
absence makes the heart grow fonder

Author’s Note:
      semi-based off this tweet i made lol

    


    
    
  Al-Haitham was used to his free time. From his childhood with his grandmother and the homeschooling, to the freedom of strolling through the halls of the Akademiya (and the freedom to skip), he’d grown accustomed to—and much preferred—being able to free roam, to rise early and avoid the crowds, to hover around the edges of the highest concentration of people. When he graduated and needed to find a job, he picked the Scribe specifically for the freedom of it. People didn’t require his presence and not usually at a certain time. If they needed him, it was to drop off a form and then lay in wait until he turned the form back to them with some kind of rejection or correction that would take a few business days to properly fix before it would appear on his desk again.



  But still, when he first graduated and started the position, he still had to grapple with the fact that there 
  
    were
  
   set hours that he needed to be accounted for at all. Sure he’d had classes at the Akademiya scheduled at nine in the morning, but he could always skip them. What was the worst that could happen? The professor got mad at him? Hilarious. As long as he passed the class (and he always did, with flying colors, much to the indignation of his professors, his peers, and Kaveh) it did not matter.



  But as the Scribe, if he didn’t show up, he wouldn’t get paid. And where would that get him?



  Still, being the Scribe wasn’t the worst job in the world. There were certainly more time intensive positions that required more mental real estate—like being a sage, for example. Or an architect. Yet there were always slow days where the work piled high on his desk, papers and forms after papers and forms raining down his office like the ash he wanted to turn it into. 



  But there were slow days, of course. Days that made him want to bash his head in with a hammer more than others. Take today, for example: Al-Haitham woke at dawn as he usually did—a habit back from his student days in the Akademiya. He used to love mornings, back when all of his peers preferred to stay up late to work on their projects—including Kaveh—leaving mornings to him and the other few who like the quiet as much as him. He’d slink off to his favorite alcoves in the House of Daena and read before everyone else woke and started flooding the halls.



  (Kaveh always found him before the stampede, muttering something about how Al-Haitham must be a bird with the way his internal clock pulled him toward dawn. Al-Haitham would lower his book enough to make his singular raised eyebrow visible and Kaveh would groan at him again before tugging at his wrist in another valiant attempt to get him to go to class.)



  Now, mornings were just a marker of the concoming day—a period of shuffling around to get ready for his return to the Akademiya, this time as an employee instead of a student, no longer at liberty to fuck off to the House of Daena and instead shackled to his desk.



  And today, he woke before Kaveh, who’d stayed up late working into the night once again. So Al-Haitham made coffee—only enough for himself because Kaveh liked his coffee fresh and hot, and it would be a waste to make more when there was only one person to drink it—and drank it in silence until it was late enough to leave. And when he made his daily walk to the Akademiya, he felt slightly emptier for it.



  For a nation that did not dream, it only made sense that its city did not sleep either. Sumeru City, even at dawn, was already in the midst of opening its mouth—the doors of the Bazaar cracked open, people streaming in and out to set up their stalls for the day, children flooding into the streets, window shutters bursting open and into the day. Al-Haitham didn’t know these things about the city when he’d been a student—he’d known mornings wrapped in silence, the cold dawn, and his own echoing footsteps alongside Kaveh’s. Now, he felt like a phantom walking through Sumeru’s awakening by himself.



  When Al-Haitham arrived at his office in the Akademiya, someone had already built a mountain of papers on his desk, all haphazardly thrown applications and administrative forms and notices about upcoming meetings. He threw the notices a cursory glance before deciding he didn’t need to attend half of those and sat down.



  And so began the morning duties. The reading of the papers. The filling out of forms for small bureaucratic changes that didn’t 
  
    really
  
   need an official form for the change, but still required one anyway because of the highly specific regulations. He vaguely felt the sun climbing through the window and spreading warm across his back as the hour ticked closer to his first scheduled meeting.



  Not that it mattered. He wasn’t going.



  (Al-Haitham had mentioned to Kaveh once off-handedly about how he let meetings roll by him, back when Kaveh had first moved in.



  “What do you mean you don’t go to your meetings?” Kaveh had cried. “Aren’t you afraid of getting fired?”



  “I’m essential enough to daily functioning and unimportant enough to executive decisions that I can get away with it,” Al-Haitham had said.



  “So you just—never go to your meetings?”



  “I go to the ones I think will be interesting.”



  “That’s not how a job works!”



