
1. Chapter 1


    
    The temporary reassignment of Sumeru’s Scribe to the position of Acting Grand Sage is one that doesn’t raise as many eyebrows as it should.

While the direct ascension from minute-taker to head of the whole Akademiya operation isn’t quite the most natural course of promotion, few people end up disagreeing with Alhaitham’s suitability for the position. He is a man of many well-proven capabilities, and the approval of Lord Kusanali herself speaks volumes about his professional capacity. If even the Dendro Archon holds such faith in the man’s competence, then it would be rather amiss of any other citizen to hold any such doubt.

Aether, however, finds this whole situation downright ridiculous. Isn’t this the man who’d helped overthrow the government just so his job would stay unaffected?

The Grand Sage’s office is a spacious room on the top floor of the Akademiya with floor-to-ceiling windows and tall bookshelves of Adhigama wood lining the walls. Aether idly trails a hand over the surface of the fancy desk in the centre of the room, frowning at the nameplate that designates it as belonging to Alhaitham, Acting Grand Sage of Sumeru Akademiya.

“How did this happen?” Aether asks. “Didn’t you reject the position?”

“I did,” Alhaitham agrees. He’s seated leisurely in the Grand Sage’s chair, one leg propped over the other. “Multiple times, as a matter of fact. Unfortunately, I was informed that there were few other suitable candidates, and at Nahida’s behest, I was persuaded to reconsider. I’ve assumed the position of Acting Grand Sage for now; though it’s just a temporary assignment which I have been convinced to take on for a few reasons.”

As if on cue, the door to the office swings open, slamming into the adjacent wall with a bang, and in marches a blonde man with more hairpins than Paimon has brain cells.

“A few personal reasons,” Alhaitham amends.

“What is the meaning of this?” demands the new arrival, animatedly waving a stack of papers in the air. Oh, hey, it’s the man they’d seen with Alhaitham back at the library that day. What was his name again? He thinks it starts with ‘Ca’. Or was it ‘Ka’? Ka-nay? Ka-pay? Ka-wei? Ka-bae? Aether’s met so many people in his thousands of years of life that they’re honestly beginning to blur together.

Ah, perhaps it was ‘Kaveh’.

It briefly occurs to Aether that Kaveh does not work at the Akademiya, at least from what he’s heard about the man from Nahida. They really do seem to let just anyone enter, which sounds like a terrible security decision, considering the nature of knowledge being handled and stored here.

It hadn’t been too long ago when they’d been dabbling in time loops and god-creation, after all. Though he supposes these ventures are of relatively minor interest compared to that one Amurta student he’d talked to who’d been trying to cultivate flying turnips for her thesis project. Now that had been fascinating. 

Aether sighs. Perhaps he should speak to Nahida about the Akademiya’s security issues. God forbid they end up creating more problems here for Sumeru and resort to begging him to solve it before he leaves.

“Alhaitham, you absolute bastard, you—” Kaveh stops short, freezing as his gaze settles on Aether and Paimon, as if just noticing their presence in the room. “Oh, hey. It’s you two.”

“Er, hello,” Aether says. This is awkward. Perhaps it’d be better if he left the two of them to their little dispute. He doesn’t quite know what keeps him there. Curiosity?

“Kaveh.” Alhaitham’s voice is calm in contrast to the way Kaveh is downright fuming. “What brings you here?”

“Don’t play dumb with me,” Kaveh snaps, striding over to the desk just to slap his stack of documents down on the table. Across the front page is the word REJECTED stamped in red ink. Large, bold font that spans two-thirds the width of the sheet.

“First it was the number of significant figures for the funding calculations,” Kaveh fumes. “Next was the citation formatting. And then it was the choice of font—”

“It was somewhat illegible,” Alhaitham says coolly.

“It was perfectly fine, you fool. I find it far more likely that you’re just embarrassinglyilliterate for a graduate of Haravatat. And explain this to me now,” Kaveh snarls. “Version twenty-seven, rejected because of the size of my page margins? How many versions are you going to make me go through just to get this one thing approved? Are you serious? This… this is an abuse of authority!”

“An abuse of Alhaithority, if you will,” Alhaitham deadpans, to the dead silence of everyone in the room. Aether is brought to consider the possibility of impersonation, because only a certain General Mahamatra could make a joke that bad.

“You are insufferable,” Kaveh fumes. “Every day I wake up and wonder which gods I must have offended in my past life to have become cursed with someone like you as my roommate. Every day I wonder what it would take for you to finally take that intelligence of yours and use it for something other than being infuriating. God, I can’t do this. I’m not having this conversation with you right now. I have far better things to attend to! Attempting to contend with your nonsense is an absolute fucking waste of my—oh, but before I go, here’s your lunch, by the way.”

