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When Al-Haitham was still a student in the Akademiya he wore his hair long. As long as Kaveh’s is now, perhaps a little longer than that, even. But unlike Kaveh’s, Al-Haitham’s hair was just as quiet as he was, just as cool — like a stream of silver water, fresh from the mountain pass.

To this day Kaveh remembers the exact moment he thought he might be falling in love with Al-Haitham and that, perhaps, it might not be such a terrible thing.

Al-Haitham’s long hair was beautiful, silky. In certain lights it made him look very handsome, noble. He sometimes looked like a boy-prince, caught out of time. Some figure of training swords and gallantry and journeys to the sun and back. And in other moments it made him look untouchable, unreachable, like a lighthouse in the fog as seen from the distant, rocking ship upon the waves. What a beautiful thing to see for the lost and weary — but that thing is not yours to keep. And at other moments, it simply made him beautiful. No other descriptor applicable.

As a student of aesthetics and design, this was not a hard thing for Kaveh to admit. And he was not the only one who would say such a thing.

Al-Haitham then, as he does now, turns heads as easy as breathing.

(And then, as now, Al-Haitham ignores such gawking and pining as easy as water rolling off a duck’s back. The boy-prince and the faceless side characters. The lighthouse and the boat.)

One afternoon their heads were bent together as they peered at a very terrible projection of an already much degraded data file. They had zoomed in together as much as the Akasha’s display abilities would allow. Neither of them had access to the original document, which was very fragile and kept under extremely strict access to prevent mishandling and any accidents. They were arguing about whether a specific line was actually an issue of the Akasha’s copy being degraded over time and of poor copy quality, or if it was really present on the original document.

They had leaned in so close that Kaveh felt himself going cross eyed and dizzy, short of breath from how they were going back and forth so quickly. Kaveh sat back, moving to stretch but yelped when he felt a sharp pain at the side of his head — confused and surprised when Al-Haitham also made a noise. 

One of Kaveh’s hairpins had snagged Al-Haitham’s hair too, they had been so close.

The two of them struggled to get untangled from each other, Al-Haitham sniping at Kaveh and Kaveh sniping right back. 

Once the two of them were free, they looked at each other. Neither of them had escaped the other with dignity or looks intact.

Both of them had watery eyes from the constant and mostly accidental hair pulling. Maybe there were some purposeful tugs thrown in along the way when the other was being particularly annoying — if there was, it was mutual.

Their hair was mussed from being tangled and untangled. Even Al-Haitham’s normally silky smooth hair looked like a wave half-stuck in the air on the side where it had gotten tangled. Little corn-silk wisps stuck up and sections of it had been pulled free from the half-hearted pulled back half-up, half-down style he normally wore it in to keep it out of his face. Those sections, now, partially hung in his face, or were caught in funny looking loops of fanned out hair.

And Al-Haitham, even as Kaveh was gearing up to say something how about ridiculously foolish Al-Haitham looked (like a baby elephant with one ear pricked forward, or a round-eared mouse), smiled.

It was such a slow thing. But once it started, and once Kaveh noticed that it had started, it gained momentum and moved so quickly to take over the rest of his face — as though that smile knew that Kaveh was about to speak and had to beat him to the punch. It moved fast in the way a wave slowly hastens to meet the shore. From the distance it looks quite languid indeed, but as it approaches the shore you can see how fast it actually is. That smile came in like the morning to steal away the night. It was like the ambling of the moon to hang the stars.

Al-Haitham’s lips parted to reveal straight white teeth and pink gum.

Ah, his mouth is a heart, Kaveh remembers thinking.

And on each side of that sweet, pink heart, were the shadows of sweet, soft dimples. As though someone had reached out and tried to catch the heart but left behind, instead, the faintest touch of fingertips on either side of it.

Al-Haitham’s bottle-green eyes with their rings of copper curved. His pink mouth bloomed. His cheeks glowed.

The boy-prince and the distant lighthouse looked at Kaveh and reached out.

“You look,” the beautiful boy said, raising his hand to brush Kaveh’s own hair out of his face, “like a weed.”

It would not be so bad, Kaveh remembers thinking, so terrible, to love someone who’s smile can bring the untouchable into your hands.

And then, later, when what Kaveh now recognizes as the inevitable occurs, Kaveh also remembers thinking: It would be terrible. Al-Haitham would be terrible. It was not that he was untouchable, unreachable. It was that everyone else knew better than to touch that.

-

After Al-Haitham graduated, Al-Haitham cut his hair.

Kaveh didn’t know that until after the fact. After their inevitable fight, Kaveh turned his face away and didn’t look back once. Kaveh did not keep up with Al-Haitham, he did not seek him out, and he did not dare to think of him during the light of day. Thoughts of Al-Haitham and the wound that reaching out for the unreachable left were for the nebulous forgiveness of the dark.

People talk of course. He had heard that Al-Haitham cut his hair, but did not really think about it. People cut their hair all the time. 

But one day when Kaveh was going through the House of Daena gathering research materials on a restoration project he had been invited to join and observe on, Kaveh remembers seeing a trio of low ranked Mahamata officers huddled by a bookshelf. What caught his eye was a flash of heartbreak silver.

Kaveh turned. He didn’t realize it was Al-Haitham, at first. That heartbreak silver hair was short, incredibly short. It was so short that were it not for the gold and green of the man’s earpieces and the high rise of the black under layer of the Mahamata uniform, both ears and neck would be exposed. In fact, even from across the great distance between them, Kaveh could see a breath of pale skin framed between the dark collar of the uniform and the brush of silver at the nape.

The boy-prince had grown into a man when Kaveh was not looking. He was tall, broad. As a boy, the straightness of his back could be felt as the vitality of a youth, the boy-prince undaunted by the horizon. Untouched and perhaps unaware of what true trouble was. As a man, the straightness of his spine and the set of his shoulders could only be labeled as proud.  A man who had gone through some sort of true trouble but came out of it all the stronger for it. Unassailable. Steady as the ground beneath them but reaching up as tall as the heavens.

That now short hair was crowned with a gold laurel instead of an emerald cap — a mixing of precious metals. And when the man turned to address one of the shorter figures at his side, Kaveh saw that familiar face and knew that he had somehow become even more handsome than he already had been. It made Kaveh feel strangely and uncomfortably angry.

Kaveh remembers staring in a moment that went on too long, standing still as he watched the man as he turned, he and the other two officers talking as Al-Haitham tucked some books under one arm.

With his hair so short, the long line of Al-Haitham’s throat was exposed like a swan. The planes of his face seemed to jump out. Gone was the boy-prince who rode out to catch the sun and the stars. Gone was the distant lighthouse. Kaveh did not know what had replaced them, only that it was unfamiliar and dangerous.