  Kaveh had turned a shade of pink bordering red from yelling and Al-Haitham had chuckled, low enough that it pulled a quiet, startled sound out of his new roommate. He remembered his next breath catching in his throat. He remembered turning to look at Kaveh, heart pinching like a scab peeling open as their eyes met across the room. They’d both paused, two stars halting in their orbit. Then Kaveh moved, tripping over a table leg and shattering the moment. Al-Haitham released that breath, and onward the world spun.)



  But that was ages ago. Al-Haitham wondered what Kaveh would say now, with all that had passed. Probably something like, “I don’t know why I expected anything different” and their argument would end largely the same, but all conversations with Kaveh were entertaining and anything would be more interesting than 
  
    this.
  



  Now, Al-Haitham had probably read through at least fifty applications. He’d very quickly reached the point where his eyes started to glaze over and he started mass rejecting applications from first glance. They weren’t up to standard anyway, and perhaps a more kind and lenient Mahamata would have let them pass through. Not him though.



  A knock at the door shattered his concentration. Wearily, he lifted his head.



  “What?” he called.



  There was a pause. Then, the door to his office cracked open. Another second passed before a head poked in, too, belonging to an employee Al-Haitham had never seen before. He must have been a new hire, still as green as the uniforms of the Akademiya; he was all mousy brown hair and tiggy limbs and downturned, worried-looking eyebrows. Al-Haitham could only handle so much pitifulness from one creature before he started to feel irritation rising in his throat.



  “Yes?” asked Al-Haitham flatly.



  The employee blanched like he hadn’t expected Al-Haitham to actually be there. “Oh, I, uh—”



  “Out with it.” Al-Haitham leaned back in his chair and set down his pen, taking the break from his work from what it was.



  “The, uh—” He swallowed. “Azzam from Rtawahist wanted to—to check on the progress of his application.”



  “It’s being processed.”



  “Yes, but, he wanted to know how much has been processed—”



  “It’s being processed,” repeated Al-Haitham. “He’ll know how much when it’s done.”



  “Is there possibly a predicted date for when it’ll be done—?”



  “No.”



  “Ah.” His gaze fell and he fidgeted with his sleeve before glancing back up. “Are you sure?”



  “Yes.” Al-Haitham stood. “If that’s all, it’s time for my lunch break, which means you’ll have to come back if you want to contact me during my working hours.”



  He sputtered. “Wait, Scribe—”



  Al-Haitham moved past the employee and into the hall.



  He technically had another minute until his lunch break proper, but he often spoke with enough confidence and the internal clock in his head was accurate enough that no one questioned him. But he’d take any excuse to get away from his desk early, anything to get out of the room.



  He left the employee with his mouth agape as he started his walk. The halls of the Akademiya wound around the branches of the tree it was built on, so it had taken Al-Haitham a few days to find the door nearest his office that led outside when he first started. After all, the students of the Akademiya and all their facilities were separated from the administrative areas. But once he found the door that led to a narrow branch path, small enough to be an afterthought of growth, it led him to the quiet gazebo that had hidden itself away from the rest of the Akademiya.



  Al-Haitham took his seat on the bench in the corner, the one that laid against the backdrop of the northern part of the city below. From this vantage point, you could see less cobblestone and clear-cut carved streets, more farms and houses and dirt roads more faded at the edges.



  More than once, he’d wondered what Kaveh would have to say about the gazebo if he ever brought him here. Because Kaveh always had something to say about every structure he saw. What would he say about the arches here? The flowers on the trellises? The bright white paint of the wood? The placement? What would he say about the artistry of a gazebo built on a tree that stretched so high you could almost forget its roots gazing down on the outskirts of the city where the people still worked the earth—rough-hewn—turning the soil and cultivating fruits that were not a metaphor? The ever persisting question: what would Kaveh say?



  (Back in their student days, Kaveh was always muttering about the small designs carved into the walls, the uniformity of the tiles, the relief on the wall that cut off abruptly right before the domed ceilings—“I understand the difficulty of keeping the relief consistent with the curve of the ceiling, but honestly just having it cut off because they thought no one would notice is extremely sloppy”—when his self-consciousness overrode his architect brain, then Kaveh would snap back to himself and suddenly remember he had an audience.



  “Sorry,” he once said. “You caught me rambling again.”



  “I don’t mind,” Al-Haitham had said truthfully, honestly.



