
1. Chapter 1


    
    The first thing Tighnari does after sitting down at the table is to let out a long, tired sigh. Which isn’t really like him, since he’s typically more of the type to suffer in silence. It’s natural to wonder just how much he’s been through to have been driven to this point.

“Long day?” Dehya asks, wondering why all three of them look so tuckered out. 

“Not exactly.” Collei shakes her head with a soft huff of laughter. “It’s just… we had lunch with Kaveh earlier, you see.”

Dehya raises an eyebrow, and Tighnari takes it upon himself to add on. “So if you’re wondering why we invited you out for dinner at such short notice,” he explains, “it’s really because we could use some sanity after that particular interaction.”

“Ah,” Dehya says, because she’s eaten with Kaveh before on multiple occasions, and the contents of most conversations always tend to somehow circle back to one topic. One person. “Let me guess: he was ranting about Alhaitham again?”

Cyno shrugs, because well, duh. Beside him, Collei shudders. Or maybe she’s shaking with laughter—it’s honestly hard to tell. “Alhaitham’s practically all he speaks of.”

There’s much to share about their lunch with Kaveh, and Dehya listens to it all.

 


 


  Exhibit One:


It begins as early as Kaveh’s arrival, even before he’s through the door.

The doorbell rings, and Tighnari quickly steps over the array of plants he’d been studying as part of his work. He’s surrounded with them, so it takes a bit of nimble footwork before he gets to the door.

“Kaveh.” He dips his head in greeting. “Sorry for making you wait.”

“Nah, don’t worry about it.” Kaveh pulls off his shoes and sets them to a side. “You didn’t leave me waiting that long,” he rolls his eyes, “unlike a certain roommate of mine.”

 


  Exhibit Two:


“You changed the chairs,” Kaveh notes as he sits down.

“Yeah.” Collei pats the backrest admiringly. “They’re quite pretty, aren’t they?” She especially likes the new cushions—they’re deep red and their softness reminds her of Baron Bunny. She misses Amber. Hopefully she’ll get the chance to visit Mondstadt soon.

“The carving work on the wood is indeed exquisite,” Kaveh agrees. “Look at how intricate it is! Man, I was just telling Alhaitham the other day about how the house is in desperate need of redecorating. Some stuff really needs to go, especially the god-awful, hideous things he dares to call chairs.” He shakes his head. “But he’s a stingy jerk when it comes to spending on anything aesthetic, so I’m not particularly optimistic.” He clenches a fist. “That guy really needs to learn the value of beautiful things. I won’t rest till he develops an appreciation for it.”

“I… I see,” is Collei’s eloquent response. Because come on, what else is there to say?

 

…

 


  Exhibit Five: 


“Here’s your cutlery.” Collei hands him a set, and Kaveh thanks her. He lays it out on his plate, and then stops to blink at it for a moment.

“Hey,” he begins, and they all already know what’s coming up just from that word alone. “Have I told you about how Alhaitham eats pita with utensils instead of with his hands?”

“Yes,” Tighnari says gently. “Perhaps about five times?”

“Speaking of five, I go through the five stages of grief every time he does it!” Kaveh huffs. “Look, I’m not even talking about the filling. I mean he places the bread on the plate and starts slicing it up into little pieces with his fork and knife, then pops them into his mouth one by one like the way you’d eat grains of rice.” He shakes his head. “I’d demonstrate, but I’m not a monster. I have principles.” 

“You’re right, though, Kaveh.” Collei laughs lightly. “That is quite a strange way to eat pita.”

“Thank you.” Kaveh huffs. “Imagine knowing over twenty languages but not how to eat pita properly. Alhaitham’s an insufferable fool.”

“He is,” Cyno says, looking all too happy to agree.

“Did you just say you eat rice grains one by one,” Tighnari says.

 

…

 


  Exhibit Thirteen:


“How’s the biryani?” Collei asks, because it’s the result of one of the first times she’s ever been allowed in the kitchen. Cyno and Tighnari can get a bit overprotective at times, always worrying for some reason that she’ll manage to burn herself.

“It’s wonderful,” Kaveh reassures her. “Delightfully fragrant, and just the right amount of spice. You’ve got quite a talent for cooking.”

“That’s good to hear.” Collei sighs with relief. She eyes her parents, wondering if this means they’ll be a bit more confident in letting her handle meal preparation in the future.

“You did great,” Kaveh reassures her. “Well, at least compared to Alhaitham. Did you know, the one time he tried cooking this,” he gestures at the dish, “he nearly burnt my tongue right off! And then he only sat at a side and smirked when I yelled and begged for help to get water!” He shakes his head. “He’s a sadist, I tell you, a sadist!”