One of the officers reached up to ruffle Al-Haitham’s hair and Kaveh felt a flash of something hot, something violent, burn through him even as the officer on Al-Haitham’s other side reached up and around and smacked the other officer on the wrist with one of her own books before contact could be made.

Al-Haitham, in the middle of them, walked away. Not oblivious to the trespass that almost occurred, but uncaring because it didn’t come to pass and therefore did not matter. Why would Al-Haitham waste the effort of emotion on something that had not happened?

He walked away, untouched and unreachable. And the other officers followed after, unoffended and unaffected by Al-Haitham’s abruptness.

-

Years later, when Al-Haitham let Kaveh into his house and his life once again, Al-Haitham’s hair had grown out once more. It sat just below the rise of his broad shoulders, almost but not quite the same length as Kaveh’s own hair.

Now and again Kaveh would find himself wondering about the cut. Why did Al-Haitham cut it? Al-Haitham’s care for his own physical appearance was such that he only minded if he looked reasonably tidy or not. Al-Haitham did not care for fashion trends or maintaining a specific personal style. If it was comfortable he did it; if it was pleasing to him he stuck to it. So why the cut?

But what a silly question to ask a person. Why did you cut your hair? Why did you grow it?

Of all the things to ask Al-Haitham, of all the answers Kaveh should want from the other man, that one ought to be of the lowest priority. In the years they were apart surely there were more important things to catch up on.

And this proved to be true. There were many changes to catch up on, and many things that remained the same.

By the time Kaveh realized that he could ask those other questions (that Al-Haitham might even answer them) Al-Haitham’s hair had grown long again. Longer than it had ever been before — almost down to his waist. And it was, once grown out again, just as beautiful as it ever was in memory. Perhaps even more so, for it is rare indeed when memory and reality match in quality. And Al-Haitham has always been better understood as an experience to be lived. Active and present tense, please.

When it was short, the silver of Al-Haitham’s hair fluffed up, looking light, like the feathers of a bird. But once given weight, given time, given length again, it became that quiet and silver stream from the mountain once more.

On the face and frame of the youth, it made Al-Haitham look some degree of ethereal. Boy-princes and lighthouses.

But on the frame of the man Al-Haitham became, Kaveh could only liken it to a portrait. Not a Sumeru style portrait. There are these portraits of people in Mondstadt and Fontaine — their style of portraiture and painting is completely different from Sumeru’s, all the way down to the poses.

In those portraits of men, kings and lords and scions of legacies stretching back all the way to a time where gods walked the world at every street corner, there is always something a little melancholy about them. There is something romantic in the way the paint renders the curve of face, the volume of hair, the suggestion of body underneath swaths of fabric.

The portrait is reachable, touchable, and yet the subject within it is trapped out of time. They exist not here in the present, but are long lost to time. Yet they are not in their pasts either. From the moment they were placed on canvas, they were out of date to their original. Too old and too young at once, and something incredibly melancholy about it.

That is not to say that Al-Haitham is melancholy. It’s just that sometimes, when Kaveh looks at him and watches Al-Haitham draw his long fingers through his long silver hair, drawing the fall of it over one shoulder, highlighting the uninterrupted line of his neck, Kaveh thinks he looks somewhere quite far away from the rest of them. In a different time, a different place.

What a terrible thing, Kaveh would think, to be so unreachable and entirely unaware of it.

-

With the return of the greater length of Al-Haitham’s hair is the return of habits that Kaveh had not realized Al-Haitham had to lose. For example, Al-Haitham twirls segments of his hair between his long fingers when in thought, looping silver around his finger over and over again. When Al-Haitham’s hair was short, what did he do? Perhaps he fiddled with the cord of his earpieces.

There is also the return of Al-Haitham’s gawking and silent, but now very much reluctant, fans. Although Kaveh is sure that they didn’t quite disappear. Al-Haitham was a handsome figure with short hair. The beauty doesn’t leave it just shifts in type, really.

Kaveh, now not just a student but a master of aesthetics and form and design, can say this quite simply and unabashedly. Where’s the shame in it? Al-Haitham is a beautiful man. He has a stupidly symmetrical face, unfairly clear skin, ridiculously enchanting eyes, and a frame that looks like it punched its way out of a block of stone to carry the rest of that baffling beauty around to baffle the rest of the world with.

It would be even more foolish to say that he wasn’t a beautiful man. A beautiful figure. It would be something like looking at the Palace of Alcazarzaray and saying “It’s okay,” or turning towards Liyue’s Jade Chamber and remarking, “Yeah. It’s a house.”

Once, while sitting in on a large meeting of Darshans while Al-Haitham was acting as the Acting Grand Sage Kaveh watched in real time as Al-Haitham converted even more people into his reluctant (extremely reluctant) group of admirers. Well. The temporary Sages that had been shoved into their new posts were firmly on Al-Haitham’s side for the sole reason that he was the last remaining bastion of clerical clarity in the entire infrastructure of the Akademiya. Al-Haitham knew each of their predecessors and their jobs and how the many paperwork trails of the Akademiya went in the same way most people knew how to add single digits.

That day, Al-Haitham had pulled his silver hair sharply back from his face, gathered high at the back of his head. By then his hair was so long that even bound like that, there was plenty enough of it to trail over his shoulder, down his chest, and disappear under the edge of the table. 

It was devastating to look at for many reasons.

Annoyed by how long someone had been speaking in circles, Al-Haitham tossed his head, hand raising to run through the long wealth of silver, long fingers slipping through the strands like reeds in the water. Al-Haitham’s eyes flicked towards the ceiling in an open sigh of annoyance and there was a barely audible click of his tongue. And then Al-Haitham proceeded to blandly lay out all of the many, many ways in which the documents submitted to him were done so improperly and how the speaker’s explanations and excuses were very much unwelcome and also standing on foundations that were as solid as watered down broth.

As Al-Haitham practically bowled everyone over into silence, Al-Haitham tossed his head, causing his hair to slip off the shoulder, with a roll of his eyes and a barely audible click of the tongue. He then continued on to — almost absently — lay out all of the many ways in which the documents submitted to him would need to be corrected before anyone should even consider bringing it up to an entry level clerk for basic reviews, and how these should never have reached this level of attention before receiving these corrections and how this was disrespectful to everyone’s time, but especially his.

Kaveh had been paying attention to this. There’s nothing quite as perversely entertaining as watching Al-Haitham take someone down brick by figurative brick and doing it all by the books.

But Kaveh has serious doubts as to whether anyone else, let alone the scholar Al-Haitham was dressing down, heard a single word being spoken.