  Kaveh raised a suspicious eyebrow. “I’m surprised you were listening at all. I know how much you prefer books to people.”



  “I’m doing what I prefer now.” Al-Haitham paused. Recalibrated his words. “I prefer the most efficient way to learn information; my lecturers are boring and repetitive and my classmates just slow me down. But listening to you alone conveys more information, and there’s an additional personal touch of—” His brain finally caught up with his mouth and he stopped himself abruptly before he could say something even more embarrassing. “I mean—I don’t…
  
    only
  
   prefer books.”



  His face felt warmer than when he’d first started speaking. He kept his eyes ahead to search for a hole to bury himself in, but he could feel Kaveh’s gaze burning a hole in the side of his head.



  “I think you just like listening to your senior,” said Kaveh.



  Al-Haitham whipped his head around and narrowed his eyes against the grin splitting across Kaveh’s face. “I think you’re full of yourself.”



  “It’s okay to admit that we’re friends, Al-Haitham.” Kaveh hooked their elbows together. “I won’t tell anyone.”



  Al-Haitham had pulled his arm away and felt cold where their skin lost contact. “I never said that.”



  He laughed. “Then why do you keep hanging around me?”)



  Al-Haitham could tell the clock had struck noon precisely because he could hear the murmur of voices filling the space below like an undercurrent. He imagined all the people flooding into the veins of the Akademiya and he turned the noise-canceling of his headphones on, tucking himself away into his alcove until the hour was up.



  When the streets quieted again, Al-Haitham snapped his book shut. He left the sunlight of the gazebo and shuttered back into his office where the windows let in only half the light of a roofless sky.



  Another meeting passed him by—this one he almost considered going to, if only just to have something more to do and make the day pass by faster, but he stayed at his desk because he decided that he couldn’t be bothered to get up and find the room. At least in his office, there was an extra barrier of entry before he had to face someone again. But the day dragged long, especially after lunch, and he felt that itch rising in him to up and leave and fuck off.



  (He did not fuck off just yet because even he knew he couldn’t just leave and expect not to get paid. Al-Haitham knew the very limits of what his low efforts would allow, the bare minimum he could do and still get paid. He would not go lower than that.)



  When the time came to leave—and by Lesser Lord Kusanali’s mercy it did—Al-Haitham packed up his things with the military efficiency of the matra and left. Someone tried to stop him on the way out to ask him about a pending application for tomorrow, but he brushed her off because it was a full minute past five p.m. and Al-Haitham was nothing if not firm with his work life boundaries. 



  He left her at the entrance of the Akademiya and began the sloped walk down back to his house.



  It was a toss up as to whether or not Kaveh would be home. Some days he didn’t leave the house, entirely absorbed in drafting a blueprint or fussing with the decorations of the house or whatever else. Other days, he’d be out until midnight at a project site, or in the outskirts of the forest bordering the desert searching for inspiration, or lost for some other reason—once it was being roped into volunteering for a scam under the guise of an academic outreach program for children of the desert. Al-Haitham wondered: how would he be greeted today?



  (There was, of course, a time when Kaveh did not live in that house, where no one waited at home at all. The question was: who could be blamed for that? When time had eroded the details and you couldn’t remember anything but the vague shape of your emotions?


In the time when Al-Haitham had come back to no one, he’d enter the house and click on the lamp at the door, bringing enough light to see where to put his shoes before he shut it off again. Then, he’d float to the kitchen, turning on the light long enough to cook something and eat it at the table before he turned that off. Afterwards, he’d wander to the study and turn on the lone lamp on his desk and read until it was late enough to retire for the night. Back when he’d lived by himself, the house spent most of its time in darkness because it was practical.


  But not when Kaveh moved in. Kaveh liked light. He turned on every lamp in the house whether or not he was in the room because he wanted to see everything in front of him—felt more awake when there were lights everywhere.



  “Perhaps you’d be less flippant about your energy use if you were the one paying the bill,” Al-Haitham had said wryly.



  Kaveh had ignored him and flicked on another lamp. “Don’t you get depressed in all this darkness? I have no idea how you lived like this before.”



  What Al-Haitham hadn’t mentioned at the time was the fog he’d lived in before Kaveh moved in. Al-Haitham wasn’t the emotional type. He could acknowledge the regret swirling around in him while also recognizing it wasn’t productive. What was done was done and there was nothing he could do to change it, so he let himself move forward because it was the only way to go.