Kaveh sets a container down on the table.

“Thanks,” says Alhaitham.

“Fuck you,” Kaveh says.

With that, he storms out of the room, leaving Aether to blink in bewilderment at his back. Aether glances between the now-empty doorway and the lunchbox sitting innocently on the table. What. No, seriously, what just happened.

“I hope you didn’t find Kaveh’s dramatics too disconcerting,” Alhaitham says, leafing through the pages of the thick document in his hands. From this distance, Aether has to squint at the text in an attempt to make out any of the words. The font size is about comparable to that of Paimon’s brain. “Don’t worry about him. He’ll be back home tonight.”

Aether shakes his head in disbelief, not missing the little smirk tugging at the corner of Alhaitham’s lips. The man’s absolutely diabolical.

“This is why you accepted the job?” Paimon demands. “For some extra leverage to bully your roommate with?”

“‘Bully’ is a rather inelegant word,” Alhaitham muses, “and to put it as such would be misleading. Rather, I would think that it might be more accurate to describe this as an attempt to teach him a few important life lessons in the process.” He opens the box that Kaveh had left on the table, revealing a packed meal that looks unfairly delicious. An appetising aroma wafts into the air, and Paimon swallows her drool. “That being said, it also means a small bonus of him bringing me lunch whenever he stops by the office to shout at me.”

Aether resists the urge to sigh. 


  So it’s just because you want to see him. 


Aether makes the diplomatic decision to not point out that this behaviour somewhat reminds him of what one would expect from a kindergartener with a crush. Hm. Does Sumeru even have kindergarten? Wait, no, that’s a stupid question, of course it does. Though he wouldn’t be surprised if the curriculum here involved studying advanced alchemy at age three.

Either way, Aether’s met eleven-year-olds with a better approach to romance than Alhaitham, but hey, who is he to judge?

 


 

Teasing Kaveh might be the only thing Alhaitham enjoys about his reassignment as Acting Grand Sage.

He’d been perfectly comfortable in his previous position—lending a hand in overthrowing the government in order to keep his cushy job as Scribe had been the plan, after all. But in some disappointing twist of fate, here he is now… stuck in the position of Acting Grand Sage for an indefinite period of time.

It’s long overstayed its welcome in his life. 

He had, of course, asked Nahida how long he should expect this reassignment to last. “Until they find someone else, I guess?” had been her answer. She’d been very apologetic about having to put him into a position she knew he didn’t find ideal, but perhaps it had also been his fault for relenting and accepting this undertaking, even when the end-date was so ambiguous. His professional ascension from minute-taker to head of the whole Akademiya operation also didn’t quite have any historical precedents, so he had little reference as to when he could expect to be relieved from his temporary assignment.

Alhaitham does suppose, however, that being Acting Grand Sage isn’t all bad. He’d rejected many of Kaveh’s proposals for funding with great amusement. Parts of the job had been fun while it’d lasted.

The pay, of course, is also fantastic. But he’d been paid well enough as Scribe to more than cover their day-to-day expenses, so any jumps in salary from there were best described as falling into excess.

The intimidation associated with the position is also rather helpful. Alhaitham has never cared much for authority or power himself, but he does appreciate how more careful people have become about approaching him for matters that might be a waste of his time.

Still, none of these slight benefits could ever possibly outweigh all the downsides. The frequent overtime, the constant limelight, the inescapable demands of leadership—Alhaitham is tired of it. Tired of it all.

Hence, just a few months after returning from his trip to Liyue, Alhaitham wakes up at seven in the morning like clockwork, and begins his morning by deciding to fake his death.

It’s a straightforward solution to all his current woes. Zhongli’s suggestion, as ridiculous as it had initially seemed, had somehow stuck with him even long after their meeting. It makes an increasing amount of sense the longer that he allows himself to contemplate it.

Alhaitham allows himself to toy with the notion once again. In the span of three minutes, he assesses the potential consequences, runs through several cost-benefit analyses, and ultimately arrives at the conclusion that this might very well be the only appropriate course of action.

It shouldn’t be difficult to execute, either. Human life is a fragile, flimsy thing, and therefore orchestrating a set of circumstances that might unfortunately lead to the apparent end of his life should be a simple matter, believable to anyone who might be around to perceive it.

So, on this day, in the first ten minutes after waking up, Alhaitham doesn’t get up to complete his regular morning routine. Instead, he simply stares up at the ceiling and formulates a plan.