Actually, aside from Kaveh and possibly Al-Haitham’s numerous assistants who’ve had plenty of time over the years to get used to Al-Haitham’s Al-Haitham, the only one in the room who might be actually have paying attention to official proceedings was Cyno. But Cyno seemed partially preoccupied with glaring at the heads of his own Matra, mentally willing them to stop blushing like young maidens and youths in the face of their Acting Grand Sage’s. Well. His face. Kaveh could foresee a whole slew of “training” exercises and “self assessment reports” in these Matra’s futures.

Al-Haitham passed the existing file off to one of his assistants, drawing forward the next one as there was a clumsy shuffling of papers and bodies. One dazed scholar practically collapsed into his seat. And another one wobbled to their feet to take his place. They had to be poked a few times to start talking.

Al-Haitham began to curl a few stray strands of silver around his finger, drawing that same hand up to his mouth, pressing the wound hair to the seam of his lips as he flipped through the next series of graphs and charts and what-have-you. Someone, audibly, gulped. The person in charge of presenting this incredibly important fiscal information to the Acting Grand Sage trailed off in dazed silence.

And so on and so forth the meeting went, getting very little done in terms of actual discussion, but a lot in lowering Kaveh’s esteem of most everyone present. It was not fair of Kaveh to think so poorly of them, even if it was incredibly unprofessional of them. But there was a kernel of sympathy, even pity, in Kaveh’s heart for they who were caught up in the image before them.

Sitting in that ridiculously grandiose chair at that large and sprawling table, Al-Haitham should have looked quite foolish.

Instead, Al-Haitham looked like that was his natural place in the world. As though Al-Haitham were perfectly shaped, crafted, designed to sit at the head of the room with all of the world coming to lay itself before him in that throne of a chair, that offering tablet of a table. And from him, from that mouth, would flow the new order as dictated by the man on the throne. 

But Al-Haitham is no king, no lord, no noble — although, perhaps, he is something in the same unreachable and untouchable vein.

And here is where the sympathy comes in, the pity.

They do not know what it is they look upon. They do not know that all of that noble grace, that high-born beauty, is not anyone’s to want. To covet. To desire. It cannot be reached.

If you try to reach that pinnacle, your hand would close around nothing, and you would fall.

You would fall.

-

Or so Kaveh convinced himself to think.

-

Al-Haitham is not unreachable. Untouchable.

This is something Kaveh is slowly coming to learn after so many years in close, intimate proximity to the other man. Kaveh has seen that portrait of a man step out of the frame, out of the paint, and walk among the rest of them. Kaveh has seen past the layers of the paint and canvas, he has stuck his own head through that frame and seen the subject as it always was: living and breathing.

As close as they were as students, their time together was limited and in a controlled setting. Living together strips back layers and shatters them on the floor to be swept up and discarded. Al-Haitham doesn’t exactly act differently outside of the house, but Al-Haitham certainly relaxes more within the certain security of his own home.

Over the years of living together, Kaveh has been witness to Al-Haitham at his most vulnerable, his most simple, his most…Al-Haitham.

For example: Al-Haitham looks stupid in the mornings.

Al-Haitham doesn’t really wake up until he’s had a few sips of his morning coffee (which he doesn’t even taste until he’s halfway in), and he refuses to speak even a single syllable from any recognized language before then. Al-Haitham’s silky hair is a little frizzy, the thin wispy hairs at his temples fluffing up, and all the rest of it hanging half-escaped from the haphazard low ponytail or braid Al-Haitham might have deigned to put it in the night before. Sometimes Al-Haitham doesn’t even do that much.

Sometimes there are marks on his face where his hair pressed against his skin, leaving behind strange, reddened imprinted lines on his cheek, over his mouth.

Now and then, Kaveh has caught Al-Haitham getting tangled up in his own hair. Al-Haitham will be lying down in the living room, or lying back, and he’ll move to turn, to roll over, or sit up, or anything really and he’ll make this annoyed grunt in the back of his throat because all of that hair would be caught underneath him. He’ll get up, looking annoyed about it the entire time, reach behind himself and practically fling his hair off to the side, before petulantly flopping down again with that banner of silver fluttering off to the side, hanging off the edge of the divan or daybed like a splash of paint. And then the process will repeat all over again when Al-Haitham wants to move again.

During the worst humidity and heat of the year, Al-Haitham will sprawl on the cool wooden floors, his long hair spread out and away from his neck like a pond of mercury. Or he’ll twist all of it up high at the back of his head, the pale column of his neck flushed an angry red with heat as he attacks the back of his neck with a reed fan.

Sometimes when Kaveh and Al-Haitham are sitting and talking in a way that always makes Kaveh feel a little bit afraid, a little bit awed, a little bit hopeful because it ends well and that’s so unbelievable — how easy it is, how good it is, how simple it is to just talk, it’s hard to believe that this is new for them, that this isn’t something they’ve had before — Al-Haitham will fiddle with the ends of his hair. Or he’ll twirl sections of it, or begin to braid it, or search through for split ends. It’s entirely absent, the same as how Kaveh picks at his cuticles or how Senior Faruzan taps her heel on the ground, or how Tighnari runs his hand through the fur on his tail. It’s just a little character affectation that one picks up.

And sometimes, Kaveh reaches out and brushes his hand against that hair, pushing it aside and out of the way so he doesn’t sit on it or accidentally pin it underneath something he’s moving. And Al-Haitham says nothing of it.

Now and then, Kaveh will pass Al-Haitham by and see that shimmering curtain hanging over the back of a chair or the arm of the divan and he will reach out and run a finger across the soft ends and watch the silver stream move with his hand. Like a hello. And Al-Haitham might sometimes absently go, “Hm?” But most times he won’t say a thing at all. As though this were a very natural thing for Kaveh to do.

(Kaveh thinks, as he does this more and more, it does feel very natural to do indeed.)

And more recently, Kaveh will run his hands through that river of silver, from root at the scalp all the way to the lightly curling ends and Al-Haitham will close his eyes and lean his head into Kaveh’s palms, entire body turning into liquid relief.

The role of Acting Grand Sage to most would be an important one, a coveted one. But to Al-Haitham it is simply a burden that must be carried and for lack of any other capable hands to pass that burden onto, he’s stuck with that unwanted weight. The increased scrutiny and demands of the position combined with the incredible circumstances that required there to be an Acting Grand Sage have cut into Al-Haitham’s rigorously maintained boundaries and personal schedules. 

For the first few months after his appointment, Al-Haitham would drag himself home and flop down on the closest clear and horizontal surface and lets his limbs sprawl as gravity and momentum dictate.