  But then Kaveh came back anyway, the Light of Kshahrewar returning like dawn. Al-Haitham saw him—the shine of his golden hair like a beacon in the dim light of Lambad’s Tavern calling Al-Haitham back to shore—and tugged Kaveh’s arm over his shoulder before dragging him back home. He remembered the weight of Kaveh against his side, feeling the ghost of it like a phantom limb even months later. Kaveh, warm. Kaveh, smelling like wine. Kaveh. Kaveh. Kaveh.



  Now that Kaveh lived there, Al-Haitham didn’t need much more light anyway. But Kaveh wanted it, and how was Al-Haitham supposed to say no?)



  As the Akademiya buildings fell away to residential houses, Al-Haitham felt his steps picking up. His mind raced ahead to the door, the lock, turning the key; he imagined the one million ways he could say hello again and how he’d have a chance to try them all out.



  He reached his house shortly, the five minute walk from the Akademiya passing in a blink. Suddenly, the door stood in front of him. Suddenly, the key appeared in his hand. He turned the lock, pushed the door open, heart rate kicking up speed.



  There he was beyond the door—Kaveh sitting on the left couch, facing away from him with his hand in his hair. The end of a long road of a long day lay here. Night broke. Dawn came. He opened his mouth to speak but suddenly found that he couldn’t.



  Kaveh paused at the sound of the door creaking open. He turned slowly and Al-Haitham caught the split second of stress etching his mouth before it melted away into a lighter grin.



  “Ah,” said Kaveh, torso a half turn. “You’re back—”



  Al-Haitham strode over and yanked Kaveh up by the collar before kissing him.



  Kaveh let out a soft noise of surprise against his mouth before he closed his eyes. He leaned in sweetly, but the pressure wasn’t enough, so Al-Haitham used his other hand to pull the back of Kaveh’s head closer. He shoved forward until their noses bumped and their teeth clacked and all the unpleasant things happened but Al-Haitham felt nothing but a crackle of pleasure zip down his spine Kaveh opened his mouth.



  When he let go, Kaveh stumbled back.



  “What the fuck?” he floundered. “What was that for?”



  “Long day at work,” said Al-Haitham.



  Kaveh looked at him skeptically. “You always leave early.”



  “Actually, I always leave on time.”



  
    “Al-Haitham.”
  



  He ignored the exasperation in his voice and pressed a thumb to the corner of Kaveh’s mouth instead, along the edges of his kiss-swollen lip. He lingered for a moment before pulling down. Kaveh’s lips parted, revealing the white row of his bottom teeth, and the sight drove Al-Haitham a little insane. Maybe he was just tired, maybe the day really had driven him a little mad with wanting, but before he could register what he was doing, Al-Haitham’s thumb had started to press inward until he was almost touching the wet muscle of Kaveh’s tongue.



  Kaveh jerked away, face flaming. “Stop that! What are you 
  
    doing?”
  



  “Nothing.” Something close to embarrassment boiled in his gut. Al-Haitham redirected and brushed a strand of hair out of Kaveh’s eyes.



  This time, Kaveh allowed it, turning his face into Al-Haitham’s hand. “Use your words, Haravatat,” he murmured.



  “I said it was nothing.” Kaveh’s face felt warm in his palms, all the valleys and mountains of his cheekbones pressing into the tendons of his hand. Kaveh closed his eyes, eyelashes tickling the lines of his hands, and Al-Haitham took a step forward to try and continue what they were doing when a hand at his chest stopped him.



  “You sure?” Kaveh almost sounded smug. The corner of a smile peeked out from Al-Haitham’s palm. “I hardly ever see you so affectionate.”



  “Maybe you need to look harder,” said Al-Haitham flatly.



  “Maybe.” Kaveh opened his eyes and turned his head so the full force of his smile bore down on Al-Haitham. “Or maybe you were just excited to see me today.”



  Al-Haitham rolled his eyes. “If that’s what you want to tell yourself.”



  “You were.” Kaveh kissed his palm before shoving him back with a hand to the chest. “You’re allowed to say it. There’s no shame in it.”



  “I never said it was shameful.”



  Kaveh shoved him back again, thumping against the same spot on his chest. “Then admit it.”



  It 
  
    had
  
   been a long day, and part of Al-Haitham just wanted to concede and pull Kaveh towards the couch until they were both horizontal. But another, stronger part of him wanted to fuck with Kaveh just to see his reaction, so he said, “No.”