“Yes, Kaveh, you’ve told us.” Tighnari takes a long, quiet sip of his tea. “Every time we see you.”

 

…

 


  Exhibit… uh, they’ve lost count at this point.


“Have a pita pocket.” Collei shifts one onto Kaveh’s plate, hoping the food will temporarily distract him from his roommate-related rants. Because his face is beginning to redden from how agitated he’s gotten, and it’s honestly rather concerning. “Do you like them?”

“I do,” Kaveh says. “Thanks, Collei.”

He picks it up and takes a bite. “Hm… It’s good.” He swallows. “You know, I was just thinking about my love for pockets the other day. Not just in food—in clothes, they’re honestly such a useful invention, so I have much appreciation for them in general.”

“You do?” Tighnari asks. While he isn’t exactly all that curious about Kaveh’s passion for pockets, of all things, he does wonder why Kaveh’s so fascinated with something so commonplace, when he’s capable of coming up with such brilliant technological innovations himself. Tighnari’s also just glad to have gotten Kaveh to talk about a topic other than Alhaitham for the time being. “Do tell us more about your love for pockets. You really like all of them? Even the ugly ones?”

“Yeah.” Kaveh nods. “The beauty of pockets is not necessarily in their appearance, but their utility in spite of their simplicity. So I love all pockets.” He pauses. “Well, except Alhaitham’s pockets, because somehow he always manages to end up carrying my keys in them instead of just his own.”

Tighnari checks the clock on the wall. Kaveh had gone three minutes without talking about Alhaitham. Which is wonderful, really—Tighnari honestly thinks this just might be a new record.

 


 

“Oh,” says Dehya, after Collei and Tighnari have finished recounting the highlights of their meal earlier. Or at least what they can remember, because there’s honestly far too much of it. Cyno is mostly quiet—he’s still reflecting on the conversation they’d had at lunch, and wondering why both his boyfriend and his daughter seem to find Kaveh so much funnier than his brilliant jokes that he’d spent days thinking of. But it’s fine, he’s always looking for ways to improve.

“My condolences,” Dehya tells them. “That must have been quite the conversation to have to sit through.”

“I think it’s rather hilarious,” Tighnari assures her. “Though it certainly is rather tiring to have to wait for Kaveh to realise that Alhaitham’s practically in love with him. And that all his ‘bullying’, as Kaveh puts it, is done mostly out of affection.”

“Alhaitham doesn’t seem to have realised Kaveh’s feelings for him either,” Cyno points out. “Then again, I’m not sure Kaveh himself knows.” He rolls his eyes. “They’re awfully thickheaded for people so smart.” 

“Well,” Tighnari nods, “I do believe researchers have discovered a positive association between an individual’s intelligence and the density of their cerebral gray matter. So perhaps these things are related.”

Collei finishes chewing a mouthful of food, and swallows. “Realistically, how long do you think it’ll take for them to realise?”

“Ooh, so it’s time for us to speculate, huh.” Dehya hums, and everyone goes quiet, because it’s quite a tough question.

After a moment, she taps on the wooden table between them to break the silence. “I’m sure we’ve all had long enough to think. Come on, everyone, place your bets.”

“Bets?” Collei looks dismayed. “We’re making this a competition? I don’t have much Mora to spare.”

“Not a problem. I’ll pay for you,” Cyno says dismissively, without having to lend it much thought. He continues with his own guess without hesitation. “Three months. Ten thousand Mora.”

“Only three?” Dehya hums. “Eight months,” she says confidently. “And I’ll bet the same amount.”

“Um… Two years?” Collei suggests, ever the optimist. “Ten Mora?” She doesn’t want to bankrupt her dad.

“Another ten thousand in the pool from me. As for my estimates, I’d say…” Tighnari pokes a piece of mushroom with his fork, “…perhaps about never.”

Dehya groans. “‘Never’ is an awfully long time to have to bear with them pining after each other like lovesick puppies.”

“Puppies? Have you seen those two?” Cyno grumbles. “They’re more like bulls, and I don’t just mean bullheaded in terms of personality. The way that they butt heads is enough to give me second-hand brain damage just from watching.” 

Tighnari pats his arm sympathetically, because he’s unfortunately been the observer of that many times. It’s truly an absurd courting ritual, but hey, who is he to judge?

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
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2. Chapter 2


    
    Two months in, and Cyno’s getting rather impatient. For the life of him, he really can’t comprehend why it’s taking them so long.