His long hair would sprawl with him, over his shoulders, his back, his face, his arms, the furniture (be it sofa, or daybed, or table, or bed or on a few memorable occasions, the floor or the edge of the bathtub). How lucky for them that the house is large enough, with enough flat surfaces, for Kaveh, Al-Haitham, and Al-Haitham’s hair.

Al-Haitham and his hair would stay very still for as long as Al-Haitham could allow himself to be still and unmoving and unresponsive to anyone and anything, taking that one moment of the day just for himself. And then Al-Haitham would draw himself up, tossing his hair back from his face, and go about doing the responsible drudgery of being a responsible adult who takes care of themselves. Like cooking. Or cleaning. Or sleeping in an actual bed.

As a result of the stress, the cutting into his personal time and energy, and just the whole absurdity of it all, Al-Haitham’s beautiful hair, heart-breakingly, began to lose its silver shine. Al-Haitham’s skin began to take on a flat sallow complexion. His lips paled and chapped. His brow was almost permanently furrowed. More often than not, Kaveh would find Al-Haitham emptying a packet of headache medication into a cup while rubbing his temples. Tellingly, Al-Haitham’s earphones were almost entirely dead by the time he got home and required him to charge them from the moment he got in the door.

Kaveh could even tell Al-Haitham had taken to chewing the inside of his lip. Another habit that had been forgotten with Al-Haitham’s fiddling with his hair, one that Kaveh had not seen since they were students, until the man was thrown into one of the worst job positions for someone of Al-Haitham’s temperament and life goals possible.

Al-Haitham’s days were filled with meetings after meetings. Kaveh had heard numerous complaints on how the Acting Grand Sage would deny meeting requests for the most important things (or perceived to be important things) and in the meetings he did allow he would strictly cut people off and keep to the appointment allotment times regardless of whether the speaker got everything they needed to say said or not. The Acting Grand Sage’s longest meeting slot was half an hour long — barely enough time to get through the preface of a presentation. On top of that, the Acting Grand Sage would cut you off in the middle of your slot and send you on your way!

But what did these people know of what it meant to be the Acting Grand Sage?

Kaveh, upon returning to Sumeru and finding about all the upheaval and the rumors of who did what and was going to be doing what in the future had said that it would be impossible for Al-Haitham to be a Sage. Kaveh would sooner be a Sage than Al-Haitham, and Kaveh had no plans of even looking at the seat of Sage until he was at least sixty. 

It was not that Al-Haitham didn’t have the skill for it. Of course he did. Does. He’s Al-Haitham. Look at him right now. He’s already doing it and guiding the other Sages into their new roles, all while handling the post better than the entire administration that came before him.

So Kaveh’s disbelief, his protest, was not that Al-Haitham was not capable. 

It was that — Al-Haitham hated the work. He didn’t want it. It required too much care, frankly. It required Al-Haitham to care about so many things all at once, and it demanded that he give everything he had to give in order to keep other people afloat. The role of Sage is meant to be a selfless one (although looking back at recent historical records would make anyone give that statement a second, third, and fourth guess).

Al-Haitham would be first in line to speak on how he is not a selfless man.

And yet there was Al-Haitham, shouldering the burden and succeeding at it in the only ways he knew how. By sticking to a very efficient, no-nonsense, strictly regulated system that for the most part allotted resources as fairly as possible to those who bothered to pay attention to the rules set forth.

One particularly memorable evening, Kaveh came home to find Al-Haitham asleep in the bath. Not in danger of drowning, thankfully. Kaveh came home, saw all the lights on, but did not see Al-Haitham. Kaveh called out to him and heard a groggy sound from the washroom. 

Kaveh knocked thrice, and when he heard something that didn’t sound like a “go away”, he opened the door.

When he entered, Kaveh saw Al-Haitham with his arms folded on the edge of the tub, head pillowed on them, and the long spill of his hair half covering his face, trailing over the edge onto the floor of the washroom. It was pathetic and pitiful.

Kaveh carefully moved to gather it, scolding Al-Haitham about the dangers of falling asleep in the bath. Kaveh expected Al-Haitham to retort about how Kaveh has also been known to fall asleep in the bath, but Al-Haitham just stayed quiet, utterly still. Too tired to complain, too tired to bicker, too tired to even protest when Kaveh started dripping water on the bathroom floor as he gathered up all of Al-Haitham’s hair — some of which had fallen into the water — and held the overflowing silver in his hands.

Upon touching it and looking at it closely, Kaveh saw and felt how that hair was in such a poor state. In all the time they had known each other, Kaveh could not recall a time that Al-Haitham’s hair was so dull, so brittle, so…tarnished.

It hurt Kaveh’s heart to see. Al-Haitham may not have taken particular pride in his appearance, but Al-Haitham valued his own health and well-being above most everything else and structured his life very carefully around those two things. How far Al-Haitham had been pulled from his own personal ideals in favor of raising Sumeru up from the tatters of its own illusions. How unfair. All of Sumeru’s slow progress paid for with Al-Haitham’s silver.

“Take better care of this. I know you know how. You’ve had long hair for over half your life.”

“Tired.” Al-Haitham pressed his face into his arm. Kaveh reached past him and winced, the water was barely warm.

“Tough! Come on. Finish up in here before you catch something. Other people want to use this washroom too. By other people I mean me. I want to use the washroom. Hey now, don’t fall asleep. Finish up and get out — no wait, wash your hair while you’re in there. It really needs it.”

Al-Haitham, being Al-Haitham, just kept his face in his arms and didn’t so much as twitch.

“Tired,” Al-Haitham repeated when Kaveh gave all of that silver hair a slow warning pull. And when Kaveh kept giving those slow pulls, pulling just enough that Al-Haitham’s head was encouraged to move before releasing to give slack again, Al-Haitham made a much aggrieved sound and moved to drag himself out of the tepid water.

“Wash your hair,” Kaveh said, because that tarnished looking silver was really so heartbreaking.

Al-Haitham glared at him, petulantly sitting back in the water, turning his face away. “You do it then, if it bothers you so much.”

So Kaveh did.

Now, Kaveh has taken to sometimes washing Al-Haitham’s hair for him. Not all the time! Just sometimes. Or sometimes, Kaveh will comb out the knots and tangles, and braid it properly for sleep so that it isn’t a mess when Al-Haitham wakes up. It does not stop Al-Haitham from looking stupid in the mornings, but it does help him get out the door a little faster.

Sometimes Al-Haitham takes care of Kaveh’s hair too. But that’s their usual — Al-Haitham has always helped Kaveh with his hair. He’s helped Kaveh with the stubborn knots and tangles, he’s helped Kaveh pull out sticks and leaves and pencils and clips and untangle ribbons. Kaveh’s hair is long (not as long as Al-Haitham’s by any stretch of imagination) and thick and unruly. Kaveh sometimes jokes it has more personality than he does, that’s why he needs so much help with it all the time. 