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          
  “Still,” Zhongli continues, “I do have suggestions for a possible method of resolution, should you find yourself in urgent need of dismissal from your position.” He uses a moment to lift the cup in his hand to his lips, and takes a delicate sip of his tea. “Have you ever considered the option of faking your death?”

  Alhaitham blinks, and gently sets his chopsticks down. “I beg your pardon?” he asks politely.
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2. Chapter 2

Notes for the Chapter:i should note that the bulk of this fic was written before 3.4 dropped and that i didn’t bother changing things based on the new info we were given LOL. though i don’t think there are any egregious deviations from canon




    
    Kaveh’s trip home from the desert is a fairly uneventful one. He gets embroiled in battle with a few scorpions, and also some ruin machines, but such encounters are to be expected. Nothing to worry about—he swiftly disposes of them with few swings of his claymore.

The real surprise that awaits him lies at home, where a stranger he’s never seen before comes knocking at the door merely a few hours after his return. The attire of the stranger makes clear his affiliation—he must be from the Akademiya.

“How can I help you?” Kaveh leans against the door frame. “If you’re looking for Alhaitham, I’m sorry to say that you’ll have to come back another time. He isn’t home at the moment.”

At the mention of that name, the man tenses. “No, I…” he swallows, “I come as a bearer of bad news.” The messenger from the Akademiya—Farid, going by the name displayed on the pin at the left of his chest—takes a deep breath. “Mister Kaveh… We regret to inform you that your husband—Alhaitham, Acting Grand Sage of Sumeru Akademiya—has passed away in an unfortunate accident.”

There are so many things wrong with that statement. Kaveh shakes his head. “I beg your pardon?”

“My deepest condolences, Mister Kaveh,” Farid says. He reaches up to place a hand on Kaveh’s shoulder in an attempt at reassurance. “It came as a shock to all of us. Alhaitham was a good, competent and reliable man. Adept as both Scribe and Grand Sage—”

“I’m going to fucking kill him,” Kaveh mutters.

Farid blinks at him. “Er… do you mean Alhaitham?”

“Yes, who else?”

“That… that might be a little difficult.” Farid pauses. “…Alhaitham is already dead, Mister Kaveh.”

Kaveh presses a hand to his forehead, looking more exasperated than anything else, and certainly nothing like what one would expect of a grieving widower.

“No. No, look,” Kaveh takes a deep breath, “Alhaitham isn’t dead, he’s—”

“Denial is the natural response,” Farid says gently. He’d studied the stages of grief as part of one of his courses in the Akademiya, after all, so he’s well-familiarised with such a reaction. He feels for Mister Kaveh, truly.

“Please accept our heartfelt sympathy for your loss.” He sighs. “I know this must all be a lot to process. If you need any support from us at the Akademiya, please do not hesitate to reach out.”

“Lovely,” Kaveh mutters. “I don’t suppose you provide support for assassination operations?”

“Er… Not that I’m aware of?” Well, no. He’s pretty sure they don’t. But hey, it seems Kaveh has already moved onto the second stage of grief: anger. Well, perhaps this suggests he’s making good progress.

Kaveh exhales. “How did Alhaitham… die,” he asks, gritting his teeth. For some reason, he speaks that last word like there are meant to be quotation marks around it.

Farid pauses, deliberating whether or not to tell Kaveh the truth. It’s not one that’s easy to stomach.

“We received a witness report detailing the events leading to Alhaitham’s passing.” Farid chews on his lower lip, unsure how to go about this. He’s regrettably untrained in breaking bad news to unfortunate family members. “Though I should warn you, Mister Kaveh, that the descriptions are… highly graphic and might be disturbing. Ignorance might prove most beneficial to your own well-being.”

“Ignorance? In the Land of Wisdom?” Kaveh snorts. “Just tell me.”

Mister Kaveh is a man of strong heart and mind indeed. Farid sighs. “The one who informed us of Alhaitham’s passing,” he begins, “was a traveler from Liyue.”

Liyue, huh? Something nags at the back of Kaveh’s mind. “Tell me more about this traveler.”

“Hm? He was very knowledgeable about matters related to death,” Farid continues, “which made sense, considering that he claimed to be a funeral parlour consultant by profession.”

Yup. Kaveh definitely recognises this guy. Alhaitham’s mentioned this friend of his before, and that memory had stuck, because it’s absolutely bizarre—Alhaitham, having friends? Really, now that’s not something you hear about everyday.