  Kaveh shoved him hard enough to knock Al-Haitham against a wall. “Brat. You can’t just kiss me like that and brush it off as nothing.”



  Al-Haitham raised an eyebrow. “Why can’t I?”



  Kaveh scowled. “Why are you like this?”



  “Like what?” He felt the corner of his mouth twitching.



  “Like 
  
    this.”
  
   Kaveh fell forward until his forehead pressed into Al-Haitham’s shoulder. “Moronic. Stupid. Terrible. Stupid. Fucking—the way you are.”



  “Were you studying a thesaurus while I was at work so you could test your knowledge on me? If so, I’d have to say you did a poor job. You need to find more creative synonyms.”



  “Oh my gods.” Kaveh lifted his head. “You’re terrible. See if I let you kiss me like that again.”



  Al-Haitham smiled. “If that’s what you want.”



  Kaveh grunted in annoyance, and Al-Haitham wondered how far Kaveh’s pride would stretch before he gave in and asked. But that was the fun part of knowing Kaveh: seeing what he would do.



  Kaveh did this: leaned in close enough that Al-Haitham had to go a little cross-eyed to keep looking at him. He felt Kaveh exhale, air puffing warm across his face. Al-Haitham thought dizzily that this was what happened when he went a whole day without seeing Kaveh: thinking he had the upper hand but slowly feeling the scales tip away from him right under his nose. Kaveh narrowed his eyes and nothing about the expression was warm and everything about it was suspicious, but he still felt something warm bloom in the center of his chest.



  “Brat,” he finally muttered. Kaveh suddenly leaned back, sucking all the warmth away with him. “I haven’t started dinner yet. Did you have anything in mind?”



  Al-Haitham blinked, dazed. Then, slowly, shook his head. 



  Kaveh’s eyebrow ticked up. “No? Nothing?” He watched the corner of Kaveh’s mouth twitch.



  “That vegetable stew,” said Al-Haitham, reorienting himself. “If you remembered to buy ingredients for that.”



  Kaveh flicked his shoulder. “Of course, I did. You’d nag me endlessly if I didn’t.”



  “I have a right to, considering it’s my money you’re spending.”



  “Hm, you say that and yet you always leave it around the house, free for the taking.”



  “So you’re admitting you’re just a thief.”



  “A thief?” There was that grin again, bleeding through every part of his voice. “Al-Haitham, what have I stolen from you that you haven’t freely given?”



  Al-Haitham nearly tripped over his own feet. He stopped choking on his tongue when he saw the tail end of Kaveh’s smile disappearing as he turned and tugged them towards the kitchen.



  The ingredients lay in a pile on the counter with the water already boiling. As Kaveh moved to begin chopping the vegetables, Al-Haitham thought about how it used to be before Kaveh moved in, the way he’d quietly make something in the dark to eat alone at the table. He could see the empty kitchen before superimposed onto the fantasy-turned reality back onto the house they designed together, the kitchen now bursting with color and light as they walked toward the counter. Now, their elbows were hovering side by side as they worked separately to make their meal together.



  This was what Al-Haitham came home to everyday, what he thought of at work, what he dragged himself through the hours for.



  “What is wrong with you?” Al-Haitham murmured.



  Kaveh snorted. “Lots of things, if I were to ask you. But in this specific instance, I’m not sure what you mean.”



  “Yes, you do.” Al-Haitham lightly knocked into his elbow. “Ignorance doesn’t suit you.”



  “Neither does it suit you.” Kaveh shot back. “I’ll stop teasing you if you admit that you missed me.”



  “You’ll have to do more than tease me if you want me to admit that.”



  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kaveh’s face turn delightfully red. 
  
    “Al-Haitham.”
  



  Al-Haitham smiled and stepped away from the sink to check the water. There was a pause where nothing filled the air but the quiet crackle of the fire, then he heard Kaveh set the knife down and his footsteps quietly padding over. 



  A chin pressed into his shoulder.



  “Al-Haitham,” murmured Kaveh.



  “What?” He grabbed the salt and sprinkled some into the pot.



  
    “Al-Haitham.”
  
   Kaveh pressed his face into Al-Haitham’s shoulder, voice muffled by the cloth. “When did you learn to say things like that? Did you practice before I moved in?”



  “Who would I practice with?” Al-Haitham snorted. 