His own guess had largely been predicated on the assumption that Kaveh would have heard about the various perils Alhaitham had put himself through, all as part of the whole overthrow-the-government thing they’d accomplished during the short period for which Kaveh had been away at the desert. It’s well within the realm of possibility that the temporary panic about the idea of losing his secretly-beloved roommate would have propelled Kaveh to act on his feelings faster. (Cyno had arrived at this deduction purely by logic, and definitely not because he’d felt the same when Tighnari had been hit by lightning. That would be absolutely absurd.)

So if Cyno decides to, ah, get involved a little, it really doesn’t have much to do with his own interests. Unfairness? Injustice? Unnatural interference with the outcomes of the bet? Nah. He’s merely a concerned member of society, looking to safeguard the sanity of himself, his family, and everyone around them. After all, he fears that allowing continued exposure to this absurd manner of boneheaded courtship will only end up decreasing the average intelligence of Sumeru’s citizens by virtue of mere proximity.

Which brings him to the present moment, standing at Alhaitham’s doorstep. In the past, he’d never once considered the possibility that he might come and visit this place on his own accord. But hey—although he may dislike the owner of the house, desperate times call for desperate measures.

When Alhaitham comes to answer the knocking at the entrance, he only leans leisurely against the door frame and raises an eyebrow in that ever-infuriating manner of his. “My, my. A visit from the General Mahamatra himself. What scholarly laws have I infringed upon this time?”

“It’s about Kaveh.”

Alhaitham’s expression remains largely unchanged, but nothing escapes Cyno’s notice. Especially not the subtle way Alhaitham tenses at the name, the corner of eye twitching as he goes alert with otherwise concealed interest.

“And what of him?” Alhaitham crosses his arms. “He may act like a child at times, but I’m by no means his guardian. I certainly don’t have to be informed of all his activities.” He sighs. “Though I suppose it’s unreasonable for me to expect someone from the Mahamatra to understand that, with all the lines of privacy you regularly make light of in your day-to-day surveillance work.”

Cyno had made the effort to come all the way here, and for what? To be accused and insulted? Such are the woes of a responsible, civic-minded member of the Mahamatra. Perhaps he should really just leave Alhaitham to suffer in eternal and unresolved pining for his oblivious roommate, and save himself a lot of pain in the process.

Instead, he takes a deep breath, and forces himself to calm down. It’s not to say that he dislikes everything about Alhaitham—Cyno does have some appreciation for the man’s reliability, his unshakable composure even amidst crises, and most of all, the guy living with him as his roommate.

So perhaps it’d be easier to frame this particular effort as not something he’s doing for Alhaitham, but as a favour he’s doing to Kaveh. And also to his own wallet, considering the ten thousand Mora he’ll otherwise lose if he fails the bet.

“I believe you have reason for concern,” Cyno presses on, through gritted teeth. “I saw him earlier,” he pauses, “at the bar in the centre of the city.” That part is true, at least. “He’s gotten himself extremely drunk, and is acting like a public nuisance.”

Cyno takes a moment to fabricate some details that he assumes might lend his narrative better believability. What sounds like something Kaveh would do? “Last I saw him, he was waving a wine bottle about and rambling about advanced fluid mechanics. And drafting blueprints on tavern napkins for the designs of complicated mechanisms which are likely unsuitable for safe viewing by simpler minds.” He shakes his head. “I’m sure you can understand my concern for the repercussions his antics might have on the mental well-being of the citizens of Sumeru.” They might come to question their intelligence even before their sanity.

Alhaitham sighs. “And why didn’t our much-respected General Mahamatra not think to take it upon himself to put a stop to his antics?”

Cyno isn’t quite prepared to answer that very logical point. He’s good at most intellect-involving endeavours, but apparently not as talented at foolproofing his matchmaking schemes.

“I could,” he agrees begrudgingly, “but I have more important things to divert my energy and attention to, so I thought to look for you to take him home instead. As Kaveh’s roommate, and also the one who finances his alcoholic habits, shouldn’t you be the one to take responsibility?”

“I disagree,” Alhaitham says, but he’s already slipping on his boots anyway. “Fine. I’ll go get him before he squanders any more of my money on alcohol.”

“He was also with another person,” Cyno lies, to add a bit more spice to the mix.  He isn’t great at lying—he doesn’t have much practice with it from avoiding uncomfortable situations, since he usually defaults to just saying nothing or diverting the flow of conversation with a high-quality, knee-slapping joke instead. “It was… some guy. He had… hair, I think. And clothes.”

Great. That amount of detail should do it.

Is Alhaitham the type to get jealous? Does he even have anything to get jealous about, when there are honestly very few with his unique temperament and talents? While Cyno is well-aware that Alhaitham has little reason to have to worry about the position he holds in Kaveh’s life—said man being very much in love with him—perhaps Alhaitham himself has no knowledge of that fact. So it’s at least worth a try to put a little pressure on him, if it’ll help push the process along a little.

