he was to have in mind, it would not be Kaveh, who he enjoys making an outright fool out of nearly every day.

It would not be Kaveh, who would be lucky to be regarded in such a manner by someone like Al-Haitham, even though Al-Haitham’s pompous little smirk gets on his nerves and his offensive dismissals of Kaveh’s ideas haunt his dreams and the impossible depth of his blue-orange eyes follows Kaveh into his deepest fantasies—

Wait. Why does he care again? Even if Kaveh does harbor the tiniest smidge of romantic-esque feelings for Al-Haitham, he knows to squash the seed before it can grow—though he would never treat a plant that way. His feelings for Al-Haitham are another story. Impossibilites cannot give birth to delusion, or else he will get lost in a hope that could never come to fruition.

“Fine,” is all Kaveh says. “I’ll owe you one, just this once.”

Something pleased makes its way onto Al-Haitham’s face. “I suppose I can’t expect anything more from you,” he says, which Kaveh cannot figure out is an insult or not when he tries to ponder it.

“Don’t think so much, it’ll hurt your head,” Al-Haitham says next, which is definitely an insult.

“You’re just bitter I’ve interrupted your daily caffeine fix,” Kaveh fires back. “You’ve probably developed an unhealthy reliance on that stuff. You’re welcome, by the way.”

“I did not thank you for anything.”

Kaveh only sniffs haughtily and turns back around, intending to grab his belongings again and set back out, but something makes Al-Haitham step up behind him and brush Kaveh’s arm, getting his attention.

“Some of the flowers in your hair are about to fall out.”

“Oh.” Kaveh stops. Is Al-Haitham going to…?

The light tug of fingers against his scalp answers his question. Today, he’d woken up with gold intertwined in his hair, tiny little pockets of sunshine that could barely be called flowers with how iridescent they were. They are braided into his hair and adorning the crown of his head, their stalks and vines deep beet-red.

It’s not normal for the plants on his person to fall out of place, but he can sense that they are carefully holding themselves in their current position to not alert Al-Haitham to their sentience, and the gentle tugging feeling on his head is enough to make him forget about it.

With careful hands and a touch lighter than Kaveh would have imagined from him, Al-Haitham refastens the blooms into his braid and fastens it back again, each press tender and impossibly soothing.

The thing about waking up with his hair done every day, besides the obvious convenience of it, is that Kaveh does not often get to experience having his hair done. At least, not like this. Al-Haitham’s fingers in Kaveh’s hair, taken in the purest connotation of the sensation, is one of the most intimate things Kaveh has ever experienced.

There’s no other way around it. The feeling makes Kaveh feel so full—in his chest, up his throat, escaping through parted lips—that he wants to either punch Al-Haitham about it or turn him around and kiss him for it.  Here,  Kaveh wants to say.  Touch me here, and here, and here, not just in my hair. Hold my hand. Wrap your arm around my waist.  

It is impossible. It is insufferable. Kaveh could either fly from the feeling of it or blink away tears for it.

The plants across the room replicate the sentiment a thousandfold; aching across the walls, the vines creep together to intertwine, the flowers on the ceiling open their widening mouths, blooming outward, and even the melodramatic fern in the corner that is never quite happy with its water intake or sunlight exposure or the quality of the air or Kaveh opens up a little, its fronds quivering to reach toward Kaveh and Al-Haitham.

It’s all a little too obvious. Kaveh hopes against hope that Al-Haitham is too focused on his hair to realize what is happening around him—soon enough, only so many plant-related incidents can happen when Kaveh is present before he begins to connect the dots. Even as fanciful as the idea seems to be and as logical as Al-Haitham prefers his reality to be, the first person to figure it out would only be Al-Haitham.

But he gives no indication of noticing the floral movement, and when he finally releases his hands, the braid feeling a tad more snug on Kaveh’s head, he says nothing of it either.

“I have a class in five minutes that I am going to skip,” Al-Haitham says. “Are you going to the House of Daena?”

It is as much of an invitation that Kaveh will ever receive from Al-Haitham. “I am,” he says.

Al-Haitham nods, seemingly satisfied, and then he heads for the door. From the back, it is much more obvious how ill-fitting Kaveh’s robes are on Al-Haitham, though he still hasn’t made any mention of any passing uncomfortableness. The cloth is stretched taut around his shoulders.

