
1. Good Night, Good Morning

Author’s Note:
      Title taken from “Evening” by Jeremy Radin:

Another word I love is evening/ for the balance it implies, balance / being something I struggle with. / I suppose I would like to be more/ a planet, turning in & out of light/ It comes down again to polarities, / equilibrium. Evening. The moths / take the place of butterflies, / owls the place of hawks, coyotes/ for dogs, stillness for business, / & the great sorrow of brightness / makes way for its own sorrow.

    
Summary for the Chapter:
            The fourth and final time Kaveh wakes is because Al-Haitham is trying to extract himself from the mess they’d made of the bedclothes and their own limbs. Because Kaveh remembers being kicked, as soon as he’s awake, he turns his mind to making this as difficult for Al-Haitham as possible. Kaveh locks his joints and sleep-heavy limbs down. Their final configuration for the night had Al-Haitham with his head down near Kaveh’s collarbone. One of Kaveh’s arms is underneath Al-Haitham’s head, the other thrown over his shoulder. Their legs are hopelessly lost between the tangled up sheet that had drifted down over their waists, their hips, their knees, during the night. It will require a solicitor to determine who gets what in the custody battle of legs and lower extremities.

          


    
    Today Kaveh wakes up four times, with the fourth time being the one that’s actually reasonably timely and the one he would consider actual waking for the day. Four times is actually quite low and he’ll take that any day. Or night, as it were.

Last night, or early morning, Kaveh had dragged himself into their room and slithered underneath the light covers, moving close to Al-Haitham’s wonderfully warm body. He pressed himself as close as he dared to try and soak some of that warmth into his own chilled body, wary of Al-Haitham suddenly moving to kick. 

After ages and ages of their intermittent falling-ins and falling-outs, this is routine. Al-Haitham, years and years ago, way in the beginning of them knowing each other, would wake up every time Kaveh joined him, even when Kaveh was being ridiculously slow and careful not to wake him. Even when Kaveh wasn’t even in the same bed as him, but borrowing the other single bed in Al-Haitham’s dorm because it was nicer than Kaveh’s. In those blurry memories of young men who were barely out of boyhood, Al-Haitham’s entire body would jerk awake, eyes flying open with confusion and alarm and Kaveh would apologize, trying to keep his voice to a bare whisper as though that would make Al-Haitham not awake. And then, slowly, gradually, this changed into Al-Haitham just raising his head, eyes still mostly closed and mumbling something before laying back down and returning to sleep. And then, eventually, Al-Haitham would just grunt in token question to confirm that it was Kaveh and not someone else (who else could it ever be, though?). And then, finally, he wouldn’t respond at all. 

Despite everything that has come between them, this — somehow — has not changed.

(Sometimes this is a fact that hurts Kaveh like an open-handed strike to the chest. Other times that hand wraps around his throat and squeezes. And sometimes this fact is a hand that cradles Kaveh’s heart like the soft, fleshy, horribly fragile thing he tries not to remember that it actually is.)

So when Kaveh was finally tired of beating his head against the conflict of an idea and reality and even Mehrak seemed stumped as to how to proceed, he let his workroom fall to the darkness of the night and set Mehrak to its own rest. Then through the faint light from the windows and by memory, Kaveh made his way to their room with his head buzzing, his eyes and entire body somehow exhausted despite not much of anything getting done, and the feeling of sleep teasing him just like the rest of his ideas.

Sometimes Kaveh sleeps in his work room on the daybed that they’d managed to get in through the doors. Sometimes he walks circles around the front room until his body finally concedes to allow him to lie down and sleep for a few hours. But for some real proper sleep Kaveh finds himself slipping into the room, the bed, he now shares with Al-Haitham. He’s just not used to lying down without someone else. It just isn’t the same. There’s always something missing if it’s just him. Spaces are too large, too cold, and the air is loud in the wrong ways and the world is too still without the anchoring point, the steady and dependable mark of Al-Haitham’s breathing to measure it all. It’s easier to fall asleep with Al-Haitham close. Or at least, fall into a doze, or some meditative state where even if he is not sleeping, he has entered some realm of tranquility.

Kaveh sometimes wonders if Al-Haitham thinks something similar of Kaveh, but that would require Kaveh to actually sleep consistently enough for Al-Haitham to get accustomed to Kaveh actually being there to later miss.

That night Kaveh slipped underneath the covers and Al-Haitham didn’t so much as twitch. He just kept on sleeping — perhaps, now without the Akasha, even dreaming. What does Al-Haitham dream about? More sleep? A particularly juicy text for him to pick apart that he’s managed to bully his way into getting the first go at? More of the beautifully mundane, because that’s really all Al-Haitham ever looks forward to?

Kaveh slipped beneath the covers, on his back at first and then he twisted onto his side to watch Al-Haitham.

Here’s a most beautiful example of what sleep looks like, Kaveh joked to himself, Now go follow it. Hop to it then.

Miracle of miracles, Kaveh felt his eyes slip closed. And lulled by the soft sounds of Al-Haitham’s breathing and the warmth of Al-Haitham’s possibly-dreaming-self Kaveh slipped down, down, down —

And then was woken abruptly with a feeling like he was falling back into his body by the slight movement of the mattress and covers shifting.

That’s the horrible thing about Kaveh. He struggles to fall asleep and stay asleep. Anything can wake him up. Everything wakes him up. He never gets used to anything.

Al-Haitham had shifted over in his sleep, head slipping off and into the valley between his and Kaveh’s pillows, long body slightly curling up as their combined weight caused them to tip towards each other just a little. Barely much of a movement or a change in either of their sleeping positions. And without really thinking about it (or about anything at all) Kaveh finished the motion, bringing the two of them together and went to sleep again.

The second time Kaveh woke it was because Al-Haitham’s arm had come to circle around his waist, heavy and warm (and clumsy in ways he only is when asleep and never when waking) pulling Kaveh close. The weight of Al-Haitham’s arm had come to rest in the natural cradle between rib and hip and the warmth of Al-Haitham’s skin — even through the thin barrier of cloth — was so good that it made the rest of him feel lonely. Kaveh waited until Al-Haitham’s limbs stopped moving, then made his own arrangements, slipped his leg between Al-Haitham’s to hook his foot around the back of Al-Haitham’s leg, and just as clumsily slipped himself a little bit down on the bed to make it easier to tangle them up like the rest of the bedding in a fun mess of sleepy limbs. It would be a pain to sort out later, but it was much warmer that way and that helped send Kaveh back to sleep right quick. The work of untangling them from each other was a future problem for a well-rested Kaveh and Al-Haitham.

The third time Kaveh woke it was because Al-Haitham had kicked. Al-Haitham doesn’t normally move around very much. Or rather, he does move, but it’s not like Kaveh’s sudden wakings and flailing. Al-Haitham lies down and like the rotation of the sun, slowly, movement by movement, rolls over until he’s burrowing his face into whatever he can find like he’s trying to avoid the morning by trying to tunnel deeper into the night. But sometimes, rarely, Al-Haitham’s body (It’s to keep Kaveh on his toes, he swears that’s what it is. Even asleep Al-Haitham’s subconscious is dedicated to being predictably unpredictable.) will jerk out with a kick or spasm of arm or twitch of shoulder.  Al-Haitham kicked and Kaveh woke up, baffled, squints at the pale light that had started to slip through the thick curtains, and then determinedly shoved his own face into whatever soft material was closest and willed himself to scrape together a few more moments of sleep.