But the point is that, until now, it had always been a one way thing for Al-Haitham to help Kaveh with his hair. 

For all of Kaveh’s idle touching, his careful tests of boundaries and responses, Kaveh did not think he would be allowed to reciprocate. That it would be wanted.

Here is the proof of it though. Right here, in Kaveh’s hands.

Al-Haitham is sitting on the floor of the living room between Kaveh’s spread legs, back to Kaveh, as Kaveh carefully sections and plaits the river of silver for sleep. It is now, once again, that shining river, healthy once more. 

Part of it is that Al-Haitham’s duties as Acting Grand Sage are coming to a close — Al-Haitham is practically giddy with the anticipation of returning to his Scribe’s duties, his archive, his tiny little office. Kaveh likes to think another part of it is this, the care.

Al-Haitham moves his head according to the push of Kaveh’s fingers, so quiet and docile that sometimes Kaveh forgets who is sitting there until he speaks. Kaveh likes these moments of quiet between them. They’re so comfortable. With his hands busy with the routine motions of braiding, Kaveh’s mind is free to wander. And yet, his mind stays right there, quietly absorbed in watching all of that silver get woven together into a long and silky rope that he could curl around his fist, his arm.

Could, but doesn’t.

Sometimes Kaveh’s brain comes up with such shocking nonsense. He doesn’t dare try to think of where it might come from.

When Kaveh has Al-Haitham like this, as he is creating that rope of silver, Kaveh’s brain comes up with questions like — Is this how we are tied together? Kaveh’s brain imagines coiling all that silver in his hands and pulling, and keeping, and holding. Al-Haitham is so quiet, so obedient, like this. It isn’t like him at all, and yet it must be because it is Al-Haitham right here in Kaveh’s hands, isn’t he? So trusting. 

What a great weight it is, to be given this trust. What a great and glorious thing.

Sometimes Kaveh’s brain wants him to curl up right here, wrapped around Al-Haitham, holding him close — and say, “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.” There are so many things to be thankful for. And sometimes, Kaveh’s brain wants him to curl up and say, “I’m sorry.” There are just as many things to be sorry for.

And sometimes, Kaveh’s brain wants to bring that silver hair to his mouth, to press his face into it, to unravel the rope and run his hands through it over and over and over and over again, letting it snag on his calluses and the little nicks on his fingers and the rough-picked edges of his nails and cuticles.

“Sometimes, you look at me.” When they are like this sometimes Al-Haitham falls asleep in Kaveh’s hands. It doesn’t seem like that this time. Al-Haitham sounds perfectly awake. Kaveh wonders what Al-Haitham thinks about when they are doing this little ritual of theirs. They don’t do this every night. But it happens often enough.

“Yes.”

Al-Haitham is easy to look at. Easier now, and getting easier with every passing day, with every shared moment of quiet and comfort like this one. With every pass in their shared hallways, with every touch of fingers, with every gathering around a shared table to eat of the same dishes and drink of the same bottle. Kaveh sometimes finds it laughably, shockingly, stunningly, easy to look at Al-Haitham now.

A half year ago, a year ago, two years ago…it was hard to look. Painful. Kaveh could only look at Al-Haitham from the corner of his eye, or with squinted, glaring eyes. He could only look at him in portions, in glances, in quick little snatches.

But now, Kaveh’s eyes turn towards Al-Haitham as magnets to the north, as waves to the shore, as leaves to the sky. It is easy, now, to look.

And Kaveh would admit that easily, too. He has not been subtle in his looking.

“I like it. When you look at me.”

“Why?”

Liking it implies that Al-Haitham not just notices the looking, but also thinks about it long enough to form an opinion on it. Kaveh is not questioning Al-Haitham’s powers of observation. Al-Haitham has never been oblivious to the stares he gets, to the rumors he sparks, to the fact that people talk and think of him. It’s simply that for the most part he’s apathetic to those stares, to those rumors, to those other people. After all, most of the people staring and talking are people of no consequence to Al-Haitham. Why would he care?

“Because you are the only one who looks at me as though I am present,” Al-Haitham answers, tipping his head into Kaveh’s waiting hands. He leans back, back, back until he is right in the cradle of Kaveh’s thighs, head raised towards the ceiling, towards Kaveh, eyes peacefully closed. “As though,” he continues, calmly, factually, “I have not gone anywhere.”

“If I am looking at you, clearly you’re there.”

But Kaveh understands what Al-Haitham means. Wasn’t Kaveh, until a few short months ago, also guilty of the same thing? 

Although, it was not in exactly the same way as most other people, Kaveh did put Al-Haitham somewhere far away and distant. 

Kaveh took the image of him and dropped it atop the distant lighthouse. He bottled the man up and cast him to the sea. Kaveh sealed him in behind canvas and frame. Kaveh dropped him in a story that chased a horizon and watched him go. Kaveh’s reasons for this were not the same as most other’s. His were based on guilt and hurt and anger and a longing that Kaveh can’t quite put to words to this day. All of that jumbled in together, unable to properly settle and mix and make peace until forced and prolonged proximity began to add its own touch to the concoction.

And Al-Haitham knew this. Didn’t he? Kaveh feels, briefly, a sharp and hot spark of guilt in his chest. 

Did he once not pity Al-Haitham for being so distant? Did he not once believe Al-Haitham unaware of the true depth of space between himself and the rest of the world? 

But it was not Al-Haitham stepping away from the rest of them, it was rest of them (Kaveh for a long time included) who decided to put Al-Haitham at that distance. When confronted with Al-Haitham and his unrepentant honesty of self, it was the rest of them who stepped back and away and created a barrier. It was the rest of them who marked Al-Haitham as other, as far, as unreachable. He was sharp, he was too smart, he was too honest, he was too — himself, and Al-Haitham’s unapologetic self is hard for most people to swallow. 

But that’s hard to admit. It’s hard to admit that you aren’t capable of something, it’s embarrassing to admit that you don’t know how. So instead you put that person at the edge of the world, in the highest point of the sky or the farthest horizon, and say that it isn’t that they can’t be handled it’s just that they’re unreachable, untouchable. Elsewhere. Impossible. And there’s your excuse for why you don’t try. Just let them exist in their own world, and you and yours and you will pass each other quietly, passively.

And Al-Haitham knew this. He knew it all along. But what would he be able to do about it? Change himself? Who for? To what purpose? Preposterous. Then what would be the point in being Al-Haitham?