Kaveh swallows. With Al-Haitham in his clothes, the phantom touch of hands gently threading through his hair, and the plants bubbling over with the anticipation they are picking up from Kaveh, it is entirely at odds with everything that his stomach feels as if it is sinking to the floor.









Surprisingly enough, the next time Al-Haitham shows up at Kaveh’s dorm it is entirely of his own volition.

When the door swings open, Kaveh sees Al-Haitham frowning down at a pot in his hands.

“I think I’ve started to kill them,” he says in explanation.

Kaveh’s heart stops and stutters when he recognizes the flowers in the clay—muddled blue and violet interspersed with cream. The very same ones he had spur-of-the-moment given to Al-Haitham. He had kept them? He had potted them and tried to nurture them?  Al-Haitham? 

“Oh,” Kaveh says, off guard, then ushers him in. “Come in, come in. I can probably figure it out.”

He can figure it out, sans the  probably.  All it will take is a little man-to-plant communication to find out if Al-Haitham has either forgotten the crucial component of giving his plant friend sustenance or if it’s been given the wrong kind of soil.

 Kaveh!  they cheer when he takes the pot from Al-Haitham, wriggling a little in their earthly home, and Kaveh smiles a little. At least they haven’t called him  mother. 

Upon further interrogation, it becomes clear that it isn’t an issue with sunlight or water or fertilizer or environment or any of the usual suspect conditions. In fact, all it seems to be is that they’re a little starved for attention, which makes sense considering their keeper. How is Kaveh supposed to phrase that?  Your plants are lonely? Spend more time with them and they will perk up? 

But when Kaveh looks up from the pot to try to come up with an acceptable answer, he finds that Al-Haitham is staring at him instead.

“What?” he says, self-conscious, and Al-Haitham takes a step forward.

“Why did you give me these flowers?” Al-Haitham asks insistently.

Kaveh bites his tongue. “I figured you could use some company when I’m not here to bless you with my presence.”

“No, none of your usual avoidance-type answers,” Al-Haitham says, shaking his head. His gaze is piercing. “Why did  you  give them to  me? Why would you ever give anything to me? Why would you tolerate me with your friends and at your library table and in your dorm?”

Internally, Kaveh swears. “It’s not that deep,” he says instead. “The flowers were on a whim. You’ve probably never been introduced to anything beautiful in your life; I was just giving you the honor. The other stuff is entirely coincidental.”

“They are beautiful,” Al-Haitham says, staring down at the flowers. He’s never conceded like this before. “And that is exactly why I have come to question this decision. Why these and not any old plant? Why not a cactus? Or a nasty species that refuses to stand up straight or an invasive vine that will infiltrate my walls and pipes or a rose with so many thorns that it could no longer be considered objectively beautiful? Why these wonderful things and not the spite that I have come to expect from you?”

 Because every time I saw you out at the door, I wanted to tug you back into my room and lay you on the bed so that you could never leave,  Kaveh cannot say.  Because the enormity of my feelings manifested in some of the most beautiful flowers I’ve seen yet and I could not help but give them to you in the hope that you would implicitly understand my desire. I think that now you have started to catch on. That terrifies me. 

“It was a whim,” Kaveh repeats, laughing a little nervously. “Nobody is thinking as deeply of this as you are, trust me. It’s out of character for you. Not everything has to have unexpressed meaning. I thought that you of all people would understand that.”

“But it does,” Al-Haitham insists. “With you, there are always unspoken words.”

“I don’t—” Kaveh feels as if his throat has dried up. When he tries to speak next, he can’t get the words out. He chokes them out anyway. “You’re reaching.”

“No, I’m not.” Al-Haitham takes the potted plants from Kaveh and sets them on the desk. “Kaveh, why won’t you tell me?”

The thing about lying to himself and to Al-Haitham for so long about what he truly felt is that with each moment he suppressed his feelings, they multiplied in value, simmering for so long that they long to boil over.

Al-Haitham’s gaze does not help. Kaveh had always believed them to be ironically and contradictorily beautiful, but they had never been used like this against him before. As a spell—a curse. A bewitchment to drag the undead truth from his lips. Under the spotlight, Kaveh feels compelled to shed his wings.

When has Kaveh ever truly been able to resist anything Al-Haitham asks of him?