The fourth and final time Kaveh wakes is because Al-Haitham is trying to extract himself from the mess they’d made of the bedclothes and their own limbs. Because Kaveh remembers being kicked, as soon as he’s awake, he turns his mind to making this as difficult for Al-Haitham as possible. Kaveh locks his joints and sleep-heavy limbs down. Their final configuration for the night had Al-Haitham with his head down near Kaveh’s collarbone. One of Kaveh’s arms is underneath Al-Haitham’s head, the other thrown over his shoulder. Their legs are hopelessly lost between the tangled up sheet that had drifted down over their waists, their hips, their knees, during the night. It will require a solicitor to determine who gets what in the custody battle of legs and lower extremities.

Al-Haitham makes an annoyed sound that comes out all rough and garbled as he tries to shove Kaveh off.

“You kicked me,” Kaveh tries to say, but he’s got the corner of a pillow directly against his mouth and he has to spit out a bit of the fabric. Al-Haitham pinches the underside of Kaveh’s arm. With nail. Kaveh squeezes with his knees, twists his hips, and uses the combination of the both of them still being partially asleep and their ungainly miss-mash of limbs to roll them over while Al-Haitham tries to roll them back. Kaveh gets a hand to Al-Haitham’s hair and ruffles the grey strands, yelping when Al-Haitham sinks his teeth into Kaveh’s collarbone. “Animal!”

“Brute,” Al-Haitham replies, words muffled as they both now attempt to untangle from each other.

“Elder abuse,” Kaveh fires back, managing to get one arm free to shove at Al-Haitham’s face.

“Bullying,” Al-Haitham returns, kicking one leg free, pausing to squint off into the middle-distance as some thought wanders in through his head. Kaveh manages to pull both of his legs free from the trap of the bedclothes and starts looking around for the hair tie he knows he fell asleep with the first time but somehow lost between then and now. “Did I leave the dough out overnight?”

“Yes,” Kaveh confirms, thinking back to last night which may as well have been last month. Time for an insomniac who runs his own independent studio out of his house moves peculiarly. But distantly, he does remember Al-Haitham carefully setting out dough before he went to bed for the next morning. 

(He remembers this distinctly from all the other times Al-Haitham has set out dough overnight because Kaveh said that he could have just bought the bread when he was out earlier, he’d even asked Al-Haitham if there was anything they needed. Al-Haitham said no and to stop buying so many imported fruits and vegetables because neither of them ever knew what to do with them. He had a point, but sometimes Kaveh gets curious. That’s not the point.

The point here was — well, sure, look. Kaveh appreciates that Al-Haitham bakes and bakes well. It’s overall much more cost efficient for the household books and it means fresh bread and Al-Haitham is actually incredibly good at it even though he’s mediocre at cooking in general. The median for Al-Haitham’s cooking is brought up by the skill he has with baking and all things involving some form of bread. But Al-Haitham’s schedule had been particularly hellish. Yes, Al-Haitham was still managing to keep to his officially posted office hours. But he was — through sheer determination to keep to those office hours — working twice as hard as he normally would have cared to in order to wrap things up. 

And outside of that, Al-Haitham had managed to find a new project to turn his true attentions and passions to — Kaveh has yet to be fully informed on the details of this self-assigned project, but Kaveh expects that Al-Haitham will be bringing him something to look over by the end of the week.

And somehow in between all of this, the Traveler has convinced Al-Haitham, or convinced someone else to convince Al-Haitham, to help them with some document verification. It’s either Lord Kusanali or Cyno. It certainly wasn’t Kaveh. 

So as nice as it is to have access to freshly made bread, Kaveh was attempting to be considerate by saying that. As cost efficient as it is, it’s much more costly in time and energy which Al-Haitham was running rather short on. Rather than acknowledge this and be a little reasonable, Al-Haitham replied, “You never buy the right one.”

Kaveh stared at him and said, “What do you mean I never buy the right one? It’s bread. It’s not like a fruit or a vegetable or a cut of meat. It’s bread.”

And the ensuing argument on what constitutes “the right bread” drifted through the house, from one room the other as Kaveh settled in at his drafting table to sort out color and material swatches while Al-Haitham went to do his evening stretches. It only ended when Al-Haitham decisively said, “I’m going to sleep. Goodnight, Kaveh.” And waited, using his uncanny ability to somehow increase the volume of a silence until Kaveh finally said, “Yes, yes, yes, alright. Goodnight, goodnight. Knock that off, I can’t hear myself think over your quiet.” And Al-Haitham closed the bedroom door with a triumphant little click.)

Al-Haitham’s hair is flat all on one side, and there’s a crease against his cheek. He rubs the heel of a hand against his eyes, and he’s already listing to one side like he’s going to lie right back down. Kaveh quickly reaches out and jabs a finger into Al-Haitham’s ribs.

“Hey, hey,” Kaveh keeps poking until Al-Haitham is all the way up. “If you go back to sleep I’ll bake the bread and then you’ll get mad because I messed with your mother dough, or whatever it’s called. You take better care of that thing more than you do anything else. Like it’s alive.”

“It is,” Al-Haitham replies, dutifully swinging his legs off the side of the bed, arms raising into the air as he starts to stretch. “And I’ve been keeping that starter going for half my life.”

“I could keep a starter dough alive,” Kaveh mutters. Al-Haitham literally takes the dough to their neighbor to watch whenever he leaves for longer than one day. Although, again, in all fairness, Kaveh’s hours and schedule fluctuate wildly depending on what work he picks up so this is probably a smart move on Al-Haitham’s part. Al-Haitham’s ability to keep a starter dough alive is his only redeeming quality in their neighbor’s eyes. Kaveh’s inability to be trusted with a starter dough is his only fault that he’ll consider a valid criticism and point to improve upon.

Al-Haitham’s joints pop and crack as he rises to his feet, all the clumsiness and softness of sleep sliding off and away from him as the sun draws out all of that solid decisiveness that he uses to bludgeon his way through the day with. And then he reaches over and draws the curtains back to allow the sun to complete its invasion of the room. Kaveh grimaces at the brightness, raising a hand to shield his eyes.

“I could,” Kaveh calls out to Al-Haitham’s back as the man strides out of the room without a backwards glance. “Arey-yaar, Al-Haitham. You’re forgetting something actually important.” 

“I’m not. Don’t yaar me,” Al-Haitham says, not bothering to raise his voice as he closes the short distance between bedroom and washroom.

“Get over it. Yes, you are.”

“I am not.”

“Think it over. Consider it your morning mental exercise.” Kaveh flops back down in bed, limbs sprawling out as he finds the warm space Al-Haitham left behind. Al-Haitham, to his credit, turns the silence contemplative and buzzing in that delightful way of his as he actually does think it over. And then the silence clicks like the snap of fingers without the snap. Kaveh can imagine the short eye-roll or the silent sigh and shake of head as Al-Haitham finds the answer. And just as quickly the silence changes to feel like a wiggle, or more like the shiver of thin willow leaves over water. Tittering without tittering.