“Going by the witness report, he was on vacation in Sumeru and was exploring Avidya Forest when he saw Alhaitham lying unconscious at the centre of a group of monsters, presumably having been knocked out during battle. Whether Alhaitham was dead already, he couldn’t tell. But before his eyes, Alhaitham was then quickly shot several times with hilichurl arrows—”

“Ouch.”

“—then brutally bashed with their clubs, then stomped on by a Lawachurl, and afterwards promptly subject to intense incineration by a Pyro Abyss Mage.”

“Oh,” Kaveh remarks drily. “Sounds like they really hated him.” He mutters something under his breath that sounds something like I can understand that.

“I’m sorry, I don’t think I heard you clearly.” Farid blinks at him in confusion, and Kaveh waves a hand dismissively. “Please just continue. So his body was reduced to ashes, I would assume.”

He looks and sounds completely emotionless. Poor thing, he must still be struggling with trying to process it all.

“Indeed.” Farid nods with a sigh. “Our investigation team found the state at the site of death to match up with the witness’ report. We were unable to retrieve a corpse, given the manner of Alhaitham’s passing, but we did find his Vision lying amidst some debris.”

Visions are, after all, virtually indestructible. Farid hands something over, and Kaveh takes it. Sealed in a clear bag is what appears to be a Sumeru-type Dendro Vision, dead without its glow.

“This…” Farid swallows, “this is all that remains of Alhaitham.”

“How tragic,” Kaveh mutters. His fingers curl tight around the Vision, like desperately trying to hold on to all that remains of his deceased husband. That, or like he wants to punch someone. But clearly only the former of those possibilities makes sense.

“The witness did apologise for being unable to intervene or lend Alhaitham any assistance. As he couldn’t tell if Alhaitham was still alive at the point of his arrival, he decided that involving himself might not have been the wisest decision.”

“Ah,” says Kaveh.

“He confessed to having done nothing but cower in a corner, which we cannot blame him for. He was, as he put it, a mere funeral parlour consultant well into the years of middle age.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Kaveh huffs. “Thanks, Farid. You can go now.”

Farid hesitates. “Will you be alright?”

“I need some time alone,” Kaveh mutters. “I am…” he grits his teeth, “…grieving.”

Ah. “Okay. Do take care, Mister Kaveh.” Farid’s indeed overstayed his welcome here—he can sense Kaveh isn’t in the mood for company—so he simply tips his hat as a farewell and takes his leave.

 


 

The next time the door opens, Kaveh’s in the living room, brainstorming ways to kill a “dead” person, and he hears the key turn in the lock of the front door. In emerges a tall man with a sort-of familiar face.

Kaveh wants to punch it.

Without wasting a moment, he rises from his seat and strides over to his visitor.

“Alhaitham, you stupid bastard,” Kaveh resists the urge to reach out and strangle him right there, “why the fuck are there people coming to tell me you’re dead. Why the fuck is your hair that color. And what the fuck is that on your face?”

There are several changes to Alhaitham that Kaveh is forced to process all at once.

First of all, his multicolored irises are now a honey gold, and his hair has been dyed pitch-black. Kaveh wouldn’t be caught dead admitting it, but he looks pretty good in that color. Curse Alhaitham and curse his stupidly handsome face.

He’s also notably taller than Kaveh remembers. Looking down quickly provides an answer to that mysterious increment in height—he’s wearing a new pair of boots with thick platformed soles that add a good several inches to his stature.

Most ludicrous of all, is perhaps the abomination that Alhaitham seems intent on passing off as facial hair. It’s a fuzzy mess of a forest that circles his lips and climbs up along the line of his jaw. It really amplifies Kaveh’s desire to punch him.  

“You seem to be mistaken. I am not Al-Haitham,” says the man, who is very obviously Alhaitham. “I am Al-Akhtab.”

“You absolute drama queen,” says Kaveh. He reaches up to Alhaitham’s face, promptly tearing off the fake moustache. It comes away cleanly, though it leaves a slight redness where it’d been stuck to the skin.

“Ow,” says Alhaitham.

“Sevens above,” Kaveh mutters. “Weren’t you supposed to be unfairly good at almost everything? But I suppose all’s balanced and right in the world after all—you are outrageously terrible at disguises.” He waves the fake facial hair at Alhaitham. “It doesn’t even match your hair color!”

Alhaitham takes the brown moustache from him. “I borrowed it from Zhongli,” he says. “It’s second-hand, but it was a quick and convenient solution in the absence of other immediate alternatives. Besides, it’s fairly common for facial hair to be mismatched with that from the follicles on the head.”