“They were getting along quite well. Still, I’m concerned that Kaveh, in his drunken state…” Cyno trails off, allowing Alhaitham some room to reach his own conclusions—to fill in the blanks himself with whatever he considers to be the worst case scenario.

“Is that so?” Alhaitham raises an eyebrow. “Looks like I’m going to go and have a talking to Kaveh.” Which Cyno really hopes means I’m going to go and have a talking to Kaveh that will happen to involve much discussion of feelings, and not I’m going to have to talk to Kaveh to scold him and rescue some guy from his drunken antics. Though Cyno supposes the latter is quite important too.

He watches Alhaitham leave, and hopes that his efforts will pay off. All that’s left to do is play the waiting game.

 

The day ends with Alhaitham dragging a very drunk roommate home.

The month does not end with either of them confessing or getting together.

 


 

Dehya will acknowledge that she’s always been quite the competitive sort.

If she’s going to help wingman for a certain scribe and architect, it isn’t just because of her own desire to win. She has their best interests at heart. Really.

She’s just serving the role of a catalyst. Helping to ease the process along a little, that’s all. Maybe she can get a couple thousand Mora extra in exchange while she’s at it, but of course her motivations are far more selfless and noble than that.

When she finds Kaveh, it’s at the tavern, and he’s busy fuming in front of the counter and glaring at a napkin with some doodles on it—a blueprint? …Wait, is that a projectile launcher?

“Kaveh,” she calls to him as a distraction, before he actually decides to build said weapon of destruction, probably for the purpose of launching his roommate off the surface of Teyvat into a different dimension entirely. “Having a bit of difficulty over there, pal?”

“I’d say.” Kaveh gnashes his teeth. “I’m locked out. Again!That jerk took both of the keys.”

“Hm. You ever consider that maybe,” Dehya slides into the seat next to him, “Alhaitham really just wants to have you look for him in order to get home?”


  Because he wants an excuse to see you?


Kaveh, however, unfortunately does not seem to interpret this the way she’d intended. “Of course I have, he’s always making things difficult for me!” He slaps the marble counter loudly. “All the additional steps he’s been adding to my—There that jerk is.”

And indeed, Alhaitham has arrived at the entrance of the bar, presumably here to pick up his roommate like the dutiful pining-but-bad-at-expressing-it puppy that he is. Kaveh grits his teeth, and gets up from his seat in preparation to storm over and give him an earful.

Alhaitham definitely has Dehya to thank for accidentally dunking alcohol all over Kaveh’s shirt right then.

“I’m so sorry!” Dehya snatches up the napkins on the table to dab at his top. They do little to dry the drenched shirt, but at least she gets to drown Kaveh’s projectile launcher plans in alcohol stains instead. “You should take that off, or at least cover up a bit more. Else you’ll catch a cold.”

“It’s alright, Dehya,” Kaveh reassures her, shivering slightly. Getting doused by cold liquid has apparently helped him cool off a little, though his face remains flushed from his own drinking.

Alhaitham has approached them already. “Now what do we have here?” He raises an eyebrow at Kaveh. “You may have forgotten your keys, but were you in such a hurry to take a shower that you decided to get it down at the bar?”

Kaveh opens his mouth, presumably to curse him out, but Dehya is quick to interject.

“Just a little mishap.” Dehya puts down the napkins. “Sorry, Kaveh, I’d lend you a shirt or an extra layer of clothing, but…” she gestures at her crop top, “you know.”

She glances at Alhaitham, hoping he’ll get the hint.

No? Ugh, men.

“Well now.” Dehya sighs. “If only there was someone else you knew around here, who’d be able to lend you a change of clothes or something to cover up with while getting home.”

She narrows her eyes at the only other possible candidate in the room, waiting for him to offer. He does not.

Thickheaded bastard.

“You should lend Kaveh your cape,” Dehya finally says, subtlety be damned, and when he makes no move to remove it on his own initiative, she helps him tug it off.

She doesn’t know what exactly she’s trying to achieve out of this. Get Alhaitham to realise how good and cosy Kaveh looks in his cape, maybe. Get Kaveh to realise how comfortable it is to be wrapped up in Alhaitham’s clothes. It’s like the boyfriend shirt thing, except Alhaitham’s only got one layer of shirt on him at the moment, so the cape will have to do for now.

Dehya throws the cape over Kaveh’s shoulders and bundles him up nicely. “There,” she says, stepping back to survey her handiwork. She glances to Alhaitham, looking for that telltale oh who would’ve guessed, my roommate looks really cute in my clothes expression.