“There you are,” Kaveh calls out, hand coming across his hair tie wedged in between the headboard and mattress. “Good morning, Al-Haitham.”

From the hallway Kaveh hears Al-Haitham reply, “Good morning,” just before the bathroom door clicks closed. Then just as Kaveh’s starting to relax, it opens again and Al-Haitham calls out, “Don’t go back to sleep.”

“I’m not.”

“Then why are you lying down?”

Kaveh sits up.

“I’m not. Stop talking to me. If you’re still using the washroom by the time it’s my turn I’m going in whether you’re done or not.”

  



2. Agitation and Distraction

Summary for the Chapter:
            The stone itself is not particularly rare or special, but it is quite pretty; dark and light grey in streaks with a white stripe running through and worn smooth on one side, but rough and gritty on the other. The rough side shimmers slightly. It must have been part of a larger piece before it was broken off. Kaveh palms the stone out of the box and presses it into the hand that is picking at the seams on his shoulder.

Al-Haitham’s fingers close around the stone and immediately set about to learning the new shape that’s been presented to them.

          


    
    As soon as the door opens Kaveh is quickly standing to blow the smoke out of the open window, knowing it won’t actually do anything to change the obvious smell of it in the room. Al-Haitham does so loathe it when Kaveh smokes indoors. The smell of it, he says, will be absorbed into the books. It’s fine for it to get attached to clothes. They can wash clothes. Al-Haitham cannot so easily cleanse paper. Kaveh understands this well enough and it’s not like he makes a habit of it. Kaveh smokes rarely and usually outside, in one of the jute woven chairs that he’d salvaged until it was like new and set up in the shaded corner of their back courtyard.

But sometimes Kaveh feels like a cigarette. Not even to smoke, himself, usually. There is something about the act of rolling the paper and holding it. There is something about the smell of the smoke that wiggles at some half-fogged over memory from when he was a young boy. A Kaveh who was not yet a Master Architect. A Kaveh who was not yet a Kshahrewar graduate or even a student. The memory of it calls to mind hands different than his and a face he only remembers if he tries very, very hard with every bit of his focus. And with the memory of those other hands and that other face are memories of a distant place and other people that he never learned the proper names of. All of them just Auntie or Uncle in some variation. All of them gone, now.

So sometimes, Kaveh just feels like the memory of a cigarette. Usually when he’s running up against the brick wall that inevitably comes during the process of creation. It’s usually right around where what he knows is possible and reasonable gets hip-checked by what the client has dreamed up and he has to try and find a series of acceptable compromises by the two in a way that actually works and pleases.

And, usually, when he’s in the middle of mentally cursing out the fact that common sense isn’t something that can be taught to people, he doesn’t want to go outside for the cigarette. He’d have to bring all of his papers and set up on the little matching table he’d gotten for the chair and it’s just such a time for something so small. So while complaining to Mehrak, Kaveh opens the window as far as he can get it and blows the smoke in the window’s general direction and hopes.

Today Kaveh is not lucky (shocking), and Al-Haitham strides in when the cigarette is only a third of the way through. Kaveh sighs, already holding it out for Al-Haitham to pluck up, put out, and dispose of like he normally does with some form of lecture or biting comment.

Sure enough, Al-Haitham takes the cigarette from Kaveh’s hand. But he stands there and Kaveh frowns when no remark is made. Kaveh turns up to look at him and is surprised to see Al-Haitham has taken the cigarette for himself. Kaveh’s concern is immediately woken, shoving aside his annoyance and his frustration with his own work as he looks upon Al-Haitham’s troubled expression.

Al-Haitham holds the cigarette in his right hand, and is examining a leather folio of documents held in his left. Kaveh can’t see what mark is emblazoned on the cover, but he’s sure it’s something classified and very important, and because of those things, it is also very controversial in some form or the other. It’s also, definitely, overtime.

As Kaveh’s concern grows Al-Haitham brings the cigarette to his mouth, holding it there as he flips back and forth between pages. He must have already read through it, and now he’s stuck on something that isn’t quite lining up in what he’s read. Al-Haitham blows a thin stream of smoke out of the side of his mouth as he passes the cigarette back to Kaveh, all without even looking at him once.

Kaveh holds the cigarette, watching and waiting. Al-Haitham doesn’t speak, he just continues to look at whatever is causing him problems that require him to put in real effort. Kaveh holds out an arm, concern ratcheting even higher when Al-Haitham wordlessly steps in close and allows Kaveh to close his arm around his waist, drawing him in to stand between Kaveh’s legs and for Kaveh to lean his head against Al-Haitham’s ribs. Looking closer, Kaveh can see that Al-Haitham is biting at a bit of his own inner lip, his gum. Al-Haitham transfers the documents to his right hand and uses his freed left hand to lightly run his fingers over Kaveh’s hair, down his back, resting on his shoulder. His fingertips are restless as he lightly taps Kaveh’s shoulder, picking at the seams his fingertips find before smoothing them down again.

Oh, now that’s very worrisome. Al-Haitham’s sunk into his head quite deeply, and whatever answer he’s looking for is being dastardly about being found. No wonder he took the cigarette.

Kaveh turns to look for something more satisfying to pass into Al-Haitham’s hands to give them a suitable outlet while his mind is otherwise preoccupied. 

Usually Kaveh would just press one of his earrings into Al-Haitham’s palm, but today he’s only wearing a pair of thin, plain gold hoops. They aren’t substantial enough for Al-Haitham’s hands to be distracted with.

There’s nothing suitable in reach on top of his desk. It has to be small. Something Al-Haitham can fidget with in one hand. Something with a little bit of weight and texture — nothing sharp, Al-Haitham isn’t paying enough attention for that.

Kaveh pulls out one of the drawers of the desk, reaching out and feeling around blindly. His fingertips brush against a familiar box. It takes a try or two, but he manages to get it open without pulling away from Al-Haitham to actually look at it. It’s a small box where he keeps various odds and ends that he’s collected. There’s a stone in here that Collei gave him from when she went to Mondstadt last. She had found it while exploring with her friends and thought it was too pretty to leave behind, but wasn’t quite sure what to do with it either, and gave it to him.

The stone itself is not particularly rare or special, but it is quite pretty; dark and light grey in streaks with a white stripe running through and worn smooth on one side, but rough and gritty on the other. The rough side shimmers slightly. It must have been part of a larger piece before it was broken off. Kaveh palms the stone out of the box and presses it into the hand that is picking at the seams on his shoulder.

Al-Haitham’s fingers close around the stone and immediately set about to learning the new shape that’s been presented to them.

Meanwhile, Al-Haitham’s attention hasn’t deviated from the folio. Kaveh stays quiet, waiting to see what will happen next. After a few moments Al-Haitham slowly pulls away from Kaveh and starts to pace. One hand with the stone. The other with the documents. Back and forth between pages. Al-Haitham’s mouth begins to move soundlessly as he walks himself around the room and through his own head. And without any further comment, Al-Haitham walks right back out.