Ah, Zhongli. Right. That’s the friend of Alhaitham’s from Liyue, and apparently also the witness to his “death”. What a good friend, having made the trip all the way here just to be an accomplice in Alhaitham’s ridiculous schemes.

“And what about this?” Kaveh shoves the dull Vision in his face. “Dear god, Alhaitham, you didn’t murder somebody to get hold of this, did you?”

Alhaitham clicks his tongue. “Do you think so little of my morals?”

“I think nothing of what doesn’t exist.”

Alhaitham shrugs. “Either way, homicide would be far too crude a method, leaving behind too many other challenges and complications to deal with. No, I simply forged one with Zhongli’s help.”

Kaveh examines the Vision. It looks perfectly real. Who exactly is this Zhongli? A professional scammer of sorts? Goodness… the kind of company Alhaitham keeps. A sly, sneaky pair they must make.

“And what about… that whole thing about… Ugh,” Kaveh shakes his head, spitting out his next words, “since when were you my husband?”

“Not me,” Alhaitham says. “I am Akhtab. Your husband would be the late Alhaitham.”

“Alhaitham,” Kaveh massages his forehead, “you are ridiculous.”

“Akhtab,” Alhaitham corrects him again.

This very pointless exchange still ends up leading them to their study, where Alhaitham rummages through the drawers where he stores various documents for safekeeping. After searching for a bit, he pulls out a sheet of paper with big letters embossed in gold along the top.

A marriage certificate.

Kaveh skims through the contents with a quick glance over the paper. Sure enough, there’s both their fingerprints and signatures down on the bottom of the page. Now when the fuck did that happen?

He searches for the date and time of certification. Approximately three o’clock in the morning. If he remembers this date correctly, they’d gone out for drinks. Of course this had been an impulsive decision made under the influence of alcohol. Kaveh takes a deep breath.

“Great,” he mutters. “Just great. And we didn’t even get to have a proper wedding, huh.” There go his romantic ideals.

“I suppose. But then this would be quite the convenient turn of events.” There’s a hint of a smirk on Alhaitham’s lips. “If it’s a proper wedding you want, perhaps this provides you with a wonderful opportunity to move on from your dead husband Alhaitham,” he continues, “and marry me instead.”

“Or,” Kaveh snarls, “perhaps I could kill you.”

“I would prefer if you didn’t.” Alhaitham tilts his head. “Would you rather have the blood of an innocent on your hands, or matrimonial tax benefits?”

Kaveh really wants to strangle him. However, being a man of monumental patience and restraint, he narrowly manages to avoid adding homicide to his otherwise clean criminal record.

“Archons.” He rakes a hand through his hair. “Going so far as to fake your death just to get out of work… You’re the most ridiculous man I’ve ever met.”

“Zhongli has faked his death at least three hundred and eighteen times. Probably more. He mentioned having lost count,” Alhaitham says. “Perhaps I should introduce you.”

“This Zhongli is a terrible influence,” snaps Kaveh. “Just how old is he?” Probably some strange old man too lonely to be picky about his company—because who else would be friends with Alhaitham? “Assuming he’s about eighty by now… What the fuck, your friends are insane. That’s practically once every three months!”

“Except Zhongli isn’t eighty,” Alhaitham supplies. “A close enough guess, I suppose. He’s somewhere in the ballpark of six-thousand.”

“What.”

“He’s an Archon.”

“Oh. Oh, of course, that explains things—no it fucking doesn’t, Alhaitham, why do you have a goddamn Archon as a friend? An Archon friend who teaches you how to fake your death just to get out of work?”

“It’s a very educational friendship,” Alhaitham says. “A mutually beneficial arrangement, where he shares his millennia-worth of knowledge and experience, and I share my insight and occasionally my Mora.”

“Isn’t Zhongli from Liyue? Isn’t the Archon of Liyue also the God of Mora?”

“Yes.”

“Then why—” Kaveh stops, and sighs with great exasperation. “You know what? I don’t even want to know. Just forget I asked.”

“The human memory doesn’t quite work that way, and I can’t quite be bothered to spare the effort required to consciously force a recollection from my mind.”

Kaveh can’t be bothered to pursue this line of conversation.“Alhaitham, you…” he takes a deep breath, and settles for something simpler, “you absolute bastard.”

“That’s not a very nice thing to say about a dead man.”

“You absolute bastard,” Kaveh repeats, hissing the words. “Just… just re-alive yourself right now, before they somehow decide that I inherit your stupid job along with all your other mortal possessions as some part of the matrimonial assets.”