“You’re doing the laundry if you get any alcohol on my cape,” is what Alhaitham tells Kaveh instead. Dehya watches in disbelief as the two of them exit the bar as if completely unaffected, as if this is perfectly normal.

Has nothing clicked in their brilliant minds from this situation? No great revelations, no realisations of romance? Are these really the brightest men in Sumeru?

Dehya can’t believe this.

Thank the gods that she has the good sense to like women instead.

 


 

Collei’s guess of two years had been an attempt to err on the conservative side, just to be a bit safe, but she never would’ve thought they’d actually come this far with no notable progress. She’s starting to be a bit concerned.

She doesn’t really mind losing—but she does want to spare some consideration for the ten Mora Cyno would otherwise have to fork out on her behalf. She’s getting guilty just thinking about it.

The approach she ultimately decides upon is perhaps less direct. She’ll share some stories—not necessarily realones—and perhaps the fairytale romance experiences of a teenage girl will help Kaveh reflect on his own and arrive at some conclusions.

“Kaveh,” she tells him, when they’re at lunch together, “when I was a kid—” Wait, no, that isn’t right. When she’d been a kid, she’d gotten locked in a cage and experimented upon by a mad doctor. Not a particularly romantic tale. “When I first arrived in Sumeru,” she corrects herself, “I met a boy who liked to pull on my pigtails—” She’s never worn her hair in that style, but he doesn’t need to know that.

“What?” Kaveh interrupts, frowning, and immediately directs a deeply disappointed glance in Cyno’s direction, as if to say shame, SHAME on you, how could you let someone bully your beloved daughter?  “Did he ever reflect and repent? Do you need me to go and give him a good talking to?”

“No,” Collei says hurriedly, “the matter’s resolved now. It turns out he merely wanted to get my attention, and yanking on my hair was the easiest way to do that.”

“Oh,” Kaveh says, popping a mushroom into his mouth. “He sounds like an idiot.”

Collei laughs nervously. “Yeah.” She gulps down some water from her cup. “I mean, I felt like an idiot too. You know, for not noticing that he had feelings for me.” She pauses. “Feelings of the romantic variety,” she thinks to add, in case Kaveh doesn’t get that.

“Oh?”

“He just had a very strange way of expressing it,” Collei affirms.

She studies Kaveh’s face, just to check if he’s getting the hint. Unfortunately, his mind seems to be more set on savouring the flavour of the mushrooms he’s munching on with great delight, which is a little disappointing, but Collei won’t give up so easily.

“He invited me to live with him, too,” she lies.

“Wow,” Kaveh says. “He must’ve really liked you.”

“Right?” Still no sign that Kaveh’s reflecting on his own situation. “What about you?”

Kaveh pauses, going still for a moment. “Um… Collei,” he says gently, setting down his cutlery. “You’re a sweet girl, but you’re also,” his eyes dart nervously to Tighnari and Cyno, as if he’s expecting them to vault right over the table any moment to strangulate him, “far too young for me, so—”

“I didn’t mean it like that!” Heat rushes to Collei’s face. “I was asking if you’ve ever… gotten to know of anyone’s feelings for you.”

She waits with bated breath, only for him to hum and start doing a tally on his fingers. Oh, she thinks. Oh no. 

“Sorry,” he says, finally stopping. “I don’t think I can remember all of them.” Kaveh isn’t even smug about it—it’s merely a matter of fact to him. Unsurprising, really. Such is the life of someone as charming and talented as Kaveh of Kshahrewar.

Well, if such subtle signalling won’t work, Collei will just have to lay it on a bit thicker and get even more specific.

“You know, uh, that guy also threatened to deny me my funding… for… for, uh…” Collei’s words trail off, because she hasn’t really thought that statement through. What funding? She’s never even been to the Akademiya, and Kaveh knows it.  “…for, uh, my lunch. By… by stealing it?”

“I’m not a lawyer,” Kaveh says, stroking his chin thoughtfully, “but I’m sure that’s several months of juvenile detention depending on the amount he took.”

“He also locked me out of my house once,” she tries. “By taking my keys?”

“I thought your house doesn’t have doors,” Kaveh pauses, blinking at Tighnari. Then he tenses, as if struck by great realisation, and Collei wants to cry with relief. Finally, finally—

“Oh. OH. That’s genius—what a clever manner of dealing with that issue for good!” He’s practically buzzing with excitement. “Now how can I convince Alhaitham to let me take the doors off the hinges in our house…”

Collei wants to cry indeed.