Kaveh gives it about an hour before he goes to check on Al-Haitham. He doesn’t bother knocking — he doubts Al-Haitham would hear it. Sure enough, when Kaveh opens the door to Al-Haitham’s office, the man’s headphones are on and no doubt working at their highest setting to block out everything. It’s rare that Al-Haitham uses them at home, rarer still for him to use them in his office. But whatever he’s working on needs every single scrap of Al-Haitham’s daunting focus in order to untangle. Kaveh feels a mote of sympathy for whoever Al-Haitham is going to turn the actual work of fixing whatever problem was placed in front of him over to once the man is finished untangling everything.

Once Al-Haitham has sorted this problem out from start to finish, he’s going to make it someone else’s problem. And once he’s done that, he’s going to find the persons responsible for this problem — the ones who started it, the ones who bungled it so badly, and the ones who put it in front of him, and he’s going to make some problems for them.

Meanwhile, Al-Haitham is deep into it, whatever it is. Headphones on, bright eyes trained forward, a veritable array of papers spread out over the large table in a configuration that only makes sense in his head, scribbling away at his thoughts, connecting all the fragmented pieces of the story to stitch together into a cohesive whole that can be clipped to a decisive close.

Kaveh watches for a moment or two before turning around and leaving. He’ll check again in another hour or so, if he isn’t also engrossed in his own work.

One hour turns out to be two hours later, maybe three, when Mehrak hits their pre-programmed hard limit on how many times Kaveh puts off the warning alarm for not drinking any liquids or eating anything solid. On Kaveh’s way out of the kitchen he takes some water and an apple, going to check on Al-Haitham once more.

The man’s still going, although the amount of papers in front of him seems to have either decreased or just been stacked neater. Kaveh considers that as some form of progress. Hopefully. Kaveh leaves both water and the apple on the nearest flat surface in Al-Haitham’s line of sight that isn’t covered in paper and retreats once more.

By the early afternoon is threatening to roll over into late afternoon, Kaveh has yet to hear another peep from Al-Haitham and he’s somehow managed to come up with several decent alternative solutions of his own to present at his next client meeting.

When he goes to look in on Al-Haitham again, Al-Haitham is no longer in his office, but has transferred himself to the front room and is half-slouched along one side of the center divan. The same folio from earlier is in his hands, but his expression is no longer as clearly agitated. Either he’s finished or he’s close enough to finished that he feels comfortable enough to slow down. It might still be another hour or so. So Kaveh goes to get a light supper for them both and to check the post for anything interesting.

“There you are,” Kaveh says when Al-Haitham finally surfaces from the depths of his own mind. Al-Haitham blinks slowly, as if in a daze, raising a hand to pinch the bridge of his nose and then press a hand to cover his undoubtedly strained and dry eyes. Kaveh’s just finished with the dishes and he has a plate of food left over on the kitchen table. He’s now working on cutting up a pear that’s either gone bad, about to go bad, or is somehow both under-ripe and over-ripe at once. “Dare I ask what whisked you away from me and the rest of the world for so long?”

Al-Haitham just grunts, eyes covered as he slowly sags down, tossing the folio onto the center table. It manages to land but just barely and threatens to drop off.

“Don’t lie down, drink some water and eat something,” Kaveh says. “And before you get after me for being a nag, consider that I wouldn’t nag if you didn’t give me anything to nag about. If that falls I’m not picking it up for you. My hands are covered in pear juice. You wouldn’t be happy about it anyway.”

Al-Haitham sighs as though Kaveh’s given him the most onerous of tasks and sits up again, reaching forward for the pitcher of water and one of the waiting cups on the table.

“So? What was it?” Kaveh asks, grudgingly offering a piece of pear. Al-Haitham reaches out and takes it but doesn’t eat it just yet. “Miss-filed document that revealed an entire tax fraud scheme? An artifact of dubious importance placed in the wrong vault setting off an entire department into a frenzy of inter-departmental finger-pointing? Someone using access that they aren’t supposed to have in order to solve a problem that needed solving but not in that specific way?”

Al-Haitham wrinkles his nose, taking his time with the pear slice before answering. His voice is slightly rough from being entirely silent all day.

“I did eat. The apple was too sour,” he says. “Were we out of food? You had me boil a dozen eggs only last night and I know there’s an excess of vegetables to be had. Where did those go, or did you hand them out to someone when I wasn’t looking?

“Your priorities are, as ever, delightfully skewed. The apple was perfectly fine. If you didn’t like the apple you could have gotten yourself something else. You’ve got the legs and the thumbs to do it. There’s supper waiting for you in the kitchen. Don’t complain to me if it doesn’t suit your tastes. Maybe it would taste better if you ate it freshly prepared as it was meant to be eaten. Is the business too classified for me to know?”

“If it was, I wouldn’t have worked on it here,” Al-Haitham reminds him. “Matra and Mahamata clash of authority lading to contradictory arrests and detainment and provisional holds, backing up several other issues.” Al-Haitham’s nose scrunches up just a little with annoyance.

“So what else was it?” Al-Haitham and the rest of the Akademiya’s bureaucratic arm deals with those sorts of things all the time. It’s surprisingly common for things to get muddled up in the chain of command. Especially now with everyone being in temporary postings or pending final approvals to take permanent ones.

“Both of them were in the right and operating within their jurisdiction,” Al-Haitham says. “The cases crossed over and had similarities as well as common consequences and many of the victims were affected by both cases sequentially or simultaneously. Now it’s a matter of deducing which record belongs to which case. All of the transcripts and relevant documents need to be separated out from each other and some form of joint record needs to be established for all the cross over and to explain why the investigations got this far without this being discovered sooner. There may be further arbitration before any of it goes to court. Multiple copies of everything need to be reviewed and re-verified and resubmitted.”

Kaveh winces. It sounds like a pain in the neck just hearing the stripped down version of it. “And let me guess. They weren’t particularly well organized or documented to start with?”

“It does not count as a guess if you already know the answer.”

“My condolences. You’re done then?”

“Mostly. The rest I’ll hand off to other officers,” Al-Haitham says. Just as Kaveh thought. “Where did you get the rock from?”

“Collei.”

Al-Haitham hums. “Thank you. Don’t smoke inside the house.”

“You also smoked inside the house.”

“Do as I say, not as I do.”

“And now you’re the nag.” Kaveh rolls his eyes, turning away to hold the pear out of reach when Al-Haitham leans towards him to try and take another piece. “Go and eat real food. I’m not giving you the entire pear.”

“Are you saying the pear is not real food?”

“Fruit on its own is not a meal. It is, at best, a temporary measure.”

“So we agree the apple was not suitable to be a meal.”

“I have changed my mind. Pass me the folio. I’m going to leave a giant pear-juice hand print on it and make sure all the pages are irreversibly stuck together. See if I ever do something nice for you again out of the goodness of my heart.”

  



3. Beach Vacation

Summary for the Chapter:
            Kaveh winds his arms around Al-Haitham’s waist, pressing the heat of his sun-warm body to the cool of Al-Haitham’s ocean-waves, hooking his chin over that salt-touched shoulder and swaying them back and forth with the momentum.

“Sure,” he agrees, breathing deep. “You smell cold.”

“And you smell of the sun.” Al-Haitham’s arms are like rivers. Kaveh is the land cradled in the estuary where they wind together into the sea of his hands. 