“Coming back from the dead is a difficult task,” Alhaitham says, “especially considering how research on necromancy is forbidden in Sumeru. Still, I do believe your concerns are valid. I’ve overheard talks entertaining the possibility of seeking out Kaveh of Kshahrewar as a potential replacement for the role.”

“…you’ve got to be kidding me.”

“They were, however, concerned about your mental state as a recently widowed individual, which led them to hold back on that option for now.”

“Thank the Sevens,” Kaveh grumbles. “So what now? What are you going to do, Akhtab?” He spits that name out like it’s terribly sour. “Spend your life sitting around and reading books? You can’t possibly get half the information you had access to while working at the Akademiya, so how are you supposed to continue your beloved hobby of snooping around? Now you’re jobless and—”

“Not for long.”

Kaveh pauses. “And what do you mean by that?”

“Why, I’m going to apply for work.” There’s a hint of a smile on his lips. “For the position of Akademiya Scribe, of course.”

Kaveh touches a hand to his forehead. His head hurts from all the bullshit, and also how much restraint it’s taking not to strangle his legally dead husband. He takes a deep, deep breath. “Okay,” he says. “Okay. And how’s that application going?”

“It’s been submitted.” Alhaitham puts away his stupid boots, and is finally reduced to regular height. “My interview is scheduled for tomorrow.”

“I can’t believe this is who the Akademiya chose as their Acting Grand Sage…” Kaveh mutters. “Well, you’d better be a good actor if you’re going to pull this off.”

“That really isn’t what the ‘acting’ in that title stands for.”

Kaveh grumbles something under his breath, then sighs. “Who’s your interviewer?” He pities whoever it is that will have to deal with Alhaitham’s nonsense.

Alhaitham hums. “Typically, new applications to such a position would be subject to assessment by the Grand Sage, who is, unfortunately,” amusement glints in his eyes, “dead at the moment. With such short notice, a replacement has yet to be found. And in the absence of the Grand Sage,” Alhaitham tilts his head with a hint of a smile, “the role of the interviewer would naturally fall to Lord Kusanali herself.”
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    Alhaitham’s interview, as it turns out, is set to be conducted in the Grand Sage’s office. While he isn’t exactly in a hurry to return to that place, he assumes it’s because the current vacancy of the position makes it a rather convenient location for an interview.

The corridors he travels through are familiar, and lead him to a familiar door. Alhaitham raises his hand and knocks.

“Come in!” calls a voice from inside.

He nods his head in a show of respect as he enters. “Good morning.” He usually doesn’t pay much care to playing a polite charade, but he’s a potential new hire now, so it wouldn’t be strategic if his behavior were to be beyond manners.

The Grand Sage’s office looks the same as Alhaitham remembers. He’s not one for nostalgia—unlike a certain friend of his who enjoys constantly harping about the taste of a particular type of wine—but he is, at least, observant enough to notice that little has changed about the place since he’d last left it.

“Good morning,” says Nahida. She’s seated at the desk of the Grand Sage, appearing particularly tiny in the large armchair that she’s ensconced in.

Her expression looks extremely out of place on a face that young. With the sheer exhaustion she’s radiating, one would think that she’d personally participated in the Archon War.

She gestures to the chair across the table, opposite to her own. “Please, take a seat.”

Alhaitham does, albeit with a little envy for Nahida’s own seat. If there’d been one good thing about the job that Alhaitham had rather liked, it would have been that chair. It’s truly one of the luxuries that come with the position, with plush upholstering that had provided excellent cushioning for maximal comfort. The only thing softer, he thinks fondly, would probably be Kaveh’s—

“It’s nice to meet you ag—” Nahida freezes for a split-second, “—for the first time in my five hundred years of life.” She closes her eyes and takes a long, deep breath. When she opens them again, it’s to level a calm gaze at Alhaitham, solid and steady with a sort of resolve to it. Very business-like.

“So, Mister…” Nahida glances down at her papers, “—Akhtab. Tell me about yourself.”

Alhaitham has never had to interview for a position in his life—the job of Scribe, for example, had been granted to him purely on the basis of his credentials. He admittedly hadn’t thought to prepare much for the interview, either, so when faced with such an open-ended question, figuring out what to focus on in his answer is something he can only guess at on the spot.

“I’m new in the area,” Alhaitham begins, deciding that his main goal in his answer to this question should be to craft an image of normalcy, resolving any suspicions there and then. “So I’m just taking some time to familiarise myself with the customs of the place.”

Nahida nods as he speaks, and starts to diligently take down notes on the paper in front of her.