  “So you’re only saying these things to me?”



  Al-Haitham hummed.



  He could feel Kaveh thinking behind him. There was a long pause before Kaveh lifted his head to glare directly at the nape of Al-Haitham’s neck. He could track the exact moment Kaveh broke.



  “Will you kiss me again?”



  Al-Haitham tried not to smile too broadly. “Now who’s being needy?”



  The pout deepened. “What if I kissed you? Would you forgive me?”



  “You’ve already kissed me.”



  “On the 
  
    hand.
  
   That doesn’t count.”



  “By whose standards?”



  Kaveh let out a groan of frustration. “Stop teasing 
  
    me.”
  



  (Once, many years ago, back in the Akademiya when Kaveh was his senior and Al-Haitham was Kaveh’s junior, before anything had gone wrong and they had to knit the cuts they’d given each other into scar tissue, Kaveh loved to tease Al-Haitham to the edge of the world. Kaveh had once said it was the cute-aggression: Al-Haitham, young and surly with the baby fat still on his face had apparently been an irresistible target. He told Al-Haitham this right before they started their joint project because he wanted to see how far he had to go to make Al-Haitham blush. It used to be a very high threshold, but Al-Haitham’s defenses had been worn thin by the years with Kaveh.



  “What kind of senior are you to admit that so freely?” Al-Haitham had asked, face burning hotter than the hot springs of Natlan.



  “It makes me a good one,” said Kaveh, grinning. “Because I’m so honest.”



  “There are some things you should keep to yourself, Senior.”



  “Ah, but don’t you trust the wisdom my old age and stature has given me?”



  “You’re only two years older. And we’re the same height.”



  Now they were both older, worn by the years that came after graduation. Now they stood on equal footing, shoulder to shoulder, toe to toe. More than once, Al-Haitham thought it remarkable how they were eye level with each other now.)



  Al-Haitham laughed. “I’m only returning what you’ve given me. Between the two of us, you were always the one speaking of fairness and justice in the world.”



  “This isn’t 
  
    justice, 
  
  you mad piece of shit.” Al-Haitham was halfway through a blink when Kaveh gripped him by the shoulders and spun him around. “I can’t believe you come back from a long day of work just to be a menace.”



  Al-Haitham blinked at him. Kaveh had gone slightly pink from anger, and all he could think was: 
  
    cute aggression.
  



  “My apologies,” he said. “For bothering you after a long hard day of unemployment.”



  “I’m going to 
  
    destroy you.”
  
   Kaveh yanked him away from the stove and shoved him back towards the counter. The corner pressed sharply into his lower spine, but he could barely feel it with the way Kaveh’s gaze burned into him.



  
    This
  
   was what was interesting about Kaveh. This was what he looked forward to coming home to. 



  “I was watching that.” Al-Haitham nodded toward the boiling water. 



  “And 
  
    I
  
   am talking to you.” Kaveh shook him. “Do you ever get tired of keeping all your emotions inside you? How do you know thirty three languages but not know how to communicate with words?”



  Kaveh’s eyes started to go a little wild and Al-Haitham finally decided to take mercy on him.



  “I thought it was clear by my actions that I missed you.”



  He saw the moment relief cracked through Kaveh like a dam. Kaveh’s eyes lit with triumph as he cried, “Aha! You admitted it!”



  Al-Haitham rolled his eyes. “Like you didn’t already know.”



  “…I mean, yes. But I’d also like you to tell me.” Kaveh’s eyes darted to the side. “I didn’t get to see you this morning. I had to make my 
  
    own
  
   coffee.”



  Al-Haitham huffed a laugh and reached up to turn Kaveh’s chin back towards him. “Then let me tell you again in the language I know best.”



  When Al-Haitham kissed him again, Kaveh wasn’t surprised this time. Kaveh met him halfway and let out a quiet, satisfied noise into Al-Haitham’s mouth before he relaxed into him, pressing them both into the counter. 



  The day 
  
    had
  
   been long, and boring, and awful in its monotony, but at least there was a break in it: the gazebo, the walk home, Kaveh greeting him at the door, like a break in the clouds through an endless storm. Finally, finally, finally,Al-Haitham felt the ache of the day melting away into something light as the fire of the stove crackled steadily behind them.









  (Eventually, the water boiled over and they had to restart dinner. But that was fine. Al-Haitham didn’t have anywhere else to be.)
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