“Look,” Kaveh says, setting himself steady, “this is what you—this is what you asked for, okay? Neither of us can take it back after this. The flowers—they were a whim, promise. But I gave them to you in place of telling you how I felt for you because I figured they were more acceptable than you learning that someone like me had romantic feelings for you. I think I was right in thinking that flowers are more attractive to you than unwanted attention. It’s funny, though—you’re killing them because you’re not paying them enough attention either. Looks like they and I are in the same boat.”

Kaveh is shaking, trembling with the anticipation of awaiting Al-Haitham’s response. His heart feels as if it can take flight. Every heartbeat sounds loudly in his ear. It’s almost as if he is standing outside of his body in a paused snapshot of reality, hanging on excitedly for a climax that will never resolve.

After a few moments, Al-Haitham still hasn’t responded. Kaveh looks up at him sharply.

“Kaveh, I—” Al-Haitham says, and then cuts himself off. More silence.

Kaveh feels every bit of unwarranted expectation crumble and dissipate at his feet. He lands back sharply in his mind, the drop sudden and unsettling and stinging at the knees. Reality resumes. His heart, shot through at the wings, falls and flails back to its cage.

All around him, the plants are uncharacteristically silent, unwilling witnesses to Kaveh’s rejection. They wilt in the way that Kaveh cannot allow himself to break in front of Al-Haitham, drooping into their stalks, the leaves withering at the edges, yellow creeping through verdant cells and wilting down in their pots.

“Get out of my dorm,” Kaveh says, the ferocity of which he says it surprising even him. “If you have nothing to say after insisting I tell you the truth, then you did not deserve to hear it in the first place.”

Woodenly, Al-Haitham turns and walks out. The door shutting behind him feels final.

Kaveh drops down into his desk chair and lets his head fall to the cool wooden surface. When he turns to the side, biting the insides of his cheek so that he doesn’t get lost in the swirling pits of his mind, he comes face to face with the flowers Al-Haitham had given him.

“He never deserved you anyway,” Kaveh whispers to them, turning to anger. “I should have listened to my instincts and shut him out long ago.”

The first flower that Kaveh had given to Al-Haitham speaks hesitantly.  Did you ask him what he had to say? 

“He had nothing to say to me.”


   You wouldn’t know if you didn’t ask. 


“He would have said something if he really wanted to. That’s how he is. Just forget it, some things must go unresolved—”

 But I know he feels differently! the plant says angrily.  Don’t you have things you want to say, too? How could that possibly be all you wanted to say? Aren’t you done letting things go unspoken? 

Kaveh snorts. “What, that as pathetic as it is, I still want to be some part of his life? That ‘nothing has to change,’ even if that’s what I want? That I want to stay—” He sits up suddenly. “I want to stay friends.”

For Kaveh and Al-Haitham, anger has always been the primary factor driving their interactions. It is what is easy for them. It’s what Kaveh had turned to first after receiving Al-Haitham’s unspoken rejection.

But in his fury, he had forgotten that he did not really want to lose Al-Haitham. For all he knows, Kaveh had sent Al-Haitham away for good, and taking his last words to heart, Al-Haitham wouldn’t try to speak to him again.

He can’t let that happen. That’s not what Kaveh wants, and unless he’s been misunderstanding Al-Haitham this entire time, that’s not what he wants either. Their friendship, even if never breaches the limit of platonic, is something Kaveh has come to value.

Kaveh runs over to the door, wondering if he can catch Al-Haitham before he leaves, but before he can even touch the doorknob, it opens suddenly, hitting him square across the face.

“For the love of Kusanali—” Kaveh swears, stars appearing in his vision and tears springing suddenly to his eyes. He stumbles back a little, holding his nose in his hands. “What the actual—”

When he opens one watering eye to see who the offender is, Kaveh is shaken again to see that it is Al-Haitham, eyes wide as he takes in the scene before him.

“Uh, hello?” Kaveh squints up at him. “I know you don’t like me back, but good lord, you didn’t have to deck me for it—”

“That’s not true,” Al-Haitham says in a rush, cutting Kaveh off. “The part about not liking you back. That’s not true. I do. Kaveh, I do, I swear I do.”

Kaveh, bent at the waist and shedding actual tears over the bright and searing pain in his nose, is fucking lost. “Sorry, what?”