But Kaveh learned. He knows now. Doesn’t he?

It took him a long time. But he learned.

“You’re right here,” Kaveh says, pressing his thumbs to Al-Haitham’s temples. “How could I not look at you?”

-

They are arguing again. But it is a good kind of arguing, if there ever was one. Kaveh knows all about the bad kind of arguments, and this isn’t one. For one thing, Kaveh doesn’t feel like he’s ripping off a vital layer of skin and nerves. It does not feel like something in the words being exchanged is digging into him, coring him out to leave gaping and hemorrhaging structural damage in him.

Kaveh slips in a — “Are you looking with your physical eyes?” And Al-Haitham’s beautiful eyes flash with silent laughter, entertained and lively in a way Kaveh’s missed.

Al-Haitham bore the responsibility of Acting Grand Sage with dedication, if not grace. But it was unquestionably draining on him. And now, liberated of the burden, Al-Haitham is back to being his free self. And with the freedom comes the return of Al-Haitham’s greater capacity to be curious, to be playful, to poke his nose into any number of things that might catch his interest no matter how baffling those things are to anyone who isn’t Al-Haitham.

Much to Kaveh’s annoyance, confusion, and utter exasperation, Al-Haitham’s current interest is in actual garbage. Garbage that he’s using his ridiculous salary (Kaveh cannot believe they let him keep the Grand Sage’s salary, how badly did they want to keep him in that post?) to buy. Kaveh has half a mind to report the people taking Al-Haitham’s money for some kind of scam. 

Between the two of them, wasn’t it supposed to be Kaveh who’s prone to being tricked (or so certain Scribes with unfair financial freedoms would erroneously claim)?

So what is this then?

It’s trash! It’s really trash! Al-Haitham really has no shame in saying that Kaveh’s the one who gets duped when — when! This! When this!

“What about this is cute?” Kaveh demands, waving the little wooden figurine of what might be a crab, might be a bug, might be a spider, might be some ungodly combination of all three, or some strange other fourth thing that even Kaveh’s prodigious imagination can’t comprehend. 

“Be mindful with that,” Al-Haitham says, mouth frowning and eyes cackling with brat-like glee, “That’s art. Don’t you know how to handle art? Its eyes are cute.”

Kaveh boggles down at the little wooden figure in his palm. What eyes? There’s three weirdly positioned semi-spherical attachments on the strange geometric shape — which ones are supposed to be the eyes? But at least this confirms that the wooden figure is some kind of creature. Unless it’s a figure that just happens to have eyes. Kaveh isn’t going to get either of them stuck in the weeds on that.

As if Al-Haitham would even know what makes something cute to start with! Seriously! It’s embarrassing how poor Al-Haitham’s aesthetic tastes are. What’s the point in them knowing each other so well and for so long if Al-Haitham’s going starry-eyed and opening his purse strings for…for…for this?

Kaveh would say that it was the stress of the job that got to him. Except Al-Haitham’s been this way since forever, even when they were students and there’s just no fixing bad taste.

“Your eyes are broken,” Kaveh determines. “And why in the name of all that’s good and green in Sumeru would you put this inside of the tea canister?”

Kaveh opened the tea tin, because they’d run out of the good strong coffee, reached in, felt something hard, looked in, and screamed.

“It’s supposed to help keep the leaves fresh,” Al-Haitham says. 

“What kind of art keeps tea leaves fresh?”

“Functional art. Stop holding it like that, what if it breaks? I’d make you buy me a new one.”

“Absolutely not! You’re doing this on purpose aren’t you? Are you very bored after so long managing a national crisis that you’ve resorted to this kind of nonsense? Say the word, I’ll hire you on as my secretary. I’ll have you reading over contracts and messages from dawn to dusk, you’d probably even find some of them funny. No! I’m throwing this out, I don’t care how much it cost, it’s not even decent scrap wood — “

Al-Haitham reaches towards the little wooden abomination and Kaveh holds it back and away. Al-Haitham leans in, following after his hand. Kaveh starts to push him away but Al-Haitham (menace) just swats Kaveh’s other hand out of the way. They end up wrestling and shoving and push-pulling at each other, fighting over the little bit of wood in Kaveh’s closed palm. They’re practically standing on top of each other as Kaveh twists and stretches his arm out, fist closed, while Al-Haitham tries to reach around him.

Kaveh ends the fight by tossing the thing at Mehrak, “Get rid of that thing! Throw it in a neighbor’s trash if you can! Burnables, Mehrak, burnables!”

Mehrak’s display flashes its determined face as it chimes out its acceptance of this task of utmost importance, and hurries off to toss out the figurine.

Kaveh feels Al-Haitham move to follow after Mehrak, and then is startled when there’s a sharp yank at the side of his head. Both he and Al-Haitham startle, pulled in close to each other and colliding with loud curses and complaints.

“Hey, what’s this now? What did you do?” Kaveh feels something pulling at the smaller hairpins that help keep his braid in place. The hairpins pull at Kaveh’s scalp, bringing tears to his eyes as he feels his braid start to loosen as its pulled. Al-Haitham makes a sharp, pained noise, head pressed against Kaveh’s. Al-Haitham’s hair must have gotten caught on Kaveh’s hairpins when they were fighting over the damned piece of wood. And it must have been caught close enough to his scalp that he can’t pull away at all.

“Hold on, hold on,” Kaveh says, reaching up to feel his way to where Al-Haitham’s hair got caught. “I’ve got it, I’ve got you. Just hold still for a second. This is what you get for bringing trash into the house.”

Once Kaveh untangles them from each other, Al-Haitham straightens up. Kaveh expects him to go after Mehrak, but Al-Haitham just looks at him. They are still standing so close to each other. 

Al-Haitham did not have his hair done up or tied back today, just loose. But from their little tussle and from being snagged in Kaveh’s pins, some of the strands have been pulled up, like wispy waves at the side of his head where they had been caught. 

Kaveh opens his mouth to comment on it. But Al-Hatham smiles. Those lips part to reveal, once more, straight white teeth and pink gum. The heart of his mouth takes shape, rolling in like the wave, the tide.

Ah, Kaveh thinks. I see. There’s you.



Al-Haitham’s heart smile momentarily breaks as Al-Haitham begins to laugh. It is a rich and light sound, but also a funny one because he’s laughing so hard that he snorts, eyes crinkling up, nose scrunching, the sound rising and rising and rising. Like bread. Like warmth. Like a bird.

“You look like a weed.” Al-Haitham gets out between peals of laughter. He’s laughing and smiling so deeply, so broadly, that Kaveh sees those indents on each side of that heart-smile. “Haven’t we done this before?”