          


    
    It continuously baffles Kaveh how Al-Haitham — notoriously private, stand-offish, and introverted Al-Haitham — has managed to make so many friends when Kaveh wasn’t looking. Of course Al-Haitham can be perfectly polite and charming if it suits him, if it gets him his way with less effort than any other method he can think of at the time. But Al-Haitham so rarely cares enough to extend that into the actual crafting of interpersonal relationships. Let alone friendships. Although he’s sure that if he confronted Al-Haitham about it directly he wouldn’t call these new friends of his actual friends. Allies, he might say. Or otherwise: acquaintances from a shared exclusive experience.

This is an incredibly dull way of saying “We all gathered together to overthrow the sitting government, and in the process thwarted a Fatui plot to kick-start the apotheosis of a new god, causing a major and unprecedented generational and cultural shift within the country”. Al-Haitham can make the most fantastic into the most frightfully dull and the incredibly esoteric into the perplexingly simple and curious thought. It’s a talent, really. Kaveh wishes the man would use that talent for the better rather than being annoying or slipping out of work or unwanted social interactions.

Anyway. If Kaveh were to confront him about this, and when Al-Haitham (upon confrontation) would throw out the line about acquaintances or allies or what-have-you, Kaveh would reply, “What sort of acquaintance just lets someone use their summer house on short notice without so much as a face-to-face hand off of the keys?”

Because that’s what happened.

Less than two days ago Kaveh surfaced from two simultaneous projects: one sponsored and backed by the Akademiya for the adjustment and maintenance of the Forest Watcher towers that had taken some serious blows from the Withering, the other a more personal commission for the construction of a series of pergolas in a water garden in a private residence.

He had somehow managed to wrap both up early but at the cost of his head spinning while the rest of his body was standing still, the effect not being entirely unlike the sensation of being yanked forward by a Four-Leaf Sigil but missing the next one and being momentarily suspended mid-air with what felt like the rest of your guts trying to follow after you even as you suddenly began to plummet. 

Kaveh surfaced from the end of both projects with his entire self in a daze and a sudden amount of free time on his hands. Yes, he had already had other projects lined up, but the earliest approaching one wasn’t due to start for another fortnight and Kaveh couldn’t get a head start on it by himself with the rest of the project’s members otherwise occupied. All of his bills were paid up and there wasn’t really any other job he could pick up and complete within two weeks. Well. He probably could, but it would be incredibly stressful and probably not his best work. So, no.

Al-Haitham returned from work and found Kaveh wandering around the house in a daze, picking up random things to try and find somewhere new for them only to put them back where they were again. 

“You’re free then,” he said.

“Unexpectedly so, it would seem,” Kaveh replied, followed up with, “Clearly. As your eyes can see for themselves. Your powers of observation are uncanny.”

Al-Haitham let that remark slide, instead returning the sharp jab with a figurative basket of fish to the face. Al-Haitham has a way of doing that: cutting off one line of conversation and starting an entirely new one that’s so unrelated to the one before it that one feels like you’ve walked into a wall made of anemo slimes and bounced back from it.

“Do you want to travel?” Al-Haitham said.

“What, together?” Kaveh thought it over. “Only if you’re paying.”

He was caught up on his bills, yes. But he was also trying to build up a tidy little nest egg. Padding for the future. He’s missed having actual savings.

Al-Haitham nodded and then next thing Kaveh knew they were on a secluded beach about an hour’s walk from Port Ormos unlocking the door to a small but well maintained and quite comely summer house.

“What?” Kaveh said as they entered with their luggage. “What did you do?”

It took the entire time they were unpacking for Kaveh to extract the story from Al-Haitham.

Dehya had been in Sumeru City. Apparently she and Al-Haitham meet up to talk whenever she’s around, by which Kaveh takes it to mean that Dehya tracks Al-Haitham down and Al-Haitham goes along with her because that gets it over with sooner. Al-Haitham had asked Dehya if she knew of anything interesting going on outside of the city. Naturally Dehya asked why and when Al-Haitham mentioned wanting to do something different she turned it over towards Lady Dunyarzad who upon further questioning of Al-Haitham told him that her family has a small summer house near the beach and that given the time of year it would be unlikely that any of the other rich families who also have summer homes in the area would be around.

It was, she had said, the wrong season for beach-side gatherings. Not temperature-wise, of course. There’s only a few months of the year when beach-side gatherings are not appropriate. It was more of a social season thing. 

Anyway, she’d offered him the house and he’d said yes and now here they are.

It’s funny though, Kaveh has to admit. One would think that the beach is a place neither of them are particularly enthused to visit. Kaveh does poorly with the heat and the cold, and Al-Haitham’s distaste for sand is comical for someone who spends so much time studying desert ruins. The beach has a bounty of all three. 

Perhaps it’s more proof of how well suited they are in their disagreements, how evenly balanced they are in their tastes, but the parts of the beach that one of them finds distasteful are the same things that that would draw the other in.

Al-Haitham loathes the sand — the texture of it, the feel on his skin, the way it gets everywhere and is inexplicably found days later even after a thorough clean. But he’s fonder of the sun and the cold more than he’s annoyed by the grit. Al-Haitham, thus far, has spent a majority of his time doing lazy laps in the water or floating. And when he tired of that, he’s occupied himself with sunning himself or dozing on the shaded wooden porch. His skin has taken on a lovely glow, as though soaking in the light and keeping it there like he’s his own little lamp. His freckles have begun to make an early appearance, like speckles on an egg or a careless splatter of faded ink on paper.

Kaveh likes the sand, actually. It is something of a bother to clean and it does get everywhere, but it’s fun to play with. Play is not something he gets to do very often. He likes the texture of it on his hands as he makes different shapes. It’s sad to watch them get washed away, but still fun for all of its transience. The drawings and the sculptures exist for a fleeting moment, beautiful only to Kaveh and Mehrak and Al-Haitham (if he’s near enough to see) before they return to smooth blankness. The entire beach is a giant canvas, a moldable clay, that is made and unmade and remade over and over with endless opportunity. Drawing in the sand or making lumpy shapes is almost, when combined with the sound of the surf and the gulls and the wind, meditative. As meditative as the drawing of lines on pages and the comfort of moving through tabular indexes of material tolerances and compositions.

The trouble with the beach and its balance of wonders is leaving it, actually. In the evenings when it’s time to actually go indoors Al-Haitham, if he was in the surf, is reluctant to do so. Sand. Again.

“Surely you can see the logic of your actions having consequence,” Kaveh says, bemused as Al-Haitham scowls down at his own legs and the layers of sand that have adhered to them as he walked out of the waves onto the warm shore towards the borrowed house. Kaveh is waiting for him with a bucket of clear water and several towels. “Come here. I can see you shivering from here. Don’t be a brat about it — you can be a brat about most anything else, let’s not add this to it too.”

“Between the two of us, reconsider very carefully who ticks off more qualities under the category of brat.”

Al-Haitham drops into the woven seat that Kaveh’s draped in a towel, pulling another towel out from the stack to vigorously dry his hair. Kaveh moves around him to sit on the ground, drawing one of Al-Haitham’s legs up and maneuvering it into the bucket to wash off the sand stuck to him. It comes off in shimmering waves, and then Kaveh draws Al-Haitham’s leg out to rest on his knee as he roughly towels the limb dry.