How Kaveh had managed to gather that as his key takeaway (no pun intended) instead of the intended point is completely baffling to her, and also a sign that she should probably give up before she somehow manages to convince Kaveh that he should build another god to deal with his roommate, or overthrow the government (a second time) all just in order to properly secure his needed funding or something. So she shuts up for the rest of the meal, and gloomily returns her attention to her veggies with great resignation.

Kaveh downs the rest of his meal and rushes off early—he’s apparently thatexcited about his idea for dealing with the matter of never having his house keys on hand—so it’s back to just the three of them, eating quietly at the table and processing the conversation they’d just had.

“Tell me more about this young man you were speaking of, Collei.” Tighnari takes a drink from his cup, and sets it down calmly, speaking with all the gentle serenity of a sage. “I would like to go and beat his ass.”

 


 

The two year mark passes. The Traveler’s long left Sumeru for the next nation, without neglecting to mention a certain pair of roommates in his final words to Collei, who’d been nice enough to send them off.

“Make sure I get an invitation to their wedding,” they’d said, a mix of exasperation and amusement evident in their expression. “Or maybe their funerals. I wouldn’t be too surprised if that happens first.”

The rest of them brave soldiers remain in Sumeru to continue with their everyday lives. It is a wonder how they somehow have the emotional and mental resilience to remain in the same country as a certain pair of bickering roommates, which is truly an impressive show of strength and character in itself.

And so on the seven hundred and thirty-first day after a particular bet was placed, four suffering souls congregate for a meal to soothe their weary hearts and minds.

“Looks like I win,” Tighnari says. Cyno frowns, because this means he’ll have to pay for both his and Collei’s betting fees. But then he remembers the money will be going to his boyfriend, so it ultimately doesn’t matter anyway.

Collei fishes around in her pocket for the Mora she’d saved—all ten of it—only to accidentally draw out something else instead.

“Collei,” Tighnari begins, because he recognises that item. “Why do you have a key to Alhaitham’s house?”

“Ah.” Collei rubs the back of her neck sheepishly. “It’s Kaveh’s, actually,” she says. “Alhaitham handed it to me yesterday when he saw me passing by.”

“What for?”

“So that he could… deny to Kaveh that he’d taken both keys…?” She doesn’t really understand, but she also doesn’t want to try. At this point, she’s honestly just confused. 

This, however, appears to be the breaking point for her adopted father, whose expression abruptly darkens.

“They’re even involving you in their nonsense now?” He rises to his feet. “You know what? Screw this,” Cyno growls. “This is Sumeru. There’s no place for such idiocy in the goddamn land of wisdom.”

Collei hurries to follow him to the doorway as he marches out of the house. “What… what are you going to do?” She even strategically tacks on the magic word (“Dad?”) to the end of that, because it tends to get Cyno to pause and get a little teary-eyed. Not today, however. It doesn’t even slow him down in the slightest.

“I’m going to beat the truth into those two blockheads.” Much to everyone’s alarm, his spear materialises in one of his hands. “So that the rest of us can finally have some peace of mind.”

He storms out in a blur of violet, and the room is suddenly unnervingly silent for a moment.

“So, um.” Dehya puts down her fork. “Who’s going to join me in preventing a double murder?”
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3. Chapter 3


    
    Traveling doesn’t take too long. Cyno bursts in through the window of Alhaitham’s house and into the living room. His entry is followed separately just seconds later by Collei, Tighnari and Dehya, who use the front entrance, perhaps because they are normal people who understand and appreciate the function of doors.

The scene they walk in upon is peaceful, calm. Almost… disgustingly domestic. Alhaitham is currently seated in the living room, flipping through a book as usual. Kaveh, meanwhile, is stretched out on the same couch, legs propped up on the armrest, and the back of his head resting on Alhaitham’s lap. How can these idiots be so cosy together and still not understand each other’s feelings?

Upon their unexpected arrival, Kaveh sits up to stare at them. It is difficult not to stare, really, when there is the General Mahamatra himself standing and glowering in the centre of the living room, looking like he’s all ready to beat the daylights out of some poor Akademiya student for submitting a paper with the wrong citation format. If a lesser person were the recipient of that glare, perhaps they would promptly pee themselves. Fortunately, both Alhaitham and Kaveh have wonderful bladder control.

“You,” growls Cyno, pointing the tip of his spear at Kaveh. “Kiss him.” He jerks the spear tip up to point at Alhaitham, and Kaveh blinks at him. Cyno grits his teeth, unimpressed by the lack of a prompt response. “Right now.”

The two roommates exchange glances.