“However,” Alhaitham continues, “I assure you that I am fluent with the native tongue of Sumeru, amongst forty-two other languages, which would make me a good fit for the job. I also moved in recently with a roommate, which I assume would help with becoming socially adjusted to the area.”

He concludes with that, and watches her face to assess her reaction. Nahida’s writing slows to a stop, the nib of her pen resting still on the sheet.

“Is there anything you’d like to add?”

Alhaitham pauses for a moment. What else is there worth mentioning? He looks down at his shirt, which happens to be a deep pink after certain… accidents with the washing. “My roommate demonstrates occasional bouts of incompetence when it comes to handling the laundry, so I do apologise for the attire, in case my choice of clothing gave any impressions of a lack of professionalism.”

“…It’s quite all right,” says Nahida. “Anything else?”

Alhaitham really wants the job, so he decides to cover all bases as a precaution. “…If my breath smells off-putting,” he says, “it’s because of the spices in the breakfast my roommate prepared. I apologise.”

“Oh, no worries.” Nahida continues to write. Out of curiosity, Alhaitham casts a glance at the sheet she’s scribbling away on.
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“Yes,” he takes the initiative to answer, “this is certainly a moustache. I grew it all by myself.”

Nahida hastily shifts her paper further away and crooks it at an angle so he can’t read from it. “Thank you for providing that information,” she says, not sounding particularly grateful. “I’m sure that we’ll be able to find a use for that talent somewhere in the Akademiya.”

“Don’t feel too pressured to.”

He waits with quiet patience as she pauses to review the papers she’s holding. Finally, she opens her mouth, presumably to ask the next question. “Excellent,” Nahida says. “Congratulations, you’re hired.”

Alhaitham blinks at her. Once. Twice.

Are interviews normally this… concise?

“Well,” he says, “that was certainly easier than I expected.”

“According to my thorough assessments,” Nahida tells him, “you’re a very qualified candidate.” Her professional demeanour, displayed on someone who appears no more than five, is admittedly rather amusing to behold. She shuffles her papers, clearing her throat. “As a matter of fact, we actually wanted to offer you a promotion right off the bat.”

Alhaitham tilts his head. “And what position would this promotion elevate me to?”

“It’s a very prestigious position,” Nahida says, “with double the pay and a multitude of additional benefits and developmental opportunities.”

Alhaitham is intrigued.

There’s a decidedly long pause before she finally cuts to the point. “We’d like to promote you to Acting Grand Sage.”

Alhaitham closes his eyes, resisting the urge to sigh.

“…This is false advertising,” he says. “I applied for the position of Scribe.”

“Well… yes, I suppose you did.”

“To the best of my knowledge,” Alhaitham says, “going from Scribe to Grand Sage isn’t exactly the most typical course of career progression.”

“You’re right,” Nahida agrees, “it isn’t. We do, however, have a recent precedent for such a situation, so it’s not entirely unheard of.”

“…I see.”

“Alhaitham—”

“Akhtab,” he corrects her.

“Look, you see…” Nahida hesitates. “Let’s just say the current Scribe’s actually doing a really good job at it.”

“Oh?” Alhaitham leans back in his chair, raising an eyebrow. “How so?”

“Well, for starters… he gives his one-hundred percent to every piece of work, no matter its relative significance. And he attends every meeting—even the extra ones! And—”

“Wonderful,” Alhaitham says drily. “So you’re saying he’s the perfect corporate slave with no concept of work-life balance, and an inability to judiciously prioritise his efforts.”

“…I’m just saying he’s a diligent worker,” Nahida clarifies.

Alhaitham folds his arms and reclines in his seat. “So why don’t you just make him Acting Grand Sage instead?”

“He’s good at being Scribe,” Nahida says, “but a good Scribe does not make a good Grand Sage.”

“And a good Grand Sage does not make a willing one.”

Nahida sighs. It’s a real pity that Alhaitham’s this deeply averse to the role of Grand Sage, but she’s not in the business of forcing people to do what they don’t want to unless absolutely necessary for the benefit of all involved. And seeing that Alhaitham had really gone so far as to fake his death to get out of that temporary assignment… perhaps it’s really about time that she let go of the matter.

“I do not intend to fire the current Scribe,” she tells him honestly. “He may not have the same natural affinity you do for language, but he’s a diligent, hard worker, and he’s certainly doing a good job as it is.”

“That’s reasonable,” Alhaitham says, and Nahida knows he is a reasonable man. “I don’t suppose you intend to open an additional Scribe position at the Akademiya anytime soon?”

“No,” Nahida replies. “I don’t think we will.”

“Then I suppose we are done here.” Alhaitham gets up. “Thank you for your time.”