“If you didn’t want the sand sticking to you like so you would not get wet,” Kaveh says, poking Al-Haitham’s other leg until the man moves it on his own. He repeats the process for that other leg and then holds both legs on his lap, leaning forward to rest his face in the valley between Al-Haitham’s knees, his calves. He smells of the sea — clear and cool. Al-Haitham drops the towel to the side, leaning forward to run his hands through Kaveh’s hair. For once Al-Haitham’s body is the one that is cool between them. It feels good — the feeling of his long fingers through Kaveh’s sun-touched hair, picking through the tangles and the knots the wind had worked into them over the day.

Al-Haitham presses a fingertip to Kaveh’s forehead. “You’ll be sunburned again.”

“There’s a very healthy aloe plant growing in that house,” Kaveh says to Al-Haitham’s cool-salt skin. “I am going to test just how robust it is. We’ll make a little study out of it. You can report it back to Lady Dunyarzad. Your house plants are being kept very well. The aloe is especially potent. Does your housekeeper have a dendro Vision?”

“Ridiculous,” Al-Haitham scoffs, his cool palm holding Kaveh’s hair back and out of Kaveh’s face. “Where are your pins?”

“Inside. I didn’t use them today — I didn’t want to lose them.” Kaveh’s down to only a handful of them, now. He’s been running around Sumeru too often as of late and he’s lost one or two along the way. Kaveh imagines a charming map of Sumeru with all of the things he’s inadvertently lost as waypoints. A clip here, a pencil there, a pin over yonder. All those little things of a life that come and go. Sand and waves, so on and so forth. Archons — beach makes him into a philosopher. Kaveh raises his head, eyes closing as Al-Haitham’s hand continues its course of running over his head, from brow to the crown. It feels good on his warm skin.

“And the ribbon?” Al-Haitham asks, fingers trailing through the ends of Kaveh’s hair, down and over his back, his shoulders. “Your quill?”

“The ribbon is in my pocket. The quill is inside with the clips. I don’t need my quill at the beach. I’m not working.”

“But you need your quill in the bath? Get much work done in the bath, do you? Is that why you take so long?”

“That’s different! I have very many ideas in the bath.”

“But not many ideas at the beach.”

“No, not at the beach. And I don’t take long in the bath — you take longer than I do, sometimes.”

“Only because I can afford to take my time,” Al-Haitham muses. He holds Kaveh’s hair back in one hand, expression tipping over into fond. Kaveh distrusts it instantly.

“What? What? What’s that look for?”

“You look like the charm on your keys,” Al-Haitham replies, free hand touching between Kaveh’s furrowing brows like a cool star. Kaveh resists the urge to go cross-eyed as Al-Haitham’s finger trails down the bridge of his nose. “It’s the sunburn more than the hair.”

Kaveh digs his thumbs into Al-Haitham’s ankles, pushing up against bone and muscle into calf, settling into the blood-warm well that sits right behind the knee. All softness. All Kaveh’s. Al-Haitham digs his heel into Kaveh’s thigh, dangerously close to something else.

“Enough of that,” Kaveh scolds, pinching — without nail, because he’s a gentleman and a wonderful example of a person. “Come on. Up you get. Let’s see what we can do for supper, hm?”

“We should walk to Ormos tomorrow,” Al-Haitham says, pulling his legs from Kaveh’s arms, offering his hand. Kaveh grasps that ocean-cool arm and lets himself go heavy, making Al-Haitham do all the work of lifting. He can afford to do so. Al-Haitham huffs quietly, still fond, and hauls Kaveh up. They’re so close to each other that they collide, but it is an expected and entirely welcome collision.

Kaveh winds his arms around Al-Haitham’s waist, pressing the heat of his sun-warm body to the cool of Al-Haitham’s ocean-waves, hooking his chin over that salt-touched shoulder and swaying them back and forth with the momentum.

“Sure,” he agrees, breathing deep. “You smell cold.”

“And you smell of the sun.” Al-Haitham’s arms are like rivers. Kaveh is the land cradled in the estuary where they wind together into the sea of his hands. 

“Is it bad though?”

“Did I say it was? Tomorrow. Ormos.”

Kaveh turns his head so that he is speaking to the side of Al-haitham’s head, the bare shell of his ear, “Do you think our mail found us?”

“I’m not going to go looking.” Al-Haitham does not laugh, but Kaveh feels it running through both of their bodies like this anyway. “We’ll eat at Ormos and bring more supplies back.”

“By supplies I know that you mean books. Yes, we’ll let’s get you some books for when the surf and the sand aren’t fitting the mood. But let’s also not forget more pertinent things. Like things that are edible for the body instead of the mind,” Kaveh adds on. “And I want to look at fabric. We should get a gift for Lady Dunyarzad. As a thank you. Don’t worry — I’ll find something. You pay for and deliver it.”

“As long as you’re reasonable about whatever it is.”

“I am always perfectly reasonable.”

“Who’s defining the standard for reason?”

“Certainly not you. Inside then. Let’s light the incense and set down the netting before the bugs join us for a late supper.”

  



4. Fabric and Parts

Summary for the Chapter:
There is nothing in the entire world, Kaveh is sure, as profoundly engulfing as the feeling of walking through the underground markets of Sumeru City. Wet market or dry, the ones for food or for furniture, flowers or fragrances —it’s always such an experience. An ever changing one, too. You could live in Sumeru City all your life, as Kaveh has, and still not be entirely familiar with the place. It’s always changing, shifting, too much for that.





The crush of the crowd presses them closer and closer together, the sounds magnified and bounced up and down and all around by the construction of the tunnels underneath Sumeru City — all sound becomes source-less, shared, owned by no one and everyone at once. Lights and smells combine to create a strange fog that settles over the senses, drawing the mind into the fold. As often as they both come here it’s always a bit of a shock to the system.

There is nothing in the entire world, Kaveh is sure, as profoundly engulfing as the feeling of walking through the underground markets of Sumeru City. Wet market or dry, the ones for food or for furniture, flowers or fragrances —it’s always such an experience. An ever changing one, too. You could live in Sumeru City all your life, as Kaveh has, and still not be entirely familiar with the place. It’s always changing, shifting, too much for that. 

Cyno had tipped Kaveh off to a good sister who sells discount fabric three days a week in a corner of the dry market near the south-west entrance. The only caveat is that her stock rotates frequently, and the quantities of each selection are suspect and variable. But she strikes a fair price and is open to bartering with other forms of exchange. Cyno had told Kaveh that apparently she had been needing one of her special transport carts repaired and, possibly, modified. Kaveh might try bartering with her, or at least doing the job for a small fee even if he did not end up buying anything, just to get a relationship started.

Neither he nor Al-Haitham are especially fond of crowds. Kaveh doesn’t like the mad crush of people in his space. It makes him uneasy; all of those moving parts in the great and unpredictable flow of actions. And so many things everywhere to snatch the attention. Al-Haitham, obviously, is not very fond of the great assault on the senses in the forms of sounds and smells and touches. But there are too many great treasures to be found here, enough to excuse the discomfort.