And Kaveh does what he could have done, should have done, years and years ago when he first realized that it was not so terrible a thing to fall in love with someone with a smile like this.

Kaveh reaches out and touches the man, who is simply a man who just happens to be very beautiful.

He raises his hands, thumbs slotting into those dimples to frame and cradle that heart of a smile — the glowing cheek. And it is Kaveh’s own mouth, his own heart, that presses against that smile.

“You ridiculous man. Just who looks like a weed? Didn’t I just tell you that your eyes are broken?” Kaveh says to that heart of a smile, to that glowing face, to this absurdity of a person, “Of course we haven’t done this before. I’d remember if you almost gave me a heart attack via trash in a tea canister.”

What would it matter if it was a terrible thing or not to love someone like Al-Haitham? Aren’t all things terrible and great in turns anyway? Isn’t that what makes them great, what makes them terrible? It doesn’t mean anything if it’s wonderful all the time. You have to work for them, you have to put in the effort to try. That is what makes the smile so sweet, the laugh so joyous, the quiet so good.

-

Retirement’s never looked so fetching on a man, especially considering that in this case retirement means Al-Haitham has gone from being the leader of a country to a regular administrative clerk. 

Al-Haitham is watching Cyno rip open booster packets from the new Genius Invokation expansion. Cyno offers the open mouth of the packet to Al-Haitham to draw from, and then to Kaveh, and then to Tighnari, and then back to Al-Haitham again in turns. Apparently the cards in the booster packs can tell that Cyno has expectations, so he always has someone else he trusts doing the drawing for him. 

Tighnari pulls a limited edition holographic foil embossed SS ranked card. Cyno puts the newly opened booster pack down, puts his hands together, and starts to pray in thanks. Somewhere Lord Kusanali must be having a good and kind laugh. While Cyno is doing this, Kaveh goes back to pulling meat and vegetables off the last of the skewers for all four of them to split. Mushrooms for Tighnari, the meat for Cyno, the potato for Al-Haitham, the bell peppers for Kaveh. The weird grilled pineapple that everyone keeps trying to tell Lambad isn’t actually necessary gets added to the rest of the pile of pineapple pieces. Al-Haitham is idly twirling a lock of hair around his finger, reading through a short novella that he got Tighnari to get him from Mondstadt.

“Question for you,” Tighnari says to Al-Haitham while Cyno is busy giving thanks.

“As long as it isn’t about the Akademiya,” Al-Haitham replies, absently reaching over for one of the potato chunks.

“Your hair,” Tighnari begins, starting and then stopping as he considers the best way to phrase the question. “Well. You know the rumors.”

Everyone knows the rumors. They’ve died down over the years, especially now that there’s so many other things about Al-Haitham for there to be rumors about. And of course, now that Al-Haitham’s hair is long again and he hasn’t really cut it since, there’s not much point in talking about that old rumor in specific.

For someone so dedicated to living a simple and quiet life, Al-Haitham sure does have a lot of rumors going on about him. And no one in their group is unaware of how several of them, especially the older ones, are linked to Kaveh and Al-Haitham’s rather public dissolution.

Again, several years later, with how life has managed to play out, a lot of those rumors have faded. Al-Haitham and Kaveh still disagree, their Darshans will always be rivals, and they wouldn’t be themselves if they didn’t squabble. But it’s also in-arguably true that their fights are not as bad as they once were, and they’re seen as rather amicable in public more often that not these days.

But one of the rumors, the one that caught Kaveh’s attention more than most and the one that informed him that Al-Haitham had even cut his hair in the first place, was that Al-Haitham cut it because of Kaveh. 

Their project broke up. They fought. They were no longer friends or on speaking terms. So Al-Haitham cut his hair. Or so the rumors claim. 

The people of Sumeru do love to gossip and theorize so. It’s what makes them all exceptionally good scholars. Or maybe it’s because they’re scholars that they love to gossip?

“As if I would ever cut my hair for someone else,” Al-Haitham scoffs, eyes flicking to Kaveh briefly. “Why is it that everyone thinks that everything I do must factor in for you somehow? And yet I’m the self-centered one between the lot of us?”

“The timing doesn’t even match,” Kaveh points out, licking sauce off of his fingertips. Cyno gives him a flat stare over his clasped hands and Kaveh rolls his eyes, going for a napkin to thoroughly wipe his hands before Cyno has them drawing cards for him again. “You cut your hair off at least a year after I graduated.”

“All of us present know how to keep track of a basic timeline. Obviously the rumors are just that, rumors. But that’s why I’m curious to hear about it from you directly,” Tighnari says, resting his chin on his palm, absently reaching into the foil packet again for Cyno. A regular card, but judging by Cyno’s sharp look at it, it’s one that he wanted anyway. Cyno turns the packet towards Al-Haitham.

Al-Haitham visibly considers his answer — whether to brush off the implied question or fucking with them with some bullshit. He leaves them all, sans Cyno, is suspense as he draws a card. A gold card, not as rare as the one Tighnari drew, but definitely one that has Cyno preening.

“I come from a line of scholars from both parents. Based on the records left to me,” Al-Haitham begins as Cyno adds it to a specific pile of cards, “My mother started to grow her hair long when she entered the Akademiya and once she graduated she cut it short. It was some sort of tradition in her family. Her father taught it to her, as his father before him, and his mother before him. So on and so forth, for as far back as the records care to mention.” Al-Haitham shrugs. “I thought it was an interesting and harmless enough tradition to try and emulate. After all, I was already in my Father’s Darshan and living through my grandmother’s wishes. It would not hurt to carry something of my mother’s with me. Especially if it was something that lacked so much in terms of effort.”

“That,” Cyno says, slowly tipping the foil packet towards Kaveh with a look of warning in his eyes that Kaveh’s fingers better be so clean he could go in and work as an emergency surgical assistant right this very second, “Sounds much more plausible than you doing something because of heartbreak over Kaveh.”

Tighnari and Kaveh both nod along in agreement as Kaveh draws a card and presents it to Cyno for assessment.

“I’m glad you think so,” Al-Haitham says flatly. “And I didn’t realize that the length of my hair was a matter of national attention. What’s wrong with that card?”

Cyno squints his eyes at the card Kaveh drew. “Misprint.” Cyno turns his eyes to Kaveh. “Do you want this? For some collectors, a misprint can be worth a lot.”

“Typical me that I draw and I get something like that. No, no, it’s alright. I wouldn’t know how to price the thing anyway. Besides, how could I sell one of your cards? That’s not right.” 

“Did she ever cut her hair again afterwards?” Tighnari asks. “Or was it just an Akademiya thing?”