“Thank you too.” She nods, and watches him head for the door.

“Wait,” she says suddenly, and he pauses where he stands, hand hovering over the doorknob.

“Yes?”

“Alhaitham…” Nahida sighs, “was this—”

“Akhtab,” he corrects her, with a tone that suggests he will not listen if she does not comply.

“…Akhtab,” she relents, albeit somewhat reluctantly, and he nods, satisfied.

“Look, I don’t mean to, er, criticise you on your methods,” she begins, even though that’s exactly what most accurately summarises her intentions. “But was this whole faking your death business really necessary?”

He pauses for a moment, as if deciding how to respond. “I saw no other alternative,” he says finally, after an eternity of contemplation.

“Couldn’t you just have waited for the retirement age?”

She’d taken some advice she’d gathered from her meeting with Zhongli and implemented a retirement age in Sumeru, after all. It’s rather unfortunate that Alhaitham had been too impatient to wait it out. She does understand, however, that he probably isn’t being intentionally unappreciative.

“That’d be several decades too long spent in an undesirable occupation,” Alhaitham counters. “Death, on the other hand, posed a far quicker and more convenient solution.”

“So you have chosen death…” Nahida mutters, shaking her head.

“Indeed.”

Well then. While this is a pity, there’s no use dwelling on a lost cause for too long. Finding a replacement to fill the Acting Grand Sage role will be difficult, and Nahida certainly has her work cut out for her.

“Let me accompany you out,” she says with a sigh, getting up from her own chair. “It’s the least that I can do, since you so kindly took the time to pay me a visit even after your miserable demise.”

“My pleasure,” Alhaitham replies.

“You are the silliest man I have ever met,” Nahida tells him.

 


 

The second silliest man Nahida has ever met stands in the lobby of the Akademiya. Or third, perhaps?—the exact ranking is unclear, but she’s sure a certain Geo Archon certainly makes the top three.

“I came to pick him up,” Kaveh says, striding over to them.

Ah, much like the dutiful husband he is. Still, Nahida is diplomatic enough to refrain from pointing this out, as she somehow gets the idea that Kaveh wouldn’t appreciate it.

“This is my roommate,” Alhaitham says, considerate enough to introduce them.

“We’ve met before,” Nahida says, reaching out to shake Kaveh’s hand—or at least two of his fingers, because her hand is too small to fit around his whole palm. “How are you doing, Kaveh?”

Kaveh glances towards Alhaitham. “Could be better,” he says tiredly, and the look on his face suggests that at least 80% of that sentiment is Alhaitham’s fault, which Nahida is honestly beginning to understand.

“I understand that you were recently widowed,” Nahida says, trying to figure out how to break the bad news to him. “Unfortunately, we were unable to offer Akhtab the position he interviewed for, which… I realise would make you the sole breadwinner in the household.”

“…Ah,” Kaveh says, looking ever so tired, a shell of his formerly radiant self. She feels terribly bad for him.

“I understand that these circumstances must be difficult for you,” Nahida says to Kaveh, before an idea strikes her there and then. “Well, it just so happens that I have a proposition for you that might help with your financial situation.”

“Oh?” Kaveh raises an eyebrow with interest. “Do tell.”

“Would you perhaps like to consider taking on your late husband’s old job for the time being?” she asks hopefully. “It’d provide an ample and steady source of income.”

A brief pause.

“I apologise.” Kaveh’s smile is tight. “I am far too deep in my grieving to take on a position with such great responsibility in the balance. But it is kind of you to offer.”

 


 

“I can’t believe you got rejected,” Kaveh mutters to Alhaitham as they take their leave from the grounds of the Akademiya. “Was your personality so deeply obnoxious that it managed to override all consideration of your competencies?”

“It’s an unsolved mystery,” Alhaitham says.

Kaveh rolls his eyes. “Then what now?” he asks Alhaitham.

“You don’t have to worry.” Alhaitham’s footsteps are leisurely on the path back to their shared abode. “I don’t intend to have to depend on your miserable salary for the rest of our days.”

Kaveh opens his mouth with a retort at the ready, but Alhaitham continues before he can spit it out.

“One option would be to wait for the expiration of the current Scribe’s lifespan,” Alhaitham says, “which I expect won’t take too long, considering what I’ve heard of his work-life balance. However, instead of depending on something so indefinite, I have decided that Iwill simply look into other career paths for the time being.”

“Oh?” Kaveh snorts. “Such as?”

The small curve that creeps onto Alhaitham’s lips gives him a strange sense of foreboding.
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