As they are moved along and move the crowd all of the sounds and lights and smells seem to blossom out and around them as the tunnel opens into the wide underground cavern that’s absolutely packed with makeshift stalls and throngs of people moving and out. They shuffle off to the side, around the outer edges of the cavern where other people linger to catch a breath or get their bearings. Al-Haitham taps the back of Kaveh’s wrist and starts to drift away, following the cavern wall around the perimeter. No doubt he’ll find something to occupy himself with.

Kaveh walks around the edges until he sees the vendor that Cyno described to him, weaving his way through the crowds over to her and introducing himself as he begins to go through her stock. He’s meant to be looking for fabric for new clothes for himself — something for more formal meetings and occasions. His current outfits still pass muster, but they are getting a touch worn and are just a touch too behind current trends. 

Of course, he’s not going to do a whole new set — that would be ridiculously expensive and pointless considering how fashions and tastes move. But if he could get a few basic pieces that should be enough that he can mix and match things to look both suitably modern and traditional at once while offering a variety of combinations that he should have no trouble mixing the new pieces with his current wardrobe.

Kaveh’s tailor is an absolute cad, but he’s a cad with talent and the patience to work with Kaveh’s exacting standards and unusual limb proportions, so one has to make do. And part of making do is cutting costs wherever feasibly possible. One such feasible measure is to bring his own fabric, which also has the added benefit in the long run in the actual designing of the clothes.

As he and the sister are talking back and forth about cuts and colors and patterns Kaveh flips through bolts of fabric on display. There’s a few promising segments. As Cyno warned him, her selection is varied but limited in quantity and often irregularly cut. She’s selling discount fabric she’d sourced from some of the big name atelier’s on the surface of Sumeru City and older stock that weavers shops can’t sell. 

As they talk she pulls out a few other pieces he might be interested in. There are a few he’s considering, but thus far none that have sparked an true interest. He’s considering calling today a wash and asking her about the cart Cyno mentioned when he catches on a dark blue-grey bit of fabric. Quite dull at first pass, but by chance he sees that the material has a faint shimmer at an angle. He carefully extracts the thin bolt from the stack of several others. The material is thin, simple — soft and smooth. Kaveh tests it between his fingers. Not much in terms of texture despite the treatment that must have given the threads their faint shimmer. Depending on how it’s held the fabric is either dull grey or a strange blue-lavender. 

Kaveh is quick to unroll the length of fabric, double checking the dimensions with his hands even as he asks about price and source and material breakdown. 

He measures out the lengths with the span of his hand, the easiest and most portable measuring instrument Kaveh’s ever known. Well. There’s also Mehrak but he thought it might not be the best idea to bring Mehrak down into the crowd. Not when he’s so focused on something else that he might not notice poor Mehrak getting rushed away by the crowd or snatched.

From the tip of his thumb to the tip of his small finger, from the length of his palm and the size of his fingernails, Kaveh knows the dimensions of his own hands and how they equate to actual standardized measurements in the exact same way Al-Haitham can seamlessly flip between dialects and languages. There is enough here to do the main paneling of a new kurta, or perhaps some simpler, shorter blouses. It is not his preferred pattern or style, but —

This is perfect for Al-Haitham. The texture is smooth, but not too smooth. It would be good for the heat and upon talking with the sister who’s found the scent of a sale, he’s learned that it’s a rather durable material too. Easy to wash, a little resistant to stains — it apparently took a lot of effort to dye which is why the color is what it is. 

Yes, this would be excellent for Al-Haitham who hasn’t gotten anything new for his wardrobe in what’s probably an entire season and a half, not since the last time Kaveh poked and jabbed him into it. Not that Kaveh doesn’t understand where Al-Haitham’s reluctance to do so comes from. His skin sensitivity and aversion to certain textures is really something else. And if there’s someone who gets as much grief from his tailor as Kaveh does, it’s certainly Al-Haitham. The length of his limbs might be a little more standard but the proportions of him are generous, to say the least.

Kaveh bargains for the entire bolt, not that there’s very much of it, and leaves with the fabric and also a promise to return later in the day to take a look at the cart and talk with the good sister more about what she needs changed on it.

He finds Al-Haitham, predictably enough, sorting through odd bits of scrapped machined parts — bits of a press and older technologies that have been replaced or otherwise advanced since their initial use. He has not yet bought anything, but Al-Haitham’s eying some some soldering equipment that, upon at a glance, looks perfectly usable although a little old and worn.

Al-Haitham, with his preternatural sense for knowing when he’s being watched, looks up and meets Kaveh’s eye. Kaveh nods towards the edge of the market and starts moving, confident that Al-Haitham is going to follow.

Once at the edge of the crowds, close to the stone wall, Kaveh holds the fabric out between them. Al-Haitham’s expression doesn’t change very much but when he runs an appraising finger over it, he does let out a little sigh and a shake of the head.

“And for you?” He asks, tone dry as he takes the fabric and tucks it under his arm.

“It was too good to pass up,” Kaveh points out. “You’ve been needing a new kurta — don’t think I haven’t noticed the ink stains on the other one and how the collar and sleeves are stretched beyond repair. It’s not even fit to sleep in. What do you think?”

Al-Haitham’s mouth curves up at the corner before flattening again. He gestures for Kaveh to hold out his hand and when Kaveh does so he places a slip of paper in Kaveh’s waiting palm.

“What’s this now?”

“A receipt,” Al-Haitham replies as Kaveh scans the slip, eyebrows raising. “You were looking for new components for a spare shell for Mehrak. These were some ideal ones I found while walking around. They’ll be brought to the house in two to three days, so pay attention for anyone at the door. Make sure they’re the right ones before the courier leaves.”

“I won’t be paying you back for it,” Kaveh warns, linking their arms as they step back into the crowd to wind their way back to the nearest tunnel back to the surface.

“Nor will I be paying you for the fabric,” Al-Haitham replies. “What will you do about your clothes?”

“I’m in no particular rush,” Kaveh replies. “If I make an appointment for you with your tailor will you actually go or am I going to have to do that part too?”

“My tailor hardly needs me present at this point. Between past purchases and you, I’m not needed for any measurements or input on designs.”

“And that’s a yes. If I go to your tailor and commission the clothes you can’t be upset with what comes back.”

“As if you would ever commission something in my name that I didn’t care for. You’d loathe the waste more than it would ever annoy me,” Al-Haitham points out, leaning in so that he doesn’t have to yell over the sounds of the merchants and shoppers they’re navigating through. “And you happen to like the way I dress.”

“You have, on occasion, been known to make one or two suitable aesthetic choices when left to your own devices,” Kaveh concedes, sharply pulling Al-Haitham out of the way of a gaggle of knee-heigh children each bearing a basket of pale white flowers on their heads, trailing with them the fresh floral smells of garlands and incense. “Let’s get out of here before we find more things we weren’t looking for and are in sudden need of.”





5. Usual Brand

Summary for the Chapter:
“You’re getting tan marks.”

“What? No! I’m not.”

Al-Haitham rolls onto his feet, crossing the space between them. He reaches out and traces a perfect outline over Kaveh’s back, right where his normal blouse opens up. “You are. Here.”