“Gee, Cyno,” Kaveh finally says, palms up placatingly. He attempts a pacifying smile, which would typically be capable of charming most people, but unfortunately not Cyno, who’s already much too smitten with Tighnari. “There’s no need to resort to such aggressive methods to satisfy your voyeuristic tendencies.”

Cyno fumes, mouth already falling open again in a prepared retort, but Alhaitham speaks before he does. “It isn’t polite to show up unannounced, General Mahamatra.” For once, he closes and puts down his book. “Pray tell what this is all about.” 

“Listen, Scribe,” Cyno snaps, like the word is something derogatory. “Both you and Kaveh—we’re all sick of watching you guys dance around each other like oblivious little bitches.” 

“Cyno,” Tighnari scolds, quickly clapping his hands over Collei’s ears, “not in front of the kid!”

“Dad,” Collei protests, “I’m already sixteen.”

“Like oblivious little trees,” Cyno censors himself correctively, only to be met with the blank stares of everyone in the room. “Pine trees, to be specific. It’s a joke,” he explains, with the practiced patience of one who has to do that all the time, “and it’s funny because you both are pining—”

“Wait, wait, stop right there.” Kaveh shakes his head. Cyno is very much used to being cut off in the middle of explaining his jokes, but he gets the idea this time that he isn’t really being interrupted for that reason. Rather, it looks like Kaveh has something rather important to say. “What’s this about us pining?”

“You think we’re ‘pining’,” Alhaitham says drily.

“You graduated from Haravatat,” Cyno snaps. “Do I really have to spell it out for you?”

“Pining after each other,” Dehya clarifies quickly, slightly worried that the two of them will misunderstand, and somehow take it to mean the recipient of their secret affections is actually pining after some wretched third-party. She really doesn’t want to have to open the newspapers to two new jealousy-motivated homicides tomorrow morning.

“Look.” Collei takes a deep breath. “I know it’s difficult to communicate sometimes, and even harder to accept the vulnerability of expressing your feelings, but… as your friends,” she clasps her hands together in earnest, “we’ve decided that it’s really about time that we stage an intervention. Because we just… think it’d be really neat if you finally got together already.” She sighs haggardly. “Please.”

Now that even the youngest person in the room has so clearly laid out everything that has to be said, the rest of them watch the pair on the couch expectantly, waiting for them to process the confrontation they have been faced with. Alhaitham and Kaveh look towards each other, though it is not quite the deeply romantic moment of gazing into each others’ eyes that everyone is hoping for.

It takes a while before the silence breaks.

“Thank you, Collei,” Alhaitham says solemnly, because he only ever bothers to be patient and polite with her for some reason, while being a sass-filled jerk with pretty much everyone else. “I certainly appreciate the heartfelt honesty, but—”  

“You guys…” Kaveh slaps his forehead, “we’re fucking married.”


  Clang.


Cyno’s spear falls to the ground.

“Well,” Dehya says, “shit.”

 


 

Kaveh looks around at their faces, eyes growing wider and wider. “What the… None of you knew?” He turns to each of them, expression incredulous. “Cyno? Tighnari?” 

The two of them hastily avert their gaze, pretending not to look ashamed. Kaveh throws his hands up in the air. “The brightest minds of the Akademiya… seriously? You’re supposed to be smart!”

“You never told us—”

“We thought you knew!” Kaveh throws his hands up in the air. “We weren’t subtle about it at all!”

“How so?” Dehya challenges. “You’re practically at each other’s throats every time I see you—”

“Did you ever consider that it might be because he likes to be choked?” Alhaitham muses, and Kaveh lets out a gasp and shoves him hard. Dehya tries not to gag. She fails.

“Look,” Kaveh sighs. “Shouldn’t it have been pretty obvious? I mean, have you seen either of us in any other relationships in the past few years?”

“Touché,” Tighnari admits, suddenly resorting to French, because his brilliant mind has apparently been blown as far as Fontaine.

“And what about that time when we all went hiking together in Apam woods?” Kaveh accuses. “You totally saw us making out.”

“So you knew we were there and you continued anyway?” Tighnari looks scandalised. He’d been feeling guilty about having accidentally peeked on such a private moment. Though technically it’d been their decision to partake in such displays of affection so publicly.

“I mean, yeah,” Kaveh scoffs. “I’m not going to conclude cuddle-time with my husband just because we have an audience. Why should I have had to cockblock myself just because you wanted to watch?”

Tighnari chokes on air. “I didn’t—”  

Ugh. He takes a deep breath.

“I thought you were both drunk on that wine Dehya’d brought,” he says miserably. “It was a one-off occasion, and drunk people tend to be more… honest, when it comes to acting on their feelings.”