Al-Haitham hums, mimicking Tighnari’s pose, long finger resting against the seam of his lip. Al-Haitham’s eyes laugh loud enough that Cyno puts the foil packet of cards down. Now he’s going to be messing with them for sure. And all of them assembled are familiar enough with Al-Haitham to know it.

“Say it, whatever it is,” Cyno says, eyes closing as he physically braces himself for Al-Haitham to come out with something that’s definitely going to have the entire table with their heads in their hands and groaning for another round of drinks. Kaveh glances out of the corner of his eye and sees Lambad looking over at their table. The man gestures if they need refills. Kaveh nods. Best to be prepared.

“Well,” Al-Haitham starts and all of them let out a preemptive groan. Just warming up for whatever it is he’s about to do to them. “It seems you don’t want to know the answer.”

“No, no. Now we’re going to be wondering about it,” Kaveh says, waving at Al-Haitham to continue. “Just lay it on us.”

“In the few image files I have of my parents,” Al-Haitham continues, “Before they married my mother had long hair. Afterwards she did not.”

Kaveh blinks. Cyno whistles. Tighnari bursts out into laughter.

“So in that case you would be cutting your hair for someone else,” he says, leaning back in his seat as he laughs. “Well, Kaveh, your move.”

Kaveh squawks as everyone turns towards him. “Why does it have to be my move? He could be the one doing the proposing, not me!”

“Who’s doing the what now?” Lambad asks, setting down new drinks and a new bottle. “I’m not wiping your tabs for the night because of a proposal. With the way you two bicker you might be having a proposal every other week and with the way all of you drink and eat when you’re together I’d be out of a business. I would offer an open bar if you hosted your reception here though. You are very good customers.”

“I feel like we’re all moving very fast over something that hasn’t even been spoken,” Kaveh says. “There’s no proposing going on from either him or me.”

“Kaveh’s right.”

And now Kaveh’s suspicious.

“There might be someone else who proposes first,” Al-Haitham muses. “In this world we live in, anything is possible. It would even be possible that I might accept. Who knows? The conditions are too vague for me to say one way or another.”

“Who else — “ Lambad starts, and then, realizing that he’s a man with an entire night of work ahead of himself that requires him to be somewhat mentally stable, turns around and walks away. If only the rest of them could be so lucky.

“Who else would propose to you?” Kaveh demands, slapping a hand down on the table. Cyno quickly gathers up his cards and unopened booster packs, correctly assessing that tonight has taken a very sudden and sharp pivot. Kaveh’s mind flicks to the limited list of people Al-Haitham willingly interacts with. Aside from all of the people they both know, Kaveh can only think of Al-Haitham’s fellow mahamatra members. His mind flashes back to a half-buried memory from the House of Daena with golden laurels and just as quickly tosses the thought into the trash.

“I’m not a clairvoyant, how would I know? It’s a hypothetical situation. If my next drastic change in hairstyles hinges upon marriage, and if you are not proposing, nor I, then that would mean an unknown third party has decided to do so. And I, for reasons I can’t begin to guess, accepted.”

“Absolutely not,” Kaveh snaps. “We haven’t been practically linked across all of Sumeru’s collective consciousness for the past several years for you to go off and accept someone else’s proposal. Don’t even think about it!”

“Oh? Is that so? Should I be getting shears ready then?”

“Hypothetical proposal!”

“Hypothetical shears.”

“You!” Kaveh throws his hands up in the air. “Just eat your potato and be quiet! You’re committed to being a vexation.”

“And hypothetically I could be your vexation,” Al-Haitham concedes. 

“Hypothetically,” Cyno repeats flatly, staring right at Kaveh.

“Hypothetically,” Tighnari repeats, eyes raised towards the ceiling as he shakes his head. “What in the world is hypothetical about any of this anymore?”

“Hypothetically,” Al-Haitham continues. Cyno joins Tighnari in rolling his eyes towards the ceiling. “What would be so terrible about proposing to me or being proposed to by me?”

“Nothing,” Kaveh answers immediately, scowling deeply. “Anyone would be so lucky.”

“You look like you just got saddled with the bill for another Palace of Alcazarzaray.”

“Hypothetically speaking — “

“Hypothetically,” the rest of the table choruses.

“ — it would be the greatest honor of my life,” Kaveh answers. “But also you look beautiful with long hair, and I don’t want to get blamed for it when you — “

“When, he says,” Tighnari reaches over and nudges Cyno’s arm. “When. Not if.”

Cyno reaches over and taps the table by Al-Haitham’s elbow. “Get your hypothetical shears.”

“ — cut your hair and all your admirers lose their minds.”

“What admirers?” Al-Haitham rolls his eyes. “What would their minds matter when it’s you in front of me and no one else? Hypothetically, of course.”

“It’s just that you have such beautiful hair.”

“And it would grow back again if I cut it. Hypothetically. It’s just hair. So aside from the hair, we are in agreement. It wouldn’t be so terrible?”

Kaveh thinks about evenings, the both of them fresh from their respective baths. Al-Haitham sitting before him, his starlight silver hair between them as Kaveh turns it into a fine and tidy braid. Kaveh thinks of the quiet patterns that have formed between them over the shared ritual, and how that quiet has now long expanded beyond what once felt like such fragile snapshots of time. 

He thinks about how easy it is to look at Al-Haitham and see him as he is, as he always was, and to speak of him, to reach for him. And how easily Al-Haitham will reach back, as though he didn’t have to think about it at all. Kaveh thinks of how he is easily welcomed into that space, that place, right next to Al-Haitham wherever he is. And how that space sometimes involves some of the most atrocious purchases Kaveh’s ever lay eyes on. But sometimes that space also includes shallow bowls filled with salted peanuts or platters of cut fruit as they go back and forth over the latest research article being passed around the Akademiya, or gossip they couldn’t help but overhear because it was literally being yelled about between the uncles and aunts down the street from their house. 

And Kaveh also thinks about those distant memories of the boy prince upon the distant shore, gleaming from the top of the lighthouse. Kaveh thinks of the unreachable and melancholy man standing just beyond a layer of paint and wooden frame. He thinks of the man who once sat at the top of that lonely world.

Which of course, gets Kaveh to thinking about the smile.

Kaveh thinks about the smile. That smile in the shape of a heart, framed in a face that looks like it was meant to be held. Kaveh thinks of the way Al-Haitham’s eyes and nose crinkle up when he laughs. Kaveh thinks of that smile and how it transforms the entire shape of the man and what it was like to see that smile for the first time, and then touch it, hold it, for himself.

And there is only one answer to that question, isn’t there?

“No, it would not be.”


Notes for the Chapter:this was supposed to go under the Tropes Don’t Lie but look at this things. it’s huge.