When Kaveh walks into their room he’s a touch surprised to see Al-Haitham sitting at their shared vanity, looking through Kaveh’s limited collection of cosmetics. Al-Haitham’s nightly routine is just barely longer than his morning one. That is to say, not very long at all. And it is only extended by him working in conditioning oil to the ends of his hair and using the cooling cream that Kaveh insists that they both use on their hands to preserve their overworked joints as much as possible.

Al-Haitham glances at him, eyebrow raising as his eyes flick over Kaveh’s bare skin before shifting back towards whatever task he’s given himself that involves their cosmetics. “And you call me immodest.”

“Hush you.” Kaveh had brought the wrong shirt to change into after his bath. He’s not sure how — he swears that he had this one tossed in the small basket set aside for scrap cloth when he was doing laundry last. There’s a hole in the side that’s irreparable. Well, it’s possible but it would look terribly out of place. And the elbows are worn tragically thin. It’s not even decent to sleep in at this point. 

Al-Haitham makes no further comment as Kaveh pulls on a fresh shirt, resuming his quiet rifling through their things. 

“What are you looking for?” Kaveh asks, nudging Al-Haitham’s shoulder. The man stands, giving Kaveh the seat as Kaveh begins his own nightly routine of applying creams and balms and oils to his skin and hair.

Al-Haitham hums, fingers hovering over the powders Kaveh uses. Al-Haitham only ever really uses product for the eyes, when he cares to. Kaveh is envious, really. What he wouldn’t do to have such a simplified routine. Would that he could forgo them entirely. Unfortunately for Kaveh, his is a profession that requires some level of keeping up appearances. When people meet him they expect him to appear a certain way. A certain professional, healthy, and overall pleasing way. It does not inspire confidence for him to show up at a client meeting with bags under his eyes and skin that reflects a severe lack of meaningful rest or sunlight. Rather the opposite, really. This is where the power of cosmetics come in to save the day and the job. 

“The setting powder you used last,” Al-Haitham finally says, giving up on looking on his own. “It wasn’t your usual. Dehya was asking where you had gotten it from. I was not sure.”

Kaveh wrinkles his nose, resisting the urge to sneeze as he works in the cool cream onto his hands, the faint mint and medicine smell makes his nose itch. But one does what one must.

“Ah, that. Yes. It was a gift. Expensive and actually quite good. But I wouldn’t get it for myself. My usual one does just fine for both my skin and my wallet.” Kaveh pulls open the vanity drawer and reaches towards the back for the small compact. “Here. I can get you the address for the shop it came from, too. But. How to put this kindly? I don’t think that the powders for this one come in a range of acceptable colors to match well with Dehya’s complexion.”

“You’re most likely correct,” Al-Haitham agrees as he inspects the small container of pressed setting powder, turning towards the nightstand as he notes down the insignia on the packaging. “It’s for Nilou. Dehya asked me to ask you on her behalf.”

“Why isn’t she asking me directly?” They’ve spoken a few times in passing. He and Nilou, that is. He’s not had much of a chance to speak with the Flame-Mane to get to know her. Then again, Kaveh’s not exactly had much free time lately. And it’s not like Kaveh was spending much time being still during the Inter-Darshan competition — not long enough for Nilou to catch him anyway.

Kaveh pauses as he’s pulling out the combs and the oils that help keep his hair manageable.

“Wait, why didn’t she just ask you directly? Don’t tell me you were so terrible that you put her off speaking to you entirely.” Nilou’s incredibly nice, but she can, at times, be shy. Al-Haitham can be an excellent conversationalist when he feels like it. The only problem is that he very rarely feels like it and the conversations he’s likely to indulge in aren’t exactly the sort that lend to that kind of small talk. Kaveh winces. He can only imagine it. Poor Nilou.

“I imagine she didn’t think I would know the answer. In this case she’s right,” Al-Haitham replies. “I don’t know. You could ask Nilou yourself.”

They both fall quiet then, Al-Haitham to whatever he’s doing and Kaveh towards the routine of getting his hair manageable for the night. It would almost be relaxing if his hair wasn’t so stubborn. That’s probably partially his fault though, to be honest. He runs his hands through it too much for it to be anything other than unruly. Most of Kaveh’s attention is on undoing some of the larger tangles and how annoying it is when some of his hair snags on the little knicks and rough edges of his fingertips and nails. But he does notice when he feels Al-Haitham’s attention shift and settle.

“You’re staring. What?” He glances into the mirror and sees Al-Haitham stretched out on the bed, on his side, watching Kaveh with open amusement. Kaveh turns to look at him directly. “What?”

“You’re getting tan marks.”

“What? No! I’m not.”

Al-Haitham rolls onto his feet, crossing the space between them. He reaches out and traces a perfect outline over Kaveh’s back, right where his normal blouse opens up. “You are. Here.”

Kaveh turns around, twisting about to look in the large vanity mirror the best he can. Much to his dismay, Al-Haitham is right. There’s a distinct shift in the tone of his skin creating the outline of a V. It isn’t too bad — the shirt is loose enough that the border between colors isn’t distinct, but it’s definitely present. 

“What am I supposed to do about that?” Kaveh groans.

“I can think of a few things.”

“I’m not going around without a shirt to even it out.”

“I was going to suggest a shirt that closes in the back. Your mind went somewhere strange, perhaps the sun has also affected your brain?”

Kaveh jabs his elbow back. As expected, Al-Haitham doesn’t have the decency to stand still and let Kaveh get the hit in. But he does reach over Kaveh’s shoulder to pick up the comb with the finer teeth. And he begins to work it through Kaveh’s hair as Kaveh turns towards dabbing balm onto his lips and creams to the harder callouses and cracks on his hands.

“I don’t want to hear clothing advice from you of all people,” Kaveh mutters. “Your tan lines are worse than mine. And they look ten times more ridiculous.”

“At least they’re even,” Al-Haitham muses. “And manageable.” Then he pauses, leaning around to catch Kaveh’s eye. “And how closely have you been looking to notice the less than obvious changes in my skin tone?”

Kaveh reaches up and shoves his face away. “I live here. Of course I notice. You’ve got some nerve to be calling me immodest with the way you don’t dress sometimes.”

Al-Haitham laughs, a quiet thing that shimmies down the ear and through the nerves. “Your tone indicates you don’t approve. But the way your stare lingers says otherwise. You should say what you really think more often.”

“I know you’re stubborn as a rock, but you shouldn’t be throwing stones at glass houses.”

“I seem to recall you telling me to hold my tongue and have a care when I speak more often. Be more considerate, as not everyone can handle the truth very well, as I recall it.”

“That’s one thing. But sometimes getting you to admit something is like trying to get a cat to be still. Ah. Speaking of truths — I’ve got interesting gossip for you. No, no. Trust me, you’ll actually want to know this bit. It’s related to one of the clerks working directly under you. If this happens to follow through I expect a nasty tangle to be landing right on your desk within the week. See? I have your interest now, don’t I?”

“You usually do,” Al-Haitham concedes, although there’s annoyed pinch to his brow as he gestures for Kaveh to continue. “Out with it then. What manner of tediousness am I to fix for someone now? And what are my chances of being conveniently out of office before it hits?”