“I—” Al-Haitham visibly recollects himself, then shuts the door behind him and quietly steps forward to Kaveh. As the immediate shock and pain fades away, Kaveh stands up fully to meet him.

“I wasn’t sure how to respond, so I didn’t. Even if I was expecting your confession, it was still—it still threw me off to hear it.”

Kaveh realizes abruptly that his little junior who had not even made it through one full year at the Akademiya and had spent all his preceding years with his nose stuck in a book is  shy.  It’s awfully and incredibly endearing. To be fair, Kaveh should have considered Al-Haitham’s perception of the situation before kicking him out of his dorm.

“So?” Kaveh prompts.

Al-Haitham looks away. “I could tell you liked me because you’re really not as inconspicuous as you think you are, senior, you blush really easily and you stare a lot and realistically nobody would spend that much time with somebody they claimed to hate.”

All Kaveh can feel is immediate and bone-crushing relief. It’s almost enough to forget how embarrassing it is that Al-Haitham had picked up on all of that from the very beginning. Not quite enough, though, because Kaveh covers his face with his hand and groans very loudly.

Al-Haitham, who had suddenly come up very close, peels Kaveh’s hands back from his face and brings him close. “I was selfish. I wanted to hear it for myself. And for a moment, it was very satisfying, and then I found that I didn’t know what to say, and then you assumed the worst and made me leave before I could string together any sentences.”

“And then you stood outside my door like a creep,” Kaveh grumbles.

Al-Haitham laughs, which makes Kaveh’s ears perk up. Apparently, all of this humiliation at Kaveh’s sake has returned most, if not all, of his confidence back to him, and he is now back to the smug jerk Kaveh is familiar with. “And I know about the plants.”

Reeling, Kaveh flinches a little away. Al-Haitham steps back. “What do you mean you ‘know about the plants?’ What do you know about the plants?”

“That you talk to each other,” Al-Haitham says dismissively. “They move a little too conspicuously. It told me a lot of what I needed to know about your feelings. I think it’s cute.”

“I’m sorry, what the actual—”

“I like you. Can I kiss you?” Al-Haitham interrupts Kaveh, cradling his chin.

Kaveh ducks his head away. “Archons, don’t make things awkward—” He looks at Al-Haitham furtively, then away again. “Yes.”

Al-Haitham wastes no time putting his mouth on Kaveh’s, swallowing up any other words he would have said. He is sweet, and gentle, and his hands cupping Kaveh’s face feel as if they could envelop him whole. Against his lips, Al-Haitham tastes like wonder.

Kaveh breaks away first, his mind getting away from him. “Wait, how long?”

Al-Haitham stares at him amusedly. “Well, I thought you were pretty from the very beginning. I tried to tell you, but you came to the wrong conclusion.”

“So everything is my fault,” Kaveh says sarcastically.

“Yes,” says Al-Haitham, much too seriously.

A pause.

“Was that thing about coffee asking me on a date?” Kaveh asks incredulously.

“I did not imagine that you lack critical reasoning skills, senior,” says Al-Haitham. “I thought it was fairly obvious.”

Kaveh hits him on the shoulder. “You can’t insult me in the middle of kissing me! That’s not allowed!”

“Oh yeah?” Al-Haitham says tauntingly, and then he’s kissing Kaveh again, chasing away every errant thought with the irresistible heat of his mouth.









As soon as the door shuts behind Al-Haitham leaving, all of the plants begin to heckle Kaveh, asking excitedly about the new development and even interrogating him for details.

“Archons, guys, leave me alone!” Kaveh says, but he’s grinning wider than he has in a long time, and if he really, truly admits it to himself, he doesn’t ever want Al-Haitham to leave him alone.

  
Author’s Note:OH OH lilah is partly to blame for whatever this is. she said “kaveh’s emotions are expressed through flowers around him” once on vc and then i never recovered. sorry for taking your prompt, turning them into students, making the flowers sentient, and then making kaveh a little weirdo by talking to them. one day i will be able to restrain myself to a prompt but that is not today

1. cyno spewing fish jokes throughout the entire fic is an inside joke with myself. it’s a little random but it’s self-entertainment

2. kaveh is like a cat that falls asleep on you and then suddenly you cannot move. ever. it would be a crime

i am delusional!! thank you for reading!
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