“Alright,” Kaveh concedes. “I’ll give you that. But how about, you know, the very well-known fact that we’ve been living together for eight years?”

“But… but…” Collei’s brain is slightly too broken at the moment for coherent speech. “…Roommates…?”

“I never pay him rent,” Kaveh says.

“Mm. Not with money, at least.” Alhaitham’s lips quirk. “He pays in other ways.”

Kaveh flushes scarlet.  “That’s…!”

“Okay, we get it!” Cyno coughs, the tips of his ears tinged red. As it turns out, he’s surprisingly pure-minded for someone with such a gruff voice and intimidating appearance. “There are children here!” he hisses in reminder, before glancing worriedly at Collei. She exhales, and decides she’s too tired to argue for once.

“I meant that he does the chores sometimes,” Alhaitham deadpans. “And a terrible job at it, too.”

“Excuse you, I do excellently,” Kaveh snaps, with much indignation. “That’s it,” he gives Alhaitham a well-deserved smack on the shoulder, “no tummy pillow privileges for you tonight!”

Dear god. Cyno doesn’t even want to ask.

“And what about these?” Alhaitham raises a hand to eye-level. “How’d you justify our matching rings?”

“Alright, fair enough. But I thought it was for… fashion, or something?” Dehya shrugs. “Especially since yours is on your middle finger.” Perhaps because that’s the one Alhaitham uses the most?

“And?” Kaveh frowns.

“He doesn’t have one on his ring finger. You know, like where you’d traditionally put your wedding ring—”

Kaveh shakes his head. “What part of Alhaitham screams tradition-abiding to you?”

“I shifted it onto a different digit so our rings wouldn’t bump too easily.” With that, Alhaitham laces his fingers with Kaveh’s to demonstrate, and lifts Kaveh’s hand to his lips to kiss his knuckles like it’s the most normal thing to do. “It’s so we can hold hands better.”

“There are CHILDREN here!” shouts Cyno again, this time jumping in front of Collei to obscure her vision and also cover her ears. Collei sighs and gently pries his hands away with a long-suffering look of misery.

Dehya gags again, because she’s seen a lot of obscenities in her time working as a mercenary, but hand-holding is really just taking it a bit too far. “Sorry,” she says, despite looking very ill. “You can continue.”

“You guys are ridiculous,” Kaveh mutters. “You’ve definitely heard me calling him ‘dear’, or sometimes ‘darling’, or the occasional ‘sweetheart’—”

“We thought you were doing it sarcastically!” Collei protests.

“I don’t live and breathe sarcasm unlike a certain someone.” Kaveh glares at his roommate—husband, god, seriously, when the hell did that happen??—and sighs deeply. “I call him those things because I actually mean it.”

Dehya shakes her head. “You also call him ‘bastard’, and ‘jerk’ and—”

“I do mean it.” Kaveh crosses his arms. “Affectionately!”

“Oh?” Alhaitham looks smug. “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind.”

“I’ll kill you,” Kaveh seethes, and Alhaitham’s lips curve in a small smile. Everyone else exchanges glances. The love language of these two shall forever be a mystery, and if it just so happens to involve tearing out each other’s hair and the occasional death threat, who are the rest of them to judge?

“Th-then, for your wedding…” Collei hesitates, looking rather hurt. “Why didn’t you invite any of us?”

“Because it happened before we were properly acquainted with any of you,” Alhaitham says. “We’ve been married for six years.”

…


  SIX YEARS???


It is to the great concern of everyone in the room that Collei promptly passes out, as some discoveries are simply too profound to handle. Thankfully, Tighnari is there to catch her before she hits the floor, which is fortunate indeed, because it’d be a pity to add a concussion or head injury to her list of medical conditions. Trying to matchmake for them has no doubt already given her no small amount of brain damage. 

“Well, now that the children aren’t looking,” Kaveh tilts his head, “what was it that you were saying, Cyno? You really want to see us kiss that bad?”

“Wait.” Cyno blanches. “I don’t—”

They do it anyway (and with deeply revolting enthusiasm), because they’re absolute menaces with no concept of decency, nor concern for the scars they may leave upon the innocent minds of their unfortunate friends.

“Ugh,” Dehya mumbles weakly. “My eyes.”

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          
  twitter


to the two commenters who guessed they were already together… if you’re reading this I hope you know I panicked when seeing your comments like ABORT ABORT DANG IT they’re onto me!!!

anyways yes the rings in Alhaitham’s and Kaveh’s designs are most definitely marriage rings, you can’t convince me otherwise. Kaveh’s is on his ring finger, alhaitham’s isn’t but that doesn’t matter, and also their rings match. coincidence?? I think not.

        



